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   Chapter 1
 
   As she mounted the steps to her dream job, Dr. Emma Earl’s main concern was not to trip over her own feet. She kept her eyes down on her size-9 flats to make sure she didn’t fall on her face. First impressions came only once and she didn’t want her new coworkers to think she was clumsy.
 
   She made it to the top unscathed and recognized the man waiting for her as the same Dr. Ian MacGregor who had conducted her second interview. If she hadn’t recognized his face, then his Scottish accent would certainly have jarred her memory. “Good morning, Dr. Earl. Here early on your first day even.”
 
   Emma needed a moment to remember that she was Dr. Earl now; the title sounded so strange from someone else’s mouth. “Yes,” she managed to get out. As her face turned red-hot, she summoned the courage to add, “Am I too early?”
 
   “Not at all, lass. I like employees who are punctual.”
 
   “Oh. That’s good.”
 
   “Now, why don’t we go inside and I’ll show you around?”
 
   “Shouldn’t Dr. Brighton—?”
 
   “He won’t mind. Trust me.” Since Dr. MacGregor was the head of the geology department, Emma had no choice but to take his word for it. 
 
   She hadn’t visited the museum in four years, but it looked relatively unchanged. They walked around the ticket line, into the Great Hall. At one end of this hall was the longest-running exhibit of the Plaine Museum, the skeleton of a mastodon named Alex in honor of Dr. Alexander Plaine, the museum’s founder who had discovered the mastodon in Ohio and brought it back to his native Rampart City. At his own expense he built the museum around it so the city might have an institution dedicated to knowledge and learning to rival any major European city at the time.
 
   Emma knew this story by heart—she had read Dr. Plaine’s biography when she was three—but didn’t mind hearing it again from Dr. MacGregor. They paused in front of Alex while Dr. MacGregor told the story in his Scottish brogue. “No one expects you to be a tour guide, but it’s always good if you can point visitors to the right place.”
 
   “Yes, sir. I’ve been coming here since I was little.”
 
   “You’ve probably memorized every inch of the place then, haven’t you?”
 
   “Not quite, sir.”
 
   “No need for that ‘sir’ stuff like we’re in the military.”
 
   “Sorry, Dr. MacGregor.”
 
   “You can call me Ian, lass. You mind if I call you Emma?”
 
   “I don’t mind.”
 
   “Excellent.” He indicated the sets of double doors behind her that for the moment were closed. “Those are our temporary exhibits. Right now we’re winding down the ‘Wonderful World of Ants.’ The kiddies really seem to like that. We’ve also got ‘American Pirates’ going on. That’s a popular one, might keep it for a while longer if we can.”
 
   “What about that one over there?” she asked and pointed to the left. 
 
   “Oh, that. Bloody mess is what that is. Supposed to be something called ‘Egypt’s First King’ about this Karlak II bloke. Except on the trip here, the freighter carrying most of the artifacts sank.”
 
   “The captain scuttled the ship, didn’t he? I remember reading about that in the newspaper.”
 
   “Quite right, lass. They say he went nuts and destroyed the boilers. No one is quite sure why. We’ve been trying to sort things out with the Egyptian government. As you might imagine, they’re a bit annoyed that some of their relics are sitting at the bottom of the ocean.”
 
   “That’s awful,” Emma said.
 
   “Yes.” Ian shook his head and then smiled. “But that’s for the lawyers and Anthropology to figure out. None of our concern.”
 
   He led her over to the staff elevator behind Alex. She resisted the urge to wave goodbye to the mastodon as she had done when she was a little girl. Aside from her closest friend Becky Beech, Alex’s presence had reassured her after her parents had died, when the rest of the world had been in flux. That the mastodon was still here made her smile as she had back then.
 
   The staff elevator wasn’t much different than the regular patron elevator, except that it had more buttons. These went from the fourth floor executive offices all the way down to something labeled as the “Sub-Subbasement.” Ian pressed the button for the third floor department offices.
 
   The corridor was a dingy white; some of the lights flickered overhead. The tiles were scuffed and in some places chipped from repeated use and abuse. She wondered when the department offices had last undergone a renovation; probably long before she was born. Still, this didn’t dampen her enthusiasm as she followed Ian down the corridor, past frosted glass doors with labels like, “Metallurgy Division” and “Gemstone Division.”
 
   They finally stopped at the door marked “Exogeology Division.” Ian opened the door for her. The state of the office prompted Emma to gasp. Piles of books and journals took up the worktables and the desk in the room was nearly invisible from the amount of folders and loose papers on top of it. 
 
   “I’m afraid your predecessor wasn’t the neatest sort,” Ian said.
 
   A door to the left opened and out of it stumbled an old man with wild white hair, at least a three-day growth of stubble and the bulbous red nose of an alcoholic. If these signs weren’t enough to indicate the man had a problem with alcohol, the smell of his breath was almost enough to make Emma gag.
 
   “What’s going on here?” the man said. “Who the hell is this?”
 
   “Hello, Walter,” Ian said. “This is Dr. Emma Earl. She’s your new researcher.”
 
   The man’s watery gray eyes narrowed at Emma, who took an involuntary step back. “This girl is the one you’ve hired? Has she even finished high school yet?”
 
   “Dr. Earl has a PhD in Geology from the University of California at Berkeley. She’s more than qualified for the position,” Ian said. The iciness of his voice prompted Emma to take another step back into the doorway. “The director and I think she will be a welcome addition to our team.”
 
   “Is that what we’ve come down to now? Hiring pubescent girls and calling them doctors?” The man shook his head. “Good thing I’m almost to retirement.”
 
   With that, the man turned and slammed the door to his office. Emma stood in the doorway, barely holding back tears. Ever since she’d enrolled at Northwestern at age fourteen, she’d been the butt of jokes for being a kid. She had hoped things might be different here, but clearly that wasn’t the case.
 
   Ian put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry about Dr. Brighton. He used to be quite the scholar back in the day.”
 
   “Yes. I’ve read some of his papers,” she said. “They were very good.”
 
   “He hasn’t been the same since his wife died. Won’t be much longer now until we’ll have to force him to retire.” Ian smiled at her. “He shouldn’t give you too much of a problem, so long as you don’t bother him. If it gets to be too much, you come and see me. My office is right at the end of the hall.”
 
   “Thank you, s—Ian.”
 
   “You’re welcome, lass. And good luck.”
 
   He left her among the ruins of the office. With a sigh, she started to clean up the place.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
   The Rampart City docks covered several square miles. Everything from fishing boats to freighters to cruise ships used the port. That meant it took them nearly an hour to find the right ship. 
 
   The good part was that the Coast Guard had thoughtfully laid everything out for them on the dock. It was far less of a haul than Dr. Dan Dreyfus had hoped for. Still, anything they recovered from the icy Atlantic was better than nothing.
 
   For two months Dan had been on the edge of panic. The artifacts, most of which he had excavated from the Egyptian sands, had been lost at sea on their way to the Plaine Museum for the exhibition. The expedition had taken four years and cost quite a lot of money, the director had told him often enough. To lose everything because the captain went nutty and sank the ship was beyond Dan’s comprehension. Had it been some kind of political statement? A religious beef? There would be no way to find out since the captain had gone down with the ship and none of the sailors seemed to have any idea.
 
   Then came the call three days ago from the Coast Guard. Against all odds, some of the crates had washed up in Massachusetts, near Cape Cod. The labels on some of the crates had listed the Plaine Museum as the destination, so the Coast Guard wanted someone from the museum to identify the objects and whether they belonged to the museum or not.
 
   For that, Dan and his assistant Gregg had rented a U-Haul truck and wandered around the docks to find where the Coast Guard had unloaded the items.  The officer Dan had talked to waited for them on the dock, with the items spread out on a black tarp. They shook hands and introduced themselves. Then the officer got down to business. “This is all the stuff we could find. Just tell me what you think is yours and then fill out the papers.”
 
   “Not a problem,” Dan said. He motioned to Gregg. “My assistant has a list of the items for the exhibit. Shouldn’t be too hard to find them.”
 
   Dan had taken most of the items from the ground himself, so he didn’t need a list to identify everything. He got down on his knees on the tarp and picked up a clay jar. Miraculously, the jar had survived intact. “They don’t make ‘em like these anymore,” he mumbled. He handed the jar to Gregg to check off their list.
 
   There were more items: arrowheads, bridles, and the like. The most important item was still in its crate; the lid had stayed on throughout the ordeal. “Do you have a crowbar or something?” Dan asked the officer. The Coast Guard officer sent an aide off to look for one. The aide returned a few minutes later with a claw hammer. “I guess that’ll have to work.”
 
   Dan worked at the crate’s lid until he finally got the claws under a nail so he could prop it open. The lid came free and Dan tossed it aside. He whooped with joy to see the contents of the crate still intact. He reached into the crate and then ran his hands along the smooth stone of the sarcophagus for Karlak II. It wasn’t as elaborate as the ones for the later pharaohs, but it was even more special than those. This was the first real Egyptian king, the first to unite the various factions to form what would later become the Old Kingdom.
 
   Dan needed the help of Gregg, the officer, and three sturdy sailors to get the lid of the sarcophagus off. Karlak II had not been mummified like the pharaohs; Karlak II’s ancestors would perfect those rituals. The Coast Guard officers gagged at the smell from the sarcophagus, but Dan had smelled a lot worse in the field. He peered into the sarcophagus; the skeleton seemed undisturbed by the seawater. Dan let out a sigh of relief.
 
   “Looks like he’s safe,” Gregg said.
 
   “It sure does. I thought for sure the old boy was going to be buried at sea.” Obviously Karlak II’s sarcophagus had been the center of the exhibit; no Karlak, no exhibit the director had told him. Now that they had the ancient king, they could revive the exhibit.
 
   Dan squinted at something almost camouflaged by the black tarp. “What is that thing?” he asked and pointed at a rectangular object that was entirely a glossy black.
 
   Gregg looked down at the list and then shook his head. “I don’t see anything like it on the list.”
 
   Dan crawled over to the object. He put a hand to the black surface, but pulled it away a moment later at the coldness of it. Well, he supposed it had probably floated around the cold Atlantic for a while. He leaned closer to search for any kind of markings that might identify it as Egyptian in origin. There was nothing, just a black surface that reflected the light. It seemed to be made of some kind of crystal. Ebony? Jet?
 
   “It gives me the creeps,” Gregg said. “It looks like the monolith in 2001.”
 
   “It does, doesn’t it?” Dan said. He touched it again, this time prepared for the cold. He ran his hands over the surface to search for any seams or levers or anything that might indicate its purpose. He turned to the officer. “Can your guys help me turn this thing over?”
 
   “Hold on, Boss,” Gregg said. He sprinted back to the truck. He returned with a handcart. Between that and some old-fashioned muscle power, they managed to get the thing turned over. Dan found nothing on that side either. It was a glossy black box. Not even really a box, since it didn’t seem to have any kind of storage compartment. Maybe it was a marker of some sort, like a tombstone. It certainly had the ominous quality of one.
 
   “Was this in a crate?” Dan asked the officer. 
 
   The man shook his head. “It was like that, sitting on the beach with some of the other stuff. It’s not yours?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Then we’ll have to put it back in the hold.”
 
   “Why? So you can put it in a government warehouse to be examined by ‘top men?’” Dan said. He had seen Raiders of the Lost Ark a hundred times when he was a kid. Even if the government didn’t put it in a warehouse, Dan doubted they would be able to figure it out. He stood up to face the officer. “Look, we have people who can give this a proper scientific analysis. Then maybe we can figure out what it is.”
 
   “I don’t know. I could get into trouble—”
 
   Dan leaned close to the officer to whisper, “Come on, what kind of trouble can you get into? No one knows who this belongs to, right?”
 
   “Right—”
 
   “So let us take it off your hands. If anyone asks, you’ll have my name on the report.”
 
   “That’s true—”
 
   “You’ve probably got a lot better things to do than schlep this around, am I right? Drug dealers and lost fishermen and all that.”
 
   The officer nodded. “All right, you can have it. Gets it out of my hair.”
 
   It took nearly another hour to get everything loaded into the truck. Dan was grateful for the help of the Coast Guard sailors, especially the one who drove down a forklift for the Karlak II sarcophagus. When it was done, they had everything aboard the truck, which included the mysterious black box.
 
   Gregg looked in the rearview mirror and frowned. “What do you think that thing is?”
 
   “I don’t have any idea. It looks like it’s made out of some kind of rock, so I guess we should let the boys in Geology take a crack at it.”
 
   ***
 
   It took half of her first day for Emma to get the mess in the office cleaned up. She created a new filing system—replacing the old system of throwing the files any old place—and stacked the books in the storage closet. She located some Post-It notes and pens to write herself a note to dispose of the old books later.
 
   She had just finished when the door opened. Ian stuck his head inside and then smiled at her. “I see you’ve got things under control,” he said.
 
   “For the most part,” Emma said.
 
   “Good. Have you taken your lunch yet?”
 
   “Not yet. I was hoping to finish some things up first.”
 
   “I understand. Just don’t forget. We don’t want our employees starving.”
 
   “Yes, s—Ian.”
 
   Ian turned to go, but then quickly changed direction again to look towards Dr. Brighton’s office. “Has he given you any trouble?”
 
   “No, he’s been fine.” She had put her ear to his door about a half hour earlier and heard Dr. Brighton’s snores.
 
   “Good. I’m sure he’ll take a shine to you soon enough.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Ian checked his watch. “I best be going. Meetings all afternoon. Keep your chin up, lass.”
 
   “I will. Thank you.”
 
   With that he closed the door and she was alone again. Now that she had cleaned up the office, she could finally get to work on some research. There was a microscope and some other equipment on a worktable; she supposed she should check to make sure these worked. In a file cabinet she found some old slides prepared by one of her predecessors.
 
   She was engrossed in this slide when she heard the door open again. She expected to see Ian; maybe he had forgotten something from the last time. “Is there something else—” she stopped when she saw it was not Ian at the door.
 
   This was another man entirely, one with curly brown hair, brown eyes, and a warm smile. She felt her face warm and willed herself to stop so she wouldn’t embarrass herself in front of him. “Are you Dr. Earl?” the man asked.
 
   “Yes,” she squeaked.
 
   The man’s smile widened. “I’m Dr. Dreyfus, from Anthropology. Actually, I’m an Egyptologist. I won’t bore you with all of the details, but I came into possession of an artifact. I’m not sure exactly what it is. I took it to Dr. Lemieux in Gemstones and he said I should bring it down here to you.”
 
   “I see,” she stammered. “What is it?”
 
   Dr. Dreyfus took a step back so another man could wheel in a glossy black object. It looked like a box, but as Emma leaned close to it, she couldn’t see any seams on it. Dr. Dreyfus knelt down beside her and ran a hand over the object’s surface. “There aren’t any markings on it at all. Dr. Lemieux thought maybe you would know.”
 
   “It looks like a natural mineral, maybe jet or ebony,” she said, grateful that she could look away from Dr. Dreyfus to study the object, “but it’s not.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “Well, I’d have to run some tests to be sure, but I’m pretty confident.”
 
   “About how long would those tests take to run?”
 
   Emma blushed again, but this time it wasn’t from Dr. Dreyfus’s presence. “I’m not sure. I started today and I haven’t really had a chance to try out the equipment.” She swallowed and then forced herself to look at him. “I might have something preliminary by the end of the day.”
 
   “That’s great.” He held out a hand for her to shake; she did so timidly, her hands sweaty and limp. “And welcome aboard. This is a great place to work.”
 
   “Thank you. I really like it here so far.”
 
   Dr. Dreyfus stood up while she still squatted next to the mysterious object, afraid that if she stood, she might faint. “Well, I’d better let you get to it,” he said. “Thanks for your help.”
 
   “It’s my pleasure,” she said.
 
   After he had gone, she looked around the office for a chisel and hammer she could use for taking a sample from the case. These she found in the bottom drawer of the desk, under a pair of men’s socks. She tossed the socks into the trash and then went over to the object. She placed the chisel on the top of the object; she felt a shiver along her spine as she did so. There was definitely something strange about this thing, though she couldn’t put her finger on it.
 
   A piece chipped away easily enough so she could mount it into a slide—once she found the slides. When she looked into the microscope, she saw Dr. Dreyfus’s face in the glass. She closed her eyes and shook her head to focus on the task at hand. With a deep breath she felt some of the heat in her face drain away. I’m a scientist, she told herself, not a schoolgirl. Still, as she looked into the microscope again, she couldn’t help but think how wonderful it would be at the end of the day to see him again.
 
   It soon became clear that she wouldn’t be able to tell him very much. As she’d feared, nothing besides the microscope still worked. This didn’t come as a surprise given the state of the office. It seemed unlikely anyone had done any real work here in years.
 
   She needed a few deep breaths before she knocked on Dr. Brighton’s door. A bout of coughing replaced his snoring. After this subsided, she opened the door to the office. Dr. Brighton looked worse than before, his hair even messier and a spot of drool at one corner of his mouth. “Who the devil are you?” he asked.
 
   “Dr. Emma Earl. Your new researcher. Dr. MacGregor introduced us earlier.”
 
   This seemed to jog his memory. “Oh, right, the girl scientist. What is it you want?”
 
   “I’d like to requisition some new equipment.”
 
   “Is that a fact? What we have isn’t good enough for you? It was good enough for Dr. Winton. You think you’re better than him?”
 
   “No, sir, but—”
 
   “Then you make do with what we have. Now run along, young lady. And shut the damned door on your way out.”
 
   Every muscle in Emma’s body wanted to turn around and walk away. She forced herself to remain there and glare at Dr. Brighton. “You shouldn’t talk to me like that. I’ve published a half-dozen papers already in some of the most distinguished scientific journals in the country. I graduated at the top of my class.” Her voice was little more than a whisper as she said this. “I’m not a ‘girl’ or a ‘young lady.’ I’m a scientist and I expect you to treat me as such.”
 
   “Is that a fact?” Dr. Brighton’s eyes narrowed at her.
 
   “Yes, sir, it is. And furthermore, if you don’t let me fill out a requisition for some new equipment, I’ll take the matter up with Dr. MacGregor.”
 
   “This is extortion! I won’t have it! You’re fired!”
 
   Emma grabbed the doorknob for support. She couldn’t lose her dream job, not like this. “Excuse me, sir, but if that’s the case then I might have to speak with the director about your conduct.”
 
   “My conduct? What do you know of my conduct, you impudent child?”
 
   “I know that according to Page 42 of the Plaine Museum Rules and Regulations it’s improper for an employee to drink or sleep on the job. Any employee caught doing so can be immediately discharged.”
 
   They glared at each other for a moment. Emma forced herself to meet Dr. Brighton’s gaze. The old man grumbled something unintelligible as he bent down to open his bottom drawer. From this he took out a sheet of paper, which he slammed down onto his desk. “There’s your damned requisition. Order yourself a goddamned Jacuzzi for all I care.”
 
   Emma took the sheet of paper from him. She clutched it to her chest like a life preserver “Thank you, sir.” She scurried out of the room before Dr. Brighton changed his mind.
 
   ***
 
   Dr. Dreyfus came around at four-thirty, by which point Emma still hadn’t been able to do much with the sample from the object. “I’m sorry,” she told him. She looked down at her feet. “The equipment here isn’t in very good shape. I’ve got some on order now, but it might take some time.”
 
   She hated to fail him like this; she wished she could have something more to tell him. He seemed to take this disappointment in stride. “It’s all right. There’s no hurry.”
 
   She motioned him over to the microscope, where she still had the slide under the glass. “I did get a look at it with the microscope. I can tell you it’s definitely not jet or ebony.” She shook her head. “It’s not like anything I’ve ever seen.”
 
   Dr. Dreyfus bent down to look in the microscope, though she doubted he would understand what he saw. “You think it could be something else? Something alien?”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to jump to a conclusion like that until I get a better look.”
 
   He turned from the microscope and favored her with a smile. “Well, at least we can be pretty sure what it isn’t. That gets us closer to knowing what it is, right?”
 
   “I suppose so,” she said.
 
   He held out his hand for her to shake again. “Thanks for doing this, Dr. Earl. I mean it.”
 
   “I’m glad to help.”
 
   She still looked down at the floor as he left the room. When the door opened a few minutes later, her heart leaped at the thought that he might have come back. But it wasn’t Dr. Dreyfus. Ian sauntered in, his smile not quite as warm as Dr. Dreyfus’s. “Well, looks like you managed to survive the first day,” he said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I got your equipment requisition. I’ll put it through straightaway.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome lass.” He glanced at Dr. Brighton’s door. “Any problems with him?”
 
   Her face turned warm as she thought of their showdown earlier. Dr. Brighton hadn’t emerged from his office since then; she had heard him snoring before Dr. Dreyfus came in. She shook her head. “No, we’re getting along fine.”
 
   “Excellent.” Ian held out his hand for her to shake. “Congratulations on your first day. I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow.”
 
   “I’m looking forward to it.”
 
   Before he left, Ian stopped and looked down at the black object. “What is that?”
 
   “Dr. Dreyfus brought it in. He wanted me to find out what it is. I haven’t made much headway on it yet.”
 
   “I see. Quite an odd-looking thing, isn’t it?” He bent down in front of the object. “Any idea what it does?”
 
   “From what I can tell so far, it doesn’t seem to do anything.”
 
   Ian ran his hand along the object, but pulled it back a moment later. “Bugger sure is cold.”
 
   “It shouldn’t be that cold still,” Emma said. “It’s been sitting here most of the day.”
 
   “Very odd.” He shook his head and then stood up. “Well, I had better let you get home. Goodnight, Emma.”
 
   “Goodnight, Ian.” Before she left, she locked the object into the storage closet.  She didn’t want to risk someone might think it valuable and try to make off with it. That its surface was still ice cold was something she would have to remember later when she continued her analysis. That would have to wait until tomorrow; she had something to do tonight.
 
   ***
 
   On Emma’s first holiday break from Northwestern, she had flown back to Rampart City. Aunt Gladys had been found in the supermarket clad in only her underwear. After a few days of tests, the diagnosis came back: Aunt Gladys had Alzheimer’s.
 
   This came as a surprise to Emma because Aunt Gladys was only fifty-three at the time and she had always been very healthy. Aunt Gladys had visited every continent except Antarctica, scaled Mount Kilimanjaro, run with the bulls in Pamplona, and sailed down the length of the Amazon. Despite all of this, she had never fallen ill. Emma’s mother said that even as a child, her older sister had never missed a day of school with colds, flus, or other childhood ailments. Emma had assumed her aunt would go on being healthy forever.
 
   Having to talk with Aunt Gladys about assisted living facilities at such a young age was as hard for Emma as when she lost her parents. At the time Emma was fourteen years old; she couldn’t possibly care for a mentally ill woman on her own. They didn’t have any other close family; it had been the two of them after Emma’s parents died.
 
   In the end Aunt Gladys had voluntarily checked herself into the Park Glen Rest Home. She had hugged Emma and told her, “It’ll be all right. They’ll take good care of me. You go back to school.”
 
   “I should stay here,” Emma said. “I should stay with you.”
 
   “There’s nothing you can do, Emma.” Aunt Gladys smiled at her. “Not even with that big brain of yours.”
 
   “But I should at least be here.”
 
   “To do what? Sit here and hold my hand?” She brushed hair away from Emma’s face to look her in the eye. “You go and get a good education. That’s what your mother wanted.”
 
   “I don’t have to go back to Northwestern. I could go somewhere closer.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, Emma. We’ll still be able to see each other. And you can call me on the phone.” Aunt Gladys smiled again. “I’m not dying. Not yet.”
 
   Emma had gone back to Northwestern, though she called every weekend to check on her aunt. The calls became more difficult; Aunt Gladys would sometimes forget who was on the phone. Sometimes she wandered off, the phone still on.
 
   They had one final lucid conversation, this shortly after Emma graduated from Northwestern at the age of sixteen. She had offers from a number of schools about her doctoral work, which included a prestigious fellowship at Berkeley, the downside being that the school was across the country from Rampart City. She didn’t mention this to Aunt Gladys; Emma had no intention of going so far away. 
 
   But her aunt had found out from Becky. Aunt Gladys put a hand on Emma’s cheek and said, “It’s a good school, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, but it’s too far away. I want to be here, with you.”
 
   “Now, sweetheart, there’s no need for that.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “We’ve been over this before, haven’t we? There’s nothing you can do for me. I don’t want you to throw away your future to sit around here and watch me lose my marbles.”
 
   “Aunt Gladys—”
 
   She took Emma’s hand hard enough that Emma winced. “Please, Emma, just go. I couldn’t live with myself if I held you back.” She shook her head. “You have so much potential, my little genius. Don’t squander it on me.”
 
   In the end Emma had heeded her aunt’s wishes and left for California. She had tried to call a few times, but as the Alzheimer’s became worse, the conversations became almost impossible. Now that she was back, she promised herself she would visit Aunt Gladys no matter how bad the Alzheimer’s got.
 
   To get there required Emma to take a bus back to Parkdale, the suburb where she had spent the first fourteen years of her life. As she sat on the bus, she tried to read, but couldn’t focus on the words. She gave up on this and looked out the window. She recognized the Kmart where she had used to shop for clothes with her mother and the elementary school she and Becky had attended. The bus mercifully avoided the old house, or else Emma would have burst into tears.
 
   The Park Glen Rest Home from the outside looked like a misplaced ski lodge with its faux-Alpine exterior. Emma shivered as she walked up the sidewalk; she wondered what she would find when she got inside. At the front door she paused and then looked back towards the bus stop. It would be easy enough to turn around and go to her new home in the city. Becky wouldn’t know; not even Aunt Gladys would know. I would know, Emma thought. 
 
   She opened the door and then proceeded to the front desk. The chubby nurse on duty looked up at her. “Can I help you?”
 
   “I’m here to see Gladys Cabot.”
 
   “And your name?”
 
   “Dr. Emma Earl. I’m her niece.”
 
   The nurse checked something on the computer and then nodded. “Go on in, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Down a short hallway, Emma opened the door to the rec room. Despite the name, there wasn’t much recreation in the room. Mostly the patients—or “residents” as the rest home called them—stared at the television or the walls.
 
   Aunt Gladys sat in a chair in the corner and stared out the window. Emma wondered what she saw out there: the Amazon rainforest, African savannah, or her old neighborhood in Rampart City? There was no way to tell, not anymore.
 
   When Aunt Gladys had first come to Parkdale to care for Emma, people had usually confused them for mother and daughter. They had looked so much alike, with the same copper hair, blue eyes, and rangy frame, even more alike than Emma and her mother. Now people would probably think Aunt Gladys was her grandmother, her hair gray except for a few rusty strands and deep wrinkles that creased her face. Her hands shook as she sat in the chair, those hands as wrinkled as her face, with even a few liver spots now. 
 
   Emma pulled up a chair next to her aunt and then gently put a hand on Aunt Gladys’s arm. “Aunt Gladys, it’s me. It’s Emma.”
 
   Her aunt turned, her blue eyes rheumy and unfocused. When she smiled, she revealed teeth that had gone yellow and crooked. “Hello, sweetheart.” Any hopes for a normal conversation became dashed when Aunt Gladys added, “Look at how big you’re getting! Soon I won’t even be able to pick you up.”
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Can’t complain.”
 
   “That’s good.” Emma looked down at the floor, not sure what else she could say. She had read every article she could on Alzheimer’s, but none of it seemed to help. There didn’t seem to be any way to stop it.
 
   “So what did you learn in school today?”
 
   “Not much.”
 
   “I wouldn’t think so. You’re too smart for that school. That’s what I keep telling your mother. You should be in one of those gifted schools.”
 
   “Mom and Dad can’t afford that,” Emma said. This had been the subject of a couple of very rare late night arguments between her parents. Mom had wanted Emma to go to a school for gifted children while Dad—a CPA—pointed out they couldn’t afford it. They might have been able to afford it if Mom had gone back to work, but she hadn’t. She had stayed home to care for Emma.
 
   “I’m sure we could work something out. Any school would kill to have a girl as smart as you.”
 
   “I’m not that smart,” Emma said. She wasn’t smart enough to find a cure for Alzheimer’s, to have saved her parents, or even to figure out what that thing in the office was.
 
   “Don’t be silly, sweetheart. You’re much smarter than I was at your age.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “No maybe about it. You could probably be teaching the class.”
 
   “I couldn’t do that.”
 
   One of Aunt Gladys’s wrinkled hands reached out to touch Emma’s hair. “You shouldn’t be so modest,” she said. “You should be proud of who you are. I know I am.”
 
   “Thanks, Aunt Gladys.”
 
   “Now, you give me a kiss and then you go run along and play.”
 
   Emma leaned forward to kiss her aunt on the cheek, something she hadn’t done since she was fourteen. She noted how cold Aunt Gladys’s skin felt now, as if she were already dead. “I love you, Aunt Gladys.”
 
   “I love you too, sweetheart. Tell your mom to come see me sometime.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   By the time Emma stood up to leave, her aunt already looked out the window again; she had forgotten Emma was still there.
 
   ***
 
   Emma didn’t get far before she heard another voice from the past. A distinctly English voice said, “Why as I live and breathe, is that the famous Dr. Earl?”
 
   She turned to see an old man sitting in an easy chair, a newspaper on his lap and a cane beside him. Despite the thin gray hair and probably twenty extra pounds, she still recognized Percival Graves. “Mr. Graves! What are you doing here?”
 
   “Oh, that bastard son of mine finally got tired of me.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “That boy’s never been any good. Just like his father,” Mr. Graves said with a wink. He motioned for her to sit down. “Come closer and let me get a good look at you. Last time I saw you, you were a wee thing. Now you’re all grown up.”
 
   “I guess so,” she said. She looked down at her feet while her cheeks burned from embarrassment. “How have you been?”
 
   “The leg still gives me trouble,” he said. He tapped his left leg. “But I always know when it’s going to rain. You might want to bring an umbrella with you tomorrow.”
 
   She chuckled at this. “I will.”
 
   “I hear you’re a big shot geologist now at the Plaine Museum. Congratulations.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I’m sure before long you’ll be running the place.”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Oh, come now, love, you’re smarter than anyone there.”
 
   “I almost got fired. My supervisor hates me. He thinks I’m just a girl.”
 
   Mr. Graves shook his head. “If I weren’t locked up in here I’d go and knock his block off for you. Imagine him saying that. Man obviously don’t know his elbow from his ass.”
 
   Coming from someone else, Emma might have frowned at such language, but it was part of Mr. Graves’s charm. He had been the closest to a grandparent she had ever known, all of her real grandparents being dead before she was born. If not for him, she might never have become interested in science.
 
   She had first met Mr. Graves on her third birthday. As a treat, her parents took her into the city to the Plaine Museum. Daddy scooped her up to carry her on his back as they climbed up the marble stairs. “It’s so big,” she said.
 
   “It sure is, kiddo,” he said.
 
   He carried her through the gallery, over to the skeleton of Alex the mastodon. They waited there while Mom went off to use the bathroom. “Do you know what that is?” he asked her.
 
   “A mastodon,” Emma said. “It’s wike an ewephant.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   She stared at the mastodon’s polished tusks, to try and touch them, but her arms were too short. “Can I touch him, Daddy?” she asked.
 
   “Afraid not, kiddo. It’s against the rules.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   It was then that Mr. Graves came onto the scene. He was thinner and had more of his hair, but he still moved around with a limp as he pushed his broom across the floor. “’Scuse me, sir. I’ll be needing to get over here for a moment,” he said.
 
   Mr. Graves unhooked the velvet rope that separated them from Alex. Mr. Graves turned his back to them and began to hum loudly. Daddy understood and stepped across where the rope had been. “Go on, honey,” he said. “Touch him.”
 
   “But you said—”
 
   Mr. Graves turned around and smiled at her. “It’s all right, lass. No harm in touching this old beast. He’s a bunch of old bones, isn’t he?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said. She looked down at her father, to make sure it was all right. When he smiled at her as well, she took this as a sign that it was okay. She reached out with her right hand to touch Alex’s tusk. She pulled her hand back and giggled. “Daddy, he’s so cold!”
 
   That day at the Plaine Museum had cemented her love of science for the rest of her life. She had Percival Graves to thank for it, for bending the rules to let a little girl touch the mastodon. As her father carried her away from Alex, she turned around to wave to Mr. Graves. He waved back and gave her a wink. He put a finger to his lips to indicate this should be their secret.
 
   “It’s all right,” she said. Her mind returned to the present. “I can handle it.”
 
   “I’m sure you can,” Mr. Graves said. “You’re a bright girl—or woman, I should say.”
 
   “You can still call me a girl.”
 
   They talked a little about her moving in with Becky. Mr. Graves said, “You’d best be careful on those streets. That’s the kind of place not even the old Scarlet Knight would visit.”
 
   Besides serving as her tour guide around the museum, Mr. Graves had always regaled her with tales of the Scarlet Knight, a vigilante who had once fought crime on the city’s streets. That had been long before she was born, when her parents had been young. According to Mr. Graves, the Scarlet Knight wore armor that could deflect bullets and a magic cape that allowed him to turn invisible. With his golden Sword of Justice, he defended the city from evil.
 
   “You never told me what happened to him,” she said.
 
   “Well, honestly, no one knows. He disappeared. He might have died or he might have gotten tired of it and walked away.”
 
   “We could use him around, couldn’t we?” she said. She thought of her parents; if the Scarlet Knight had been around, he could have saved them.
 
   “I’m sure when we really need him the most, that’s when he’ll appear again.” Mr. Graves looked down at his watch. “It’s getting late. You best go on home. Just don’t get so caught up in life in the big city that you forget about a poor old man.”
 
   “I won’t.” She leaned forward to kiss him on the cheek the same as she had Aunt Gladys. Then she stood up to leave.
 
   Before she did, Mr. Graves tapped her leg with his cane. “You mind what I said about looking after yourself. Those streets aren’t a safe place for a beautiful girl like you.”
 
   “I’ll be careful,” she said. 
 
   As she sat at the bus stop a few minutes later, she looked down the road, towards where her former house still waited for her. She should go back to face those old ghosts. Not tonight, she thought and then took out her book to read as she waited.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   While at Northwestern, Emma had taken up jogging to help keep her body in shape and her mind clear. A break from the books and the lab sometimes helped her to gain perspective on things.
 
   She hadn’t gone jogging since returning to Rampart City. Becky had cautioned her against running in the neighborhood—unless someone was chasing her—and to avoid Robinson Park, which had become a hangout for the various gangs in the city. But it would probably be safe enough to run around the block near the museum.
 
   She had prepared for this contingency, bringing her running clothes with her. She changed into the purple Northwestern T-shirt that had become faded and stained with sweat from repeated use and a pair of yellow shorts that helped her remain visible in the early morning or evening. From her purse she also took out a pair of prescription sports goggles so her glasses wouldn’t fall off and break.
 
   She used the staff elevator down to the first floor and then snuck out the back door. At a park bench, she began to stretch out her muscles so she wouldn’t pull anything. As she stretched her quads, she heard a familiar voice. “Getting a little exercise?” Dr. Dreyfus said.
 
   She turned around and saw him dressed in a T-shirt, shorts, and goggles as well. In his case the T-shirt was a gray Cornell one and his shorts bright red. The shorts gave her a good view of his muscular calves, especially when he began to stretch next to her. She felt her cheeks turn warm at this. “You too?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, sure. Don’t want to get soft.”
 
   “No, I guess not.”
 
   “Not that you have to worry about that. You could probably put on a few pounds.” Dr. Dreyfus looked down at his feet; his cheeks turned red as well. “I didn’t mean that you’re too thin, like anorexic or anything.”
 
   “No, it’s fine. I know what you meant.”
 
   “Would you mind if I run with you? Safety in numbers.”
 
   “Sure,” she said. As they set out she kept her eyes on her feet, so she wouldn’t trip over them and embarrass herself in front of him.
 
   “How do you like this place so far?” he asked.
 
   “I love it.”
 
   “The pay isn’t the greatest, but it’s a really respected organization,” he said. He easily kept pace with her. “That’s the kind of thing that looks good on your résumé later on.”
 
   “I’m not planning on going anywhere.”
 
   Dr. Dreyfus nearly tripped over his feet and blushed again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it quite like that. I meant if you ever want to work anywhere else, this will be good experience.”
 
   “How long have you worked here?”
 
   “About five years. Most of that was in the field.”
 
   “In Egypt?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “You were the one who found Karlak II?”
 
   “Not just me personally. The whole team was involved, but yes.”
 
   “That must have been exciting.”
 
   “It was.” They rounded a corner and weaved through a group of people at a bus stop. “I was starting to think I wouldn’t find anything and the director would fire me. Then one day we brushed aside some dirt and found the entrance to the tomb. It was there the whole time, pretty much beneath our noses.”
 
   “That’s great,” Emma said. She had found some meteor fragments in Montana during her fieldwork for her doctorate, but that had been a relatively minor discovery.
 
   “Yeah, and what’s even better is now the whole world is going to find out about it. When people think about Egypt, all they think of is the pyramids and mummies. Now we can tell them the whole story from the beginning.”
 
   She admired how passionately Dr. Dreyfus cared about this, how evident his love for this ancient culture was. She felt that way about meteors, about how they broadened human understanding of the universe. This made her think of the strange black object Dr. Dreyfus had brought to her. That might really broaden human understanding of the universe—if she could figure out what the heck it was.
 
   “So you’re going through with the exhibit now?” she asked.
 
   “Now that we have Karlak’s sarcophagus, yes. It won’t be quite as good as I’d hoped, but it should still be pretty impressive.” She almost tripped over Dr. Dreyfus when he came to a stop. 
 
   “Is something wrong?” she asked.
 
   “No, nothing like that.  Before we open the exhibit to the public, there’s going to be a charity preview. On Saturday night. I thought if you didn’t have any plans, you might like to go with me.”
 
   Emma stared at him; her eyes widened behind the goggles. Was he asking her out on a date? Interoffice romances were against the museum’s policies; she could quote the page to him from memory. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said. “Dating a coworker is against the rules.”
 
   “Oh, right, that’s true. But it doesn’t have to be a date, does it? You could go as a colleague.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Come on, it would let me pay you back for the work you’ve done on that thing.”
 
   She considered this for a moment. It did sound like fun, especially with Dr. Dreyfus. And yet there would probably be a lot of her coworkers there; she and Dr. Dreyfus could both be fired. But if they weren’t going as a couple, just as colleagues—
 
   “I suppose that would be all right,” she said. “Just as colleagues.”
 
   “I understand.” He gave her one of those smiles that reduced her to a pool of jelly.
 
   With that settled, they resumed their run in silence. They reached the bench where they started at the same time. In most everything they seemed evenly matched, as if meant for each other.
 
   ***
 
   The office for Roy Lintner’s mayoral campaign was as two-faced as the man himself. The main office—the one for show—was in an abandoned store on the ground floor of the Archlinger Building across from City Hall. This office had a select few people on phones and lots of signs, patriotic bunting, and balloons. 
 
   The real office was down in the basement. That was where the grunt work was done by lowly “volunteers” like Becky Beech. Here they worked at rusty metal desks dating from World War II to stuff envelopes and make phone calls. Becky didn’t have a pleasant enough voice for phone calls, so she stuck to filling envelopes. It was a monotonous task, especially with only the dim fluorescent lights overhead. The checks she received every two weeks and the promise of three credits towards her political science degree made the drudgery slightly more worthwhile.
 
   A few of the other “volunteers” had already defected from the campaign. They were the lucky ones, Becky thought as she stuffed another envelope that would probably wind up in the trash. This meant more work for her to try and keep up with Lintner’s impossible demands. Rampart City had a population of nearly nine million and apparently he wanted to send a brochure to every one of them.
 
   “You’re still here?” Becky asked Connie, with whom she shared the desk.
 
   “Until the bitter end,” she said. “It’s better than nothing.”
 
   “True.” 
 
   “Lintner treats us like shit, but at least he doesn’t grab our asses like my last boss.”
 
   “He probably does that to the girls upstairs.”
 
   As they laughed at this, the front door burst open. Police clad in bulletproof vests and with handguns at the ready swarmed through the door. At the head of them was a woman with short, dark hair and blue eyes that seemed focused on Becky. “Everyone stay where you are and put your hands up. This is a raid,” the woman said. The uniformed officers behind her began to scatter around the room.
 
   “What’s going on here?” Becky asked.
 
   “Are you Roy Lintner or his chief of staff?”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Then shut up, Fatty.”
 
   “Fatty?” Becky leaped to her feet and glared back at the woman. “Why you—”
 
   She didn’t get a chance to finish as the woman came around the desk and pinned Becky’s arm behind her in the blink of an eye. The cop leaned Becky forward, so that her head was on a pile of envelopes to be sealed. “Listen up, Tubby,” the woman hissed. She produced a badge that identified her as Detective Charlotte Donovan of the Rampart City Police Department. “Unless you want to go to jail, keep your mouth shut.”
 
   “Let her go,” Connie said. “She didn’t do anything.”
 
   “Keep out of this, Short Stuff,” Detective Donovan hissed.
 
   “You hurt her and I’ll report you to your supervisors.”
 
   For a moment Becky thought Donovan would put a bullet in both of them. Instead, the detective let her up. “Get your asses onto the loading docks.” Detective Donovan raised her voice. “That goes for all of you. Get on the loading dock until we’re done.” She turned to one of the uniformed cops. “Sergeant, get a couple guys and watch them. They so much as sneeze, put a bullet in them.”
 
   Becky wanted to argue, but she knew the Rampart City Police Department by reputation. They made the LAPD look like Boy Scouts. There might have been more angst in the city, except the cops didn’t discriminate when it came to police brutality. Black, white, Asian, Hispanic, or anything else wouldn’t matter to them; be at the wrong place at the wrong time and you’d wind up eating a baton. 
 
   That this same Rampart City Police Department hadn’t ever found who killed Emma’s parents didn’t endear them to Becky either. The cops had of course promised to do everything in their power, though in a city as large and ridden with crime as this one, it was almost impossible to find two killers without a positive ID.
 
   The cops herded them onto the loading dock, where they milled about like cattle as they waited for the raid to be over. Becky wasn’t a crime expert, but even she knew what they wanted: Lintner’s campaign finance records. They were probably looking for illegal donations on a tip from Lintner’s opponent, not that he needed to stoop to that to defeat Lintner at this point.
 
   She heard Lintner well before she saw him. “What the hell is going on here?” he roared. After a moment of silence, Lintner said, “That’s crazy! Everything I’ve done is perfectly legal.”
 
   There were a few more minutes of silence before Lintner appeared on the loading dock, his face even redder than usual. “All right, you assholes, get back to work! We’ve still got a campaign to win!”
 
   As was their style, the police had left the office a complete mess. “Goddamned cops,” Connie muttered as they set to work on cleaning up.
 
   “Thanks for sticking up for me,” Becky said.
 
   “It’s all right. I know how these people are. Bunch of cowards.” They finished cleaning up around their desk in silence. Then Connie asked, “You want to get a drink after work? I could really use one after this.”
 
   “I’d like to, but I can’t. I’m meeting a friend for dinner.”
 
   “A boyfriend?” Connie asked with a mischievous grin.
 
   “No, my friend Emma. She’s my roommate now too.”
 
   “She could come with us.”
 
   Becky shook her head. “Emma doesn’t drink. And she wouldn’t like me drinking either.”
 
   “She religious or something?”
 
   “Nothing like that,” Becky said. She tried to think of how to explain it. “She’s nice, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Kind of a goody-two-shoes?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you could say that,” Becky said. “She’s kind of shy too. She wouldn’t like it if I sprung a stranger on her.”
 
   “That’s all right. Another time, then.”
 
   “Sure,” Becky said and then they got back to work.
 
   ***
 
   They met at a restaurant in Rampart City’s Chinatown. Emma wasn’t strictly a vegetarian, but she avoided meat because of the fat and calories. So while Becky ordered a plate of cashew chicken, Emma ordered stir fried vegetables and rice.
 
   Becky took a sip of her Pepsi and then said, “The police paid Lintner’s office a little visit today.”
 
   Emma nearly spat out a mouthful of tea. “The police? What for?”
 
   “I’m not sure. They weren’t too forthcoming.”
 
   “Was anyone arrested?”
 
   “Not yet. This apparently was more of a search and seizure thing.”
 
   “That’s terrible. Are you going to quit?”
 
   Becky shrugged. “I doubt it. I have to stick this out until the end if I want those credits.”
 
   “Maybe if you talk to your professor you can still get the credits, or you can work for someone else. There are other candidates, aren’t there?”
 
   “It’s a little late for that.” Becky took another sip of her drink and then smiled. “Hey, don’t worry about it. It’s not me they’re after. And I doubt Lintner is going to shoot it out with them.”
 
   Emma tried not to let the awful memories surge back to the surface. “No, I suppose not.”
 
   “How about we talk about something happier? How are things going at the museum?”
 
   “Fine,” Emma said. She forced a smile to her face. “One of my coworkers asked me to go with him to a presentation on Saturday night.”
 
   “Like a date?” Becky asked.
 
   Emma’s face turned warm at this; she tried to calm herself with a sip of tea. “It’s not a date. We’re just going as colleagues.”
 
   “But you’re going together?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And will there be dinner and dancing?”
 
   “Maybe dinner, but I don’t think there will be any dancing.”
 
   “Still sounds like a date to me.”
 
   “It’s not like that. Dr. Dreyfus and I are colleagues.”
 
   “So why did he ask you to go with him? Is he married or something?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Do you like him?”
 
   “He’s a very nice man.” The realization of what she’d said set in as Becky grinned. “But it’s not like that!”
 
   Becky reached across the table to pat Emma’s arm. “Come on, I’m teasing. I think it’s great you’ve got a friend—or colleague, whatever you want to call it.”
 
   “Thanks.” They ate their dinner with some idle conversation about the election and the museum. They stayed away from the police raid and the presentation to avoid any more awkward moments. 
 
   They took the bus home, Emma too tired to go out to Parkdale to visit Aunt Gladys and Mr. Graves tonight. Though she usually didn’t watch television, she sank into one of the beanbag chairs in the living room, Becky in the one next to her. They watched An Affair to Remember, an old movie they had watched a number of times growing up. Only this time Emma cast herself as Deborah Kerr and Dr. Dreyfus as Cary Grant. Becky fell asleep halfway through, before the final kiss at the end. Emma closed her eyes and imagined what Dr. Dreyfus’s lips would feel like when pressed to hers.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
   Emma wheeled the object out of the closet, to arrange it in the best light possible in the office. She bent down with a disposable camera to take some pictures that might help someone else identify it for her. She snapped one picture and then advanced the film to take another. As she did, she whispered, “What are you?”
 
   “I am the one who can give you what you’ve always wanted,” a voice hissed.
 
   Emma looked up, but the door was closed. She put her head to Dr. Brighton’s door, but heard only his snoring. She shook her head and then bent down beside the object again. “I must be hearing things,” she said.
 
   “It’s not your imagination,” the voice hissed again. “I am here, right in front of you.”
 
   She stared at the object, but didn’t see anything except her face reflected in its glossy surface. “Is this some kind of trick? Who’s doing this?”
 
   “I do not need to rely on tricks.”
 
   Emma put a hand on the object, its surface as cold as before. From what she could tell, no one had tampered with it. Had Dr. Dreyfus or someone else hidden a microphone in it? “Whoever’s doing this, it isn’t funny.”
 
   “It is not a joke. I am very real.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I want what you want.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Justice.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” 
 
   “I can tell you who killed your parents. I can help you destroy them.”
 
   “I don’t want to destroy anyone.”
 
   “Of course you do. I can feel it within you: the constant pain you hide with this pretense of being a scientist.”
 
   “It’s not a pretense.”
 
   “You can’t fool me. I know you’ve dreamed of killing them, of making them pay. I can make those dreams a reality.”
 
   “What are you? Some kind of evil spirit? A ghost?”
 
   “No. I am much more than that.”
 
   The sides of the object suddenly came to life with demonic silver faces that all grinned evilly at her. Emma screamed. She backed away from the object. The demon eyes all turned to her; she closed her eyes, but she could still see them. “I can give you the power to bring them to justice. You only need to take it.”
 
   “That’s not justice. That’s murder!”
 
   “Perhaps I have misjudged you. Think it over. You know where to find me.” The demon faces laughed; the sound of it prompted Emma to shiver.
 
   When she opened her eyes, the black object’s sides were completely smooth again. She looked around the room, but didn’t see anyone else around. What had happened? Had she imagined the whole thing?
 
   She finally gathered the courage to stand up. She went back over to the object, to wait for it to speak or show its hideous faces again. It did nothing. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves and then pushed the thing back into the closet. One picture ought to be enough, she told herself and then went back to work.
 
   ***
 
   In the dream, she’s eight years old again. It’s a sunny day and she’s playing in the sandbox in the backyard. She’s designing a replica of Notre Dame Cathedral, complete with flying buttresses. Art has never been her strong suit, but this is more like science than art. With a finger she brushes some excess sand away from one of the towers, biting down on her lip as she concentrates on getting it right.
 
   “Mommy, Daddy, look!” she shouts happily, pointing to what she’s made. 
 
   Mommy is there first, squatting down next to her. “It’s beautiful, baby,” she says. “Almost like the real thing.”
 
   Daddy comes out a minute later, the newspaper still tucked under his arm. “What’s going on here?” he asks. Then he sees the sand cathedral and his face brightens with a smile. “Did you make this, kiddo?”
 
   “Yes,” she says.
 
   “All by yourself?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, look at that. My little girl the sculptor.” He tousles her hair, but not very hard. “Are you going to be an artist when you grow up?”
 
   She shakes her head. “No. I’m going to be a scientist at the Plaine Museum.”
 
   “That’s good, baby,” Mommy says. “You’d better come inside now. It’s time for dinner.”
 
   “But Mommy, what if it falls down?”
 
   “Now, Emma, you can’t live in the sandbox forever,” Mommy says.
 
   “Can’t I stay a little while longer?”
 
   Mommy looks over at Daddy and then back at her. “How about if Daddy gets the camera? Then he can take a picture of you with the pretty sand church so you can always remember what it looks like.”
 
   She thinks this over for a moment and then nods. “All right, Mommy.”
 
   While Daddy goes off to get the camera, Emma turns back to her sand cathedral. She scrapes a little excess sand away from the top step, so it’s perfectly level now. Before Daddy takes the picture, she wants everything to be perfect. She wants it to stay that way forever.
 
   Daddy returns a few minutes later with the camera. “All right, honey, get right up beside it, but not too close.”
 
   Emma squeezes in as close to the back of the cathedral as she can. Daddy aims the camera at her with Mommy standing beside them. “Smile,” he says.
 
   Before Daddy can squeeze the button, Emma sees two men coming up behind her parents. They’re much bigger than Mommy or Daddy, wearing black ski masks so she can’t see their faces. She tries to cry out, but no sound comes from her throat.
 
   She can only watch as the men in the ski masks raise their pistols and fire. Bloody holes form in Mommy and Daddy’s chests. They pitch forward onto the grass, where they lie unmoving. The murderers stare at her with their hate-filled eyes. She wants to run at them, to make them pay for what they’ve done, but she can’t. The sandbox has become like quicksand, keeping her pinned in place.
 
   As she thrashes around, the sandbox begins to shake as if from an earthquake. The sand cathedral collapses into a mound, from which springs a black rectangular object. Emma stares wide-eyed at the object, at the legion of demonic faces along its side that glare at her. “I can give you the power to make them pay,” the demons say.
 
   Emma woke up to Becky shaking her. She heard someone screaming and needed a moment to realize it was her. “Emma, wake up,” Becky said. “It’s just a dream.”
 
   Emma blinked her eyes; she recognized the bedroom of the apartment she shared with Becky. She held up a hand and saw it wasn’t her tiny eight-year-old hand, but her larger nineteen-year-old one. Then she looked up at Becky, at her friend’s eyes that were stained with tears. “I’m sorry,” Emma said. “I had a bad dream.”
 
   “I know,” Becky said. The bed creaked from her added weight as she sat down. “Was it about your parents?”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment and then shrugged. “I don’t remember.” 
 
   “Come on, Emma. Don’t lie to me.”
 
   “I’m not,” she said, though it didn’t sound convincing even to her own ears. “I really don’t remember it.”
 
   “Emma, please, don’t shut me out. If something’s bothering you, we can talk about it. Did something happen at the museum today? Was it something Dr. Dreyfus said?”
 
   “No, he didn’t do anything. It’s a bad dream. That’s all. Whatever it was, it’s over now.” Emma forced a smile to her face. “Thank you for worrying about me.”
 
   “Someone has to,” Becky said with her own tired smile. They shared a brief hug and then Becky got off the bed. “If you need anything, I’ll be right across the hall, all right?”
 
   “I know. Thanks.”
 
   Becky closed the door after her, to leave Emma lying on the bed alone. She remembered the nightmare in vivid detail. She also knew it was no random dream. That awful thing in the storage closet was trying to talk to her again. 
 
   Emma leaned over her bed; she opened the drawer of the nightstand. Inside she had an album of photographs of her parents. She seldom looked at these, not wanting to spark the old memories, but she liked to know it was close by. She flipped through the pictures, until she found the one she wanted. She sat in the sandbox in front of a near-perfect sand replica of Notre Dame cathedral. Just as in the dream, Mommy had asked Daddy to take a picture of it. Only unlike the dream, no masked killers interrupted things. Daddy had taken the picture and then they’d gone inside for dinner. The cathedral collapsed later when it began to rain. Emma had cried at its destruction, not understanding how impermanent things could be yet.
 
   She closed the album; she cradled it to her chest as she fell asleep again. She hoped the spirits of her parents would ward off any more nightmares.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   The next morning, Emma decided to leave the black object locked in the storage closet. She had the picture from the camera developed; it wasn’t the clearest shot, but it should be good enough. After she scanned the picture, Emma composed an Email to detail her findings and then sent it to other geology departments.
 
   By lunchtime she had everything finished. There was nothing to do now but wait for someone to answer her query. Maybe one of them would be able to identify the thing. “Maybe one of them will take you off my hands,” she said.
 
   “You are a fool to waste this opportunity,” the object hissed.
 
   She ignored this, as she planned to do from now on. The object could talk to her and give her nightmares, but it couldn’t control her. She was still in command of herself and she would not give in to the object’s demands to become a murderer.
 
   At lunchtime, she dressed in her running clothes. Dr. Dreyfus wasn’t out by the bench where they usually met. Was he sick today? She thought of that horrid thing in her office; had it done something to him to try and make her give in?
 
   With this thought in mind, she dashed back into the museum. She was about to get on the elevator when she heard his voice behind her. “Wait up!” he called out.
 
   She turned around to see him unharmed, but not in his running clothes. “Are you jogging later today?” she asked.
 
   “Sorry, I can’t today. We’re putting the finishing touches on the exhibit.”
 
   “Oh, I see. That’s all right.”
 
   They looked down at the floor simultaneously. Dr. Dreyfus raised his head first and smiled at her. “Would you like to see it?”
 
   “I don’t know, would your supervisor get mad if he found out?”
 
   “He won’t mind—so long as you don’t go telling anyone.”
 
   She smiled slightly at this. Besides Becky and Mr. Graves, Emma didn’t have anyone she could tell. “I don’t think that will be a problem.”
 
   “Great. Come on.” He took her by the arm and then led her across the hall, to the door that had been sealed shut when she first came to the museum. As she found out, this door was a temporary front to keep any visitors from seeing inside.
 
   Inside, she saw Dr. Dreyfus and his team in the process of transforming the exhibit hall into Karlak II’s tomb. It was much brighter than a tomb at the moment, with industrial-strength lights that made it about as hot as the Egyptian desert. “We’ll have the lights down to ambient levels once we’re done,” Dr. Dreyfus said.
 
   The exhibit hall had been split into two chambers. The first was shorter and narrower, the entrance to the tomb itself. The walls here had been plastered over to resemble limestone, into which were carved hieroglyphics. Dr. Dreyfus helpfully translated these for her.
 
   “These record his mighty deeds, kind of like an obituary,” he said. “It talks about how he succeeded his father, Karlak I, as chieftain and then united the Upper and Lower Kingdoms into one. There’s also some talk about his heroism in battle and how he provided many years of prosperous fields to feed the people.”
 
   “That’s amazing,” Emma said.
 
   “We’ll have signs tacked up to do the translations for people, although I’m going to give some tours as well.” At the end of this part of the hall was a bank of television screens, which at the moment were blank. “We’re about done producing a video of the dig, with footage of the real tomb in Egypt. There’s also some talking heads—including Yours Truly—detailing the importance of Karlak II for laying the foundation for the Old Kingdom, the one with the pyramids and such that people are most familiar with.”
 
   “I’m sure that will be fascinating.”
 
   “Probably not for the kids, but that’s what the next area is for. Come on—but watch your head.” He had to bend down to get through the opening to the main chamber of the tomb. The walls here were in the process of receiving the same treatment as those in the entranceway. Where they had been finished, Dr. Dreyfus’s team was putting up glass cases containing artifacts taken from the tomb. These included bits of pottery, a spearhead, and a horse bridle. “We had a lot more stuff, but most of it hasn’t turned up since the freighter went down.”
 
   “I heard about that. It sounded terrible.”
 
   “I know,” Dr. Dreyfus said. His smile faded for a moment. “But at least we have the most important thing.”
 
   The sarcophagus was in the center of the chamber, covered at the moment by a tarp so nothing would get on it. Dr. Dreyfus pulled this aside for Emma to have a look. She ran a hand over the heavy top of the sarcophagus, with its crude carvings of a human form and more hieroglyphics. “Is he really inside there?” she asked.
 
   “He is. You want to see him?”
 
   She shook her head; she thought of her parents in their coffins and then her dream last night. “I don’t think so.” She tried to smile gamely. “I’ll take your word for it.”
 
   “He’s pretty much bones and rags at this point. He wasn’t mummified like the kings who came after him or the pharaohs. We thought there would be more bodies in the tomb since they practiced human sacrifices back then, but we only found him. If they sacrificed any of his servants they were either destroyed or stolen.”
 
   He motioned to the rear of the hall, to another doorway. “We’ll have another little display about Egyptology in general and such, but this is pretty much it.”
 
   “It’s great,” Emma said.
 
   “It’ll be better once we’re finished and get all the bells and whistles going.”
 
   “You really think it’ll be done by Saturday?”
 
   “I sure hope so.” He led her back into the main hall. They stood by Alex for a moment; Dr. Dreyfus turned shy. “I know this isn’t really a date, like we said, but I thought maybe we could get some dinner first? They’re going to be serving hors d'oeuvres and drinks here.”
 
   “Oh. Well—” Emma had a vision of herself sitting across a candlelit table from Dr. Dreyfus, him so handsome in a tuxedo. She had a harder time picturing herself, since she hadn’t worn a formal dress since the senior prom in high school.  “I suppose. As long as it’s not too fancy.”
 
   “Great. I’ll set something up. Seven o’clock good for you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.” This word hung in the air for a moment before he said, “I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Right. Later.” Emma watched him disappear back into the exhibit. Then she looked up at Alex the mastodon; the skeleton’s empty sockets glared at her. “This still doesn’t make it a date,” she said. Then she took off for a quick jog around the block.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
   When they first arrived in America, the little brownstone in the historical district had been a reflection of themselves, so full of hope and promise. Nine years later, it had become a dirty, dreary prison, like her life in America. Sarah MacGregor sighed at this thought and then pushed herself off the bed.
 
   Rampart City had seemed like such an exciting place, so much larger than Glasgow, with so many interesting people. Now she hated it. She hated the traffic, the crime, and even that smell everyone said she would get used to but she hadn’t. And no one here could make decent haggis, not like back home. She wanted to go back there.
 
   She didn’t want her son to be born in this city. She wanted him to be born in Glasgow, so he would be Scottish, not American. She wanted to have her baby with her parents, sister, and grandparents in the waiting room.
 
   These thoughts had come to her during the first trimester and only become more insistent during the next four months. She had yet to vocalize them to Ian; she knew what he would say. He would say it was a temporary thing, part of the pregnancy. He would suggest she wait until after Thomas was born and then see if she still wanted to go back. Ian was always so sensible that way, which explained why he had become a geologist.
 
   In the kitchen, Sarah opened the freezer to take out a pint of rocky road ice cream. She had never much cared for ice cream until she became pregnant. She could really go for some shepherd’s pie, but like haggis, no one in this horrid place could get it right. The ice cream would have to do.
 
   The clock on the wall gave the time as nine o’clock and still Ian wasn’t home. He had always worked late, though now as director of the geology department he spent even more time at that bloody museum. She didn’t know what he did there besides stare at rocks. He only ever said he had to do a lot of administrative work.
 
   Only after the promotion a year ago had they finally decided that Sarah could quit her job at the Rampart City Public Library to raise their first child. At thirty-eight her biological clock was ticking, so she had leaped at the chance. She hadn’t realized how awful it would be. Not only was she fat, but her ankles were swollen, her breasts sore, and she woke up sick every morning. Yet Mr. Department Head couldn’t be bothered to come home and help her; he was so busy at the museum.
 
   She reached for the telephone and then dialed Ian’s direct extension. His secretary, that old bat Leslie, wouldn’t be there at this time of night, or so Sarah hoped. If Ian were having an affair with her, that would be far too much for Sarah to bear. The woman had to be at least sixty-five, if not older.
 
   Ian picked up on the third ring. “Hello, darling,” he said. “How are you?”
 
   “I’m bloody tired is how I am. When are you coming home?”
 
   “Very soon, love. Just need to finish these reports.”
 
   “Can’t it wait until the morning?”
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   “I want to know why you’re always there so late. Don’t you want to be with me anymore?”
 
   “Of course I do, darling. That’s why I need to work late, so I can take time off to be with you and Thomas when the time comes.”
 
   That was typical Ian, always so practical. At one point she had admired this; after a string of bad boyfriends, Ian had seemed so unlike anyone else. All this damned practicality had begun to get on her nerves, though. “I’m glad you can squeeze us into your busy schedule.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that, love. Of course I want to be with you and the boy, but there’s a lot here that needs doing.”
 
   “I’m sure there is. Who is it?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Who is it that you’re doing?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “It’s not that old secretary of yours, is it?”
 
   “Good Lord, Sarah, of course not. How could you think such a thing?”
 
   “I bet it’s that new girl then. The one you were so gaga for.”
 
   “Dr. Earl?”
 
   “That’s the one. Makes sense now why you hired her.”
 
   “That’s utter nonsense. Emma is a very qualified researcher.”
 
   “Oh, so it’s Emma now, is it? Is she there with you? Put her on the line so I can give her a piece of my mind.”
 
   “Don’t be daft, woman. She went home hours ago.”
 
   Before Sarah could say anything else, she heard something heavy thump in the living room. “Ian, I heard a noise.”
 
   “What sort of noise?”
 
   “I’m not sure. It was like something falling. Probably another goddamned rat.” One of the blasted creatures had gotten into the house six months ago, which had necessitated a call to the exterminator. “Could you please come home now? I don’t want to be alone with the thing.”
 
   “Of course, darling. I’ll be right there.”
 
   Sarah was about to thank him when she saw a man in the doorway. He wore a black ski mask so she couldn’t see anything more than a pair of brown eyes—and the silver pistol in his hand. “Oh my God, Ian. Ian—!”
 
   She didn’t get to finish, as the man in the doorway fired three shots from the pistol. One hit her square in the chest. Another hit her in the stomach. Sarah cried out. She put a hand to the bloated stomach where Thomas still grew. Before she could scream again, the third bullet bored into her skull.
 
   Sarah dropped onto the linoleum floor; the phone bounced away from her. She heard Ian’s voice screaming her name. She wanted to answer him, but couldn’t as her life slipped away. 
 
   ***
 
   Her first case back in homicide turned out to be a particularly nasty one. Donovan knew this the moment she saw the victim—or more accurately, the victim’s stomach. “Jesus Christ,” Donovan said. “She was pregnant?”
 
   “Looks like it,” one of the beat cops, a Sergeant Cielo, said. “Name’s Sarah MacGregor. Thirty-eight years old. Her and her husband came here from Scotland about ten years ago.”
 
   “Thanks,” Donovan said. She bent down to get a better look at the victim. The woman’s eyes were still open wide, fixed on the doorway. That must have been where the shots came from. Donovan could see it now: the killer had seen the lights off and assumed no one was at home, so he jimmied the front lock and came inside to rob the place, but then he saw the kitchen light on and heard Sarah MacGregor on the phone. He snuck up on her and put three bullets into her before she could do anything about it. “Any idea what the killer took?”
 
   “Not yet. The husband is on his way here. Dr. Ian MacGregor,” Cielo said. Donovan nodded at this. The kid was damned sharp; he’d done his homework on the way over. Not like most beat cops, who were content to put up some yellow tape and wait for the detectives to come in and do all the work.
 
   “Let me know when he gets here, Sergeant.”
 
   “Sure thing, Detective.”
 
   “Lottie.”
 
   “Right, Lottie.” The sergeant left her alone in the kitchen with the corpse of Sarah MacGregor and her unborn child. Donovan shook her head; she knew the media would have a field day with this one. There would be the story on the crime itself and then all the hand wringing and teeth gnashing about how bad things had gotten when an innocent pregnant woman was gunned down in her home in the usually quiet historical district. In the end none of it would matter; none of it would find MacGregor’s killer.
 
   Donovan tried not to disturb the scene until the forensics people got here. She doubted they would find anything, unless the killer was stupid enough not to wear gloves. She hoped this would be the case, though she didn’t think they would get that lucky.
 
   She heard when Dr. MacGregor arrived. “What the hell is going on here?” he shouted with an accent that reminded Donovan of Sean Connery. At the moment his face was red and he was giving Sergeant Cielo all he could handle to keep the man from storming into the crime scene. “Where is my wife?”
 
   Donovan intercepted him in the living room; she signaled for Cielo to let him go. “Dr. MacGregor, I’m Detective Donovan. I’m afraid I have some bad news about your wife.” This part of the job never got any easier. No matter how you tried to sugarcoat it, you couldn’t really soften the blow. “I’m very sorry, but your wife is dead.”
 
   “Dead?”
 
   “Yes, sir. She was shot three times.”
 
   “By who?”
 
   “We’re not sure. That’s what we need your help finding out.”
 
   Dr. MacGregor ignored this as he tried to break past her into the kitchen. She reached out with one arm to hold him back. “Let me go, woman! What about the child? What about my son?”
 
   “I’m afraid he’s also dead. It appears one of the bullets hit the womb.”
 
   “No!” Dr. MacGregor wailed. Donovan let him go to slip down to the floor, where he planted his face against the carpet. While the man sobbed uncontrollably for the wife and son he had lost, Donovan stepped over to Cielo.
 
   “Keep everyone out of here for a few minutes.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   She let the doctor grieve in peace for a while. She knew from experience nothing she could say or do could make anything better. The only thing she could do was try to find his wife and son’s killer. In a city this large that would be almost impossible unless she got lucky enough that forensics turned up something. Even then it would be difficult. But she was going to damn well try.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
   Emma heard about the story on the news the next morning. The police hadn’t released the name of the victim, so Emma didn’t know it was Ian’s wife who had been gunned down in the historic district until she arrived at work. The director sent a memo to everyone that Dr. MacGregor would be taking a leave of absence to deal with a family tragedy. She also indicated that the police department would be on site as part of the investigation. “All museum staff are to cooperate fully with the Rampart City Police Department,” the memo indicated.
 
   Emma stared at the sheet of paper in shock. From what the news had said this morning, someone had broken into the house and shot the woman who was seven months pregnant three times. Emma remembered how callous she had been this morning; she had shrugged the news off and then gone to make a protein shake. How could she be so cold and uncaring after what had happened to her?
 
   She wanted to see Ian, to express her condolences, but she didn’t know where he was. He obviously wasn’t at home and he wasn’t at the museum either. He could be with a friend or maybe at a hotel. Not that it would do any good. From experience she knew nothing she could say could heal the wound.
 
   The door banged open and in came Dr. Brighton. He looked even worse, bags under his bloodshot eyes. These focused on Emma for a moment. “I’m going to be taking over for MacGregor,” he announced. “All of this is yours now.”
 
   “I understand,” Emma said. She braced herself for Brighton to make some rude or insensitive comment. He might even decide to fire her while he was in charge of the geology department.
 
   He didn’t do anything like that, at least not yet. Instead he went into his office. He returned a minute later with his name plaque and a box with some personal effects. Emma saw the lid of a bottle sticking out of the box and thought of saying something, but she held her tongue.
 
   “Don’t be touching anything in my office, girl,” he said.
 
   “I won’t, sir.”
 
   “Good. And mind your P’s and Q’s. I’ll be watching you.”
 
   “I understand,” she said. She watched him stomp out of the office and then slam the door on his way out. She turned to her computer to see if anyone had responded to her email yet. A Dr. Strom at the University of New Mexico sent a message to indicate he found what she had sent fascinating. She thanked him for his interest and asked him to contact her if he found anything out.
 
   Only one person so far, but maybe the others were still evaluating the information. They no doubt had projects of their own; maybe they didn’t have much time to help out some silly girl. She shook her head at this and told herself to remain optimistic. 
 
   In the meantime, she had other projects to work on. Her predecessor had left a whole slew of meteor samples unanalyzed. Though she doubted it, maybe looking at some of these would help give her some perspective on that awful thing in the storage closet. At the very least, looking at these would keep her mind off of what had happened to poor Ian. That was the important thing at moments like this, to keep busy, focus on the work.
 
   When she heard the door open later, she assumed Dr. Brighton had come back for something he had forgotten. Instead, she heard Dr. Dreyfus say, “Are you busy?”
 
   She tried to force a smile that came out as a slight grin. “No, not really. I’m catching up on some work.”
 
   “I thought maybe we could take an early lunch,” he said.
 
   From the sadness in his eyes, she could understand why. She nodded and then said, “I’ll go change.”
 
   They did the first lap around the block in silence. Emma was somewhat grateful for this; she didn’t want to get into any small talk at the moment, though she wished they could talk about something to keep her mind distracted. She tried to focus on her breathing and her stride, to keep it nice and easy.
 
   Finally Dr. Dreyfus said, “It’s terrible what happened to Ian, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yes. His wife and his child.” Emma shook her head slightly while she continued to run. “It’s so awful.”
 
   “I wish there was something we could do for him.”
 
   “There’s not anything we can do,” she said. “All we can do is be there for him when he comes back.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right,” he said. He shook his head. “I can’t believe someone would do that. Shooting a pregnant woman. If I ever got my hands on the bastard—”
 
   Emma had never seen Dr. Dreyfus get angry before. His eyes narrowed behind the glasses, his face reddened and his fists clenched. She wouldn’t want to be on his bad side. “It wouldn’t do any good,” she said. She thought of what she had said to that black object. “Revenge wouldn’t bring Ian’s wife and child back.”
 
   “No, I guess not.”
 
   They didn’t say anything more as they finished the lap. As they came back around, Emma saw the police cars in front of the museum. There were two cruisers and another unmarked vehicle. She remembered what the director’s memo had said about the police coming by to investigate Sarah MacGregor’s murder.
 
   They finished their run by jogging up the front steps. Near the top, Emma saw a dark-haired woman in a black leather jacket and jeans standing by one of the pillars, smoking a cigarette. Once she made it to the top, Emma said, “Excuse me, ma’am, but there’s no smoking on museum property.”
 
   “Is that a fact?” the woman said. She continued to puff on her cigarette.
 
   “Yes, ma’am. If you don’t put that out, I’ll have to call for security to escort you from the premises.” 
 
   “I’d like to see you try,” the woman said. She reached into her jacket and produced a badge.
 
   ***
 
   The woman finally did put out her cigarette to escort Emma and Dr. Dreyfus into the building. She introduced herself as Detective Charlotte Donovan. “You must be here about the MacGregor case,” Emma said.
 
   “Good guess. And what do you do, work in the gift shop?”
 
   “Dr. Earl works in the geology department,” Dr. Dreyfus said.
 
   “Well, I guess we’re going to have a talk then.”
 
   “Wait a minute—”
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said to Dr. Dreyfus. “The director said we’re to cooperate fully.”
 
   “Why don’t we step into the cafeteria and get a cup of coffee?”
 
   “I don’t drink coffee,” Emma said before she could think better of it.
 
   “Yeah, you look more like the herbal tea type,” Donovan said and Emma nearly gasped in surprise. She is a detective, Emma reminded herself. “What about you, Dr.—”
 
   “Dan Dreyfus. I’m an Egyptologist.”
 
   “Did you have any contact with Ian MacGregor or his wife?”
 
   “Not really. I work in Anthropology.”
 
   “Would you mind excusing us? Unless you want to sit in as Dr. Earl’s attorney.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said. “I can handle it.”
 
   Dr. Dreyfus looked at her and then at Donovan before he nodded. “I’ll see you later.” He walked away, though not very quickly, Emma noted.
 
   They took a seat in the corner of the cafeteria, Donovan with a cup of coffee and Emma with a cup of tea. It was the regular Lipton kind, but the warmth of it helped to soothe her nerves. She hadn’t talked to a police officer since she was eight years old. Back then a Sergeant Kramer had interviewed her. Aunt Gladys hadn’t arrived yet, so a woman from Family Services had sat next to her. Emma had sobbed through most of the interrogation, unable to tell the detective anything about the men except a vague estimate of their height. “Come on, kid, you have to give us something,” he said.
 
   “I don’t know!” Emma screamed. The woman from Family Services had put an end to the interrogation. She took Emma back to her office until Aunt Gladys came to get her.
 
   This interrogation didn’t go much better, though Emma kept herself from crying. “For the record, give me your full name,” Donovan said.
 
   “Dr. Emma Jane Earl, PhD.”
 
   “Great. And what’s your position here?”
 
   “I’m a junior researcher in the exogeology division of the geology department.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “I look at space junk through a microscope,” Emma said.
 
   “I see. How long have you been doing that?”
 
   “This is my fifth day.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure it’s been an interesting week.”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   “Did you have any prior contact with Dr. MacGregor?”
 
   “He conducted my second interview about a month ago.”
 
   “Did you ever see him outside of work?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What about at work? You two get into any hanky panky?”
 
   “What? No!” Emma said. Her face burned with heat. “Of course not. Ian was—is—my supervisor. I would never do that.”
 
   “Did he make any advances towards you?”
 
   “No. He was very nice to me.”
 
   “I see,” Donovan said. She wrote something down in her notebook; Emma didn’t want to know what that something might be. “Did you ever meet Sarah MacGregor?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did he ever mention her?”
 
   “Not to me.”
 
   “Did he ever mention anyone out to get him? Maybe some gambling debts?”
 
   “No. We talked about work. That’s all.”
 
   “Tell me, Dr. Earl, what did you think about Dr. MacGregor?”
 
   “I thought he was very nice.”
 
   “Did you think he was attractive?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Did you ever think about jumping his bones?”
 
   What kind of interrogation was this? Emma thought of reaching for the cup of tea and throwing it in the detective’s face. “No, I never thought about Ian like that. Do you actually think I killed Ian’s wife? And his baby?” Emma bit down on her lip to keep herself from crying at this thought. How could this woman think such terrible things about her?
 
   “I don’t know what to think, Dr. Earl. I’m covering all the angles.”
 
   Emma said nothing. She took a long drink from her tea, which had gone cold. It was clear that Donovan was trying to make her into a suspect. Why, Emma didn’t know. She wondered if she should get a lawyer. How could she afford one? She hadn’t gotten her first check from the museum yet. Becky couldn’t afford one either and Emma didn’t want to try to ask Aunt Gladys.
 
   Donovan cleared her throat and then said, “Where were you on Thursday night, between nine and ten o’clock?”
 
   “I was at Marston’s, buying a dress.”
 
   “How long did this take?”
 
   “About an hour.”
 
   “Anyone see you there?”
 
   “My friend Becky. And the sales clerk. I probably have the receipt at home.”
 
   “Who’s your friend Becky?”
 
   “Rebecca Beech. She’s my roommate.”
 
   “I might have a couple questions for her too then.” Donovan wrote something in her notebook and then said, “I think that’s all for now, Dr. Earl. I’d suggest you don’t leave town.”
 
   “Is that a threat?”
 
   “Just a word of advice. You jet off to Mexico now and you’ll look guilty as hell.”
 
   “Can I go now?”
 
   “Sure, kid.” As Emma stood to go, the detective held up a hand. “One last thing. What’s going on with you and Dr. Dreamboat there?”
 
   “Dr. Dreyfus?”
 
   “Yeah, him.”
 
   “We’re just friends—colleagues. We go jogging at lunch. That’s all.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure.”
 
   As Emma trudged away, she was sure Donovan didn’t believe her, that before long she would have police pounding on the door to her apartment and dragging her away. She imagined Becky would throw herself at the cops, to keep Emma from being arrested. They would both wind up in jail then, Becky for assaulting a police officer and Emma for murder. She shivered at this scenario. She hoped she was wrong.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
   The funeral was held at the Grigsby Funeral Home in the historical district. Emma got off the bus about two blocks away and nearly walked past the funeral home; the Victorian house blended in seamlessly with the rest of the neighborhood. If not for the hearse out front she might have missed it.
 
   Ian stood on the front steps, as disheveled and reeking of alcohol as Dr. Brighton. He didn’t smile at her, but some of the sadness lifted from his face. “Hello, lass,” he said.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Ian. Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” he said. “Thank you for offering.”
 
   She looked down at her feet; she felt helpless. “If you need someone to talk to, call me,” she said. She fumbled around in her purse until she found a pencil and slip of paper.
 
   He took it from her and slipped it into his pocket. “Thank you,” he said.
 
   There were more mourners coming in, so Emma went into the house. She found Dr. Dreyfus in the parlor with a few other colleagues from the Plaine Museum. He turned away from these and motioned for her to come over. “It’s good you could make it,” he said.
 
   “You too,” she mumbled.
 
   “How are you holding up?”
 
   “I’m fine. How about you?”
 
   “I guess I’m fine too.” 
 
   There wasn’t much else to say at the moment, just the usual office chitchat. “We thought about trying to reschedule the presentation, but the invitations had all gone out and people had already RSVP’d,” Dr. Dreyfus said. 
 
   “The director doesn’t want to waste money on more invitations,” Dr. Lemieux said.
 
   “She’s not that heartless,” Emma said. “Is she?”
 
   “No, just cheap,” Dr. Stevens said.
 
   Dr. Dreyfus nodded at this. “She made us write down how many rolls of toilet paper we used on our dig,” he said and then shook his head.
 
   “Come on, you’re scaring the new kid,” Dr. Lemieux said. “Between that and what happened to Ian, I wouldn’t blame you for quitting.”
 
   “I’m not going to quit,” Emma said. She wouldn’t give up her dream job that easily.
 
   “That’s the spirit,” Dr. Stevens said. “Did you ever find out what that weird black thing was?”
 
   “Not yet. I sent out what I have to some other institutions. One of them might come up with something.”
 
   Dr. Lemieux shook his head. “That was the damnedest thing I ever saw. Gave me the creeps.”
 
   “Me too,” Dr. Stevens said. 
 
   “Like that thing from 2001,” Dr. Dreyfus added.
 
   “Maybe you should try knocking on it with a bone,” Dr. Stevens said. Emma didn’t join in the laughter. 
 
   The funeral director appeared a few minutes later to open the door to the chapel. Emma stayed close to Dr. Dreyfus, or he stayed close to her since she was practically dragging herself into the room. As if he sensed this, Dr. Dreyfus took her arm, to help guide her into the chapel.
 
   It had probably been a dining room in another life. Now it had rows of folding chairs facing a raised stage, on which was a podium—and two coffins. The coffin for Ian’s wife was made of polished wood, probably walnut from the color. More heartbreaking was the miniature casket for the unborn child. Emma let out a sharp gasp at the sight of it and was grateful for Dr. Dreyfus’s arm at the moment.
 
   “Oh God,” she breathed.
 
   “It’s all right,” he whispered. “We don’t have to go up there if you don’t want to.”
 
   “No, I can do it,” she said. She was nearly twenty years old, not eight like the last time. She was an adult. She continued to repeat this to herself like a mantra as she pressed ahead.
 
   For obvious reasons, both coffins were closed. At her last funeral the caskets had been closed as well. Neither of her parents had been in any condition to be displayed. “Can’t I see them?” she had asked Aunt Gladys.
 
   “No, sweetheart.”
 
   Though she knew better, she entertained the unrealistic thought they might not really be dead. They might have survived; the hospital might have switched the bodies. Her parents might be alive, maybe in a coma somewhere. There was only one way to make sure.
 
   Emma waited until Aunt Gladys got distracted by some of the mourners. Then she opened the casket to her left. Inside she saw her father. The mortician had done what he could, but the damage to her father had been so catastrophic that not much could really be done. The right side of Daddy’s face looked somewhat normal, though a little gray and waxy. It was the left side that no longer resembled her father or any human. 
 
   Emma began to scream. She wanted to look away from the coffin, but she couldn’t make her muscles work. Aunt Gladys finally pulled her away; the lid slammed down with a sharp crack—like a gunshot. Emma continued to scream, even as Aunt Gladys pulled Emma’s head down into her breast. Her aunt carried her away, into the bathroom, where she let Emma sob against her for what must have been at least an hour. When Emma finally ran out of tears, Aunt Gladys said, “Are you ready to go back out there now?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma whispered, though she wasn’t.
 
   This time Emma didn’t scream. She pulled her hand away from Dr. Dreyfus’s arm and then took off.
 
   ***
 
   The bathroom had been converted for commercial use, with two stalls added. Emma bolted into a stall. She collapsed onto the toilet and then buried her head in her hands.
 
   The worst part was that she wasn’t crying for Ian’s wife or unborn son. She was crying for herself, for her own pain. How selfish was that? Ian had lost his wife and child and she could only cry for what she had lost.
 
   Still, the tears would not stop. She tried wiping at her eyes, but this didn’t help. She couldn’t stop. She should have stayed home. She wasn’t grown up enough for something like this.
 
   She heard a tap on the side of the stall wall. “Excuse me, dear,” an elderly woman’s voice said. “I don’t suppose you could spare some toilet paper? I’m afraid someone has neglected to put any in here.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” Emma said. She rolled down some paper and then tore it off. She slipped it underneath the stall. “Is that enough?”
 
   “That should do splendidly, dear. Thank you very much.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” Emma continued to cry throughout this conversation, the tears still dripping down her cheeks. When would it stop? She couldn’t spend the entire funeral in the ladies room. 
 
   “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but were you a friend of Dr. MacGregor?”
 
   “What? Oh, not really. I work with him. At the museum.”
 
   “It’s so terrible what happened. Especially that poor child.”
 
   “Yes, it’s terrible,” Emma said. She punctuated this with a sniffle.
 
   “It’s always terrible when someone dies. Even those who weren’t very nice,” the old woman said.
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   “When my Alejandro died, I couldn’t get out of bed. I just lay there crying.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said.
 
   “I loved him so much. I didn’t know how my life would ever go on without him.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I finally got out of bed, with my sister’s help. She reminded me of all the good times I had with him, of the children we made together. She helped me remember all the people I still had to live for.”
 
   Emma thought about this for a moment. The old woman was right. She still had Becky and Aunt Gladys and Mr. Graves. She had her job at the museum. She had too many things in her life to sit in here feeling sorry for herself. That wasn’t what her parents would want. “Thank you,” Emma said.
 
   She opened the stall door and then went over to the sink to check her makeup. She didn’t look too bad, though her eyes were puffy and red from crying. But it was a funeral; she was supposed to cry.
 
   As she stared into the mirror, the other door opened. The old woman stepped out of the stall. She was probably in her sixties, with gray hair pulled into a bun. She had a few extra pounds, though not enough to make her overweight. Her eyes were what really struck Emma. They were blue like her own, but there was something commanding about them, as if she were a queen or duchess. “Hello, young lady,” the old woman said. “I’d shake your hand, but I haven’t washed yet.”
 
   Emma backed away from the sink so the old woman could wash her hands. She wanted to leave, but the old woman continued to talk. “I’m sorry if I pestered you in there. My sister says I talk too much. Sometimes I ramble on and on.”
 
   “No, it’s fine. What you said was just right.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it, dear.” The old woman dried her hands on a towel and then stuck out her hand for Emma to shake. “My name is Agnes. Agnes Chiostro.”
 
   “Emma Earl.”
 
   “It’s good to meet you, Emma, though I wish it could have been under better circumstances.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro reached into her purse. She produced a business card with a roll of thread and a needle on it. The card gave Mrs. Chiostro’s title as, “Agnes Chiostro, Seamstress.” Mrs. Chiostro said, “If you ever need a dress or maybe if you want to talk some more, you give me a call, dear.”
 
   “I will,” Emma said. She tucked the card into her purse. Then she took Mrs. Chiostro’s arm, to help her back to the chapel.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   After the funeral, Emma met Dr. Dreyfus outside. Ian had requested no one go to the cemetery for the actual burial. There would be no funeral procession, which was good for her since she didn’t have a car and would have had to get a ride with someone.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Dr. Dreyfus asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma whispered, though she still felt on the verge of breaking down. She felt someone touch her arm and turned to see Mrs. Chiostro there. Despite that they had met less than two hours ago, the old woman gave her a hug.
 
   “Goodbye, dear. You remember what I said.”
 
   “I will.” Before Mrs. Chiostro could go, Emma said, “Wait, do you need a ride home?”
 
   “I live down the road. I’ll be all right.” From the way Mrs. Chiostro walked, she certainly didn’t seem to need any help. She looked very spry for an old woman. Emma hoped she was still in that condition if she made it to her sixties.
 
   “Who was that?” Dr. Dreyfus asked.
 
   “Oh, she’s someone I met in the ladies room,” Emma said. “She’s a seamstress.”
 
   “Really? I didn’t think there were any seamstresses left. I thought the big designers had put them all out of business.”
 
   Emma shrugged. “It’s probably a hobby.”
 
   “I guess.” Dr. Dreyfus cleared his throat. “Speaking of dresses, this might be tactless of me to say, but are you ready for tonight?”
 
   “Yes. Are you?”
 
   “I think so.” He smiled at her. “I’m not nervous yet, but I’m sure by eight I’ll be a wreck. Good thing I’ll have a colleague there to support me.”
 
   Emma blushed at this; the way he said “colleague” was the same way Becky had insinuated this was a date. “I was thinking,” she began, “maybe we shouldn’t meet for dinner first.”
 
   “What? Why not?”
 
   “I think given the circumstances, with the funeral and such, it wouldn’t be appropriate.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “I don’t think I’m going to be very hungry, or very good company tonight.”
 
   Dr. Dreyfus nodded slightly at this and then looked down at his feet. “I suppose you’re right.” His smile was a little too wide to be natural. “Truth be told, I’m not going to be very hungry either.”
 
   “I’m glad you understand.” Though from the look on his face, she doubted he did.
 
   ***
 
   A banner hanging on the façade of the museum announced the opening of the Karlak II exhibit. Emma saw couples in formal attire loitering at the top steps, most of them smoking. She thought of her encounter with Detective Donovan the day before and decided in this case to make an exception.
 
   Dan stood off to one side, his hands thrust into the pockets of his tuxedo pants. His face brightened with a smile when he saw her. “I was starting to think you’d changed your mind,” he said.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that.”
 
   He took her arm and then led her into the museum. As if in a nightmare, Emma and Dr. Dreyfus found the director staring right at them. Emma had not met the director personally, but recognized her face from the museum’s annual report. The director’s face contorted in a smile that nearly made Emma wince. “Good evening Dr. Dreyfus,” she said and then turned to Emma. “Good evening as well, Dr. Earl. What a lovely couple you two make.”
 
   “We’re not—”
 
   “I trust you’re ready for tonight’s festivities?” the director asked Dr. Dreyfus.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Good. I’ll let you see to the final preparations then. I hope you don’t mind if I borrow your date for a few minutes. There are some people I’d like Dr. Earl to meet.”
 
   “Not a problem,” Dr. Dreyfus said, though he gave Emma a worried glance. She tried not to look too terrified as the director led her away.
 
   “I’m sorry about that, ma’am,” Emma said. “I can explain—”
 
   “There’s no need to explain. You’re two attractive, intelligent young people. It’s only natural for you to become involved.”
 
   “But it’s not like that. We’re just colleagues.”
 
   “Such a pity,” the director said. She didn’t seem angry with them at all, which made Emma wonder if the director knew about the no fraternizing rule or if she chose to ignore it. 
 
   The director led Emma over to a knot of guests. Emma already recognized Councilman Roy Lintner from the campaign literature Becky brought home with her, although in the brochures Lintner’s face wasn’t as red; Emma suspected he had drank more than one glass of champagne being circulated by the catering staff. “Councilman Lintner, this is Dr. Emma Earl. She’s the newest member of our team.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Doctor,” Lintner said. He leaned down to kiss her sloppily on the hand as if she were a princess. Emma could definitely smell alcohol on the man’s breath, enough to nearly gag her.
 
   The director abandoned Emma with the councilman. Emma looked around for a route of escape, but at the moment they were pressed too close together. Lintner leered at her and then said in a drunken whisper, “I have to say you’re the best looking doctor I have ever seen.”
 
   “Thank you,” Emma said. She looked around helplessly. “I should find Dr. Dreyfus—”
 
   “Dan? What do you need to see him for?” Before Emma could answer, Lintner guffawed. “Oh, I get it. You’re his date. Danny Boy always did have good taste in women.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “He hasn’t told you yet, has he? Well, back in the day Danny was quite the ladies man. Always some girl sniffing around his trust fund. One of them even came around with a bun in the oven. Those were an interesting couple of weeks, I tell you what.” Lintner pressed closer to Emma. He whispered in her ear, “I don’t think he’d mind sharing with his old godfather. How about we sneak off and you can give me a personal tour of the place?”
 
   It took every ounce of restraint for Emma not to slap him. Before she could say anything, a woman said, “There you are!” 
 
   Emma’s eyes widened as the woman in an emerald evening gown that went perfectly with her dark red hair came to stand beside her. At first Emma thought she must be dreaming, that her mother couldn’t possibly be here. Then the woman turned and Emma saw her eyes were green, not blue like Mom’s. She had never seen this woman before, but the woman seemed to recognize her. “Excuse us for a moment, Roy. It’s been so long since I’ve seen my niece.”
 
   Emma let the woman steer her away from Lintner, over by Alex the mastodon. Only then did she say, “You’re not my aunt. She’s in the nursing home.”
 
   “You’re right about that,” the woman said. “I just thought you needed rescuing from that creep.” She held out her hand for Emma to shake. “Name’s Sylvia Joubert.”
 
   “Emma Earl.”
 
   “This your first time at one of these shindigs?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Sylvia nodded. “You seem too nice for that crowd. Rich people aren’t really any better than anyone else. Usually they’re a lot worse.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “So what are you doing here?”
 
   “I work here.”
 
   “Really? You’re a little overdressed for a waitress.”
 
   Emma blushed at this. “I work for the museum. I’m a geologist.”
 
   “I’m sorry. You look a little young to be a geologist.”
 
   “I know. That’s what everyone says.”
 
   Sylvia led her over to a bench to sit down. “Hey, how about I get you a drink? You look like you could use a stiff belt.”
 
   “I can’t. I’m underage.”
 
   “That’s all right, they aren’t going to card us.”
 
   “I couldn’t do that.” The director might be able to overlook her fraternizing with Dr. Dreyfus, but if Emma got drunk, then the director might decide to fire her.
 
   “Well, how about some water then?”
 
   “Water would be fine. Thank you.” At this point she really wanted another cup of tea, this one in her apartment. Then she could curl up on her bed and try to forget this whole thing. It had been a mistake to come here, among all these wealthy and powerful people.
 
   Sylvia returned with a flute filled with water. She handed this to Emma before she patted Emma’s shoulder. “You shouldn’t let that creep get to you. Another three months and he’ll be nothing.”
 
   “No, you’re right: I don’t belong here.”
 
   “Hey, come on, don’t talk like that. You look great. Better than I did when I was your age. Of course that was a long time ago, way before you were born.”
 
   From the look of Sylvia’s face, Emma figured she was probably in her late forties, or early fifties at most; about Aunt Gladys’s age, though without the ravages of Alzheimer’s. “Thanks. You look good too.”
 
   “So how about we go back out there and show them our stuff?” Sylvia elbowed Emma in the ribs hard enough for her to wince. “I’ll be your bodyguard.”
 
   “Sure, Ms.—”
 
   “Call me Aunt Sylvia for tonight.” With that, Sylvia took Emma’s hand and then led her back into the fray.
 
   ***
 
   A tone sounded to indicate it was time for the presentation. Emma made sure to stand near the front with her new friend Sylvia so Dr. Dreyfus could see her as he made his speech. Someone had set up a podium in front of the entrance to the exhibit so Dr. Dreyfus could speak.
 
   The director spoke first to thank those who had shown up, especially the donors for their generosity. She concluded with, “And now we’ll hear from the man who made this tremendous discovery, Dr. Daniel Dreyfus.”
 
   Dr. Dreyfus came up to the podium amidst polite applause. “That’s your friend?” Sylvia whispered into Emma’s ear.
 
   “My colleague,” Emma said.
 
   “I’m in the wrong line of work,” Sylvia grumbled.
 
   Dr. Dreyfus stared at the crowd and then cleared his throat. He turned to where Emma stood and met her eyes. At last he spoke in a clear voice, his speech as passionate as when he’d guided her through the Karlak II exhibit.
 
   He had gotten up to Karlak II taking the throne as the first king of Egypt when the main exhibit floor shook as if from an earthquake, accompanied by a noise like thunder. The guests screamed and ran in all directions while the smoke alarms blared. Dr. Dreyfus remained frozen at the podium, a note card held in one hand.
 
   Emma wanted to help him, but there was more important business to take care of at the moment. She saw black smoke rising up from the third floor. She thought of her work and that of the other scientists, all of that knowledge about to go up into flames.
 
   Sylvia grabbed her arm to haul her towards the front door, where people were pushing and shoving to free themselves. “Come on, let’s get out of here,” she said.
 
   “Not yet,” Emma said. She managed to shake free from Sylvia’s grasp and run for the stairs. Everyone else was going the opposite way, which made it easy to reach the stairs and begin climbing up.
 
   The museum had firefighting systems of course, but those might not be enough in this case. She couldn’t let all that research go up in smoke. Maybe she would be too late, but she might still save something of value.
 
   As she neared the door for the third floor, it came flying open. The door tore off its hinges, bouncing down the stairs. She managed to press herself against the wall in time to avoid being decapitated. Undaunted by this, Emma continued up the stairs, into a nightmare.
 
   There was no way to think of the thing that stood on the landing except as a nightmare. It seemed ripped out of every child’s worst dreams, those that involved running from some undefined monster. Its black form was vaguely humanoid, but with spikes jutting out from its shoulders, knees, and feet. Its hands had five fingers, but these ended in claws like those of a grizzly bear. Worst of all were its eyes, a pair of glowing red orbs that seemed to bore into her.
 
   The growl it let out was more animal-like than human. Then it raised its clawed right hand. It swiped at Emma with its claws. She jumped back; her shoes caught the edge of a step, but didn’t hold. She tumbled down a flight of stairs; she flipped end-over-end several times before coming to rest on the second floor landing. She saw the creature standing at the top of the stairs, glaring down at her with those red eyes. It raised its right hand again, seeming to point at her—
 
   What happened next Emma couldn’t explain. Sylvia appeared at her side and knelt down beside her. She looked up at the creature and then held up her hand. Emma was certain she must be suffering from a concussion, because it appeared Sylvia’s hand was glowing white. Stranger yet, the ceiling over the creature gave way. Chunks of ceiling tile and concrete crashed down on the monster.
 
   “What?” Emma managed to get out.
 
   Sylvia scooped her up into her arms, not seeming to strain at all from Emma’s weight. “Let’s get you out of here,” Sylvia whispered.
 
   The world around Emma disappeared in a flash of white light.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
   Roscoe Caffee did not have a real home. He had lost his last apartment three months ago thanks to a run of bad luck. Like most of the homeless, he took to occupying one of the abandoned factories in the industrial sector that had closed down before Roscoe was born, when manufacturing headed south and west. 
 
   His present roommates were three homeless guys and a mangy gray dog. He didn’t know their names and they didn’t know his. No one bothered to ask; they weren’t much for small talk. They only sat around a flaming garbage can, to bask in its light and heat against an especially chilly August.
 
   Roscoe had went out earlier to lift a newspaper. As expected the story took up most of the front page. The woman’s name was Sarah MacGregor. It took Roscoe a long time to read the story and he had to skip over more than a few words, but from what he could tell, the woman’s husband was some kind of scientist at the Plaine Museum. Roscoe remembered the museum from a field trip in third grade, back when he still went to school; he had really liked the big elephant-looking thing they had.
 
   He breathed easier once he read the police didn’t have any suspects at the moment. They didn’t even have one of those artist’s conception things with a vague description. For the moment he was in the clear. That didn’t mean he would stay that way. A dead pregnant woman was the kind of case the cops would go all-out on, second only to murdering a cop or some other really important person. They would lean on all of their snitches and offer a big reward for information. Someone like one of his three roommates would turn him in without a second thought for a big reward.
 
   He told himself to calm down. The gun was gone and no one had identified him. So long as he kept his mouth shut and his wits about him, he would be fine. Still, it would probably be a good idea to get some money for a bus ticket out of here. Maybe he could go down to the harbor and stowaway on a boat. He didn’t care where he went, so long as it was far away from here.
 
   He saw the woman’s face even when he closed his eyes. She had been so pretty, almost like his mama. The last time he had seen his mother, she had screamed at him that he wouldn’t amount to a damn. She had been right about that.
 
   The eyes of the pregnant woman began to turn red. The woman’s eyes glowed blood red; the heat of them prompted Roscoe to cringe. To his horror Sarah MacGregor stood up, the eyes still staring at him. Her mouth opened, an inhuman voice rumbling out of it. “I’ve found you, Roscoe Caffee. Now you’re mine.”
 
   Roscoe heard glass shatter, followed by something metal clanking on the ground. He scrambled to his feet in time to see the same awful red eyes from his nightmare. Except now he was fully awake.
 
   The eyes belonged to a monster. Roscoe saw its heavy, spiky frame outlined in the flickering light of the fire. Worse yet, the monster had claws like some kind of wild animal. It raised its left hand; the claws lengthened. “You’re mine, Roscoe,” the monster said in the same voice as his nightmare.
 
   Its eyes still on Roscoe, the monster pointed its left hand at the fire. The claws actually fired from out of the fingers like darts. Three sliced open the throats of Roscoe’s roommates while the fourth went clean through the dog to embed itself in the wall. Roscoe didn’t need to be told he was next on the list.
 
   He took off running through the factory. Though he didn’t see the red eyes following him, he knew they were there. He could hear that demonic voice whisper in his ear, “You can run, little man, but I will find you.”
 
   Roscoe was too petrified even to scream as he ran through the maze of alleys in the industrial sector. No matter how fast he ran, he sensed the monster was still right there. He forced himself to keep running; it was the only way he might survive. Despite this, his body slowed and his legs grew heavy.
 
   He finally had to stop in an alley to rest. A fence topped with barbed wire blocked the other end of the alley, but he saw doors that led into a couple of old factories. He could hide in one of those until the monster went away.
 
   He got five steps down the alley before he heard a clank like he had first heard by the fire. He saw the monster standing there, its red eyes still glowing at him. Roscoe took off running for the end of the alley, for the doors into the other factories. He tried one after the other of these, but like in a horror movie they were locked. He tried to bang on these and even throw himself at them, but it didn’t do any good. All the while the monster made its way slowly towards him.
 
   Roscoe finally tried to climb up the fence at the end of the alley. He didn’t care if he tore up his hands from the barbed wire; it was better than being dead, which would certainly happen if he stayed here. He leaped onto the fence and then climbed.
 
   He got halfway up before he felt a sharp pain in his left shoulder. He saw a black metal dart like the ones that had killed his roommates stuck out of the shoulder. Before Roscoe could scream, a second dart went through his right shoulder. He lost his grip on the fence and tumbled to the ground.
 
   He turned onto his belly, so he wouldn’t have to look up at the monster. “Please don’t kill me,” he said. “I’ll go to the police. I’ll turn myself in. Please don’t kill me.”
 
   “The police are fools. You will meet my justice,” the monster said. 
 
   A metal foot kicked Roscoe in the midsection, propelling him like a soccer ball into the wall. He lay on his back, staring up at the night sky for a moment before the awful red eyes reappeared. These glowered at him, seeming to brighten until Roscoe had to close his eyes, but even then he could still see them. He finally let out a scream as the claws raked across his midsection, nearly cleaving him in two.
 
   The monster took a few steps back; it watched as the life faded from him. “I’m sorry,” Roscoe said with his last breath, the pregnant woman’s face in his mind.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
   Emma thought for certain she was dead. She had never really been religious, her mother a lapsed Catholic and her father an equally lapsed Jew, so she hadn’t put a lot of thought into the whole afterlife question. It was theoretically possible as a matter of quantum physics perhaps, though she didn’t see it as very likely. She had hoped there was some nice place where she might find her parents, although she didn’t see it as very likely either.
 
   It came as a surprise then to find herself standing—or perhaps floating—amidst a sea of bright white light. No fluffy clouds or angels with wings and halos, just white light everywhere.
 
   Then she heard Mom’s voice. It was as soft as when Mom had used to sing to her as a baby. “Don’t be afraid,” Mom said.
 
   “Mom? Where are you?”
 
   Right on cue, her mother appeared in front of her, or perhaps above her; it was difficult to gauge perspective in this place. Most of her mother was bathed in the same bright white light as everything else, but Mom’s eyes glowed a brilliant sapphire and her hair a more subdued ruby color. “I’m right here, baby. I’ve always been here.”
 
   “Am I dead?”
 
   “No, baby. Not yet.”
 
   “Then what’s going on? Why am I here?”
 
   “I have a job for you, Emma. I need you to do something very important for me. Do you think you can do it?”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I need you to find a very special box for me.”
 
   “A box? What’s in it?”
 
   “You’ll know when you open it.” Mom’s hand appeared from the light; her skin glowed with golden light as she caressed Emma’s cheek. “Can you do this for me, baby?”
 
   “Mom, I don’t understand—”
 
   “It’s very important, Emma. You have to do this. Not just for your father and I, but for everyone.”
 
   “Everyone?”
 
   “I always knew you were special. That’s why you’ve been chosen.”
 
   “Chosen? Mom, please, I don’t understand what’s going on.”
 
   Her mother began to drift away, her touch fading from Emma’s cheek. “Just follow me,” Mom said.
 
   “Mom, wait! Don’t go!”
 
   “Follow me—”
 
   Emma wasn’t sure if she were running or swimming through the light, vainly trying to keep her mother in sight. All she could see was a hint of her mother’s eyes and a golden hand that beckoned her onward. As Emma struggled to keep up, she heard a second voice, this one much louder and angrier. “Emma, what the hell are you doing?” Becky shouted.
 
   Emma opened her eyes and saw Becky’s a few inches away. For a moment it didn’t register that she wasn’t in that strange universe of white light—the afterlife or perhaps limbo—until Becky gave her a slight shake. Only then did she realize she was in a hospital room and wearing a hospital gown, her bare feet on the cold linoleum. 
 
   “What’s going on?” Emma asked, her voice hoarse. “Where am I?”
 
   “St. Joseph’s,” Becky said. “They moved you from the emergency room about six hours ago.”
 
   “Emergency room?” Belatedly the memories came back to her: the explosion in the museum, the monster at the top of the steps and then her falling backwards. From there things went fuzzy, though she thought that nice woman Sylvia had been there.
 
   “Yes, the emergency room. You’ve been asleep for ten hours now.” Becky squeezed Emma’s arm and then turned her around. “Let’s get you back into bed before a nurse sees you and has a conniption.”
 
   As she shuffled back to the bed, Emma felt a sharp pain in her midsection and a lesser pain in her left ankle. Her head also felt as if someone had stuffed it full of cotton. Emma looked down her gown to see a very large bandage covering most of her abdomen. She didn’t remember that monster actually cutting her, but then maybe she hadn’t time to feel it with the fall. “How bad is it?” she asked.
 
   “Not too bad. The doctor said you have a couple of nasty cuts, some bruising, a sprained ankle and a mild concussion. They’re probably going to keep you for a day or two for observation.” It was then that something unexpected happened: Becky began to cry, something she hadn’t done—at least in Emma’s presence—for eleven years. “When they first called me, I thought for sure—” Becky broke down into sobs.
 
   Emma reached out unsteadily to pat her friend’s back. “I’m sorry. But it’s all right. I’ll be fine. Nothing to worry about.”
 
   Becky shook her head. “You don’t understand. I promised I would look after you. I promised. But I wasn’t there. I wasn’t there for your parents and when you went to school and now this.”
 
   “It’s not your fault. You can’t be everywhere.”
 
   “I’m supposed to be your big sister. Instead I’m more like my mom.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   Becky backed away from Emma and then wiped at her eyes. “I’m going to tell the nurse you’re awake. Do you want anything?”
 
   “Some water would be nice.”
 
   “Sure. I can do that.” Becky poured a cup of water from the pitcher beside Emma’s bed. She held this up to Emma’s lips, despite Emma’s pleas that she could do it herself. The water glided along her throat; the cold liquid soothed as it went down.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Wait right here. Don’t try getting out of bed again.”
 
   “I won’t,” Emma said. She thought of mentioning her strange dream, but then thought better of it. Becky had enough to worry about at the moment.
 
   Becky opened the door and nearly ran straight into Detective Donovan. “Good, she’s up,” Donovan said. “Now we can have a little talk.”
 
   ***
 
   Donovan had never really liked hospitals. This was far from a unique feeling. Most people hated them for the blood or death or the antiseptic smell. Donovan hated all the water cooler dictators who constantly got in her way. Any quack who wore a set of scrubs instantly thought he or she was the most important person in the room, more powerful than a gold badge.
 
   For about ten hours Donovan had bashed her head against this world of ego run amok. First she had flashed her badge to the doctor treating Dr. Emma Earl. The doctor refused to give any information except to say the patient was stable and recovering. She tried to get into the room only to have a nurse shoo her away as if she were a housecat. The badge didn’t help her there either; the nurse actually shut a door in her face. Since then she had tried to ask nicely and even attempted to flirt with the male doctor. Nothing.
 
   When not trying to break through the hospital red tape, Donovan was on the phone with Detective Martinez at the Plaine Museum. At first they thought no one had been seriously injured, except for Earl, who had been found on the front steps of the museum. Then the firemen discovered a body up on the third floor. They had not identified the body yet, but from the location, it was believed to be Dr. Ian MacGregor.
 
   Donovan had nearly dropped the phone when she first heard this. First MacGregor’s wife and unborn son and then the same day as the funeral his workplace went up in flames, probably with him in it. Donovan was cynical enough to rule out coincidence. Someone was gunning for MacGregor. Not just him, but his entire family. That would seem to be a mob thing, except there was no evidence MacGregor had dealt with shady characters like that. From what she had seen in the last couple of days, MacGregor was on the up-and-up.
 
   She was still at the hospital when Martinez called back. MacGregor was still alive. He had gone on leave from the museum, had been at a hotel at the time. They knew this because MacGregor had seen the reports on the television and gotten in touch with the museum director to find out what had happened.
 
   So until they could do a dental records identification on the fricasseed corpse, they had one dead John Doe and one injured girl. An injured girl who as recently as twenty-four hours ago Donovan had thought could have murdered a pregnant woman. Though she hadn’t felt strongly about it even before she confirmed Earl’s alibi, she again couldn’t chalk this up to coincidence.
 
   She finally got lucky after they took Earl upstairs to recover. The nurses up there weren’t any friendlier; they refused to let Donovan into the room. “Friends and family only,” the nurse said. Donovan had grumbled under her breath, but there had been nothing she could do—at least until the nurse went off to respond to an emergency call. Then Donovan bolted into Earl’s room.
 
   As she reached for the door handle, the door opened on its own. Donovan nearly slammed into a woman whose bulk took up the entire doorway. For the moment she ignored this; she saw over the fat girl’s shoulder that Earl was awake.  “Good, she’s up. Now we can have a little talk.”
 
   “You leave her alone,” the fat girl said. “She’s resting.”
 
   “I don’t care if she’s composing a goddamned symphony over there. I need to talk to her.” Donovan reached into her jacket for her badge. “Now you want to get out of my way or you want me to run your ass downtown?”
 
   “You don’t scare me,” the fat girl said. “This time you don’t have your goon squad backing you up.”
 
   Donovan glared at the fat girl’s face, until she finally placed it. “Lintner’s office,” she said. “How’s your little friend doing?”
 
   “You can ask her yourself the next time you raid the place.”
 
   “Maybe I will.”
 
   “Becky, what’s going on?” Earl asked.
 
   “Becky? You’re the roommate, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m Emma’s best friend.”
 
   “Well, what a small world.” Donovan wished she could take out a cigarette, but the hospital forbade smoking. “I need to talk to your friend.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “It’s important.”
 
   “Emma is resting. She doesn’t need you badgering her.”
 
   “Look, your friend has been hurt, half the museum has gone ka-blooey and someone is dead. I want to get to the bottom of this—”
 
   “Dead?” Earl said. “Who’s dead?”
 
   “We’re not sure. Maybe you can tell me.”
 
   “She’s not telling you anything.” Becky pushed forward with her gut to try and force Donovan out the door. Donovan grabbed the doorframe to steady herself. “Get out of here and come back later.”
 
   “You’d better watch it,” Donovan growled, “before I take you in for assault.”
 
   “You go ahead and try.”
 
   “Becky, don’t,” Earl said.
 
   “Stay out of this,” Becky snapped.
 
   “No.” In a softer voice Earl added, “I want to help.”
 
   Becky glared at Donovan for a moment and then stepped aside. “Fine. But you’ve got five minutes. Then I’m getting the nurse to throw your ass out of here.”
 
   “This shouldn’t take that long,” Donovan said. She reached into her jacket for her notebook. Other than a bandage on her head and her ankle, Earl didn’t look too badly injured. “First, why don’t you tell me what happened to you. You get hurt in the stampede?”
 
   “No. I tried to go upstairs. To the third floor.”
 
   “Before the explosion?”
 
   “After.”
 
   “You ran towards an explosion?”
 
   Earl nodded. “I thought I could save something.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know. Samples, reports, or something.”
 
   Christ, what a workaholic, Donovan thought to herself. Donovan would as soon let an explosion vaporize her desk and all the paperwork on it. “Did you find anything?”
 
   “I didn’t make it. There was something up there on the third floor.”
 
   “You mean like debris blocking the door?”
 
   Earl shook her head. “No. It was a monster.”
 
   “A monster? Like Frankenstein?”
 
   Earl shook her head again and then closed her eyes. “I know you’re not going to believe me. It looked like a man, only it had spikes on the shoulders and knees. It had claws like some kind of animal. And it had these terrible red eyes.”
 
   “You think those could have been night vision goggles?”
 
   “No, they were eyes.”
 
   “How good of a look did you get at him?” 
 
   “Not very good before he attacked me.”
 
   “I think you’ve asked enough questions. She needs to rest.”
 
   “Just one more thing. Did you see anyone else up there on the third floor?”
 
   Earl shook her head. “No. I didn’t get that far.”
 
   “You know who might have been in Dr. MacGregor’s office? The firemen found a body, but we know it’s not him.”
 
   Earl paused long enough that Donovan thought the girl might have fallen asleep. Then she whispered, “Dr. Brighton. He took over for Ian.”
 
   Donovan jotted the name down to look up later. Then she stood up to lean over the bed and pat Earl’s shoulder. “Thank you for your help. I’m sorry I had to be a little rough. Once you’re feeling better, I might have to talk to you again about this ‘monster’ of yours.”
 
   “I knew you wouldn’t believe me, but I saw it!”
 
   Donovan went down to her car, to smoke a cigarette and try to make sense of it. Earl was probably hopped up on painkillers or confused from the fall. There were plenty of monsters in this city, but all of them of the human variety. She would have to figure out which one had nearly diced the kid up.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
   They released her from the hospital on Sunday afternoon. Despite Becky’s worries, Emma got up for work on Monday. “Come on, kid, you can take another day or two after what happened,” Becky said.
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma said.
 
   “What about those scratches,” Becky said. She pointed to the bandage over Emma’s midsection.
 
   “It’s not too bad. Just itches a little.”
 
   “I don’t know what’s the point in going. Your office is a bunch of ashes.”
 
   “Maybe I can salvage something.”
 
   It turned out she wouldn’t get the chance to look for any salvage, at least not yet. The police had the eastern half of the third floor sealed off for their investigation. This included the geology department and some of the botany department. She, like Dr. Stevens and Dr. Lemieux, waited in the cafeteria to find out where—or if—they would be working.
 
   To her surprise, Ian came into the cafeteria to give them the news. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days, with dark circles and bags under his eyes. The stubble he’d sported at the funeral had become longer, rapidly approaching an actual beard that was mostly black with flecks of gray. 
 
   Despite all of this, his voice was still the same. “Well now, gang, I’m afraid I’ve had to cut my leave a bit short with this crisis. If you haven’t heard, poor Dr. Brighton was killed in the explosion.” He paused for a moment, to let this sink in. “The police should be here for a few days and then the cleanup will begin. This could take quite some time. Until then, we’re forced to make alternate arrangements. I hope you don’t mind getting a bit cozy with each other, as we will be having to share what space we have available.”
 
   Ian gave out the new office assignments, which housed most of the geology department in the zoology department. This came as somewhat of a relief to Emma, who feared for a moment she might be asked to share an office with Dr. Dreyfus. Though when it came to her assignment, she found out she would not be likely to see him or anyone else.
 
   “I’m very sorry about this, lass, but I’m afraid all we have left is the subbasement. You can rest assured I will do everything I can to find some better way to accommodate you. For now, you’ll have to make do down there.” He cleared his throat and then smiled tiredly. “If you’d like to file a grievance, I’d be happy to pass it along for you.”
 
   “No, that’s fine,” Emma said. “I don’t mind.”
 
   “The equipment you requested is on its way, but until then you should be able to find something down there you can use.” Ian waited until the others had left to pull her aside. “I’m very sorry about Dr. Brighton. He was a good man.”
 
   “Yes, he was.”
 
   “The director and I have spoken and we agree that it’s perfectly understandable if you would like a leave of absence or perhaps a transfer to another institution.”
 
   Emma didn’t hesitate even a moment to answer, “That won’t be necessary.”
 
   “If you have any problems down there, you let me know right away.” He gave her a pat on the shoulder and then she was on her own.
 
   As an institution that had been around for well over a century, the Plaine Museum had accumulated a lot of stuff over the years. There were old artifacts not on display at the moment, research notes, and office records, all of which needed storage until used again, donated to another institution, or destroyed. The subbasement served this purpose, with thousands of square feet devoted to storage for crates. 
 
   Now it would also house Emma, at least temporarily. She searched for the light switch with her hands. Once she found it, a bank of industrial lights like those in the Karlak II exhibit came to life, bathing the cavernous room in harsh white light. She resisted the childish urge to call out and hear her voice echo.
 
   She felt a hand brush against her back. Her mother’s voice whispered in her ear, “Emma. It’s time.”
 
   She looked around but didn’t see anyone there. Then she heard her mother’s voice again. “You’re so close, baby. You only need to go a little farther.”
 
   Emma closed her eyes tightly. This couldn’t be real. She must be suffering a setback from the head injury. When she opened her eyes, she saw her mother hovered by the elevator, glowing bright white like in her dream. “Mom?”
 
   “Come with me, Emma.”
 
   “To where?”
 
   “To your destiny, baby.”
 
   Emma shook her head. This isn’t real, she told herself. She should go home sick and get some rest. In a few days she would be fully healthy. That was what she should do.
 
   “Emma, please,” the image of her mother said. “You have to do this. It’s important.”
 
   “Go away,” Emma whispered. “You’re not real.”
 
   A hand caressed her cheek; it certainly felt like her mother’s hand. She opened her eyes and again saw her mother in the flesh, just the way she remembered. “Mom?”
 
   “It’s me, baby.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “That’s not important. I don’t have much time. You have to come with me.”
 
   “To Heaven?”
 
   “No, not yet.” Her mother smiled. “Not for a long time.”
 
   “Then where?”
 
   “I’ll show you.”
 
   Emma knew she was still hallucinating and that she should stay right where she was. Yet when she looked at her mother, she was the same woman Emma remembered tucking her into bed at night and waking her up in the morning. If it was a hallucination, it was a really good one.
 
   She took her mother’s hand; Mom helped her out of the chair. It was only then Emma realized her mother was shorter than her now by a good six inches. This brought tears to her eyes to think how much her mother had missed. Mom pulled her close into a hug and stroked her hair. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry.”
 
   Far too soon for Emma’s liking, her mother pulled away to walk over to one of the crates. From this she took out an old janitor’s jumpsuit—one that had belonged to Mr. Graves. “You’ll need this for where we’re going,” Mom said. “Unless you want to ruin that pretty suit of yours.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to do that,” Emma said. She slid the jumpsuit on over her clothes, finding Mr. Graves to be much larger than her in length and width. His feet were smaller than hers, something she found out when Mom handed a pair of galoshes to her. “Is all this really necessary?”
 
   “You’ll see,” her mother said ominously.
 
   Emma didn’t like the sound of this, but couldn’t bring herself to raise an objection. Somehow her mother had come back from the dead for this, so it must be important. She took her mother’s hand as she’d done when she was little to cross the street. In this case she was grateful for the hand to help steady her in the tight galoshes.
 
   They stepped into the elevator, where Mom hit the button marked S2 for the sub-subbasement. “Is that where we’re going?” Emma asked. 
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   Emma didn’t question why she needed the jumpsuit and galoshes to go down one level. The answer to this became apparent a minute later when the elevator doors opened to the sub-subbasement. “This is it?”
 
   “Yes,” Mom said. She looked up at Emma with a sad smile. “And now I must go.”
 
   “What? No, you can’t go now. What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Don’t worry, you’ll figure it out.” Mom touched Emma’s hair. “You’ve always been my little genius.”
 
   “Mom, don’t go. Please.”
 
   “I have to, baby. I’ve stayed too long already.”
 
   Emma tried to wrap her arms around her mother, to hold her close forever, but it didn’t work. Mom’s body began to glow once again, turning from gold to bright white that hurt Emma’s eyes even when she closed them. “I love you, baby,” Mom whispered. Then she was gone.
 
   Emma wanted to drop to her knees and sob at losing her mother a second time. Even if it had been a hallucination, it had felt so real. She wanted to cry until she didn’t have any tears left, but she couldn’t. Her mother had brought her down here for a reason and now was the time for Emma to find out what.
 
   She stepped out of the elevator, into an inch of mud.  In the dim light of the elevator, she saw what appeared to be a cavern. To her left someone had posted a civil defense sign that indicated this was an approved bomb shelter. A bomb shelter? Why would Mom want her to go to a bomb shelter? Was a nuclear war about to break out?
 
   As she considered this question, she stumbled over something and fell into the mud for an impromptu facial. She spit out a wad of mud, grateful for her glasses, which had kept the mud from getting in her eyes. With her clothes covered in mud, she didn’t have any way to clean the glasses, which meant that for the moment she couldn’t see more than two feet in front of her clearly. In this two-foot radius she saw an olive drab crate had tripped her up; a label stamped on the side indicated it contained C-rations that had expired back in 1974. Clearly no one had been down here in a while. So why did the elevator still go down here? She shook her head and decided to worry about that question later.
 
   In the near-darkness and without her glasses, she could only blunder around and feel the walls like a blind person. There had to be something here. Her mother’s spirit wouldn’t bring her down here on a wild goose chase.
 
   She was still contemplating this when she put her left hand against a part of the wall and felt it move. A section of the wall pushed back like a door to reveal another cavern. The door was low enough that she had to get down on her knees to crawl through the opening.
 
   As she did, a work light like in the subbasement came to life and filled the cavern with harsh light. She squinted into this light and saw what appeared to be a desk and chair like the ones she had salvaged, on top of which sat a radio that was probably thirty years old at least. Was this part of the bomb shelter? 
 
   The sound of someone clearing his throat shook Emma from these thoughts. She didn’t see anyone in the cavern, at least until she looked up. She thought it must be a trick of the light and her blurred vision that there appeared to be a bearded man in a robe and pointed hat floating above her. That was until the man spoke. “About time you got here,” he said with an accent that sounded somewhere between Ian’s Scottish and Mr. Graves’s English one. “Thought you’d never make it.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I am Marlin, Keeper of the Lore for the Order of the Scarlet Knight. Welcome to the Sanctuary.”
 
   Emma stared at the ghost for a moment. Then she dropped into the chair beside the desk and passed out.
 
   ***
 
   When she opened her eyes, she hoped to find herself in her new subbasement office or her apartment or even the hospital would have been welcome at this point. Instead, she saw she was still in the same cavern, with the blue-white specter of a man hovering in front of her. He had moved close enough that she could see he had very human eyes, which at the moment glared at her.
 
   “Bloody women,” he growled. “I don’t know why it would call for you. Probably faint again at the first sight of blood.”
 
   She reached out with one hand; it passed through the hem of Marlin’s robe. He didn’t seem to have any feet, at least not that she could see. She thought of the old Casper comics she had seen as a kid, although this ghost seemed far from friendly. “You’re a ghost?”
 
   “Got it in one. I’m ever so impressed. Now, can we get started or are you going to keep napping?”
 
   “This isn’t real. This can’t be real.” She closed her eyes, but it didn’t help at all. “It’s a concussion.”
 
   “Concussion? Bollocks.” Marlin shook his head. “Pity I can’t pinch you.”
 
   She pinched herself and winced; this was really happening. It just didn’t make any sense. “What do you want?”
 
   “Good, now we can finally get down to brass tacks. I thought you might go on disbelieving for the whole day.” Although he was a ghost—by all appearances—Marlin stopped as if to gather his breath. “We’re a little pressed for time, so I’ll give you the short version. You have been chosen to become the next Scarlet Knight and fight an evil sod known as the Black Dragoon.”
 
   Emma stared at Marlin for a moment. She thought of all the stories Mr. Graves had told her during her visits to the museum. “There really is a Scarlet Knight?”
 
   “Of course there is. You thought it was something like Santa or the Tooth Fairy? Then again, you probably still believe in those.” 
 
   “No,” she said weakly. She hadn’t believed in either of those since she was two and began to read. By the time she was three, she already understood those were stories parents told their children. She had thought the Scarlet Knight was the same thing, a story Mr. Graves told to entertain her.
 
   “Again, we’re pressed for time so I’ll give you the thumbnail version of our history. Long, long ago, my master Merlin—”
 
   “The wizard?”
 
   “Yes, as in Arthur, Excalibur, and all that nonsense. How those stories got started I’ll never know.” The ghost shook his head. “At any rate, my master was—and still is—the greatest wizard in all the land. He created the Scarlet Knight as a bulwark against a servant of evil known first as the Black Demon and then in later years as the Black Dragoon. I believe you’ve already met him. The bloke with the claws?”
 
   Emma put a hand to the cuts on her midsection. “So it was a monster on the steps.”
 
   “After a fashion. There’s a man inside of it. The rest of it is an especially nasty suit of armor. When he came around our village, my master created some magic armor of his own. Wasn’t much at first, basically a loincloth and cowl with a spear, but that was enough. Ever since then we’ve fought our war. Every time the Dragoon appears, a new Scarlet Knight rises to destroy him.”
 
   “I’m supposed to stop that?”
 
   “Yes, well, you certainly weren’t my first choice. Of course I don’t get a vote. I’m just the Keeper of the Lore. No one ever consults me about anything.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “Why you indeed.” When the ghost sighed, Emma felt a breeze cold enough to make her shiver. “The usual reason is because you’re pure of heart.”
 
   Emma’s face turned red at this. “You mean because I’m a virgin?”
 
   “Oh please. Virgins are getting harder to come by, but not that hard. What it means is you’re good and noble and all that nonsense. That’s how you resisted the Dragoon when it tried to turn you.”
 
   Emma’s eyes widened. “That awful thing that spoke to me was the Black Dragoon?”
 
   “Very good. You are a quick learner after all. It tried to use you as a host. When it couldn’t, it sought greener pastures.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I haven’t any idea. Believe me, I tried to find out. Whoever it is is not a very nice person, I’ll tell you that much. You should have seen what he did to those people after he finished with you.”
 
   “What people?”
 
   “Some riffraff over in the old factories. The one was ghastly even by his standards.”
 
   “Did he kill Dr. Brighton too?”
 
   “Can’t say about that one. Wouldn’t be a bit surprised.”
 
   Emma ran a hand over her face as she tried to make sense of this. That horrid thing in her closet had gotten loose and now it was out killing people. “But what can I do? I’m a geologist.”
 
   “Please. We’ve had fishermen, bakers, bankers, and even one bloke who sold women’s lingerie. You don’t want to know what he wore underneath the armor. Anyway, you put on the armor and then you’ll have the power to destroy him.”
 
   “Armor? What armor?”
 
   The ghost pointed over to a darkened corner. Emma pushed herself out of the chair. She made her way slowly towards the corner. She braced herself to find a trap of some sort, perhaps that monster—the Black Dragoon. She saw only what appeared to be a red box. Its lack of any markings gave it the same overall appearance as the object that had been in her closet upstairs. This made sense from what Marlin had told her; the Black Dragoon and the Scarlet Knight were polar opposites of each other, one evil and one good.
 
   She knelt down beside the red object and reached out cautiously with one hand. The moment she touched it, the sides of the object came to life. Unlike the black object, the faces that appeared on this were those of adorable cherubs. The object split along the side to open like a box.
 
   It was a box. Inside she saw a red suit of plate armor stacked neatly. Her eyes widened at this sight; she reached inside to pull out the helmet. By all accounts it seemed a perfectly ordinary example of 15th Century craftsmanship with a hinged visor to cover the face and a golden plume that dangled from the crown. Except she had never seen armor of this color before. With one fingernail she tried to scratch it, to flake off some of the paint so she could study it. Her fingernail cracked while the helmet remained unscathed.
 
   “So this is it? I put this on and I become some kind of superhero?”
 
   “If that’s how you want to see it. In the old days they thought of it as becoming a demigod, which I think sounds more dignified.”
 
   “I still don’t understand why you’re asking me. I don’t know how to fight.” What little she did know came from one self-defense class at Berkeley after a string of rapes on campus. 
 
   “I agree, you’re probably useless in a fight. But you’re the one who answered the Call.”
 
   “What’s ‘the Call?’”
 
   “When it needs a host, the armor sends out a sort of distress signal. One who is pure of heart hears this and is drawn to find the armor and take up the mantle.”
 
   She looked back towards the door to the cavern, towards the elevator her mother’s spirit had led her to. She thought back to what Mom had said about finding her destiny and how important this was for everyone. “How does this Call manifest itself?”
 
   “Usually it’s a vision. Of course sometimes we’ll get lucky and some bloke will stumble across it on his own. Or a couple times we’ve had someone choose a successor after he was badly wounded. Saves us a lot of time that way.”
 
   “But in my case it was a vision. In the hospital. And then upstairs a few minutes ago it happened again.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   Emma dropped the helmet into the case. She hung her head and chided herself for her foolishness. “It wasn’t really Mom, was it? Her ghost or angel or whatever didn’t really come to me, did it?”
 
   “I highly doubt it.”
 
   “You tricked people by making them see someone they love?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t decide how the Call manifests itself. If it chose your mother it probably thought you would listen to her.”
 
   “And I did.”
 
   “I suppose you did.” There was an awkward silence for a moment before Marlin said, “If you would put it on, we have a lot of work to do.”
 
   Emma shook her head. She closed the case. “I’m not putting anything on.”
 
   “If this is about your mother, I told you I don’t have any control of that—”
 
   “It’s not that.” She sighed and then looked down at her hands. “You’ve picked the wrong person. I’m not a superhero. I’m not any kind of hero. I’ve never been able to help anyone. Not my parents, not Aunt Gladys, not Dr. Brighton.”
 
   “Well now’s your chance to make up for lost time.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. She got to her feet. “You’ll have to find someone else.”
 
   “There is no one else. You think this is a bloody beauty pageant? You think if you can’t fulfill your duties we go to the runner-up?” Marlin floated close to her, enough that she shivered from the cold that radiated from him. “The one who answers the Call becomes the Scarlet Knight. That’s how it’s worked for four thousand years now. You came down here, now you’re the one. That’s all there is to it.”
 
   “I can’t do it. I’m really sorry. Maybe someone else will hear your call.” She trudged back towards the entrance to the cavern.
 
   Marlin stayed with her, actually hovering inside the wall. “You’re being bloody selfish. I hope you realize that. People are dying. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”
 
   “I’m not the person for this job. I’m not a hero.”
 
   “That’s what they all say, or most of them at any rate. Some of them were bloody braggarts.” Marlin cleared his throat. “You’re not like that.”
 
   She slipped through the opening and began the slog back to the elevator. Marlin seemed to take the hint; he no longer followed her. She slumped into the elevator and pressed the button for the subbasement. Before the doors closed, he said, “You’ll be back. No one has ever resisted the Call.”
 
   She unzipped the jumpsuit and left it on the floor of the subbasement along with the muddy galoshes. She walked barefoot across the floor, not caring about the coldness of the metal floor. Then she sank into the chair, she put her head on the desk again. No, she was not a hero, not by any stretch. She had failed everyone she had ever cared about, especially her parents. “I’m sorry,” she whispered not just to Marlin but to the rest of the ghosts in her life.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
   From the throbbing in his leg, Percival knew the time was at hand. It was inevitable it would want to finish off that old piece of business between them.
 
   There was nothing he could do about it now. Maybe twenty years ago he still would have been spry enough even with the wound in his leg. Now he was seventy-three years old, much too ancient to fight anyone. He couldn’t even get the nurses to up his pain medication, or that bloody quack who insinuated the pain was in his head. Of course if he had explained the real reason for this pain, they would have carted him off to the loony bin.
 
   Before he went, there was one last piece of business to attend to. As he sat on the bed with a tablet of rest home stationary on his lap, he considered what he should say. He closed his eyes and pictured her in his mind. He couldn’t help but see her as that delightful little girl she had been when they first met. She had been so smart even back then, smarter than him when it came to the museum’s exhibits. That she should be working at the museum now seemed like a natural fit. He wasn’t joking when he suggested she would be running the place soon enough; in his mind there was no one else better qualified, no one else who loved that place more than she did.
 
   None of that helped him to figure out what he should tell her. She certainly didn’t need him to tell her she was smart; people had said that since she had potty-trained herself. She was as shy and sweet as ever, always downplaying what she had accomplished. It was certainly more than he could have done. Someone like him was just good for holding a rifle or a broom and then once he got too old for those he wasn’t any good to anyone. Not even any good to the person he cared about the most, the only one who’d ever seen anything of value in him.
 
   That was where he should start. With this thought in mind, he began to scribble his message on the tablet. He wrote in blocky print letters so whoever found it would actually be able to read it. What he came up with certainly didn’t amount to poetry. It didn’t do justice to how he felt, but it was the best he could do at the moment.
 
   He set the tablet on the dresser, presumably for one of the nurses to find later. Then he sat back and waited. The pain in his leg began to throb unbearably. He saw flashes of red in his vision. It was close. So very close now.
 
   He heard the heavy footsteps outside. He had enough time to put an arm over his eyes to shield them from the debris of the wall collapsing. When he dropped his hand, he saw he was right. It was here at last.
 
   The monster stood in front of the hole it had punched in the wall, its red eyes glaring down at him. It raised a clawed finger at him. He braced himself for the final blow, the one to finish things off. Instead, it spoke. “I’ve come for you at last, old man.”
 
   “Go on and finish it, you wanker,” Percival said. “You’ll be doing me a favor.”
 
   “I will finish it, but only after you have given me what I want.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You will tell me where you’ve hidden it, or you will die.”
 
   There could be no question of what it wanted. He supposed that made sense. It couldn’t destroy its foe, but it could find a way to keep its enemy at bay for a while. “I’ll not tell you anything.”
 
   “You will. All that is yet to be determined is how long it will take—and how much left of you there will be at the end.”
 
   With that it scooped Percival up as if he weighed nothing and threw him over its shoulder. Then it took off into the night.
 
   ***
 
   Emma opened her eyes and screamed. Marlin hovered over her bed, his translucent eyes glaring at her. “Is that all you’re going to do? Lie there and feel sorry for yourself?”
 
   “I already told you I’m not doing it.”
 
   “Yes, well, if it were up to me we’d have already moved on to some worthier individual, but it’s not and now we’ve got a bit of a crisis on our hands.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “Listen, you spoiled brat! There is a good man in serious danger and you’re the only one who can help him. So get your arse back down to the Sanctuary and do your bloody job.”
 
   “Who’s in danger?”
 
   “Your predecessor. I believe you’re already familiar with him. Percival Graves.”
 
   Emma sat upright at this. “Mr. Graves?” She wanted to say it was impossible he could have been the Scarlet Knight, but then she thought of all the stories he had told her. She had thought he had made them up, but what if he hadn’t? What if he had been the last Scarlet Knight? “This Black Dragoon has him? Where?”
 
   “That I’m not sure about. I happened to go over there to tell him about your decision. I thought maybe he could talk some sense into you. Imagine my surprise to see the wall smashed in and him missing.”
 
   “Are you sure he’s still alive?”
 
   “I’m fairly certain. If the Dragoon had wanted him dead he’d have torn the old man up right there. He wants something else from him.”
 
   “Your armor?”
 
   “Very good. He can’t actually destroy it, but he could put it somewhere difficult to get to, delaying us until he’s gone through with his latest scheme.”
 
   Emma started to get off the bed but then stopped herself. “Wait a minute. How do I know you’re telling the truth? How do I know this isn’t a trick like with my mother?”
 
   “Well, you could call the nursing home for starters. Go on and ask them if the old codger is around.”
 
   She did this, dialing up the rest home. The nurse who answered sounded on the verge of panic. “I’m a friend of Mr. Graves. My name is Dr. Emma Earl. Could I talk to him?”
 
   “I’m afraid he’s not in right now.”
 
   “Did his son take him?”
 
   “No. He’s just unavailable at the moment.”
 
   “I see. Thank you—”
 
   “Just a moment. Did you say your name is Emma Earl?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She thought the nurse might mention something about Aunt Gladys, but instead the woman said, “He left a message for you.”
 
   “A message? Could you read it please?”
 
   “I’m not sure I should—”
 
   “Please. I need to know what he said. It’s important.”
 
   The nurse cleared her throat and then read, ‘“Dear Emma, I’m sorry I won’t have the chance to speak with you again, but some old business has come up. Before I go, I wanted you to know how proud I am of you and how you’ve turned out. I hope someday you can be as proud of yourself. I have greatly appreciated your friendship over the years. You’ve in many ways been the daughter I always wanted. Love, Percival.’ Oh my. That’s beautiful.”
 
   Tears stung Emma’s eyes at this. “Thank you,” she said to the nurse. She hung up the phone and then wiped at her eyes. Marlin hovered over her shoulder, still glaring at her.
 
   “Well?” he said.
 
   “I’ll do it.” She began to put on her running sweats instead of her nightgown and the waterproof work boots she had worn while doing her fieldwork in Montana. As she did, she came up with something of a plan. “Try and find out where he is. I’ll go to this Sanctuary of yours and get the armor. If you find him, come back and tell me.”
 
   “Sure, give yourself the easy job,” Marlin grumbled before he disappeared through the wall, but Emma knew it wouldn’t be that easy.
 
   ***
 
   The last place Emma wanted to go in the city were the sewers. Parts of these dated back from the turn of the century and it showed from the brick walls on the sides. These had become smeared with mold and muck over the years and possibly other substances as well. She adjusted the bandana over her nose and mouth, not that it seemed to do much good. At least she hadn’t eaten anything before she had come down here.
 
   She hadn’t memorized a map of the sewers, but she figured it would be the only way to get back into the sub-subbasement until morning. After the explosion, the Plaine Museum would be on high alert, with a couple uniformed police officers there to guard the crime scene. She could try to bluff her way past them by saying she had forgotten something, but she didn’t trust herself to lie that well.
 
   That left her to try to navigate the old sewers and hope there would be a connection to the sub-subbasement. If she didn’t find anything, then she would have to try to sneak into the museum. In that case she would need to think of a good excuse for why she stank like raw sewage.
 
   Emma had never been afraid of mice or rats before. She had worked with quite a few of these in her science classes, which included building a maze for a mouse to run through in her senior year of high school. The rat she caught in her flashlight beam was far different from those cute little white-and-pink rodents. This rat had to be at least two feet long before the tail with matted black fur. It hissed at her before it skittered back into the darkness.
 
   She played the flashlight around her and caught glimpses of more rats, all of them near the size of the first one. This certainly wasn’t impossible as some varieties of rats did grow to be quite large, but she hadn’t thought the average sewer rat would be that size. She slowed her pace for a moment and wondered if she would encounter even larger rodents. 
 
   There was an urban legend about the city’s sewers. This involved a creature known as the Sewer Rat. It was said he was a half-man, half-rat who lived in the sewers. Emma had never really believed these stories, but until today she had never believed those about the Scarlet Knight either. For that reason, she had brought along two cans of air freshener—one lilac and one potpourri—from the apartment. According to the urban legend, the one thing the Sewer Rat hated more than people was the smell of flowers. She didn’t expect to see him down here, but it didn’t hurt to be prepared. She only wished she’d brought something to keep the real rats away from her.
 
   As she resumed her journey, she thought she heard soft splashes behind her. But when she turned around, she didn’t see anything, not even a rat, just the river of sewage in which she waded. She chided herself to stop fooling around and hurry towards the museum. Mr. Graves was in danger and she was the only one with a chance to save him. Given her track record in this area, she didn’t like the odds of success, but it was this or he would die for sure.
 
   As soon as she started forward again, the splashes behind her resumed. She pressed ahead, one hand on the flashlight while the other slipped down to her pocket and the lilac air freshener she kept there. Even if it wasn’t the Sewer Rat following her, she doubted her pursuer would enjoy being sprayed with air freshener.
 
   She counted to three and then turned off the flashlight. She spun around in the darkness and then pushed down on the top of the air freshener. The hiss that accompanied this sounded more animal than human, but it was definitely a human voice that shouted, “Bitch!”
 
   Emma turned the flashlight on and then nearly dropped it. The stories were true, though like any urban legend they had been exaggerated. Indeed it was a man in front of her, but a man wearing a fur coat that appeared to be made from a number of different rat pelts. His hands were dirty but definitely human as he wiped at his eyes. He didn’t look particularly intimidating, standing at least six inches shorter than her and rail thin.
 
   She leaned forward and dropped the air freshener to take out a bottle of water she had brought along as well. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Did I get you in the eye?”
 
   He swatted at her with one hand, but with his vision impaired, the blow missed by several inches. Emma grabbed hold of his wrist to keep him from trying to hit her again. “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said. “Let me help.”
 
   “No need,” he hissed at her. “You go.”
 
   “Please, let me help you.” She let go of his wrist to push aside his tangled brown hair and tilt his head back. She managed to get a few drops of water in each of his red-brown eyes before he wriggled out of her grasp.
 
   She watched as the Sewer Rat scampered away a few steps, into the shadows. His breathing sounded heavy, but after about a minute became more normal. “Are you feeling better now?” she asked.
 
   “Yes. You help,” he said. “After you hurt.”
 
   “I know and I’m sorry I got it in your eyes. Why were you following me?”
 
   “You invader. Invaders bad.”
 
   “Oh, I see.” The way he spoke was like in those old Tarzan movies. How long had he been down here? “I don’t want to be down here but my friend is in trouble and I have to save him.”
 
   “You go. Now.”
 
   “I can’t. I haven’t found what I’m looking for yet.”
 
   The Sewer Rat responded with a series of shrieks and hisses that were definitely not English. She heard splashes all around her and then felt something brush against her legs. She shivered at this. She played the flashlight around and saw dozens of rats, most of them as big as the first one she’d seen. They all stared at her, some baring sharp yellow teeth. “You go. Now,” the Sewer Rat repeated.
 
   Emma took a deep breath and then tossed the bottle of water away. She pulled out the potpourri air freshener from her pocket. It always paid to be prepared. “I’m not going to leave until I find the museum.”
 
   “Go. Now,” the Sewer Rat commanded.
 
   “No.”
 
   The rats began to stir, tensed like trained dogs for the command to attack. With their sheer numbers they would be able to devour her, which would make for a particularly grisly death. Emma shivered again but held her ground, as she thought of Mr. Graves. She wouldn’t let him down the way she had everyone else.
 
   “You can kill me, but before I die, I’m going to spray this entire can of air freshener. You’ll be trying to get the smell of potpourri out for weeks,” she said and then paused to let him consider this. “Or you can let me go in peace to the Plaine Museum.”
 
   He didn’t say anything for a few moments. Some of the rats began to edge closer to her. She could see their beady eyes staring at her like a piece of fresh meat. She was going to fail Mr. Graves like everyone else—like Mom and Dad. “Please,” she said. The tears that began to seep into her bandana were not an act. “My friend is in trouble. Someone’s going to kill him. I have to get to the museum so I can stop him. You have to help me. Please.”
 
   She thought she was doomed when the Sewer Rat began to shriek again. But then the rats started to back away from her. They slithered away into the darkness, though she knew they wouldn’t go too far. The Sewer Rat stepped into the beam of her flashlight. His face had a rat-like quality to it with a pointed nose and buckteeth. But his eyes had a very human quality to them when he brushed his hair away so she could see them again. “You friend at museum?”
 
   “Not exactly. I’m not really sure where he is. I have someone out looking for him. But to save him I need to get something from the museum, except it’s too late to go in the front door. That’s why I came here.” The last sentences came out in a rush. From the way the Sewer Rat stared at her, she doubted he understood.
 
   “I help find.”
 
   “You? I doubt he’s in the sewers.”
 
   “Friends all over.”
 
   “Friends?”
 
   He answered this with a sharp hiss. A rat much smaller than the others swam over to him. The silver streak that ran along the rat’s black fur gave it a skunk-like appearance. The Sewer Rat bent down to squeak and hiss to the rat. It squeaked back at him. The Sewer Rat looked up then at Emma. “Who friend?”
 
   She needed a moment to decipher his meaning. He wanted to know what Mr. Graves looked like. “He’s an old man, very tall and a little heavy—”
 
   “No need look. Need smell.”
 
   “Oh. I see. I don’t really have anything with his smell on it,” she said. She felt a wave of nausea that wasn’t from the sewers. “The one holding him is hard to miss. It’s black with metal claws and red eyes—like a monster.”
 
   She seized upon an idea and lifted up the hem of her shirt and then peeled away the bandage from her abdomen. “He clawed me there. Maybe some of his smell is still there.”
 
   The Sewer Rat leaned close enough that the tip of his nose touched her abdomen. She was surprised by how warm that nose felt; for some reason she had expected it would be cold from the dark and dampness. The Sewer Rat grabbed his little friend and held it up so it too could smell at her wound. The rat squeaked and then bolted from the Sewer Rat’s hand.
 
   “Did I scare him?” she asked.
 
   “No. Scouts find him.”
 
   “Oh.” The Sewer Rat stood up and Emma pulled her shirt back down. “Are we going to wait here?”
 
   “No. We go. Find museum.”
 
   “Lead on,” Emma said.
 
   Following the Sewer Rat wasn’t too hard. Even if he got out of sight, she could still smell him. She kept the flashlight down around her feet, so the bright lights wouldn’t bother him. That would make sense if he spent a lot of time down here. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him, such as where he had come from and why he lived down here. At the moment she couldn’t risk angering him again; she needed his help to get into the museum.
 
   They wound their way around the sewers for what seemed like miles. The Sewer Rat didn’t volunteer anything about himself or try to engage her in any small talk. She didn’t imagine he got many guests down here other than rodents or possibly the occasional stray cat. That he could seemingly speak to them was something else she found fascinating. With her interactions in the lab with mice and rats she’d never considered trying to talk to them.
 
   When he came to a sudden stop, she nearly ran into his ratskin coat. “We here,” he said.
 
   “We are?”
 
   He pointed in front of him and she saw a ladder on the side of the wall. “That will take me to the Plaine Museum?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Have you been through all these sewers?”
 
   “Most.”
 
   “That’s amazing.”
 
   Before she could try and climb up the ladder, the rat with the silver stripe returned. The Sewer Rat picked it up to listen to its report. He squeaked something back and then gave it a friendly pat on the head before he released it. “You friend at meat plant.”
 
   “Meat plant?”
 
   “Sausage plant,” he said, though it sounded like “sow’s age plant.”
 
   “Oh, the sausage plant. I know where that is.” Before she knew what she was doing, she had her arms around him in a hug. The ratskin coat felt coarse, but not as slimy as she feared it would be from being worn around the sewers. “Thank you so much for your help.”
 
   She left him standing in silence as she climbed up the ladder. She couldn’t be positive in the dim light, but she thought he was blushing.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
   She almost didn’t make it up to the sub-subbasement. At the top of the ladder, she found a hatch like in a submarine. Twisting this open took a considerable amount of effort, almost enough to throw her from the ladder. All this got the thing to open with a creak that sent the Sewer Rat’s friends running for cover. With that, the hatch was loosened enough so she could open it the rest of the way.
 
   The moment she did, she found herself in the middle of a mudslide. She held on to the ladder for dear life and pressed herself as tightly against the wall as possible. Years of jogging had given her enough lung capacity that she could hold her breath while the mud continued to shower down. It went for what must have been at least three minutes, by which point she saw stars bursting in her vision. With her body on the verge of letting go, the mud finally stopped.
 
   She sucked in a few greedy breaths before she looked back down at the river of mud being carried away by the sewers. 
 
   The sub-subbasement didn’t look much different, except the level of mud had sunk to only cover her feet. She stomped through this in her boots, to the false wall she had stumbled upon earlier. Then she entered the Sanctuary as Marlin had called it.
 
   Mr. Graves had built this. It made sense then why he had worked at the museum, where he could be close to his lair—her lair now. Not for long, she thought. Only until she stopped this Black Dragoon. Then she could quit.
 
   The red case remained where she had left it. She opened it without preamble this time. Now that she knew where Mr. Graves was, she would have to hurry to rescue him—if she could rescue him. How she would do that she didn’t know.
 
   She sorted out the various pieces of the armor, far more than she would have liked. She had never actually tried to put on plate armor before. It involved a lot of buckles and straps to fit onto her body. She had strapped on the greaves when Marlin appeared.
 
   “You finally got here,” he said. “Made it past the Sewer Rat even.”
 
   “You knew about him? Why didn’t you warn me?”
 
   “You already seemed to have it well in hand.”
 
   “Thanks. I think.”
 
   “I’m afraid I haven’t found Graves yet. He could be anywhere—”
 
   “He’s at the Dibbler Sausage plant.”
 
   “What? How do you know that?”
 
   “The Sewer Rat told me.”
 
   “And you’d believe a man who dresses like a rat?”
 
   “He doesn’t dress like a rat,” she said as she finished with the leg armor. “He wears a coat made of rat fur.”
 
   “That certainly makes it better.”
 
   “He’s not evil.” She thought of him blushing at her hug. “He’s harmless.”
 
   “Maybe you should move in with him.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” she said. She shivered at the thought of being around raw sewage and rats all the time. She pulled the front of the breastplate up and held it to her chest. It clearly had been designed for males, a male with a big bulky torso like Mr. Graves. “Is this going to fit?”
 
   “It will adjust itself to fit you. It is magic armor after all.”
 
   To her relief this was true, the armor shrank in width while it added a bit of depth for her breasts—a little more depth than she thought necessary. Plenty of room for padding, she thought.
 
   Besides the color, the armor had two major differences from traditional armor. One was the gold-colored boots that slipped over her feet and beneath the greaves so only the feet were visible. Like the breastplate, the boots swelled to accommodate her larger feet, though they were a bit snug—apparently even magic had limits. The other difference was a pair of gloves the same color as the boots that slipped over her hands and beneath the wrist guards. 
 
   She saved the cape and helmet for last. The cape was easy enough to latch onto special hooks on the armor. She swirled around the gold-colored fabric with a translucent sheen to it; Mrs. Chiostro could probably make a very nice dress out of it.
 
   She reached into the case then for the helmet. This she stared at again for a moment. Once she put this on there would be no going back. For better or worse she would be the Scarlet Knight. “Are you going to be all night? We’re in a bit of a rush here,” Marlin snapped.
 
   “I’m doing it,” Emma said. She took a deep breath and then slipped the helmet on. Her entire body tingled for a moment as if she’d given herself an electric shock.
 
   “Congratulations,” Marlin said. “Now get your sword and let’s move out.”
 
   “Sword?” She looked in the case and saw a red scabbard striped with gold. She had never buckled on a sword belt before. “Which side do I put it on?”
 
   “Whichever one is easier for you,” Marlin said, which she did not find helpful.
 
   She tried it on the left and reached across her body to pull the sword free. The blade was entirely gold, thinner and more curved than a traditional European long sword. “It looks Japanese,” she said.
 
   “Because it is. We had a Japanese sword master rework it in the 17th Century. Less clumsy than the old one. It’s the Sword of Justice, the Scarlet Knight’s primary weapon.”
 
   “The blade can cut through anything and if I throw it, I can guide it with my mind.”
 
   “Who told you that?”
 
   “Mr. Graves,” Emma said and then looked down at her armored legs. 
 
   “That will save us some time. What else did he tell you?”
 
   She closed her eyes and remembered the stories Mr. Graves had told her in the museum when she was little. “The cape lets me become invisible and the soles of the boots let me bounce really high and the gloves allow me to climb up walls.”
 
   “True on all counts. Anything else?”
 
   “The armor protects me from just about anything—except magic items.”
 
   “Yes. That includes the Dragoon’s claws.”
 
   She opened her eyes. “Oh. So I have to be careful with him, don’t I?”
 
   “Unless you want to wind up as fish food, yes.”
 
   “Great.” Though she was wearing the armor now, Emma didn’t feel like a superhero. She still felt like Dr. Emma Earl, not the Scarlet Knight. She hoped that would be enough.
 
   ***
 
   She dropped down the hatch into the sewers. The Sewer Rat wasn’t there, but some of his friends were. They watched her far more suspiciously than she would have thought possible for rodents. The Sewer Rat had probably tasked them with making sure she left without disturbing anything in the sewers. She was more than happy to do so; she climbed up the ladder to the first manhole she saw.
 
   The armor augmented her strength so the manhole cover was as light as a dinner plate. She tossed this aside and then found herself standing about a block away from the museum. From what she remembered, the Dibbler Sausage plant was located in the industrial section, closer to the harbor.
 
   While it augmented her strength, the armor did not increase her speed by much. There was also the problem that even in a city with as liberal a dress code as Rampart City, red plate armor with a gold cape stuck out. Marlin was prepared for that eventuality. “Climb up the side of this building here.”
 
   She knew the gloves allowed her to do that, but they seemed like ordinary gloves. “How?”
 
   “Put them to the wall.”
 
   Emma did this and the gloves stuck. When she pulled them away, she saw tiny suction cups had appeared along the palms. These didn’t seem enough to hold her weight, but as Marlin had said, it was magic armor. Still, she didn’t look down, afraid that if she did she might fall down like in a Wil E. Coyote cartoon. 
 
   Once she reached the top of the building, she looked around at the city. Executive Plaza and Robinson Tower were off to her left; she hoped she wouldn’t have to try to scale that with only the gloves. The harbor and industrial sector were to the right, the distant lights of ships visible on the horizon. 
 
   “So now what?” she asked Marlin.
 
   “Now you use the boots to bounce over to that next building.” When she stared blankly at him, he said, “Bounce a little on the soles of your feet to get the boots warmed up. Then when you’re ready, take a big bounce to launch yourself.”
 
   “Right.” She tried to hop a little, the soles turning more rubbery. With this in mind, she backed up as far as she could and then took off running. Once she gauged she was about a foot from the edge of the roof she took a bigger bounce as Marlin had said.
 
   As he said, she went hurtling through the air, waving her arms frantically as she sailed over the alley. When she saw the other rooftop quickly approaching, she flipped down the visor so she wouldn’t break her nose when she came down. She landed face-first on the rooftop and lay there for a second before she pushed herself up.
 
   As promised, the armor kept her from being injured from the fall. Before Marlin could tell her what to do, she had already gathered speed for her next jump. The older parts of Rampart City had been built close together, which made it easy enough for her to jump from one to the next. The problem was always with the landing; she always wound up on her face. At that point she was glad no one saw her or she wouldn’t give much of an impression as a superhero.
 
   By jumping from one building to the next she finally reached the industrial sector. Standing on the roof of an old warehouse, she could look down at the old Dibbler Sausage plant. The plant still had the logo of a grinning pig on the water tower, although that had become faded over time. Most of the lights had gone out, either worn out or destroyed by vandals long ago. “I can’t see anything,” she said.
 
   “Tap the visor once,” Marlin said.
 
   She did this and the world around her turned to shades of green. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?”
 
   He snorted at this. “We usually have a whole training regimen we go through. You’re getting the old baptism by fire.”
 
   “Lucky me.” With the night vision she could see three rectangular buildings plus a few smaller outbuildings. “Can you get inside and see where he is?”
 
   “Of course I can.” Marlin began to float away but then stopped. “One last thing. The cape also works like a parachute. Flip it up and you can slow your descent to land somewhat softer. And before you ask, I didn’t tell you before because it isn’t much help with short jumps, so stop bellyaching.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Yes, well, I’ll be right back.”
 
   She decided to give the cape a test after she launched herself from the rooftop. As Marlin had said, the cape snapped up in the air and billowed open like a parachute. This allowed her to land somewhat softly, although she still fell when her knees buckled. She stood up and then dusted herself off.
 
   Marlin returned and said, “He’s in the center building.”
 
   “Is he still alive?”
 
   “For now, but maybe not much longer.”
 
   “Then we’ll have to hurry,” Emma said. She ran to the edge of the building and tried to make as little sound as possible. If Marlin were right the Dragoon would be concentrating on Mr. Graves. He also wouldn’t know she had the armor now. “Okay, I’m going to sneak up on him and try to knock him out. Then I can save Mr. Graves.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” Marlin said. “Wrap the cape around yourself to turn invisible.”
 
   With the cape wrapped around her body, she felt like a walking crepe; she didn’t seem invisible either. “Will he really not be able to see me?”
 
   “Only those pure of heart can see through the cape’s magic.”
 
   “Great.” I hope this works, she added to herself as she shuffled into the building.
 
   ***
 
   Percival had never wanted to know how kippers were made, but now he would get a first-hand education on the subject. This new Dragoon had carried him to the old sausage plant and tied him down to a conveyor belt. Percival thought of those old cartoons where the villain ties the damsel in distress to the railroad tracks, except no hero would come along to save him from the train.
 
   He’d known from the start what the Dragoon wanted. Before he could embark upon sowing destruction and evil as he usually did, he wanted to eliminate the greatest threat to him. This of course was the Scarlet Knight.
 
   When they had started this game, Percival had been at the far end of the conveyor belt. Now he was almost to the end of it. By turning his head slightly, he saw the belt would drop him into an industrial mixing bowl, where he would be ground up into Dibbler Dogs. Not exactly the end he had imagined for himself.
 
   “I’m losing patience, old man,” the Dragoon said. “Tell me where the armor is and I’ll spare your life.”
 
   “The hell you will.”
 
   “True, but I will at least make your death swift and relatively painless.”
 
   “You think I’d trust you?”
 
   “You don’t have a choice, old man.” The Dragoon came to stand beside Percival, tracing one claw along the scar on Percival’s left leg. “What you endured before will be a trifle compared to what I will do to you this time.”
 
   “Kill me and you’ll never find the armor.”
 
   “It won’t alter my plans much. I will have to dispose of your replacement. He will probably be even weaker than you.”
 
   Percival smiled at this. “I killed two of you sods. If I were young enough I’d lop off your head too.”
 
   “It’s a pity you won’t get to try. I would have enjoyed that.”
 
   On a catwalk above them, a blur of yellow caught Percival’s attention. He kept his eyes on the Dragoon, but he could still make out that yellow blur moving steadily down the catwalk, towards them. It couldn’t be, he thought. There couldn’t possibly be a new Scarlet Knight already. Shouldn’t he have felt the Call go out? 
 
   “All right, you wanker, I’ll tell you where it is.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Untie me and guarantee my safety.”
 
   “You think I am that foolish? If I untie you, you’ll give me a false location and then hope to disappear.”
 
   “That wouldn’t matter much, would it? You’d still be able to find me unless maybe I had the leg cut off.”
 
   “I could help you with that,” Dragoon said. If it were possible, the beast would have grinned evilly. Instead it traced a claw across the scar, hard enough to draw a trickle of blood. Above, the new Scarlet Knight had reached the end of the catwalk and was beginning to come down a ladder, a tricky feat with the cape around his body.
 
   “I suppose we’re at an impasse then.”
 
   “Perhaps. Or perhaps you need more motivation,” the Dragoon said. He leaned closer to Percival, his red eyes glowing. The Scarlet Knight reached the halfway point of the ladder. “Perhaps we could make a different trade. Say the location of the armor in exchange for the life of a certain young geologist.”
 
   “You don’t have her. If you did, you would have brought her here already.”
 
   “She’ll be easy enough to find. She’s a silly little girl. She would probably come on her own if I told her you were in danger.” At last the Scarlet Knight reached the bottom of the ladder. He began to shuffle towards Percival and the Dragoon with the cape on to remain invisible, at least to the Dragoon.
 
   “Emma would never be that stupid.”
 
   “Of course she would. She loves you.”
 
   “If you touch a hair on that girl’s head—”
 
   “You’re not in a position to make threats, old man.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight continued to creep towards them. That was until he kicked an old wrench with one boot. The Scarlet Knight froze while the Dragoon turned around. The Dragoon held up his right hand and pointed it right at the Scarlet Knight’s chest. Percival waited anxiously for the Dragoon’s reaction. The Dragoon continued to glare at where the Scarlet Knight stood for a moment before he turned back around; he probably thought it was a rat.
 
   “Now, old man, tell me where the armor is or the girl dies.”
 
   At last the Scarlet Knight let the cape drop to reach for the Sword of Justice. It was then Percival saw this new Scarlet Knight had breasts. A woman? The Order must be hard up for candidates.
 
   The new, female Scarlet Knight had the Sword of Justice halfway out of the sheath before the Dragoon spun around. He wasted no time to fire all five claws on his right hand. The Scarlet Knight dove to her left and rolled on the ground so the cape covered her body again. The Dragoon fired a claw on his left hand at where the Scarlet Knight had come to a stop, but it only embedded itself in the metal floor.
 
   “Is that the best you can do, fool?” the Dragoon growled. “You are more pathetic than this old man.”
 
   But the Scarlet Knight did have something up her sleeve. She had crawled towards the Dragoon, close enough that she could whip her legs around to sweep the Dragoon’s feet out from under him. The Scarlet Knight rolled away as the Dragoon toppled. Then she got to her feet and delivered a solid punch to the Dragoon’s back to knock him flat on the ground.
 
   “Now while you’ve got him down, finish him off,” Percival said.
 
   The Scarlet Knight followed this advice and reached for the Sword of Justice. But the Dragoon moved quicker than Percival would have expected; the Dragoon rolled onto his back and fired a pair of claws at the Scarlet Knight. She stepped aside, but wasn’t quick enough to keep a claw from knocking the sword from her hand.
 
   The Scarlet Knight didn’t bother trying to pick up the sword. Instead she galloped over to the conveyor belt. With one tug she snapped the chains that held Percival down. Like the Dragoon, she draped Percival over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry and then took off running as if he weighed nothing.
 
   By this time the Dragoon had gotten to his feet again. The claws on his hands had regenerated so he could launch another salvo. The Scarlet Knight ducked, the claws going over her head. She spun around and held up her right hand. Percival craned his neck so he could see the Sword of Justice tremble and then rise into the air. The golden blade tumbled end over end towards the Dragoon, far too slow and clumsy to actually hit him. He swatted it with one hand.
 
   Whether by design or chance, the Sword of Justice rose high enough to slash through a pipe over the conveyor belt. Greenish liquid flooded out of this, raining down on the Black Dragoon. The Scarlet Knight wasted no time in collecting the Sword of Justice and then running from the sausage plant as fast as she could. Percival heard the Dragoon roar with rage.
 
   It soon became clear this new Scarlet Knight was green enough that she hadn’t perfected her jumps yet. With her first jump they cleared the fence around the plant before she fell face-first onto the ground. Percival grunted as a sharp pain tore through his injured leg. “Sorry,” the Scarlet Knight said; her voice sounded strangely familiar.
 
   She hopped onto a fire escape and then carried him up to the roof of a building. They made a few more awkward jumps, during which she turned enough so she wouldn’t pin his legs beneath her when she landed. With each jump she apologized. “It’s all right, lass. Landings took me a while too.”
 
   They continued like this until they cleared the industrial sector. As they landed on the top of an apartment building, Percival said, “Let’s take a break, shall we?”
 
   She nodded and then helped to prop him up against an air conditioner. “Thank you, lass. Now, why don’t you let me see who you are?”
 
   “I shouldn’t,” she said.
 
   “You can trust me. We’re part of the same fraternity.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight considered this for a moment and then nodded. She reached up with both hands and then pulled the helmet off. The moment she shook red hair away from her face so he could see her eyes, he began to scream. “No! Not you! Anyone but you!”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
   She had thought Mr. Graves would be angry with her for rescuing him, but she never thought he would be this angry. If his leg weren’t in such bad shape, she imagined he would have jumped up to wring the life out of her. As it was, his face turned as red as her armor. He bellowed, “How could you do this?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “He was going to kill you. What else could I do?”
 
   “You could let me die! I’m a useless old man.”
 
   She knelt down beside him and put a hand on his shoulder. “No you’re not. Not to me. You’ve always been like my grandpa. I couldn’t let him—” She stopped as tears came to her eyes. She supposed this wasn’t becoming for a superhero, but she didn’t care at the moment. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m sorry too, love. I know you were only doing what you thought best.” In a far more menacing voice he added, “This is your fault. Why didn’t you try to stop her?”
 
   Emma turned her head to see Marlin floating behind her. The ghost glared down at Mr. Graves. “I’m not the one who chose her. She heard the Call and came down there. That’s how it works. Nothing I can do about it.”
 
   “You could have told her not to do it. You could have found someone else.”
 
   “I don’t have that authority.”
 
   “Who does?”
 
   “Only my master has that power.”
 
   “Then go find him. I’d like to give him a piece of my mind.” 
 
   “The master isn’t here. He’s resting until the world needs him again.”
 
   “Oh, that’s a fine excuse. Imagine him using an innocent young girl like Emma for this. Doesn’t the man have any shame?”
 
   “I’m not helpless,” Emma said. “I did rescue you.”
 
   Mr. Graves smiled a little at this. “I know you did, lass. I’m very grateful you saved my hide, as old and wrinkled as it might be.” He shook his head. “But this is no kind of life for you. You’re too good for this. You should be in that museum, making all sorts of new discoveries. Beating up petty criminals is the type of job for someone like me.”
 
   “Because you’re a man?”
 
   “No!” He shook his head again. “No, lass, because an old bloke like me doesn’t have any brains. Pushing a broom and using my knuckles is about all I can do.”
 
   “That’s not true. You showed me around the museum—”
 
   “You showed yourself around the museum. I walked along and unlocked a few things for you.” He gave her hand a soft pat. “Is this really the sort of thing your parents would want for you?”
 
   “That’s not fair.”
 
   “Of course it’s fair. You think your mother would want you running around at night getting shot at? You think Gladys would want that for you?” He shook his head for a third time. “All they ever wanted for you was to get a good education, to put that brain of yours to work. So now that you’ve saved me, take that armor off and go home.”
 
   “What about the Black Dragoon? He’ll come after you again.”
 
   “I can deal with him,” Mr. Graves said. He pushed himself up to his feet, but she saw the wince on his face as he did so. “I killed him before and I can do it again. You leave that armor here and get yourself home.”
 
   “I couldn’t do that,” Emma said. “He’d kill you and it would be my fault.”
 
   “Better he kills me than kills you.” Mr. Graves sat against the air conditioner and let out a tired sigh. “If anything happened to you, I couldn’t live with myself.”
 
   “Now wait a minute, both of you,” Marlin said. “You can’t unretire now. You gave up your claim on the armor and she’s claimed it as hers.”
 
   “So you’re saying no givesies backsies, is that it?” Mr. Graves said.
 
   “Yes, if you want to think of it in a juvenile way like that.” Emma’s face turned warm when the ghost pointed to her chest. “It’s already shaped itself to fit her. You think you can squeeze into that?”
 
   “I can damn well try,” Mr. Graves said. “Or I can use the sword and cape. That should be all I need to sneak up on the bugger and put the sword into him.”
 
   “You’re going to kill him?” Emma asked.
 
   “The man inside at least.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “That’s how it’s always been done, hasn’t it?”
 
   “For about the last four thousand years,” Marlin said.
 
   “But it’s a man inside that suit. You can’t kill him. What about a fair trial?”
 
   “There’s no way to go back, not after you’ve been tainted with that darkness.”
 
   “Have you ever tried?”
 
   “No, but the blokes who take up that armor aren’t the nicest sort in the first place.” Mr. Graves smiled at her. “See what I’m saying? You’re too nice for this sort of thing. You ought to leave it to an old bruiser like me.”
 
   “I won’t do that,” Emma said. “It’s my job now, like Marlin said.”
 
   Mr. Graves nodded at this. “You might want to reconsider that. It’s a hard life you’re in for. Let me tell you—”
 
   ***
 
   I suppose you’ve already figured out I’m not from here originally. I was born in London, long before even your parents were born. I came here after the war. I had heard in a pub that America was the place to be. America would be the center for the new age now that they had the Bomb and had come out of it with hardly a scratch, not up to their necks in blood like us in Europe. The man was drunk off his arse, but he seemed on to something. So with what money I had left from my service days I got on a boat to this country.
 
   I didn’t get far once I landed here. About the only work for someone like me—someone with more muscles than brains—was to work on the docks as a mule. I worked there ten hours a day for next to nothing. Shared a tiny flat with five other blokes. 
 
   Then one day this government wanker shows up. Not a military man from the look of him. Probably in the CIA, or OSS like it was back then. He said there was a crate on board we were absolutely, positively not to touch. Some of his own people were going to handle that one. Of course all sorts of theories went around about what it might be: Nazi gold, a secret weapon, or even Hitler’s body.
 
   You’re a smart girl, so you might have figured it out already. I didn’t until that night while I slept. One of my old army mates, Reginald, came to me in a dream. He said, “You haven’t made anything of yourself, you wanker.”
 
   “What do you want me to do, Reg? I’m just a mule.”
 
   “You got the brains of one, that’s for sure,” he said. Then he softened a bit and said, “But you got the heart of a lion. I saw it over there. Like when you carried me all the way to the field hospital when that sniper hit me.”
 
   “Not much need for that sort of thing over here, is there?”
 
   “If I weren’t a ghost I’d give you a good kick in the knickers for that one.” He gave me that hard look like when he would order us to take a machine gun nest. “That government crate has something very important on it. You need to get your arse in there and open it up.”
 
   “But I could go to jail for that.”
 
   “Only if you get caught, you damned fool.”
 
   “What’s in there?”
 
   “Something that will allow you to be somebody.”
 
   “What are you getting on about, Reg?”
 
   “Trust me, lad. There’s a reason you didn’t die in the war when by all rights you should have. You have a destiny. It’s in that crate.”
 
   I still didn’t believe him, but I decided to go anyway and see what it was all about. If the government blokes showed up, I’d tell them I got mixed up. They were only on the outside of the ship to watch the perimeter. I waited until one of them took a smoke break and then I went inside.
 
   You already know what came next. I got the crate open and inside was that big red box, like the one you found. I opened it up and saw the armor inside. Then this damned ghost showed up and started to give me his spiel about the honor and tradition of the Order of the Scarlet Knight and how imperative it was I save the world from evil and so forth.
 
   Of course about the only reading I’d ever done was the comic books. I was dumb enough to think I’d be like one of those costumed adventurers. Thought I’d go around punching out criminals and kissing damsels in distress. I thought it would be fun.
 
   The first time I ran into the Dragoon, it stopped being fun. His armor arrived from overseas too. Some air force colonel found it and decided he would make himself an atomic bomb. Then he’d bring the rest of the world to its knees.
 
   First time I saw him, he was at Rampart State, to steal the notes from a scientist there who had worked on the Manhattan Project. He killed the poor bloke and made off with the notes before I could stop him. I finally caught up to him at an airbase where he planned to steal himself a casing for his bomb. We got into a tussle with me finally coming out on top. 
 
   I thought I’d won. I felt so generous I gave him the chance to surrender. Instead, he pulled out a detonator he’d hidden on himself. He’d rigged the munitions bunker to explode in order to cover his escape. The explosion might have killed both of us if not for the armor. It saved my life that day. Of course the air force people around there didn’t have no armor. About thirty of them died.
 
   The Dragoon tried to escape. I caught up with him again and this time there was no nonsense about it. I ran the Sword of Justice right through his foul heart. Just to be sure I cut his head off too.
 
   I hid the black armor away and hoped I’d seen the last of it. Then I got down to work. Found me a job at the Plaine Museum, pushing a broom around. The pay wasn’t great, but it was enough that I could get my own place so no one would bug me.
 
   It wasn’t at all like in the comics. It was a nasty business for the most part. Night after night of going out there, busting the chops of purse-snatchers, bank robbers, murderers, and rapists. The mob back then was even worse than it is these days; the harbor was practically backed up from the number of bodies floating in it.
 
   Here’s what you need to understand, lass: no matter how many of them I put away, there were always more of them. You think people would learn, but for some men—and women—that’s all they know. They come from the bad neighborhoods or maybe they’re twisted inside. All they know is taking, like a bunch of wild dogs fighting over a bone. You can kick a few of them to the pound, but there’s always going to be more.
 
   I tried for twenty-five years to clean up this city. Twenty-five years without a steady girl and hardly any nights off. When you’re the Scarlet Knight you can’t up and take a vacation. People come to look to you when things get bad. Some girl gets mugged in an alley, you can’t be sitting around the pub playing darts. It becomes not just your job, but also your life.
 
   I might have gone on doing it for another twenty-five years if he hadn’t shown up again. This time he was even worse than before. This one didn’t want world domination or anything like that. He only cared about killing as many as he could. 
 
   You probably heard about what happened to old St. Joe’s. He stole some demolition charges and blew the place up. No warnings or holding anyone hostage. He got down there in the basement and set the charges. Killed hundreds of people, including dozens of children and newborns. Of course the police said it was a gas main break, so they wouldn’t scare the public more than they were.
 
   I forgot about everything else and made it my life’s work to track this bastard down. I managed to catch up to him as he was rigging a subway car to explode. What I should have realized was he was clever enough to know I’d be on his trail.
 
   When I jumped on top of the train to cut my way inside, I found him waiting for me. Just about took my head off with some of his flying claws. I could have thrown the sword at him, but he’d have knocked it down. So I waded towards him, knowing the only way to stop him was to get him close. 
 
   I managed to get in close to him without being cut up too much. I tried to get him with the sword, but he knocked it behind me, out of my reach. Before I could call for it, he got me right here in the left leg with his claws. If not for the armor he’d probably have taken it clean off; as it was it was holding on by a thread.
 
   I barely kept myself from going into shock. I grabbed onto his arms, to keep him from getting at me with the claws. Then I called for the sword. At the last moment I ducked and let it go right through his neck. That was it for him.
 
   I crawled back to the engine and nearly tore off my leg when I dropped inside to slow the train down. I didn’t want to move; I wanted to lie there and die, but I didn’t. Once the train stopped, I crawled out of there. I got the armor somewhere safe and then found a cop to give me a ride to the hospital.
 
   That’s where I met my future wife. She was a nurse there. Good looking in those days and nice, though not nearly as nice as you. Between her sweet face and bandages up to my waist on my left leg, I thought maybe it was time to give this up. So that’s what I did. I retired.
 
   ***
 
   “You quit,” Marlin said.
 
   “I know, I was supposed to go down fighting like the rest.” Mr. Graves shook his head and then sighed. “The way it worked out, that might have been for the best. Except then I never would have met a cute little girl wanting to touch that big elephant in the museum.”
 
   “Mastodon,” Emma corrected from force of habit.
 
   “Yes, well, you know what I mean.”
 
   “I know.” She put a gloved hand on his shoulder. “But you made a difference. You saved all those people on the subway.”
 
   “Look where that got me,” he said. He tapped his leg. “You keep this up and something even worse will happen to you. Even if it doesn’t, it’s not going to be the kind of life for a girl like you. You should be in that lab winning a Nobel Prize or two. That’s your destiny.”
 
   “I can’t leave him running around. He’ll kill a lot more people.”
 
   “Haven’t you listened to a word I said? There will be another one and another one. It’s been going on for four thousand years now. There’s no stopping it!” His voice softened as he added, “This isn’t your war. Leave the armor and let me finish what I started.”
 
   “I can’t let you do that.” She smiled slightly at him. “I’ll make you a deal. After this Dragoon is dealt with, I’ll retire like you did.”
 
   “If you live long enough,” Marlin said.
 
   “Please, lass, don’t make the same mistake I did.”
 
   “I won’t, but I can’t let you do this. I couldn’t live with myself then.”
 
   He shook his head. “There’s no talking you out of it, is there?”
 
   “No. This is the logical thing to do.”
 
   “I’ll have to trust you about that.”
 
   She took his hand to help him to his feet. “Come on, let’s get you home.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
   When she woke up the next morning, Emma found a protein shake with a note from Becky. “Went in early. Back tonight—Becky.” 
 
   After she downed the shake, Emma decided to forego another shower. With two last night she figured she was clean enough. Not that it would matter much down in the subbasement, where she wouldn’t see anyone, except perhaps if Marlin decided to float up for a visit.
 
   That she had become the Scarlet Knight and managed to rescue Mr. Graves—barely—from the evil Black Dragoon seemed like a dream. But when she opened the closet and lifted her old quilt, she saw the armor stacked up as neatly as she’d left it. 
 
   She didn’t realize she’d forgotten something until she arrived at the museum. Dr. Dreyfus sat on a bench out front, as if waiting for her. “Hey,” he said. “Did you get contacts?”
 
   “Contacts?” She put a hand to her face and realized she didn’t have her glasses on, yet she could see perfectly, better than she had been able to since she was six. “Oh, right. Yes, I got contacts.”
 
   “That’s great. Now people can see your eyes.”
 
   Her face warmed at this and she turned her naked eyes to the ground. “I should probably go inside. Lot of work to do.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” he said. He rose from the bench to put a hand on her arm. “I wanted to buy you a get well present, so I asked my godfather and he’s not using his box at the opera house. They’re staging Götterdämmerung Friday. I thought you and I could go and I could show you I’m not such a bad guy.”
 
   She desperately wanted to say yes, but then she thought of the bomb shelter beneath her feet and the armor in her closet. She was the Scarlet Knight now and she had promised Mr. Graves and Marlin she would find the Black Dragoon and stop him. It would be irresponsible of her to go on a date. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. The rules—”
 
   “The hell with the rules!” he said and then blushed in time with her. “I’m sorry. But the director didn’t mind it last time, did she?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then what’s the problem?”
 
   Though she was new to the superhero game, Emma knew it wasn't smart to reveal her identity to anyone. The Dragoon could use this knowledge against her to harm those she loved. The fewer people who knew of her secret identity, the better.
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t right now.”
 
   She wanted to go, but he had taken hold of her arm. She could probably shake him away if she wanted, but a very large part of her didn’t want to. He met her eyes and said, “Emma, I like you. And I think you like me too. Can’t we forget about these silly rules and go on one date like normal adults?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Look, I’ll make you a deal. Go to the opera with me and if you hate being with me, you never have to see me again. I won’t so much as look at you ever again.”
 
   She thought again of her new duties, but when she looked into his eyes, she couldn’t tell him no. He really did care about her and it would hurt him terribly if she rejected him now. He might never speak to her again, something she couldn’t bear. “All right,” she said. “One date.”
 
   “Great. Thanks. You aren’t going to regret this,” he said, but she already did.
 
   ***
 
   She didn’t see Dr. Dreyfus or anyone else after work. Instead she changed into her running clothes and then went straight down to the Sanctuary; she used another pair of galoshes she found to avoid any mess. If she would be coming down here for a while longer, she would have to come up with a better way to deal with the mud.
 
   Marlin waited for her inside; she wondered what he did all day—peek in bedrooms and showers? “Well, now that you’re done staring at rocks, we can get down to business.”
 
   “What I do is important.”
 
   “Not more important than finding the Dragoon.”
 
   “Meteors are important to our understanding of the universe.”
 
   “Sure, because you understand so much of the universe so far. You didn’t even know the Sewer Rat was real.”
 
   She went over to the red case, which was still empty, the armor back in her bedroom closet. “How am I supposed to do anything with the armor back home?”
 
   “That’s going to be our first lesson tonight. My master equipped the case with a traveling spell. You say the magic words and the armor will come to you no matter where you are.”
 
   “That’s convenient.”
 
   “It beats trying to carry that stuff around.”
 
   “So what are these magic words?”
 
   “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum.”
 
   “What language is that?”
 
   “The language of magic.”
 
   These words sounded like gibberish to her; was Marlin trying to play a trick on her, hazing the new girl?  She told herself that not even the surly ghost would be that cruel.  “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum,” she said.  There wasn’t a flash of light or a puff of smoke, but when she looked over at the red case, the lid was closed.  Opening it, she saw the armor neatly stacked inside once again.  “That’s impressive.”
 
    “Yes, now hurry up and change so we can get to the training.”
 
   “Training? We aren’t going after the Dragoon?”
 
   “Are you kidding? He’d shred you into kitty litter.”
 
   “He didn’t last night.”
 
   “You got lucky. Next time you face him, you need to be ready.”
 
   She began to strap on the armor, which was slightly easier now that she knew what to do. Maybe by the time the Dragoon was defeated she would be able to do it quicker. “So what are we going to do?”
 
   “We’ll find some small crimes for you to foil. Get your feet wet with petty criminals. Then you can work up to the big boy.”
 
   As much as she wanted to go after the Dragoon, to stop him before anyone else was hurt, she couldn’t deny the logic of what Marlin said. She had gotten lucky a number of times last night. Lucky she’d dove in time to avoid his claws. Lucky she had been able to take out his legs. Lucky the Sword of Justice cut through that water pipe. She as easily could have wound up seriously injured like Mr. Graves or the both of them ground up into sausage.
 
   She put the helmet on and then flipped up the visor. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
 
   She was about to drop through the sewers, but Marlin called for her to stop. “What? It’ll be all right. The Sewer Rat won’t hurt me.”
 
   “Go through the museum.”
 
   “But it’s crawling with security guards and police.”
 
   “That will give you practice at moving stealthily. Something you definitely need to work on.”
 
   “It’s not my fault that wrench was there.”
 
   “Yes, well, it’s not the wrench’s fault you’ve got clown feet.”
 
   Emma took the elevator up to the basement, which housed the heating, cooling, and plumbing equipment. No one was down there, but she used the cape anyway to turn herself invisible. With the cape around her body, she had to be careful with her steps so as not to trip and fall back down. Marlin would never let her forget that.
 
   On the ground floor she paused by the door to watch the security guards. One stood near Alex, a hand on his oversized flashlight. The flashlight couldn’t hurt her at all, but the guard would be sure to raise the alarm and then she’d have the police with their guns after her. She wasn’t quite ready to test how bulletproof the armor might be.
 
   Marlin appeared at her side to whisper, “Watch out for the cameras.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The cameras can see you.”
 
   “I thought you said—”
 
   “Yes, but in my master’s day there were no cameras, so he didn’t take machines into account.”
 
   That would add another degree of difficulty to it. When she looked up, she saw one of the cameras on the ceiling. Each camera covered one section of the main gallery; they remained stationary unless a guard chose to move it. She had memorized the location of these cameras before she began working at the museum, along with the locations of everything else like the stairs, elevators, and restrooms. It never hurt to be prepared.
 
   Doing some mental calculations, she determined there wasn’t a blind spot in the museum’s coverage, but there were seams to it. These were the edges of each camera’s vision. While these really should overlap, her calculations indicated they didn’t exactly do that. So long as she stayed along the seams, the camera’s view of her would be minimized; a guard who looked at it might assume she was merely a shadow or bit of static.
 
   After she took a deep breath, she stepped out onto the floor. She had to walk sideways and creep along the seam to keep her profile as small as possible. As she neared Alex, she came close to one of the guards. Her heart stopped as the guard reached down for the radio on his belt and flicked it on.
 
   “Hey Art, how’s everything upstairs with our boys in blue?”
 
   “They’re holding a slumber party up there.”
 
   The guard snorted. “Sounds about right. You got anything on the cameras?”
 
   “Nah. A little shadow on A3. Might be a ghost.”
 
   “Sure, probably a caveman to kill this big elephant.”
 
   Emma had to bite down on her lip to keep from correcting the guard. She waited until he sauntered off to continue his rounds before she continued to slide along the seams. No alarms sounded and no guards shouted for her to halt as she reached the front doors. This would be the toughest part, as there was no way for her to go through the doors without being seen clearly.
 
   She caught a lucky break when a guard came in from outside. Emma managed to duck behind him and then barrel out the door, to the front steps. She shuffled along as fast as she could with the cape around her body before anyone shouted for her to stop.
 
   “Not bad,” Marlin said.
 
   When she reached an alley, she finally let the cape drop. “They didn’t see me, did they?”
 
   “Yes, a real crack team you’ve got there.”
 
   She couldn’t argue with that assessment. Perhaps she needed to speak with the director about some new security measures. “Now what?”
 
   “Climb up to that building and practice your landings. I’ll go and look for a crime you can thwart.”
 
   Emma didn’t have any problem with climbing up the side of the building or leaping from the roof. The problem as always came with the landing. She thought back to the Olympics gymnastics competitions she had seen when she was a child. It hadn’t taken her long to realize she didn’t have the grace or balance for gymnastics. She had quit largely at the insistence of her mother, who didn’t want her to get hurt.
 
   The armor protected her as she once again came down hard, this time on her side. I can do this, she told herself. It was simple physics. If she could calculate the wind’s velocity and resistance, it would help her determine the angle from which she needed to jump. She studied the rooftop and did her best to estimate these variables. Then she took off again, changing her angle slightly.
 
   The result wasn’t much better. This time she wound up flat on her back, staring up at the night sky. In Rampart City only the brightest stars were ever visible, the rest blotted out by the light pollution. As she searched the orange-brown sky for Polaris, Marlin appeared over her. “Taking a nap?” he asked.
 
   “I was practicing my landings.”
 
   “Well, you’re getting much better.”
 
   “Maybe the Call should have picked a gymnast.”
 
   “That wouldn’t be a bad idea. Better than watching you flopping around like a fish.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I’m not here to give you a pep talk. I’m here to give you an assignment.”
 
   She pushed herself up to her feet. “You found a crime?”
 
   “It wasn’t that difficult. Little grocery store on Eighth and Orchard. Someone’s trying to rob the place. Go stop him.”
 
   “Sure,” Emma said. She tried to sound more comfortable than she felt. She flew across the gap to another rooftop. This time she tried to adjust her trajectory in mid-flight, so she landed on her knees. This was a little better, allowing her to push back up to her feet and keep going to the next roof.
 
   By the time she reached the corner of Eighth and Orchard, she managed one landing on her feet. She stumbled a few steps, but she didn’t fall down, which she took as an improvement. I’m starting to get the hang of it, she thought.
 
   She stood on the rooftop and looked down at the grocery store. There wasn’t anything remarkable about it, just the typical convenience store in a bad neighborhood. Even with the night vision, she couldn’t see inside. “Doesn’t this thing have infrared or anything like that?”
 
   “No. Back in the old days they were happy to have the night vision.”
 
   “Can you at least tell me what’s going on in there?”
 
   “All right, but first we need to cover one last thing.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “If you do anything that proves you are unworthy of the armor, you will forfeit your life.”
 
   “The armor would kill me?”
 
   “It would protect the integrity of its magic. Can’t have anyone using it for a crime spree.”
 
   “What exactly would make me unworthy?”
 
   “All the major sins: robbery, rape, and murder. You should be safe from impure thoughts.”
 
   “That’s a relief.”
 
   “In any case, I doubt we have to worry about that. Just something I thought you should know in case you get any ideas.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   While Marlin floated down to check on the situation, Emma used the cape to parachute down to the ground. Unless Marlin said differently, her strategy was to go in through the back, use the cape to remain invisible and then sneak up on the burglar to disarm him. The problem was someone had padlocked the back door to the place. She was about to take out the Sword of Justice to hack through the lock when Marlin returned.
 
   “You don’t need to do anything that drastic,” he said. “Just put one of the gloves to the lock and it’ll open.”
 
   Emma did this and the padlock fell to the ground. “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”
 
   “Maybe if we had been doing this in proper fashion I would have.”
 
   “Sorry,” she said. “What did you find out?”
 
   “Just one of them in there at the checkout with a pistol. He’s got it pointed at the clerk, to get him to open the safe. Got a pregnant lady over by the milk cooler in back and then some real brave wanker wetting himself by the salty snacks up front.” She outlined her plan to him and he nodded. “Should do well enough so long as you don’t kick any wrenches.”
 
   She lowered the visor so he wouldn’t see her roll her eyes at this. Then she wrapped the cape around her body and shuffled into the back room. She hurried as much as she could past racks of snacks and cleaning products. As she did, she heard a man shout, “Open the safe!”
 
   “I tell you, safe no open,” a man who was obviously the cashier shouted back. “Only manager open.”
 
   She reached the back of the store; she stood beside a cooler stocked with soda and sports drinks. There she saw the pregnant woman to her right beside the milk cooler. Up front she saw a fat man in a baseball cap cowering by a rack of potato chips, as Marlin had said. She also saw the robber, a nylon stocking over his head and a revolver pointed at the cashier.
 
   She made it about two steps forward before the robber glanced over the cashier’s shoulder. Then he spun around, the pistol aimed right at her. She let the cape drop. “What the hell are you supposed to be?” he asked.
 
   “The Scarlet Knight?” she said. Her voice quivered to make it a question.
 
   “You’re going to be dead if you don’t get down there with the pregnant chick.”
 
   “No. Put the gun down. You’re under arrest.”
 
   “Who’s going to arrest me? You, freak?”
 
   “If I have to. Now, please put the gun down.”
 
   “Screw you.” She closed her eyes as he pulled the trigger. The sound of the shot was amplified in the tight confines of the convenience store, as loud as a firecracker in her ear. She felt the bullet hit the armor, but she didn’t feel any pain.
 
   When she opened her eyes, she saw a bullet hole in the ceiling. The robber fired another shot that harmlessly pinged off the armor to break open a cabinet of cigarettes. “What the hell?” he said.
 
   She didn’t wait for a third shot; she pulled the Sword of Justice from its sheath. The sword glowed yellow as she threw it towards the robber. Her goal was to use the sword to slice through the weapon to disarm him. Her control wasn’t good enough to pull that off so the Sword of Justice scythed through jars of pickles, mayonnaise, and ketchup while the robber ducked beneath it. 
 
   As he turned to run, the Sword of Justice shattered a gumball dispenser before breaking the front window as well. Gumballs spread out in front of the door and like in a silent movie, the robber fell backwards as he stepped on the gumballs. His arms windmilled comically before he landed flat on his back. Before he could sit up, Emma punched him in the face, hard enough that blood came from his nose. He collapsed to the floor again, unconscious for the moment.
 
   She turned to the cashier. “I’m sorry about the damages—”
 
   “You idiot! You break more than he take!”
 
   “But—”
 
   The cashier took up a broom and brandished it at her as if she were a rodent. “You go! You not come back!”
 
   Emma didn’t need to be told twice. She made sure to jump over the gumballs on her way out the door, into the night. Marlin caught up with her a block away as she stopped in an alley. “That went well,” he said.
 
   “Shut up,” she growled.
 
   ***
 
   Becky finished the last envelope with a tired sigh. It turned out Lintner hadn’t lied when he said they couldn’t go home until every envelope was stuffed. Her fingers had started to cramp about an hour ago, so that by now they looked as if she had terrible arthritis. Thoughts rose up in her mind of a nice hot bath and a nice soft bed. The obvious flaw was she didn’t have hot water in her apartment and her bed was lumpy. It would still be better than being here.
 
   Before she could leave, Connie said, “Hey, you want to get a drink?”
 
   Becky shook her head. She wouldn’t be twenty-one for a couple more months yet. This wouldn’t usually bother her, except if Emma smelled alcohol on her breath, the kid would give her that disappointed look of hers. “I’d better not. I think I’m going to go home and get some sleep.”
 
   “Come on, let’s go out and have some fun. Blow off a little steam.”
 
   She considered this for a moment. If she used a breath mint or two, maybe Emma wouldn’t notice. Or maybe her friend would already be asleep. “I guess one drink wouldn’t hurt.”
 
   Unlike Becky, Connie owned a car. Or at least it had four wheels and an engine. Like quite a few cars from the Trenches, the exact make and model were hard to determine anymore thanks to rust, spray paint, and mismatched replacement parts. These gave the vehicle a Technicolor Dreamcoat appearance; if Becky had any friends besides Emma she wouldn’t want them to see her in a monstrosity like this.
 
   The seats were comfortable enough, especially after a day of her hard chair in Lintner’s dungeon. She would have put on her seatbelt, except there wasn’t a seatbelt on her side. “I thought that day would never end,” she said.
 
   “Me too. Did you see the latest polls?”
 
   Becky nodded. Lintner had dropped another three points. “He’ll probably have guys with whips in there before much longer.”
 
   “You think he’ll quit?”
 
   “Him? God, no. He’s going to stick it out to the bitter end.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   Becky shrugged. “I kind of have to.”
 
   “Right, your college credits. I was thinking of enrolling in school next winter. Maybe start with a community college.”
 
   “Good idea. Then you won’t have to work for a jerk like Lintner anymore.”
 
   “What are you going to do after school?”
 
   “I don’t know, try to get a job for someone else. Maybe someone who isn’t a complete sleazebag.”
 
   “That might be hard to find.”
 
   “In this town? Definitely.” They shared a laugh at this.
 
   Connie stopped in a lot and they got out to walk another block. Becky saw the line of people out front, all of them women except for the burly bouncers. She saw the neon sign of a pink hippopotamus, the words “Plastic Hippo” in buzzing white lights. 
 
   “Isn’t this a strip club?”
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s ladies night,” Connie said. “I know some of the girls here. They can get us in for free.”
 
   “What kind of girl do you think I am?”
 
   “I thought the kind who liked to have fun.” 
 
   “That isn’t my kind of fun.” Becky turned on her heel and then stomped away.
 
   “Becky, where are you going?”
 
   “I’m going home,” she called over her shoulder. She got five blocks from the Plastic Hippo before it started to rain. Just great, she thought. There wasn’t a bus stop or cab in sight. Maybe she could duck into an alley to wait until it stopped—
 
   She saw she was not alone in the alley. Two men in windbreakers got to their feet; one of them took something out of his pocket. He flicked it open to reveal a knife blade. Becky screamed and then turned around to run.
 
   Two more men stood at the entrance to the alley, one with a very large pistol. He aimed this at her head. “Where you going, Big Stuff? We just getting started.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
   Marlin swooped into the alley when he heard a woman’s scream. As he descended, he saw a fat woman surrounded by four young men, all of them armed. A bit too difficult for the new girl, but sometimes you had to run before you could walk.
 
   She lay on her back again when he found her. “Still working on the landings?” he asked. 
 
   “I thought I had it this time,” she said. She rolled over to push herself up. “I guess I misjudged it.”
 
   “Well if you’re done fooling around, there’s a mugging going on in an alley three blocks from here. Four blokes: three with knives and one with a gun. They’ve got a fat girl cornered.”
 
   The girl took off, still botching her landings. Marlin floated on ahead of her to check on the fat girl. Two of the men had her pinned against the wall while the one with the gun pressed it to her cheek. 
 
   “Please let me go. I won’t tell anyone.”
 
   He pressed the gun tighter against her cheek. “You’re right. You won’t.”
 
   Marlin was relieved when the new girl flew down into the alley. She must have sensed there wasn’t time to use the cape or else she’d forgotten how to use it. Whatever the case, she came down like one of her meteors to land face-first in the alley. The gunman turned to where the girl lay. 
 
   “What the hell is that?” He motioned to the fourth member of his crew. “See if that bitch is dead, man.”
 
   The young man bent down with a knife in hand to lift the girl’s head. That was when she moved, faster than Marlin thought possible. She seized the man’s wrist and with one hand hurled him into a wall. Then she leaped to her feet to face the other three.
 
   “What you supposed to be?” the gunman said.
 
   “I am the Scarlet Knight,” she said.  This time it wasn’t a question.  There was something different about her; not just the menacing growl, but the way she had planted herself.  She projected an authority she hadn’t at the convenience store.  Marlin could see that this girl wasn’t a shy geologist; this girl was dangerous.  “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”
 
    “Sure thing, bitch.” He fired three shots, all of these bouncing harmlessly off the armor. “What the hell?”
 
   The girl again moved faster than Marlin had thought possible to bat the gun out of the man’s hand. She followed this up with a left hook that sent him reeling. Just for good measure, she kicked him in the midsection.
 
   The other two still had the fat woman and if they were bright they would have thought to use her as a shield. Instead they stood there; one stared as the Scarlet Knight tore the knife from his partner’s hand and then threw the man across the alley, into a wall. The last one dropped the knife and took a step back to spare himself. She gave him a roundhouse kick to propel him into a wall, where he landed on top of his fellow.
 
   Then she bent down to look into the fat girl’s eyes. “Are you all right? Did they hurt you?”
 
   “No. I’m fine,” the fat girl whispered.
 
   “Good.” The Scarlet Knight rummaged through the gunman’s pockets to take out a cell phone. “I want you to call the police and wait for them. I’ll watch you from up there.”
 
   “Wait, you’re going to leave them like this?”
 
   “I don’t have any handcuffs.”
 
   “Why not use that sword you’ve got there and chop their damned heads off?”
 
   Marlin wondered the same thing. There was certainly no point in leaving these scumbags alive. Even if they went to jail they’d be back out in a year or two to continue their mayhem. The girl shook her head. “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Why the hell not?” the fat girl said.
 
   “I can’t,” the girl said without the menacing growl. “Call the police and wait for them to arrive. One of them should be able to give you a ride home.”
 
   With that the girl ran down the alley; she bounced high up on the wall and then climbed the rest of the way to the top. Once she was there, she took the helmet off. From the way her shoulders shook, Marlin knew she was crying. “It’s all right,” he said. “You did a good job. Gave those bastards what they deserved.”
 
   She shook her head. “It’s not that.” She looked up, her face red and damp from tears, sweat and the rain. “That woman, her name is Becky. She’s my best friend. They almost—”
 
   She couldn’t bring herself to complete this thought. “Yes, I know,” Marlin said. “But they didn’t.”
 
   “What if I had been too late? She would have ended up like Mom and Dad.”
 
   “Come now, lass, you don’t need to beat yourself up about it. You rescued her, like you rescued Graves. You’re doing good—for a beginner.”
 
   “I got lucky this time, but what about next time?” She shook her head again. “I told you I’m not the right person for this. I’m not a hero.”
 
   “Now that’s bollocks,” Marlin said. He drifted down close to her. Positive reinforcement was not his forte, especially after four thousand years of watching Scarlet Knights die, but in this case he knew the girl needed it. “You were superb down there. Even old Graves would have been hard-pressed to do better.”
 
   Marlin hated to admit it, but this was true. He had thought she was a clumsy albatross, but the way she had disarmed those buggers had been so quick, like a ninja. Her friend being in trouble had brought out the best in her, a confidence and strength previously untapped. If she could harness that consistently, she might be able to destroy the Dragoon and live to tell about it.
 
   Police lights approached from down the street. The girl wiped at her face with the gloves and then put the helmet back on. She started across the roof, away from the alley where her best friend had flagged down the cops.
 
   Marlin floated over to the girl’s side. “I think we’ve done enough for tonight. You ought to go home and rest.”
 
   She shook her head. “No. There has to be more I can do.”
 
   “Look—”
 
   She cut him off by flipping up the visor. “You said I’m the Scarlet Knight. The Scarlet Knight fights crime, right?”
 
   “Yes—”
 
   “Then let’s get to work.” She bounded across the roof, this time landing on her feet.
 
   ***
 
   Vagrants and petty criminals were the only ones to inhabit Robinson Park at this time of night. The vagrants mostly lay on benches, sleeping, while the petty criminals loitered in clusters; they wore distinctive colors to differentiate themselves. The Dragoon came upon a group of them lounging by a gazebo. He didn’t make any pretense of subtlety; he had nothing to fear from them.
 
   “What you supposed to be?” one asked. He raised a pistol.
 
   “I am your death,” the Dragoon said. He let the boy fire his pistol, but the bullet only glanced off his chest. Then he fired back with a claw through the boy’s forehead. The others were foolish enough to stand their ground. A few had larger caliber weapons, machine guns. It made no difference to him. Their bullets could not harm him.
 
   The spike on his left foot swelled until it was six feet long. He bent down to snap this off to use as a spear. He batted the weapon out of another boy’s hand and then stabbed him through the midsection, a gut wound that would leave him suffering for hours. He pulled the spear free and then whipped it around to cave in the skull of another boy.
 
   Only the one with the stomach wound remained alive. The Dragoon bent down, his eyes glowing. He could see the boy’s fear. His life played out not only in front of his eyes, but the Dragoon’s as well. Such a puny creature. A weak child who needed to associate with a pack and carry a large-caliber handgun to feel secure. “You are nothing,” the Dragoon hissed.
 
   “Are you going to kill me?”
 
   “You are already dead,” the Dragoon said. “But tell me what I want to know and I will end your suffering.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I want you to tell me who runs this city.”
 
   The boy closed his eyes, but he did not die, not yet. Through chattering teeth he said, “The don…Don Vendetta, man. She run everything.”
 
   “Thank you.”  The Dragoon snatched up the boy and then threw him up in the air.  The boy slammed against a backboard; before he could fall back down, the Dragoon drilled a claw through each arm and two more in his chest.  The result was a mockery of the feeble god the Christians believed in.  “This city belongs to me now.”
 
   ***
 
   When the phone rang, Donovan knew it wouldn’t be good news. No phone ringing in the middle of the night ever brought good news. She confirmed this when she heard Kramer on the other end of the line. “Donovan, I need your ass down at the park ASAP.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “You’ll see. Go to the northeast entrance. That’s where we’ve set up the command post.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   As she began to pull on her clothes, she wondered what this could be about. Every cop knew Robinson Park was where the gangs hung out at night. Everyone in the city knew that. Only the dumbest tourists ever got caught there after the sun went down. The department usually let it be, unless the gangs got out of hand.
 
   A command post signaled something big was going on. Had Kramer decided to clean up the place? Or maybe the mayor thought it would be a great way to curry favor before the election. Not that he needed any stunts like that with his lead in the polls over Lintner.
 
   As Kramer had indicated, there were already a dozen vehicles gathered near the northeast entrance. Officer Lois Early stood near the entrance, probably to make sure no press wandered inside.
 
   “Hey, Lois. What’s going on?” she asked.
 
   “You’re going to have to see it to believe it,” Early said.
 
   “Another turf war?”
 
   “Not a turf war. It’s Armageddon in there.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “They’re all dead. A dozen gangs wiped out.”
 
   “Holy shit.”
 
   Early nodded to Donovan. “You think I could bum a smoke?”
 
   “I thought you quit.”
 
   “I think I’m going to start again.”
 
   Donovan lit a cigarette and handed it to her friend, who took it with trembling fingers. Early was a veteran cop; for her to get rattled meant the shit had really hit the fan in there. Donovan patted her friend’s shoulder. “Maybe you should go home.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Early said, but she sure as hell didn’t look fine. Her face was paler than usual and her hand still shook.
 
   Donovan didn’t want to leave her there, but she had no choice once Kramer shouted for her. “Where the hell have you been?” he said.
 
   “I was getting up to speed,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, well, I need you here,” he said. He pointed to the southwest corner. “Take a couple of uniforms with you and get a full report.”
 
   “Sure thing, boss.”
 
   She knew better than to ask Early to go with her. She found Cielo nearby. He looked shaken, though not as badly as Early. “You want to take a walk?” she asked.
 
   “Okay,” he said without any enthusiasm.
 
   She wondered what had gotten into everyone, at least until she saw the gazebo. As Early had indicated, they were all dead. A half-dozen of them, all in the Skinz gang. A third-rate gang, but they weren’t pushovers. Donovan knelt down beside one whose insides were on the outside now. 
 
   The others all had similar wounds. Some had been decapitated, others disemboweled. One had his head caved in as if by a baseball bat. Another had a very large hole in his forehead. It could have been a gunshot, but given the others she doubted it.
 
   She waited for Cielo to stop throwing up before they continued. It was the same everywhere else. Gang members beheaded or gutted and homeless guys with holes in their heads. Donovan hadn’t gotten sick at a crime scene since her first week on the force, but her stomach roiled now.
 
   The worst of it was in the southwest corner. There were a dozen decapitated bodies piled up into a kind of pyramid. A second pyramid was composed entirely of their heads.
 
   “Good Christ,” she said.
 
   When she looked up, she saw another gang member had been nailed to a backboard. Donovan reached into her jacket, her hands shaking as much as Early’s had, so much that she struggled to get a cigarette out of the pack and light it. The nicotine did little to soothe her nerves.
 
   This wasn’t a turf war. It was a holocaust. Don Vendetta would seem to be the likeliest culprit, but this seemed a little high profile for her. Maybe some challenger wanting to get her attention. He would certainly get it, along with the rest of the city. There wouldn’t be any keeping this quiet.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
   When Emma woke up the next morning, she was surprised to find Becky already up. Her friend lounged on a beanbag chair and watched a rerun of Good Times. Her friend had gotten home even later than her, at four in the morning. Other than her eyes being bloodshot, Becky didn’t look any worse for wear. “Hey, kid,” Becky said as if it were a normal morning, as if she hadn’t nearly been murdered last night.
 
   “Hi,” Emma said. She tried to keep things normal as well; she knew she couldn’t mention anything about what had happened in the alley. She fixed herself a protein shake as usual and then took a shower.
 
   While in the shower, she noticed the bruises on her body, including a nasty one on her right shoulder. She winced as she reached for the soap with that arm. Apparently the armor’s protection had its limits, although it had reduced the scratches from the Black Dragoon to raw pink scars. She would have to ask Marlin about that later, although she suspected he would tell her the armor was supposed to keep her alive, not make her feel comfortable.
 
   She made sure to dash across the hallway to her bedroom so Becky couldn’t see the bruises. Her friend would never believe any phony excuses about falling down the stairs, having used that one a number of times herself. Emma looked back towards the living room and wondered if years of child abuse had allowed Becky to shrug off what had happened last night. Or at least to act around Emma as if it were nothing.
 
   They kept things normal as they walked down to the bus stop. Becky complained about another long, pointless day working for the Lintner campaign. Emma listened and nodded along. Inside she felt a profound sadness; she had never kept a secret like this from Becky before. She had kept the bullying she had endured in college secret, but that paled in comparison to the severity of the events in the last twenty-four hours.
 
   They said nothing to each other on the bus. Too distracted to read, Emma looked around the bus. A person directly across from her held a morning edition of the Times. She saw a gruesome picture of a man hanging from a basketball hoop. The headline proclaimed, “Armageddon in Robinson Park.” The more understated sub-headline read, “Gang Violence Escalates.”
 
   The picture was fuzzy, but when she squinted she saw the black marks in the body. Spikes, she would bet. The sort of spikes the Black Dragoon shot from his fingers, like the ones that had nearly killed her in the Dibbler Sausage plant. She wanted to snatch the paper away from whoever owned it so she could find out more, but she couldn’t. She would have to wait until she got off the bus to buy a newspaper.
 
   “Something wrong, kid?” Becky asked.
 
   “What? Oh, nothing. It’s nothing.”
 
   “Are you feeling all right?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma said. To change the subject and distract Becky from any negative thoughts she might have, Emma brought up Dr. Dreyfus’s invitation to the opera.
 
   “And you’re going as colleagues?” she asked with a smirk.
 
   “No, this time it’s a date.”
 
   “A date! My little girl is so grown up now.”
 
   Emma couldn’t stop herself from blushing at this. “It’s not that big of a deal. It’s the opera.”
 
   “Yeah, right. Just the opera.” Becky shook her head. “What are you going to wear? They cut that black dress off you in the emergency room and I doubt we can sew it back together.”
 
   This was a good point, something Emma hadn’t considered. The mention of sewing did give her an idea. She reached into her purse and found the card Mrs. Chiostro had given to her at the funeral home. She showed this to Becky. “She said I should call if I needed a dress.”
 
   “Well that’s lucky,” Becky said. “That’s over in the historical district.”
 
   “I guess it is.”
 
   The bus squealed to a halt as it reached their stop. Becky passed the card back to Emma. “After you call her up, give me a call too. I can meet you there after work.”
 
   “Are you sure—?”
 
   “It’ll be fine.” Becky gave her a hug, which pained Emma from the bruises on her body. She barely held back a grunt that surely would have alerted her friend something was wrong. They said goodbye and then Emma went to find a newspaper.
 
   ***
 
   Emma could have spent years in the historical district studying the various houses that served as a reminder of a different era.. There were brownstones from the 1920s, Victorian mansions, and homes even older than that, when the city of Rampart had been in British hands. Mrs. Chiostro’s house fell into that latter category, a quaint brick colonial house with a maple tree out front. 
 
   Mrs. Chiostro waited on the front steps for her, a smile on her face. “Hello, dear. I’m glad you made it. Your friend is in the parlor.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro took Emma’s hand and then ushered her into a parlor stocked with furniture that would have looked more at home in one of the Victorian houses. Becky sat on an antique sofa, with a teacup in her hand. “Would you care for some tea?” Mrs. Chiostro asked.
 
   “That would be lovely. Thank you.”
 
   Emma sat down on the couch next to Becky while Mrs. Chiostro hustled away to get a cup of tea for her. Becky set hers aside; she made a disgusted face. “I don’t know how you can drink this stuff,” she whispered.
 
   “It’s an acquired taste I guess,” Emma said.
 
   “Well I’m not going to be acquiring it anytime soon.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro reappeared carrying a tea set and plate of cookies on a silver tray. She set these down on the coffee table and then poured a cup of tea for Emma and one for herself. “The cookies are fresh,” she said. “I made them this afternoon.”
 
   “Oh, that’s great,” Emma said. She took one off the tray and delicately set it in her mouth. The cookies were oatmeal raisin, always her favorite because she was allergic to chocolate. These tasted better than Aunt Gladys’s—better even than Mom’s. “That’s delicious.”
 
   “Thank you, dear. It’s an old family recipe.”
 
   Emma took a sip of the tea and found it as wonderful as the cookies. If she wanted, Mrs. Chiostro could easily start a café.
 
   “Well now, I don’t suppose you two young ladies came here for tea and cookies, did you?”
 
   “No,” Emma said. “I need a dress.”
 
   “She’s going on a date. At the opera,” Becky said with a teasing smile. 
 
   “The opera? Oh, that’s splendid. My husband and I used to go to the opera quite often. Such wonderful music, even if I never understood the words.”
 
   “Yes, it is,” Emma said. She looked down at her feet; her face turned red as she said, “I don’t have any money right now—”
 
   “That’s all right, dear. I’d be happy to sell something to you on credit.” The old woman took Emma’s hand and patted it gently. “You don’t look like a credit risk to me.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   Mrs. Chiostro sipped at her tea and then asked, “How are you adjusting to life in the big city?”
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said.
 
   “How is Dr. MacGregor? I wanted to bring the poor dear some food but he wasn’t home.”
 
   “He’s doing better. He had to go back to work after what happened.”
 
   “The museum explosion. Yes, I remember hearing about that. Terrible business. How are you holding up?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma said.
 
   “I would imagine so with a big date at the opera,” Mrs. Chiostro said. The old woman got to her feet and then went over to a closet. She opened the door and disappeared inside. Emma looked over at Becky, who shrugged.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro returned a minute later with a beautiful dress. Emma nearly fell off the couch at the sight of it. The gown was mostly dark red, with gold trim, calling to mind the Scarlet Knight’s armor. “I think this should be about your size,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   Emma stood up so Mrs. Chiostro could hold the dress up against her body. It did look to be almost exactly her size, though perhaps a bit short in the skirt. “It’s so beautiful,” she said. “How much is it?”
 
   “For you, two hundred dollars. For an extra fifty dollars I have a pair of shoes and some splendid gloves that would be perfect for the opera.”
 
   Emma sucked in a breath. Two hundred fifty dollars was a lot of money to her, but she sensed it was quite a deal for a dress like this. “That sounds fair, though I doubt you’ll have shoes to fit me.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro laughed at this and patted Emma’s shoulder. “You let me worry about that, dear. In my day I’ve seen girls with much bigger feet than yours.”
 
   “You have?”
 
   “Oh my, yes. Lady Robinson wore a size twelve shoe.”
 
   “She did?”
 
   “Yes, but no one ever paid attention to her feet, did they?”
 
   “No,” Emma said. She hadn’t been born when Lady Robinson died, but her mother and aunt had told her stories about the woman. Wife to the richest man in the city, Clarissa Robinson had come to be known as “Lady” Robinson because of her elegance and grace. Every little girl in Rampart City had wanted to look like her. “Did you know her?”
 
   “A little bit.” Mrs. Chiostro squeezed Emma’s shoulder. “I made this dress for her to wear when the opera house opened.”
 
   Becky started to cough; Emma turned in time to see her friend spit pieces of cookie onto her plate. “This is her dress?” Emma said. “It must be worth a fortune!”
 
   “Don’t worry about that, dear. I bought it from the estate for a song.” She took Emma’s hand and led her over to a mirror. “I think she’d be honored if you wore it.”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m not elegant.”
 
   “Nonsense, dear. You’re very beautiful. All you need is some confidence and to let my sister do something with your hair.”
 
   “Your sister?”
 
   “She’s downstairs. I’ll take you to see her after we’re through here.”
 
   Emma was still leery about the dress. She couldn’t imagine wearing anything this special; she didn’t deserve it. A far more important, glamorous woman should be wearing it. Becky must have known what she was thinking, as she said, “Come on, kid, not every girl gets a chance to wear one of her dresses.”
 
   “That’s true,” Emma said.
 
   “You want to look good for Dr. Dreyfus, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes—”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro patted Emma’s arm. “Why don’t you try it on? See how it looks on you for real.”
 
   Emma nodded and went behind a screen to change into the dress. It fit even better than she had imagined, like a second skin. When Emma stepped out from behind the screen, she saw Becky’s mouth open out of shock. “Holy cow,” Becky said. “You look amazing.”
 
   “I do?” She turned to the mirror. Her face turned red to see herself in the beautiful dress. She barely held back tears at the thought of how Mom would have reacted to see her like this.
 
   “It looks very good on you, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said. “I don’t think I’ll need to do any altering to it at all.”
 
   “Thank you so much for this,” Emma said.
 
   The old woman smiled at her again. “You’re very welcome, dear. Now go take that off and we’ll see my sister about your hair.”
 
   ***
 
   Mrs. Chiostro led Emma through a cozy kitchen, to steps going to the basement. Halfway down, Mrs. Chiostro put out an arm to stop Emma. “Sylvia?” she called out. “I hope you don’t mind, but I have a girl here who could use your services.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, bring her down,” Sylvia said. The name and the voice made Emma think of the woman she had met at Dr. Dreyfus’s presentation. 
 
   But the woman she saw at the bottom of the steps didn’t look very much like that woman. For one thing, she wore camouflage pants and a green tank top. For another, her hair was completely gray and cut to almost military length. Then there was the fact Sylvia was reassembling a machine gun.
 
   “I’ll be with you in a minute,” she said without looking up.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro patted Emma’s arm. “I’ll leave you two alone,” she said.
 
   Emma wished the old woman would stay because this basement gave her the creeps. Not only did Sylvia have a weapon in front of her, but also there were many more on the walls around her. Pistols, machine guns, and even rocket launchers. This was the person who would cut her hair?
 
   She pressed herself against the back wall, torn between staying and not hurting Mrs. Chiostro’s feelings or running in terror from this makeshift armory. Before she could decide, Sylvia finally looked up. At least her eyes looked the same as the woman’s at the museum. So did her smile. “Well, what a small world,” she said. “My niece has come to pay me a visit.”
 
   “Ms. Joubert?”
 
   The older woman put a hand to her head. “Yeah, you probably didn’t recognize me without the wig.”
 
   “Wig?”
 
   “I made it myself.” Sylvia came over to Emma and took a handful of her hair. “I could make a pretty decent one from this. Give you a good price on it.”
 
   “I don’t need a wig.”
 
   Sylvia snorted at this. “No, of course not. I meant I’d buy the hair from you.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” Emma said. That would defray some of the cost of the dress at least.
 
   “Come on, have a seat and we’ll see what we can do.”
 
   Amongst all the weapons, Emma didn’t see the barber’s chair until Sylvia motioned to it. The chair was the same olive drab as Sylvia’s tank top; Emma wondered if she’d bought it from the army. Maybe she’d gotten it with all of these guns.
 
   “You’re probably wondering about the guns,” Sylvia said. “Everyone does at first.”
 
   “It’s all right, you don’t need to explain.”
 
   “It’s a little side business of mine. Friend of mine got me into it years ago. Pretty lucrative trade.”
 
   “I guess,” Emma said, not sure what else she could say. It was grossly illegal to run a gun shop out of your basement, but she held her tongue and sat down in the barber’s chair.
 
   Sylvia began to comb Emma’s hair; she clucked her tongue at Emma. “You realize the ‘60s are over, right?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “When was the last time you had this cut?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. A while ago.” It had been four years since she had it cut professionally; since then she had pulled it back and snipped a bit off with a pair of scissors once it got too long.
 
   “Sure looks like it. A girl like you should take better care of her hair. It’s too nice to let go to waste like this.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “I know so.” Sylvia leaned down so Emma could see her face. “Despite how I look, I do know something about hair. Been styling it pretty much since I was a baby. You can ask Agnes about that. She used to be my guinea pig.”
 
   “Oh. I didn’t mean—”
 
   “I know you didn’t.” Sylvia resumed combing Emma’s hair. “So what exactly brings you down here?”
 
   “I have a date. At the opera.”
 
   “The opera? That’s pretty fancy. You definitely don’t want to look like a flower child then. We’ll have to come up with something classy.” 
 
   “Whatever you think is best,” Emma said. She still wasn’t sure she could trust Sylvia’s judgment, but with so many weapons around she didn’t think she should make the older woman angry.
 
   “Good. You relax and let me take care of things.”
 
   Emma bit down on her lip as Sylvia began to hack away with the scissors. Would she end up with a buzz cut? Maybe she would need to go in a wig as Sylvia had at the presentation. She shivered at the thought of Dr. Dreyfus stroking her hair only to have it come off in his hand.
 
   But when Sylvia held up the mirror, Emma gasped not in horror but awe. She patted the hair, which Sylvia had cut to about shoulder-length. Not only was it shorter, but it seemed thicker and wavier as well. “It’s beautiful,” she said. “Thank you.”
 
   “I told you I know what I’m doing,” Sylvia said with a wink. She held up a bag filled with Emma’s old hair. “I owe you about a hundred. You want me to apply that against what you owe Agnes?”
 
   “That would be fine.”
 
   Sylvia stroked Emma’s new hairdo and said, “You make sure you take good care of it. You want, I can give you a list of some things to buy.”
 
   “Sure,” Emma said, though she doubted she’d be able to buy anything for a while.
 
   She hurried upstairs, where Becky squealed at the sight of her. “Oh my God!” Becky said. “Look at you!”
 
   “You like it?”
 
   “You look great, kid. Like a big girl.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro had the dress in a garment bag and then pressed a shoebox into Emma’s arms. Inside Emma found a pair of dark red shoes to match the dress. “Those should be a good fit for you,” the old woman said. “I found them up in the attic.”
 
   As promised there was also a pair of white formal gloves that went nearly to Emma’s elbows. She would have liked to try them on with the dress and shoes, but that would have to wait. “I don’t think I can thank you and Sylvia enough for this.”
 
   “It’s our pleasure, dear. And you be sure to come back and tell me how it went.”
 
   “I will.” She gave Mrs. Chiostro a brief hug and then left with Becky to catch the bus. Along the way, she couldn’t help but think of her upcoming date and picture Dr. Dreyfus’s face when he saw her.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
   Emma was going on the date, but Becky felt as nervous. Emma hadn’t gone on a date since her senior prom and that had been a disaster. Becky hoped for better luck tonight. “You look great, kid,” Becky said.
 
   “You’re sure?” Emma touched her hair, which had remained smoother and bouncier than Becky had ever seen it. That sister of Mrs. Chiostro’s had worked wonders.
 
   “Of course I’m sure. You look like a million bucks.”
 
   “Is this lipstick too red?”
 
   “No, it’s fine. Trust me.”
 
   There was a knock on the door that caused them both to stiffen. Becky took hold of Emma’s shoulders to look her in the eye. “Go back to your room and wait until I get you.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “You have to make him wait a few minutes. You don’t want him to think you’re too anxious, do you?”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   Emma went into her room while Becky answered the front door. Immediately she could see why Emma was so smitten with this Dr. Dreyfus. He looked so sophisticated in his tuxedo, like a nerdy James Bond. Even the glasses looked good on him. Better though was the smile he flashed her.
 
   “Hello,” he said. “I’m Dan Dreyfus. Is Emma home?”
 
   “Yes, she’s still getting ready. Would you like to wait in the living room?”
 
   “Sure,” he said. 
 
   It was only then she noticed the bouquet of carnations and box of chocolates. She snatched the chocolates away from him. “She’s allergic to chocolate, but I’ll take them.”
 
   “That’s all right.” She glared at him as he shifted nervously. “I remember my first apartment. Shelves made of cinderblocks and a mattress taken out of the trash.”
 
   “We bought our mattresses,” she said. She and her previous roommate had bought them from the Salvation Army thrift store, but that wasn’t the point. She didn’t want him to think because they didn’t have chairs in the living room they were bums.
 
   “That’s great. So you’re Emma’s roommate?”
 
   “Becky Beech.” She shook his hand; he had an especially firm shake.  “I’m also her best friend. We’ve known each other since kindergarten.”
 
   “That long? You must be really close.”
 
   “We are.” She straightened her back and pushed out her stomach, like a bear preparing to attack. “If you do anything to hurt her, I’ll kill you.”
 
   He gulped. “I would never hurt Emma. I like her.”
 
   “I hope so.” Becky tried to break the tension by smiling, but this only caused him to gulp with fear again. “I have to look out for her because she can’t do it for herself. She’s too sweet and trusting. Even after what happened.”
 
   “You mean her parents?”
 
   “How do you know about that?”
 
   “I looked it up.”
 
   “Doing your homework, are you?”
 
   “I wanted to know more about her.”
 
   “You didn’t think to ask?”
 
   “I didn’t think she’d talk about that. Not to me.”
 
   Becky nodded. “She doesn’t even talk about it to me.” She wagged a finger at Dan. “You’d be better off not bringing it up.”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that to her.”
 
   “Good.” Becky cleared her throat. In a louder voice, she said, “I better go and see what’s keeping her.”
 
   As expected, Emma sat demurely on her bed, her eyes on the floor. “Is it time?” she asked.
 
   “Yes. Go make your big entrance.”
 
   It would have been a better entrance if Emma had more experience walking in heels. The careful way she plodded along made it look as if she were learning to walk. Dr. Dreyfus’s eyes still widened at the sight of her. Becky knew what he was thinking; she hoped he wasn’t thinking too far ahead.
 
   He held out the bouquet of flowers to her. “These are for you,” he said. He winced a moment later as Emma began to sneeze violently; her eyes watered and her face turned red. She quickly handed the flowers off to Becky, who dumped them into the trash. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know you were allergic.”
 
   Emma wiped at her eyes and then shrugged. “Live and learn,” she said.
 
   He took her by the arm to lead her away, but Becky called for them to stop. She ran into her bedroom to find the camera her roommate had left behind. With this she snapped a couple of pictures of the gorgeous couple. “Just something to remember it by,” she said. She gave Emma a brief hug. “You kids have fun.”
 
   With that they left. Becky sank onto one of the beanbag chairs with the box of chocolates and hoped it wouldn’t take another six years for Emma to go on a date.
 
   ***
 
   The Coeur de la Mer was the premiere French restaurant in Rampart City. To get a table could take months if you didn’t have connections. At least that’s what the Zagat’s guide said when Emma looked the place up. She might have worried he couldn’t afford the place if not for the limo they had taken here and how new and perfect his tuxedo looked.
 
   They had not said much on the way here. Emma had a flashback to her ill-fated date with Craig Jenkins in high school, only this was different. Whereas then she had been too young for much of an interest in boys and irritated by the gallons of Old Spice he had poured on, this time she badly wanted to reach across the seat to touch Dr. Dreyfus. She didn’t want him to get the wrong idea. Becky had been right about that back in the apartment; she didn’t want to appear too anxious.
 
   “That dress looks great,” he said. “Where did you get it?”
 
   “From Mrs. Chiostro. We met at the funeral home.”
 
   “Oh, right. She does amazing work.”
 
   “Yes, she does.”
 
   “I like what you did with your hair too.”
 
   Emma patted her hair. “Becky said it makes me look more grown up.”
 
   “It does—not that you didn’t before.”
 
   “I know what you meant,” she said. She almost reached over to pat his knee.
 
   Once they arrived at the restaurant, the driver opened the door for them. Dr. Dreyfus took her arm to help her out of the car. The restaurant looked as expensive as Zagat’s had said. The maitre d’ gave them a skeptical look as Dr. Dreyfus gave them his name. She blushed as she wondered if the maitre d’ thought she was Dr. Dreyfus’s niece or little sister instead of his date.
 
   He led them over to a table in the center of the restaurant. “Have a pleasant evening,” the maitre d’ said.
 
   The waiter came up to them with the wine list. As he recited the various wines and vintages, Emma’s face turned red, as did Dr. Dreyfus’s. He finally caught the waiter’s attention. “We’ll just have water right now,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said after the waiter had gone.
 
   “It’s all right. I’m not much of a drinker anyway,” Dr. Dreyfus said. He changed the subject. “It’s hard to believe you managed to get a doctorate so young. That must take a lot of studying.”
 
   “Yes.” Emma’s brain locked up, unable to think of anything to say.
 
   “What made you want to study meteors?” he asked. “Is that what you always wanted to do?”
 
   “I liked looking up at the sky and seeing the falling stars,” she said. “When I was little I used to wish on them. Later I started to wonder where they came from.” She went on far longer than she intended about the origins of most meteors from asteroid belts between Jupiter and Mars to debris on the edge of the solar system. She stopped when her throat became too parched to go on. She gulped down some of her water. “I guess it’s not very interesting.”
 
   “It is,” he said. There was a sincerity in his eyes that made her want to believe him.
 
   “Why did you want to study Egypt?” she asked.
 
   “Mostly because of my stepmother. She had a thing for Egypt when she was a little girl and saw Cleopatra in the movie theater. After she married my father—and his money—she started to collect artifacts. A lot of them were bogus, plaster spray painted with fake signs. Still, I spent a lot of time with them and I guess, like you did, I wanted to know where they came from.” 
 
   She tried to think of something to say to this, but again found her brain frozen. She blurted out, “Have you ever eaten here before?”
 
   “Once or twice, when I was little. The duck was pretty good then. Not as good as in Paris.” He went on to talk about the restaurants in Paris he had visited with his stepmother. “Just about everything you order has butter or cream in it. The real stuff, about straight from the cow. If we’d kept living there I’d probably be three hundred pounds by now.”
 
   The waiter arrived to take their orders. In French she ordered the duck for both of them based on Dr. Dreyfus’s recommendation.
 
   “So you must travel a lot,” she said.
 
   “My stepmom didn’t like to buy from catalogs. She preferred going to the real Egypt. They’d cheat her anyway.” He cleared his throat. “But you must have had some fun in California. Did you ever go surfing?”
 
   “No. I had too much homework.”
 
   “Oh, right. I suppose you would.” Her face turned red again at this, as did his. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
   “I know.” Once more the conversation ground to a halt. The evening she had envisioned in her mind had fallen apart. She couldn’t shake the nervousness that gnawed away at her stomach. It wasn’t so much shyness this time as she didn’t want to say something to offend him, to push him away forever.
 
   Their meals arrived a few minutes later. Dr. Dreyfus took a bite of his duck. “This is great.”
 
   Emma chewed a bite of hers thoughtfully for a moment before she swallowed. “It is.”
 
   “Better than the last time I was here. Maybe it’s the company.”
 
   Her face turned warm. She tried to cover it by wiping around her mouth with her napkin. “I guess,” she mumbled behind the napkin. She looked down at her plate; the date continued to slip away.
 
   They didn’t order dessert. Dr. Dreyfus looked at his watch and said, “I guess we’d better go if we want to be on time.”
 
   As they went back to the limo, she sensed she had squandered an opportunity to get to know him better. In the limo she looked down sadly at her feet; she hoped the rest of their date went better than this.
 
   ***
 
   Emma knew things were doomed once they arrived at the opera house. She had made a terrible mistake in coming here with him. The moment she saw the place, she shivered. She thought of the last time she had come here. That had been for a charity performance, where her mother had played Elgar’s “Concerto in E Minor” on her cello. It had been her mother’s final performance; two weeks later she was dead. A memorial concert had been held, but Aunt Gladys had kept Emma at home; she had known the experience would be too traumatic for her niece.
 
   Despite that she was nearly twenty years old, she still felt traumatized to see the place again. Dr. Dreyfus helped her out of the cab, but she initially fought against this. She should never have agreed to this. She should have stayed home.
 
   “Is something wrong?” he asked. “Do you feel sick?”
 
   She forced herself to smile. She wasn’t eight anymore. She was a grown woman and she could do this. “I’m fine. My foot fell asleep.”
 
   It didn’t take much effort for her to pretend to have trouble walking in these shoes. They fit perfectly, but she had very little experience with high heels. They went up the front steps, into the opera house. Emma shivered again as she remembered all the times she had held Daddy’s hand in here as he took her to their seats. When she was really little he would put her on his shoulders, but by the time she was five she decided she was too dignified for that.
 
   She shook these thoughts away and reminded herself again she was no longer a child. Instead of going through the main doors for the floor seats, Dr. Dreyfus led her to the left, to the stairs that led up to the boxes. “Is anyone else coming?” she asked.
 
   “No. My godfather keeps the box all season long. He said I can use it when he’s not going to.”
 
   “Your godfather is Councilman Lintner?” she asked. She thought of what Lintner had said to her at the Plaine Museum about girls coming around with “a bun in the oven.” Dr. Dreyfus didn’t seem like the sort of person to have a godfather like Lintner, or sleep around with a bevy of women. It was not something Emma wanted to bring up at the moment, not when so much had gone wrong already.
 
   “That’s him. He’s running for mayor right now, which is why he doesn’t need the box.”
 
   Emma nodded. “My friend works for his campaign.”
 
   “What a small world,” he said.
 
   She nodded again; it definitely seemed that way sometimes. Dr. Dreyfus froze as they entered the box. His face had started to turn a bit green around the edges as well. “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
   “I’ll be all right.” He put on what was obviously a forced smile. “I don’t do well with heights. That’s part of why I became an archaeologist. Usually you’re digging into the ground.”
 
   She laughed a little harder than she intended at this. “We can sit in the back,” she said. She pointed to a row of seats near the entrance.
 
   “I wouldn’t want you to miss anything.”
 
   “As long as I can hear the opera it’ll be all right.”
 
   The added benefit was Emma wouldn’t be able to see the orchestra pit, especially whoever played the cello. This, along with Dr. Dreyfus being so close, helped to calm her down. Then the opera began with a roll of drums and the curtain rose on three women sitting beside a cave. They were the Norns, who at the moment weaved a rope of destiny. As they began to sing of past, present, and future, Dr. Dreyfus leaned over to Emma. "What are they saying?" he asked.
 
   She translated it for him; she had learned German when she was four. She translated for him about the hero Siegfried leaving his love Brünnhilde to visit Gunther, lord of the Gibichungs. There Gunther's half-brother Hagen slips Siegfried a potion so Gunther might have Brünnhilde to himself. At the end of the first act, Siegfried captures Brünnhilde, taking the cursed ring from her and dragging her back to Gunther's palace. 
 
   Throughout all this, Dr. Dreyfus listened like a good student without interrupting her. She hardly flinched when he leaned closer to her and put an arm around her shoulders. She kept the narration going; she hoped her face didn’t look too red. It was the first time a man had touched her like that and she had to admit the warmth of his arm around her shoulder felt comforting. She began to wish the night would never end.
 
   ***
 
   Intermission finally arrived and they had to separate. She leaned closer to him than she had before as they went down the stairs to the lobby. “Would you like something to drink?” he asked. “Nonalcoholic of course.”
 
   “Just some water would be fine.”
 
   “I’ll be right back.”
 
   While she waited, Emma leaned against the wall for support and so she could go unnoticed. Most of the people in the lobby were much older than her, many of them closer to Mrs. Chiostro’s age. It felt like the high school cafeteria again.
 
   That changed when a woman glided up to her. She was blond with breasts ready to pop out of her shimmering black dress. She had the taut skin of a woman who had seen quite a bit of plastic surgery to hide her age. Behind her were two very large men who looked uncomfortable in their tuxedoes. 
 
   “Hello,” the woman said in a husky voice. “My name is Lydia Schmidt. I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”
 
   “No, I haven’t been here since I was little,” Emma said almost in a whisper.
 
   “That couldn’t have been too long ago.” Lydia Schmidt laughed hoarsely at her own joke. The men behind her remained impassive, as if they were statues instead of humans. “What do you think of the opera so far?”
 
   “I really enjoyed it.”
 
   “Yes, they do a good job here. I watched Madame Butterfly in Detroit a few months ago and it was awful.” She leaned close enough that her breasts brushed against Emma’s dress. “That is such a beautiful dress you’re wearing. I must get the name of your designer.”
 
   “I don’t really know,” Emma said. She didn’t think this was the type of woman Mrs. Chiostro would like to associate with. 
 
   “I remember seeing a picture of Lady Robinson in something like it. She didn’t make it look that good.”
 
   Emma didn’t know what to say to this, but was saved when Dr. Dreyfus returned with a tumbler of water for her. He pressed this into her hand and then leaned protectively against her other side. “Are you ready to go?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” Emma said. She summoned the courage to say, “It was a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “Who was that?” Dr. Dreyfus asked on the way up.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said and hoped she wouldn’t have a chance to find out.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
   They settled into their seats for the second half of the opera. Since Dr. Dreyfus had rescued her from Lydia Schmidt, Emma didn’t mind when he leaned against her again. Their heads almost touched as she began to translate for him.
 
   For the final act, Hagen and Gunther take Siegfried on a hunting trip, where they literally stab him in the back. They return the body to Gunther's great hall, where Brünnhilde arranges for her former lover to be burned on a pyre by the Rhine. After the hero's body burns, Brünnhilde takes the cursed ring and promises it to the Rhinemaidens after her body too is burned. Then she rides her horse into the fire.
 
   “This is really beautiful,” Dr. Dreyfus said. “Almost as beautiful as you.”
 
   She could feel herself being drawn towards him, to kiss him on the lips, but then she heard Marlin’s voice hiss, “He’s here.”
 
   She pulled away from Dr. Dreyfus; she already knew who Marlin meant. Was the Dragoon planning to blow up the opera house to draw her out into the open? Or maybe he hoped to take a few wealthy patrons captive to use as bait.
 
   “I need to use the restroom,” she said to Dr. Dreyfus.
 
   She didn’t go that far, just out onto the stairs where she could talk to Marlin without Dr. Dreyfus thinking she was a lunatic. “Where is he?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet, but I tracked him here.”
 
   “Any idea what he’s up to?”
 
   “No, but I’m sure it won’t be anything pleasant. Better ditch your boyfriend and go suit up.”
 
   “Dr. Dreyfus isn’t my boyfriend. And I thought you said I wasn’t ready to fight the Black Dragoon yet.”
 
   “You don’t have to actually fight him. Just keep him from killing everyone in here.”
 
   “Right.” She looked back towards the box. “You try and find him. I’ll try and get Dr. Dreyfus out of here.”
 
   She hurried back into the box. He looked up at her with concern. “Are you all right? You look like you saw a ghost.”
 
   “I’m not feeling well,” she said. “I think that duck is starting to disagree with me.” She tried to smile when she said this, but he still winced.
 
   “Did I do something wrong?” he asked.
 
   “No, it’s nothing like that.”
 
   “If I made you uncomfortable, I’m sorry.”
 
   “No, it’s nothing you did. I don’t feel good. That’s all.”
 
   As they continued to argue, Emma saw where the Dragoon had hidden himself. Thanks to a number of wealthy patrons, the Rampart City Opera Company could employ state-of-the-art special effects, which included the use of pyrotechnics. This included a very realistic digital fire that consumed the bodies of Siegfried and Brünnhilde. Thereupon the Rhine began to rise, bearing something large and black on a wave. It was supposed to be the Rhinemaidens, but Emma saw in actuality it was the Black Dragoon.
 
   “What is that?” Dr. Dreyfus asked.
 
   “We’ve got to go,” she said. She seized his arm and yanked him towards the door. There wasn’t a panic yet; the patrons probably thought it was artistic interpretation. 
 
   She managed to push Dr. Dreyfus through the door when the panic began. The Dragoon leaped from the stage, up to a box across from Emma’s. She watched helplessly as the Dragoon killed the two men who had been with Lydia Schmidt. The woman he seized in one clawed hand. He disappeared through the rear door of the box, but she already knew where he would go: the roof.
 
   By the time she got Dr. Dreyfus downstairs, people had flooded the lobby. It was anything but an orderly evacuation. She held him back to let a throng of people by. One of these was an elderly man, probably about Mr. Graves’s age, but not nearly in as good of shape. He couldn’t keep up with the crowd and would have been trampled if Emma hadn’t reached out to take his arm and pull him back.
 
   “Thank you, young lady,” he said.
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “It looks like we’re stuck,” Dr. Dreyfus said. “What the heck is going on?”
 
   “Some thing jumped onto the stage. Some kind of monster. It’s going to kill us all!” the old man shouted.
 
   “Calm down,” she told him. “It’s not a monster. It’s a man in a costume.” She couldn’t stand here; it wasn’t likely the Dragoon would stay on the roof for long. He might have already wired the place to explode or he might have some other nasty surprise in store. It would be best for all of them not to find out.
 
   But as they began to make their way through the crowd, the old man’s breathing became rapid. With his free hand he clutched at his chest. “I think he’s having a heart attack,” she said. “Let’s get him to the bathroom.”
 
   The old man passed out on the way there, but she could still hear him breathing. No one was in the men’s room at the moment, which didn’t come as a surprise. Emma and Dr. Dreyfus set the old man on the floor; Dr. Dreyfus balled up his jacket to use as a pillow.
 
   “Stay with him,” Emma said. “I’ll call an ambulance.”
 
   “Wait—”
 
   “I’ll be all right,” she said. She leaned in to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “Trust me.”
 
   She didn’t actually call for an ambulance; she didn’t have the time. She did the next best thing by grabbing an usher by the front of his shirt. “There’s an old man having a heart attack in the men’s room,” she said. “Call for an ambulance. If you can find any aspirin, give him some right away.” The usher nodded and then she barged into the ladies room. It was thankfully unoccupied as well. She locked the door behind her to make sure she wasn’t interrupted.
 
   “How does this go again? Mekka lekka weep ninibaum?” This worked as it had back at the Sanctuary; the red case appeared at her feet. She stripped off the red-and-gold dress so she wouldn’t ruin Lady Robinson’s gown. She put on the red-and-gold armor; it was surprisingly comfortable even in her bra and panties.
 
   Marlin appeared as she’d put the helmet on, for which she was grateful, not ready yet for him to see her mostly naked. “I found him,” he said.
 
   “He’s on the roof, isn’t he?”
 
   “How’d you know?”
 
   “Just a guess. What’s he doing up there?”
 
   “He’s got Don Vendetta up there for a friendly chat.”
 
   “Don Vendetta? That woman—?”
 
   “Who else runs around with bodyguards like that?”
 
   “Good point,” Emma said. She shoved the red case into one of the stalls and then dropped out the window.
 
   ***
 
   As Marlin had said, the Dragoon was up on the roof of the opera house. Their chat didn’t appear to be entirely friendly as the Dragoon had Don Vendetta pinned to the roof with a spike that went through her skirt, narrowly missing her legs. 
 
   With the cape around her body, the Dragoon couldn’t see Emma as she started across the roof towards him. The Dragoon remained focused on his prisoner. “I know who you are,” he growled. “You will turn over your organization to me or you will die.”
 
   “You think my people will take orders from a freak like you?”
 
   “They will after they’ve seen what I’ve done to you.” The Dragoon brandished the claws on his right hand. “I could kill you as easily as swatting a fly.”
 
   “Just like those punks in the park, right?”
 
   “Very good. I knew you were smart—for a woman.”
 
   “Yeah, it wasn’t too hard to figure out. Nothing that big happens here without my say so. I run this town. I’m practically the goddamned mayor.”
 
   The Dragoon nodded at this. “And that is why I have allowed you to live this long. Turn over your organization to me and I’ll allow you to remain in charge as a figurehead. You may continue your petty enterprises, but your soldiers will be at my disposal.”
 
   “The last man who thought I was his puppet wound up floating at the bottom of the harbor,” she said.
 
   “I am far more powerful than your puny husband was. As you can see.”
 
   Emma continued to make her way towards the Dragoon during this exchange. She filed the information away for later—if there was a later. Beneath the cape she took hold of the Sword of Justice. It would require split second timing, but if she dropped the cape and pulled the sword at the same time, she could maybe jam it into his back. Marlin would tell her to aim for a vital organ, but she could probably incapacitate him without killing him.
 
   “I will give you ten seconds to make your decision,” the Dragoon said.
 
   He had hit three seconds when Emma dropped the cape and pulled the Sword of Justice from its sheath. The Dragoon moved faster than she had anticipated, so that the blade raked across his side. She ducked in time to avoid the claws that would have taken off her head. 
 
   She brought the Sword of Justice around; this time it clipped him in the left leg. The Dragoon howled in pain, but before she could try to finish him off, he lifted his right foot slightly. With this he fired the spike on the end of the foot into her left calf. She screamed and went down in a heap.
 
   The Dragoon stood over her, his claws aimed at her head. “Foolish girl,” he said. “Didn’t that ghost of yours tell you that you are no match for me?”
 
   “I’m not going to let you kill anyone else,” she said.
 
   “You have no choice in the matter.”
 
   Before the Dragoon could fire the claws, Emma began to roll to her left, wrapping the cape around herself as she did so. She continued to roll until she reached the edge of the roof. The Dragoon swiveled his head around, but lowered his claws.
 
   Meanwhile, Don Vendetta took this opportunity to tear her skirt away from the claw that had it pinned. “See you around, shithead,” she said. The don flipped the Dragoon off before descending a ladder along the side of the building.
 
   The Dragoon ignored her to focus on Emma. She didn’t try to get to her feet yet; she crawled forward while keeping the cape around her body. “There’s no point in trying to run, girl. I will destroy you sooner or later. You must realize that.” Emma came to a stop on the roof. She put the Sword of Justice back into its sheath and then began the painful process of trying to free the black spike from her leg. “You are even punier than your predecessor. He at least had the courage to face me.”
 
   She bit down on her lip hard enough to draw blood and then yanked the spike out of her leg. She tucked this into her sword belt and then tried to get back to her feet. Pain shot through her leg, but she managed to stand up. The smart thing to do would be to slide down the ladder as Don Vendetta had done and get out of here so she could heal. Marlin would certainly tell her to do that. 
 
   But wounded as she was, there was still a chance she could end this right now. She only needed to get close enough to the Dragoon again. She dragged her left leg a little, but gritted her teeth and pressed on.
 
   “Come now, girl, why do you believe their lies? They tell you they fight for justice, but what have they ever done? This city is worse than ever. There is only one way to truly bring justice to this city and that is my way. I will bring these animals under control and then I will remake the world.”
 
   The pain in her leg helped her to keep her from replying to this, as she was too busy trying not to scream to worry about saying anything. She continued to edge closer to him while he stood perfectly still. He probably hoped she would do something to reveal herself as in the sausage plant.
 
   “You don’t have to die,” he said. “Give me the armor and I’ll let you live. You can go back to your pathetic life and end this charade.”
 
   Again she didn’t answer him. She didn’t bother to circle around to attack him from the rear this time. She slipped the Sword of Justice from its sheath and clutched it tightly in her right hand. Then she braced herself for how much this was bound to hurt.
 
   After she counted in her head to three, she dropped the cape and threw the Sword of Justice into the air at the same time. Before the Dragoon could react, she launched herself. She kicked him squarely in the midsection with both legs. She let out a scream of pain at this, but it had the desired effect of getting him down on the ground.
 
   Through the haze of pain she maintained control of the Sword of Justice and brought it to hover with the point touching the Dragoon’s neck. One little push and it would all be over. She scrambled to her feet and stood away from him to make it more difficult to use his claws.
 
   “It’s over,” she said. “You’re finished.”
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Marlin hissed in her ear. “Finish him.”
 
   “No,” she said. In a louder voice she said, “Take off the armor and surrender. I’ll turn you over to the police.”
 
   The Dragoon only snickered at this. “You haven’t won.” The Dragoon’s eyes began to glow red, becoming so bright Emma had to turn off the night vision to keep from being blinded. She wanted to turn away from those horrible red eyes, but couldn’t.
 
   “Kill him already!” Marlin shouted.
 
   “She can’t kill me, ghost. She’s too afraid of getting blood on her hands—”
 
   As the Dragoon spoke, Emma’s vision filled with red. Not the bright red of the Dragoon’s eyes, but a much darker red. She put a hand to her face and felt something sticky there. She held up her glove to see blood dripping from it. More blood began to appear on her glove. She held up the other hand to see it too covered in blood.
 
   “Blood,” she whispered. “Blood…everywhere.”
 
   The Sword of Justice clattered to the rooftop while Emma staggered away from the Dragoon. He got to his feet and fired a barrage of claws, but she still had enough wherewithal to dodge these. She rolled off the roof and plummeted five stories to the sidewalk below. The armor protected her from the fall, but when she got to her feet, she saw a figure lying in the street, covered in blood.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Marlin shouted at her.
 
   “Blood,” Emma whispered again. “So much blood.”
 
   “There isn’t any blood, you twit! He’s done something to your mind. It’s an illusion. You’ve got to fight against it.”
 
   She ignored this as she stumbled towards the figure in the road. Once she reached it, she sank to her knees and screamed. She felt a sharp pain in her head, as if someone were driving nails into her skull. The figure in the road disappeared, but the blood remained. She’s not here, Emma thought. I have to find her.
 
   “Damn it, Emma, get up and let’s go home!” Marlin shouted.
 
   “Home,” she whispered. She nodded slightly and then loped off into the night.
 
   ***
 
   Becky had finished the entire box of chocolates by eleven o’clock. She didn’t have any idea how long an opera lasted. There was the possibility they would go out afterwards to get some coffee—or tea in Emma’s case. Becky doubted they would go back to his place or anywhere else to make out. Emma wasn’t that kind of girl. She didn’t put out on the first date. Becky didn’t think Dr. Dreyfus was the type to try and force himself on Emma, but maybe she was wrong.
 
   She became even more worried once the phone rang at midnight. The moment she heard Dr. Dreyfus’s voice, she knew something had gone wrong. “Is she there?” he asked.
 
   “Emma? No. I thought she was with you,” Becky said.
 
   “She was, but then she left to get an ambulance—”
 
   “An ambulance?”
 
   “There was some kind of riot here. Then this old man was having a heart attack. We got him into the bathroom and she said she’d get an ambulance. They showed up but she didn’t.”
 
   “Shit,” Becky said. 
 
   “You haven’t heard from her?”
 
   “No. Where are you?”
 
   “I’m at the hospital. If you do see her, tell her the old man pulled through.”
 
   “That’s great,” Becky said absently.
 
   “I’m going back to the opera house,” he said. “Maybe she’s still there.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll stay here in case she shows up. You’d better call the second you find anything out,” she said. She loaded as much menace as possible into her voice.
 
   “I’m really sorry about all of this.”
 
   “You’d better be. It’s your fault.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “You’d better get off the line. She might try to call.”
 
   Becky hung up the phone and then let out a scream of rage. She should have known better than to let Emma go off alone like that. She should have found someone to make it a double date. Then she could have kept an eye on her best friend, to keep her out of trouble.
 
   She heard a metallic thud from Emma’s bedroom. She ran down the hallway, to the bedroom. Maybe she had used the fire escape, though it wasn’t like Emma not to call. She should have known her date and her best friend were worried about her.
 
   Becky tapped on the door. “Emma? Are you in there?” She pressed her ear to the door. From inside she could hear the sound of someone whimpering. “Emma? Are you all right?” When Emma still didn’t answer, Becky said, “I’m going to come in now.”
 
   She threw open the door to find the room dark. She stepped over to Emma’s bed, but didn’t see or feel her friend on it. She could clearly hear her friend moaning. 
 
   Squinting in the darkness, she saw Emma hunched in the corner, clad in only her underwear. Becky shook her head and said, “It’s all right, Emma. Whatever happened, you can tell me about it.”
 
   Becky stood up and started to go around the bed. At the foot of it, she stumbled over something, barely catching herself in time. She reached down to find a piece of metal with a leather strap on the back of it. She felt around and found more pieces of metal with straps and buckles connected to them. When she assembled these in her mind, they made up a leg.
 
   As she continued to grope around, she found a breastplate with an unmistakable feminine shape. She found a helmet with a plume attached to it, which confirmed her suspicions. Even in the dim light from the hallway, Becky knew what this was. It was the suit of armor that woman in the alley had worn, the one who had saved her life. Is this why she was so upset?
 
   “Emma, it’s all right. You didn’t have to keep it secret from me. I’m not mad.”
 
   With the helmet in hand, she crept around the other side of the bed to kneel down in front of Emma. Emma turned around, but there was something terribly wrong with her eyes. They no longer had an iris or a pupil; they had become entirely gold-colored. These lit up as she stared at Becky. 
 
   “Emma, what happened—?”
 
   That was as far as she got before Emma took hold of her arms and threw her backwards. Becky flew across the room and crashed through the wall. She lay amongst a pile of drywall and stared up at her friend, whose eyes continued to glow. “Emma—”
 
   “Home,” Emma muttered and then stomped towards the window. Becky reached out to try and grab her, but couldn’t. As her world went dark, Becky heard her friend land on the fire escape.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
   Becky got on her tiptoes to open the door to the classroom. Inside she saw a semicircle of chairs in front of a chalkboard. On the other side of the room were rugs and more toys than Becky had ever seen before. She wanted to go over and play with these, but other kids were already over there.
 
   These other kids looked vastly different from her. Their clothes looked brand new and fit properly. Their backpacks looked new as well, not all dirty and torn like hers. None of them were fat, at least not fat like her. She looked down at her feet, already feeling like an outcast.
 
   She hoped she could go unseen, but a boy saw her and said, “Look at the big pig!” He began to oink at her, some of the others following suit. Mama called her Piggy all the time, but this was different. These were strangers being mean to her.
 
   She slunk off to sit in one of the chairs, the one closest to the window. She had never seen a yard so big and green or a tree so tall and leafy except in picture books. A robin fluttered past the window to perch itself on the tree. She stared at its red breast until she heard a woman say, “Now you be a good girl and play nice with the other children.”
 
   The woman knelt down in front of a little girl with red pigtails. These pigtails were perfectly balanced, a pink ribbon that exactly matched the girl’s dress tying back each one. That dress looked brand new like the clothes the other kids wore.
 
   “I wiw, Mommy,” the girl said.
 
   “I know you will, baby. I’ll be right here when you’re done. If you’re good we can go get ice cream.”
 
   “Oh boy!” the girl said. She leaned forward to kiss her mother on the cheek. “I wuv you, Mommy.”
 
   “I love you too, baby.” She gave the girl a hug and then a kiss on the forehead.
 
   This scene nearly brought tears to Becky’s eyes. Her mother had never said anything like that to her. Her mother never hugged her or kissed her. Instantly she felt a tide of jealousy rise up in her. She turned back to the window, but the robin had gone.
 
   “What are you doing here, baby?” the boy who had teased Becky earlier said. His use of the word “baby” sounded far different from the girl’s mother.
 
   “I’m not a baby,” the girl said. “Babies ow zewo to two. I’m fo.”
 
   “You talk like a baby.”
 
   “Do not.”
 
   “Do so,” the boy said. He pushed his voice up an octave as he said, “You tawk wike a widow baby.”
 
   Becky probably would have slugged the boy by now, but this girl didn’t. She didn’t even cry. She walked away to sit down next to Becky. To Becky’s surprise, the girl took a book out of her bag—a real book, with chapters—and began to read. She continued to do this until the teacher came in.
 
   Their teacher was an old woman named Mrs. Borland, who had such a soft voice it was difficult to hear her sometimes. Once the other kids took their seats, she had everyone introduce themselves. The mean boy introduced himself as Scotty Harper; at least now Becky would know what name to use when she had to tell on him.
 
   The girl next to Becky said, “My name is Emma Earw. Mommy said I have to come here to wearn to pway with other kids.”
 
   “That’s very nice, Emma,” Mrs. Borland said.
 
   Then it was Becky’s turn. “My name is Becky Beech,” she said and then sat down, so they wouldn’t have any more reasons to make fun of her.
 
   For their first lesson, Mrs. Borland drew a letter ‘A’ on the board. She made long and short sounds of it and then asked who knew of any words that began like that. Emma raised her hand, almost popping out of her seat until Mrs. Borland acknowledged her. She began a list of words that went on for three minutes until the teacher finally stopped her. “That’s very good, Emma. Anyone else?”
 
   Emma’s freckled cheeks turned red at this. She looked down at the floor; her lower lip trembled as if she were about to cry. She didn’t raise her hand to answer the next question.
 
   Halfway through class, Mrs. Borland came around with a tray of milk and chocolate chip cookies. Becky gulped the cookies down in two bites; she hadn’t eaten cookies since her third birthday. She turned back to the window, so she couldn’t see the other kids eat their snack.
 
   When she felt someone nudge her in the midsection she thought it was Scotty Harper trying to pick on her. “Leave me alone,” she snapped.
 
   “Sowwy,” Emma said. “I thought you might want my cookies. Mommy says I can’t eat chocowate. I’m awergic to it.”
 
   Becky turned to see Emma looking down at her feet, her lip trembling again. If Becky didn’t take the cookies the girl would probably start to cry. Besides, Becky was still hungry. “Thanks,” she said. She took the cookies from Emma. The little girl reached into her backpack for a paper bag, inside which she had a couple of oatmeal raisin cookies.
 
   “You want to spwit them?” she asked.
 
   “You’re not hungry?”
 
   “Not weawy.” Still hungry, Becky ate one-and-a-half of these, while Emma only nibbled on half of one. 
 
   After the snack, they each took a rug for a nap. When Emma tried to set hers down, Scotty Harper snatched it from her hands. “Babies can’t sleep here. You’ll probably wet your diaper.”
 
   “I don’t have a diaper.” She tried to take the rug back, but Scotty pulled it out of her reach.
 
   Mrs. Borland had stepped out of the room to show another girl to the bathroom or else she might have intervened. There was nothing Emma could do then except to futilely reach for the rug and shout, “Give it back!” 
 
   Becky could see it wouldn’t be long before Emma started to cry. This little girl who had been so generous to her didn’t deserve that. Becky stepped past Emma, to snatch the rug from Scotty’s hands. When he tried to get it back, she shoved him away. “We don’t want to sleep near any stinky boys anyway,” she said. She took Emma’s arm and led her away from the others.
 
   “Thank you,” Emma said.
 
   “It’s all right. He’s a meany anyway.” 
 
   With that they lay side-by-side on the floor. Becky smiled at her new friend.
 
   ***
 
   When she opened her eyes, Becky felt a moment of disorientation before she recognized Emma’s bedroom. She hoped she would find out this had all been a terrible dream. That idea went out the window when she saw she was still inside the wall of Emma’s bedroom. With a groan she sat up. Her head ached and if she moved it more than a millimeter the entire room would spin. As she reached up to check the back of her head for blood, she realized she had somehow kept hold of the helmet.
 
   Becky didn’t know how to make sense of the rest of what she’d seen. Why had Emma’s eyes been glowing like that? And how the hell could she throw Becky into a wall? None of it made any sense.
 
   A flash of white light blinded her. She was still blinking away the popping flashbulbs as she felt a hand on her shoulder. She tried to shake it away, but the hand held firm. “It’s all right, Rebecca. We’re not going to hurt you,” Mrs. Chiostro whispered.
 
   Becky couldn’t hold back a nervous laugh. “No one calls me Rebecca,” she said. “Not even my mom ever did.”
 
   Her vision finally cleared enough that she could see the old seamstress beside her on the floor. Mrs. Chiostro smiled at Becky and said, “I think it’s a beautiful name. Now, up we go.”
 
   Despite that Mrs. Chiostro was a couple inches shorter and much lighter, she didn’t seem to have any trouble at all in hoisting Becky up to her feet. Becky’s head spun again for a moment, so she had to reach out for Emma’s bed to keep from falling down. Mrs. Chiostro helped her to sit down on the bed to rest.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Becky asked. “Emma doesn’t need a dress.”
 
   “I know, dear. Your friend is in serious trouble. We need your help.”
 
   Becky was about to ask who Mrs. Chiostro meant by “we,” but then she saw another old woman in the doorway. This old woman wore a green army jacket and camouflage pants.  Becky couldn’t help but notice the gun holstered on the woman’s hip. “You didn’t get a chance to meet my sister Sylvia earlier,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “Hi,” Becky said. She eyed the gun; were they here to rob her?
 
   “I looked around the building but there’s no sign of her,” Sylvia said. “She’s moving pretty damned fast for a mortal.”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro sat down on the bed beside Becky and put an arm around her shoulder. “This isn’t going to make much sense, at least not in the traditional sense. What you have to understand is there is a whole other world out there, one kept hidden from normal people like you. It’s the world of magic.”
 
   “Magic? Like David Copperfield?”
 
   “No, dear. Real magic.” Becky nearly fainted as she watched Mrs. Chiostro go from an elderly woman to a beautiful young girl in seconds. This much younger woman tossed long blond hair over her shoulder so Becky could see she still had the same kindly blue eyes. “Some of us, like Sylvia and I, were born into this world.”
 
   “What are you?”
 
   “We’re witches. We have been for a long time now. Five hundred twelve years for me to be exact.”
 
   “Are you actually sisters?”
 
   “Yes,” Sylvia said. Becky turned to see that she too had made herself into a young woman, only with wavy dark red hair that reminded Becky of Emma’s mother. “You don’t see the resemblance?” 
 
   “There are more of us around the world. Not biological sisters, but sisters in magic,” Mrs. Chiostro said. “We make sure magic stays in balance and doesn’t do harm to people like you.”
 
   Becky looked from Mrs. Chiostro back to Sylvia. Maybe there was a way for them to fake those transformations; if so they should definitely be in Las Vegas. Then there was the matter of how they had suddenly appeared in the apartment. “Okay, let’s say you are witches and there really is magic. What does that have to do with Emma?”
 
   “Your friend found a magic suit of armor created by Merlin the wizard millennia ago. She became what’s known as the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “So you’re saying Emma found this armor and now she’s a superhero?”
 
   “That’s one way to think of it, yes.”
 
   “Then what happened to her?”
 
   “That’s much harder to explain. We’re not even sure exactly what happened. What we do know is she was fighting a particularly nasty monster called the Black Dragoon and he used some kind of hypnosis on her. She started to have terrible visions and that’s when it happened.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We think the armor sensed she was cracking up and so it bonded with her to try and stabilize her mind.”
 
   Becky looked down at the armor scattered around the floor and then at the wall. “Doesn’t seem like it worked.”
 
   “I’m afraid not.” Mrs. Chiostro patted Becky’s arm. “But it could have been much worse. It could have simply destroyed her, turned her into a pile of ash.”
 
   “It would do that?”
 
   “To protect the integrity of its magic, yes, I’m afraid so. In a way she’s very lucky, because now you have a chance to save her.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes. In her present state, she won’t listen to Sylvia or I. But you’re her best friend.”
 
   Becky motioned to the wall. “In case you haven’t noticed, she hasn’t been too friendly to me either.”
 
   “No matter what the Dragoon and the armor have done to her, she’s still the same girl in her heart. Reach that and you can save her.”
 
   “Save her? How am I supposed to do that?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro took out another vial, this one bright red with a label that read, “Lucid Dreaming.” “You must give her two teaspoons of this.”
 
   “And you have to do it by sunrise,” Sylvia said. “Otherwise we have to destroy her.”
 
   “Destroy her?”
 
   “I’m afraid so, dear. We can’t have her running around with the power of the armor and an unstable mind. She’s dangerous.”
 
   Becky wanted to dispute this, but she only had to look at the wall again to know they were right. She eyed the vial warily. “You’re sure it will work?”
 
   “It will work fine,” Mrs. Chiostro said. She smiled, though this didn’t comfort Becky much. “I’ve been doing this for almost five hundred years, dear. I know what I’m doing.”
 
   Becky thought about it for a minute. She remembered the promise she had made to Emma’s mother long ago. She had promised to look after Emma, to make sure nothing bad happened to her. So far she hadn’t done a good job of this, but now was her chance to make up for it. 
 
   She took the red vial from Mrs. Chiostro. “Let’s do it.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro handed Becky a teaspoon. “Remember, give her two teaspoons of this. Two exactly.”
 
   “What if I give her too much?”
 
   “Then she might not wake up again.”
 
   “Oh.” Becky fought back tears at this thought. “Where is she?”
 
   “Sylvia will look for her. The armor’s magic should be able to help us locate her, but we can’t seem to pick up on it.”
 
   Tears finally leaked out of Becky’s eyes as she thought of Emma alone on the dark streets. There were so many bad people out there, people like the ones in the alley. Emma had saved her from them, but now who would save her? “We have to find her,” Becky said. She tried to spring out of bed, but Mrs. Chiostro gently pushed her back down.
 
   “Don’t worry, dear,” she said. “Sylvia is a very good tracker.”
 
   “But she doesn’t know Emma. I do!”
 
   “I know you do, dear, but there’s no use in us running around in circles. You sit here and wait.” 
 
   Becky closed her eyes and tried to think. Where would Emma go? The Plaine Museum, maybe; she had always loved that place. Then Becky remembered what Emma had said after pushing her into the wall. Emma wanted to go home.
 
   “I know where she is,” Becky said.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
   Officer Lois Early slowed her car as she saw a familiar face up ahead. Dwight McDougal, known as “D” on the streets, had already done two stints in prison for dealing. Yet there he was, bent down next to the window of a BMW, no doubt selling weed to some yuppie’s kid.
 
   Early pulled over, careful not to slam the door as she got out. She put a hand to her gun belt, but she didn’t draw the weapon yet. She waited until she was right behind D before she slid the gun out. “Hey, D,” she said. “Remember me?”
 
   The BMW took off; Early memorized the plate number to run it later. “Shit, man,” D said without turning around. “Why you always picking on me?”
 
   “Just lucky, I guess,” she said. “Turn around slow with your hands up.”
 
   He complied with this. He revealed he didn’t have any guns or drugs obviously on his person. “You ain’t got nothing on me, pig,” he said.
 
   “We’ll see.” At times like this she wished for a partner so she could keep the gun on him as she searched for any hidden weapons or narcotics. Instead she put the gun into the waistband of her pants, in the small of her back to make it harder for him to reach.
 
   As expected, she found a half-dozen dime bags in his pockets. “Well well,” she said. “What have we got here?”
 
   “You planted that, bitch,” he said.
 
   “Tell it to your lawyer.”  She took out her cuffs, slapped one onto his wrist and then yanked his arms around his back. She read him his rights, to make sure whatever public defender he got couldn’t try to use that old excuse. Then she pointed him towards her cruiser. “Let’s get you back home.”
 
   He at least wasn’t stupid enough to struggle. Some of them tried to run even with the cuffs on. D had enough experience that he must have known this would be futile. She could easily chase him down and then add resisting arrest on top of possession and dealing.
 
   She had D halfway to the cruiser when she heard a man scream from the alley. Early took the gun from behind her back and braced for trouble. Another scream came from the alley, but no shots. Probably a knife. Or it could be something more exotic like a garrote. She hoped not; she hoped it was someone with a sore tummy.
 
   She unlocked one of the cuffs around D’s wrist, to snap the cuff onto a parking meter. “What you doing?” he asked. “You can’t leave me here.”
 
   “This shouldn’t take too long. Be a good boy until I get back.”
 
   With that she started towards the alley. It occurred to her she was under no obligation to do anything. People screamed all the time. She didn’t have to check out every one of them. She could take D back to her car and then haul his ass to the precinct for booking. By the time she wrote it up, she’d be able to go home. She could crawl into bed with her husband for a couple of hours and then get the kids up for school.
 
   Yet she didn’t stop or turn around. She was a cop. She wasn’t about to run and hide now. With a deep breath, she edged into the alley.
 
   At first she only saw a barrel on its side, a few bits of debris still on fire. This provided enough light that she could see three men lying on the ground, against one wall. They didn’t look as if they were napping. Her stomach fluttered as she thought of the Robinson Park massacre. Whoever it was might be at it again.
 
   Then she heard another scream, this one a woman’s scream. She saw a woman clad in only her underwear in a corner, hands pressed to her head. The woman’s red hair covered her face, but the rest of her appeared to be uninjured. Early cleared her throat. “Are you all right—?”
 
   The woman looked up then and Early saw the bizarre gold eyes. Early had seen a lot in her years on the force, but nothing like that. Were they some kind of special contact lenses? That was too strange of a fad even for Rampart City.
 
   Early forced herself to take a step towards the woman; she kept one hand out in what she hoped was a friendly gesture. “Are you hurt?” The woman said nothing. Early took another step forward. “You’re safe now. I’m a police officer—”
 
   The strange yellow eyes began to glow. “Stay away from me!” the woman shrieked.
 
   Officer Early had dealt with victims of almost every crime imaginable. She had learned how to deal with people who were frightened or shell-shocked from violence. Yet those yellow eyes made her take a step back. “All right,” she said. “I’ll stay back. Let’s talk this over. I can help you. Why don’t you tell me what happened here?” 
 
   “I—” the woman’s sentence became a scream. She collapsed on the ground, her hands pressed to her eyes. She shook her head wildly. 
 
   Early hurried over and put a hand on the woman’s back. “Come on,” Early said. “Let’s get out of here. I’ll take you to someone who can help.”
 
   Officer Early wrapped an arm around the woman’s narrow waist and then hoisted her somewhat upright. The woman didn’t struggle; she kept shaking her head. “I need you to walk now. Can you do that?”
 
   The woman didn’t say anything, but she did put a foot forward. “There now, very good. Let’s keep going.” 
 
   It took them a good ten minutes to reach Early’s car. She turned the girl away so she wouldn’t see D still chained up to the meter. “Hey, bitch, what about me?” he called out. Early ignored him and opened the back door of the cruiser.
 
   She helped the woman lie down on the backseat, where the girl continued to shake her head. She began to whisper something too, but Early couldn’t make out the words. Early gave up and took her seat behind the wheel.
 
   This was far beyond her abilities as a beat cop. Whoever this girl was and whatever was going on in her head, she needed some professional help. Proper procedure dictated taking the woman to the hospital to be kept in the psych ward, but Early’s years of Catholic upbringing told her a priest would be better. The way the woman shook and mumbled, not to mention those eyes; this girl needed an exorcism, not psychiatric analysis. 
 
   She turned on the radio to call the hospital so they could have someone waiting. She kept her voice as low as possible as the dispatcher came on the line. “Listen, I need you to patch me through to Rampart General. I’ve got a psych consult for them.”
 
   Before Early could get a response, the girl tore through the divider between the seats as if it were made of paper. The woman punched the radio hard enough to leave only a sparking dent where the radio had been. When the girl turned to her, those golden eyes glowed.
 
   “Take me home. Now!”
 
   Thinking of her husband and two children, Early nodded. “Sure. Where is home?”
 
   The woman rattled off an address in Parkdale. Early could get fired for taking a loony out to Parkdale. On the other hand that loony had already taken down three bums and a police radio. Early didn’t want to be next in line. She slipped the car into drive. D shook his fist at her as she drove off, though right now she would gladly change places with him.
 
   ***
 
   When Mrs. Chiostro had asked for a blanket, Becky had thought it was to take along for Emma. Becky retrieved Emma’s quilt from the closet, the same quilt they had shared often enough as kids on cold nights. Mrs. Chiostro took the quilt and then spread it on the floor.
 
   “What are you doing?” Becky asked.
 
   “You’ll see,” the old witch said and then began to speak words Becky had never heard before. She doubted they were words in any documented language. 
 
   Her eyes widened as the quilt began to rise into the air. She took a step back and stumbled onto Emma’s bed. From there she watched the quilt rise to the top of the mattress as Mrs. Chiostro continued to chant. Becky had heard of a flying carpet before, but she had never heard of a flying quilt. “Don’t worry,” Mrs. Chiostro said, “it’s perfectly safe.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Of course, dear. You have to hold on real tight.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about. It will take you right to her house. You won’t even have to steer.”
 
   “That’s comforting.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro patted Becky’s cheek. “Emma is counting on you, dear. You want to help her, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then this is the only way you can get there in time.”
 
   “You can’t zap me there?”
 
   “I’m afraid I haven’t spent much time in Parkdale. I can only vanish you to somewhere I’ve been.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I know it’s scary, but it will be safe. We’ve done this before, haven’t we?”
 
   She turned to her sister, who had reappeared about ten minutes ago, still without any sign of Emma. Sylvia shrugged. “It’s Glenda’s spell. I’ve never tried it.”
 
   “You’re not helping.”
 
   “You want me to lie to the kid?”
 
   “You’re sure there’s no other way?” Becky asked.
 
   “It’s all right, dear. Everything will be fine.” Mrs. Chiostro led Becky over to the quilt they had taken from Emma’s closet. This now hovered six inches in the air thanks to the spell the witches had put on it. Becky stared at it for a moment and then reached out to touch it; the quilt felt solid enough. “See? It’s fine.”
 
   “Make sure you hold on real tight during the landing,” Sylvia said. “Too bad we don’t have a helmet that fits.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “I’m preparing her for the worst.”
 
   “You always were such a worrywart.”
 
   “Someone has to be.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro glared at her little sister and then peeled the front edge of the quilt up so Becky could take it in her hands. As soon as she did, the quilt began to rise. “Good luck, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said. “Remember, two teaspoons.”
 
   “I’ll remember,” Becky said. She hoped she lived long enough to give Emma the potion.
 
   The quilt sailed through the open window without any prompting. Becky turned to see Mrs. Chiostro waving at her while Sylvia nodded. So far they had been good witches, but what if this turned out to be some kind of crazy trap? Maybe they got their kicks flattening people with flying quilts.
 
   She didn’t have any more time to think once the quilt rose over the rooftop of the apartment building. From there it began to move ahead; the quilt picked up speed until Becky was certain they had broken the sound barrier. She did her best to keep hold of the quilt and closed her eyes so she wouldn’t get sick. Despite how much she wanted to scream, she kept her mouth closed so she wouldn’t swallow any bugs.
 
   A couple minutes later, the quilt began its descent. Becky opened her eyes to see Emma’s old neighborhood, the rows of ranch houses all of roughly the same design. Off to the west, she could make out the trailer park where her little sisters still lived. If this plan failed, her sisters might have to bury her before much longer. Then again, there might not be enough left of her for anyone to bury when this thing came down.
 
   As Sylvia had warned, the quilt dove towards Emma’s house like one of her precious meteors. Becky clung to the front of the quilt for dear life while she flattened the rest of her body. She finally opened her mouth to scream as the front yard rose up before her. “Oh shit!” she wailed as the quilt made its final descent.
 
   It came to a stop inches from the ground. Becky didn’t believe this at first. She continued to cling to the front of the quilt for a full minute. When the quilt still didn’t slam into the ground, Becky took one hand off of the quilt to reach down to the ground. It was perfectly solid and a little moist from early morning dew.
 
   She finally let go and then rolled onto the front yard. She lingered there a moment, as she tried to remember the last time she had smelled actual grass. It had to have been before Emma had left for college. Since then she had lived in the trailer with its tiny dirt yard and then in the city, where the only grass was in Robinson Park.
 
   When she got to her feet, she saw the police car in the driveway. Not a Parkdale car but a Rampart City cruiser. What the hell? Why were the Rampart City police here? Maybe that bitchy detective had someone staking out the place. Becky took a moment to smooth down her hair and clothes; if any cops asked she was visiting an old friend’s house.
 
   She knew something was wrong as she neared the front door—or where the front door had been. Emma must have torn the door off its hinges. Becky paused for a moment and wondered again if she should do this. Then she patted the red vial in a pocket and remembered why she had come. Emma needed her and she wouldn’t let her friend down again.
 
   The walls of the house looked the same, but all of the furniture and pictures were gone. Emma had sold or donated the furniture after Aunt Gladys went into the nursing home. The pictures she had kept stored away. Becky hadn’t brought up the idea of retrieving these to hang in the apartment yet.
 
   As she stepped into the living room, a flood of memories came back to her. The Earl family had not watched a lot of television, but she and Emma had sat there watching a few movies. She remembered the first time they watched An Affair to Remember late at night in their pajamas. Emma’s mother brought them a bowl of popcorn and then later Emma’s father had come in to turn off the TV and carry his daughter to bed. He didn’t carry Becky, either because she was too heavy or he didn’t think it appropriate. Instead he had shaken her awake and said, “Let’s get you to bed, kiddo.”
 
   Becky had smiled sleepily and nodded. She had secretly loved that he called her “kiddo” the same as Emma, as if she were a member of the family. It was a far cry from her family, where she was addressed as “Piggy” or “Dummy” or something worse. But now Emma’s father was gone and no one would be holding any sleepovers here anymore.
 
   In the dining room she found the police officer. Like Becky back at the apartment, the woman lay inside the dining room wall. It took Becky some effort to pull the policewoman free. As she did, Becky gasped.
 
   The woman looked nearly identical to Emma’s mom. The same curly chestnut hair and pale skin. She was probably about the same height too. The tag on the woman’s breast read, “Early.” Holy shit, Becky thought.
 
   Early was still breathing and didn’t seem seriously injured. She should probably go to a hospital to make sure, but not until Becky helped Emma. Provided she could find Emma.
 
   She tried her friend’s old bedroom first. This still had the same pink walls with marks from where Emma had hung her copy of the periodic table and a star chart. Becky felt the marks on the carpet from Emma’s bed and desk. As she touched the carpet, she remembered how often they had played and talked on the floor. They had discussed their futures on this carpet, futures that hadn’t exactly turned out like they had planned.
 
   There was only one place left Emma could be if she were still in the house. Becky went to the doorway of the master bedroom, only to find the door off its hinges. This has to be it, she told herself. She took a deep breath and then stepped inside.
 
   Emma huddled in the corner the same as she had done back at their apartment. Becky could hear her sobbing. “Emma?” There was no response at first. “Emma, it’s me. It’s Becky.”
 
   Finally Emma turned around to reveal those weird gold eyes. These glowed in the dim light of the bedroom. “Becky?”
 
   “Yes. I’m here.”
 
   She braced herself for Emma to punch her again, but after a moment of staring at her, Emma said, “Becky, help me. Make it stop. Please!”
 
   Becky risked kneeling down next to her friend and put a hand on Emma’s shoulder. “What is it, Emma? What’s wrong?”
 
   Emma looked down at her hands. “The blood. There’s so much of it. It won’t stop. Why won’t it stop?” The yellow eyes glowed again and Emma took a hold of Becky’s dress. “You have to make it stop!”
 
   “I can.” With her free hand, Becky reached in her pocket for the red vial and spoon. “You have to take two teaspoons of this potion. Then it will stop.”
 
   Emma tightened her grip on the front of Becky’s dress. “What is this? Poison?”
 
   Becky forced herself to look into those terrible gold eyes. “You know I would never hurt you, Emma. I’m your friend. I’ve always been your friend. Ever since kindergarten. Do you remember?”
 
   Emma let go of Becky’s dress. Her hands went instead to her eyes. She bent forward until her forehead touched the carpet. She shook her head violently and whispered one word over and over again: “Blood.”
 
   “There’s no blood here, Emma. The Dragoon is trying to trick you.” Becky bent down and put a hand on Emma’s back. “But the Emma I know is too smart to fall for that. She would never believe such a simple trick.”
 
   This had the desired effect of prompting Emma to look up. Becky hoped it wasn’t to throw her into a wall again. “A trick?”
 
   “That’s right. It’s not real. There’s no blood here.”
 
   Emma shook her head. “I still see it. Mom’s blood.”
 
   Now Becky understood. The Dragoon had found Emma’s most vulnerable point: her parents. The guilt she had run from for eleven years had now manifested itself as a nightmare from which Emma could not awaken. Becky looked down at the vial again. Lucid Dreaming. Maybe a dream was the only way to end this nightmare. 
 
   She risked taking Emma by the shoulders. Emma didn’t try to shake her away, at least not yet. “Emma, listen. You have to trust me. You have to take this potion. It’s the only way.” Emma stared at her, those yellow eyes impossible to read. “Please. I promised your mother I would take care of you. I know I haven’t done the best job of that so far, but you have to do this for me. And for her and your father.”
 
   Emma’s hand reached out slowly. Becky pressed the vial into it. Emma twisted off the cap and then took the teaspoon from Becky. “Two teaspoons?” Emma whispered.
 
   “That’s right. Exactly two.”
 
   “All right.” Becky watched as Emma poured the first tablespoon and then put it into her mouth. Nothing happened. Then she poured the second and drained it—
 
   Becky caught her friend as Emma’s eyes rolled back into her head. Emma sagged into Becky’s arms, already fast asleep. Becky took the vial from her and then waited.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
   When she was two, she had first seen Mickey’s Christmas Carol on television. After that she had read the original Dickens book. What they had in common was in both the Ghost of Christmas Past took Scrooge back into his past, where the old version of himself watched the young version of himself.
 
   Unlike Scrooge, Emma had no Ghost of Christmas Past to guide her. She opened her eyes to find herself looking down at her younger self. Herself at eight years old, when the worst crisis in her life was being grounded for breaking her mother’s cherished cat ballerina lamp. Her young self sat beneath the slide of the playground at Parkdale Elementary, where she complained about being grounded to Becky while her older self watched like a ghost.
 
   “I didn’t mean to break it,” Emma said. “It was an accident.”
 
   “She grounded you for it?”
 
   “She thought I was jumping on my bed.”
 
   “Were you?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “That sucks.”
 
   “You shouldn’t say that word.”
 
   Becky rolled her eyes at this; she undoubtedly heard much worse in her mom’s trailer. “So how long did she ground you for?”
 
   “Two weeks. She said we can’t play together during that time.”
 
   “She did?” Becky’s face paled a little at this and even young Emma knew Becky was thinking of all those extra hours in the trailer with her horrible mother.
 
   “She said you can come over and watch TV if you want.”
 
   “Oh. I see. I probably shouldn’t—”
 
   “It’s all right. It’s not your fault I broke the lamp.”
 
   “What’s the big deal about the lamp anyway?”
 
   “Grandma had it when she was a little girl. It’s an heirloom.”
 
   It had always struck Emma as a tacky heirloom, but while her younger self didn’t fully understand the significance, her older self knew the lamp had a lot of sentimental value for Mom. Giving it to Emma had been a rite of passage, a sign Mom thought she was responsible, but she hadn’t been. The ghost of her older self blushed a little at this.
 
   Their discussion stopped as a shadow fell over them. Jimmy Gates was the biggest kid in the third grade because he had been held back for three years in a row due to poor grades. With this size advantage and a bad attitude to go with it, he was the undisputed king of the playground. “What are you doing, Dorky Storky?” he said.
 
   That nickname had come about during a field trip to Emma’s beloved Plaine Museum. She had been standing next to a stuffed stork when Jimmy said, “Hey, dork, that stupid bird looks like you.”
 
   “Storks aren’t stupid,” Emma said.
 
   “You would know, Dorky Storky.” As much as she hadn’t wanted it to, the nickname had stuck with her until high school. She had always hated it because it was partially true. She was gangly and awkward like a stork, especially when they made her play sports in gym class.
 
   As was his custom, Jimmy snatched away the bag containing Emma’s lunch. He rifled through the contents and then made a face. Mom always packed a healthy lunch of a turkey sandwich, carrot sticks, and fruit juice. There were also oatmeal raisin cookies Emma had quickly learned to hide in a pocket so Jimmy wouldn’t see them. He tossed the bag back to Emma. “Shouldn’t you have bugs and fish in there, Dorky Storky?”
 
   When she said nothing to this, he snatched Becky’s lunch from her. Mom packed this as well, so it was the same thing. Again he tossed it back to her. “How do you get so fat eating that shit?” he asked her.
 
   Like Emma, Becky looked down at the ground. She knew better than to stand up to Jimmy. From where she floated, Emma braced for what came next. If Jimmy had simply walked away, everything would have been fine. But he had decided he hadn’t annoyed them enough. His eyes seized upon the book on Emma’s lap, a copy of The Big Bang: New Revelations on Old Science by Dr. Cathy Gerritt, who would give a lecture at the planetarium in a week. Emma had hoped to ask her mother to go, but now that she was grounded, she knew she couldn’t.
 
   Jimmy snatched the book from her. He turned to a picture of Dr. Gerritt on the back. “She’s a nerd like you,” he said. “No wonder you have her book.”
 
   “Give that back!” Emma said. “It’s mine.”
 
   “You really want it back?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He grinned evilly and then tore a page from the book. To Emma’s horror, he wadded the page up and swallowed it. “Wait a day and you can have it back.”
 
   Emma stared at him in shock for a moment. Then rage began to build up within her. Her fists clenched and her jaw set. “Give that back. Now,” she said in a level but menacing voice.
 
   “Or what?”
 
   “I’ll tell Mrs. Hooper.”
 
   “Big whoop. I’m not scared of her.” Just to prove this, he ate another page of the book. He must have decided he couldn’t digest the whole book, so he began to tear pages into confetti. He sprinkled these over Emma’s head as if throwing her a ticker tape parade.
 
   Up above, Emma’s ghost urged her younger self not to do anything. A book isn’t worth it. But her younger self couldn’t hear these thoughts. She lunged forward and caught Jimmy by surprise to knock him down.
 
   Back in those days Emma didn’t know anything about fighting. She punched wildly at him, missing more often than not. Taken by surprise, Jimmy didn’t react at first. When he did, he knocked Emma sideways. Her older self tried to grab Jimmy around the neck to make him stop, but her hands went right through.
 
   She could only watch as her younger self lay on her stomach on the ground. As Jimmy got to his feet, Becky launched herself at him. Her sheer bulk was enough to knock him back to the ground. He reacted quicker this time; he grabbed Becky by her ponytail and then slammed her face into a leg of the slide. Becky howled in pain.
 
   “You two are going to get it now,” he growled.
 
   Before he could hit Becky again, Emma took another run at him. This time it was more like a bug hitting a windshield. It did at least distract him enough that Becky could take off to get the teacher. This turned out to be a very smart decision, one that might have saved Emma’s life.
 
   She lay on the ground in a daze as Jimmy turned back to her. As if she weighed nothing, he spun her around and forced her face into the dirt. “Go on, Dorky Storky, eat the bugs.”
 
   She couldn’t breathe; dirt filled her lungs. She flailed around with her hands, until she scratched Jimmy’s face with one hand. He roared at this and then reached to his back pocket.
 
   When she heard the metallic click, she knew it was his switchblade. She and Becky had seen him showing it off to his toadies. A knife was of course against school policies; he could have been expelled if anyone caught him with it. Emma hadn’t turned him in so she wouldn’t risk his vengeance should he find out she had told on him.
 
   She regretted that as she felt the cold steel blade against the side of her head. “I’m going to add this to my collection,” he whispered. The ground muffled her scream as he began to saw away at her hair. Her body went perfectly still as she didn’t want him to cut off her ear or carve out a part of her scalp. 
 
   There was no way to know for either young or older Emma what Jimmy might have done after he cut off that pigtail. He might have cut off the other one too for fun. He might have slit her throat with the knife. He might have pressed her face into the dirt until she smothered. He didn’t get a chance to do any of these. Mrs. Hooper came running across the playground along with the janitor. Jimmy at least had the sense not to assault an adult. He dropped the knife and then Becky helped Emma sit up. Emma sagged against her friend and began to sob uncontrollably.
 
   ***
 
   She spent the rest of the week at home. She left her bedroom only to use the adjoining bathroom, not even going out for meals. Her parents tried to coax her out, but whenever she thought of emerging from her room, she imagined Jimmy Gates waiting for her with his knife.
 
   “That boy can’t hurt you anymore,” Mom said. “They’ve expelled him from school and he’s going to wind up in juvenile hall.”
 
   “He’w stiw get me,” Emma said. The speech impediment she had spent years to get rid of had reasserted itself. 
 
   “Emma, baby, you know what the doctor said. Think hard about what you want to say.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   Mom stroked her hair, what remained of it and said, “You can’t stay in here forever.”
 
   “Can too.”
 
   The next day, Mom came into her bedroom with an envelope. “Your father bought you a gift,” she said. “Go on, open it.”
 
   Emma did and her eyes filled with tears. Not tears of pain or fear, but tears of happiness. Her father had bought tickets to Dr. Gerritt’s lecture at the planetarium. “But you said I was gwounded,” she said.
 
   “Never mind that, baby. I think you’ve learned your lesson.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   The ghost of her older self screamed at her younger self to say no. Stay home, where it was safe. Don’t go into the city. The city is dangerous. 
 
   Her younger self couldn’t hear her. She only knew her parents loved her and she didn’t want to disappoint them by saying no. And she really wanted to go, despite everything that had happened. Dr. Gerritt was one of her heroes, a trailblazer for women in science. The chance to meet her was too much for her to resist.
 
   “Ow go,” she said. Above, Emma’s ghost began to cry.
 
   ***
 
   Before the big night, Mom took her to the salon. They had done what they could with her hair, but in the end they had cut her hair so short, she looked like a boy. She commented on this to her mother in the car. “You don’t look like a boy,” Mom said. “You look like a very pretty little girl.”
 
   That didn’t stop Emma from obsessively fingering her hair. Her eyes teared up as she thought of how pretty it had looked before, so long and soft. Mom reached over to pat her back. “Don’t worry, baby. It’ll grow back.”
 
   Emma’s older self rode in the backseat. She tried to whisper to her younger self that her mother was right. The hair would grow back, but if she went to the planetarium, she would lose something far more valuable. Still her young self didn’t hear her; the little girl focused on her reflection in the mirror.
 
   To offset the short haircut, Mom brought out Emma’s formal pink dress, the one she wore for special occasions. She found a matching bow and managed to fix it in Emma’s hair as well. “No one can mistake you for a boy now,” Mom said.
 
   “Thanks, Mommy.”
 
   Her parents were careful not to tousle her hair as she took their hands to leave the house. Emma sat in the backseat, her older self sitting beside her. “Don’t go!” her older self screamed. When her younger self didn’t listen, she tried her father, but he couldn’t hear her either, nor could Mom.
 
   The planetarium was a couple of blocks from the Plaine Museum. Emma had been there a few times, though it never held the same magic as the other museum. There was no Percival Graves there to give her exclusive access to any of the exhibits; she had to stay behind the velvet ropes like everyone else.
 
   Despite that she was eight years old and tall for her age, Daddy carried her on his shoulders into the planetarium. She was tall enough that she had to bend down not to crack her head on the doorway. Daddy gave the man inside their tickets and the man smiled at her. “What a cute little girl,” he said.
 
   Emma beamed at this, so grateful this man knew she was a girl, not a gross boy. “Thank you,” she said.
 
   Her good feelings lasted until she saw a boy with the same crew cut as Jimmy Gates. It was a bit darker and the boy wasn’t as tall, but this didn’t matter. She still whimpered at the sight of him. Daddy swung her down to cradle in his arms. “Are you all right, kiddo?”
 
   With Daddy so close to her she did feel much safer. Daddy wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her. “Yes,” she said.
 
   Mom separated from them. “I’ll be back in a minute. Make sure to get us a good seat.” She winked at Emma and Daddy and then disappeared into the crowd.
 
   The inside of the main exhibit hall for the planetarium was perfectly circular, with rings of seats going all the way up. A podium had been rigged in the center for Dr. Gerritt to use. She wasn’t there yet. Daddy carried Emma all the way to the fourth row of seats, the front row for the general admission tickets. 
 
   They sat facing the podium, Mom to one side and Daddy to the other so no one could possibly hurt her. She leaned against her father, grateful for his big, warm body that could keep her safe. She couldn’t hear the ghost of her older self screaming for her to leave now while she still could.
 
   The lights dimmed except for around the podium. Dr. Gerritt came to the stage, a middle-aged woman with brown hair spotted with gray. She adjusted her glasses and then began to speak. The ceiling of the planetarium came to life with artist’s conceptions of the Big Bang and the formation of the universe thereafter.
 
   Young Emma watched this, enthralled not just by the images, but also by Dr. Gerritt’s voice. She had the same passion and love for science Emma did. She had never met anyone like that before. In school her teachers didn’t really care, nor did her classmates. Not even Mr. Graves really cared about science; he was just the janitor. As she listened to Dr. Gerritt, little Emma imagined who she might become when she was an adult.
 
   The presentation lasted for about ninety minutes, after which was a question and answer session. Emma raised her hand and waved it furiously the same way she did in class. Her heart skipped a beat as Dr. Gerritt turned to her and said, “Yes, sweetheart?”
 
   “When you cacuwated the speed of the universe expanding, how did you compensate for the pwesence of dark matter?” she asked.
 
   Dr. Gerritt smiled at this. “That is a very good question, young lady. I see you’ve been doing your homework.” Emma barely listened to the answer, so enraptured that the doctor had complimented her. Mom rubbed Emma’s back to congratulate her.
 
   Once the question and answer period ended, Mom gave Emma a surprise. She had gone to the gift shop and bought a new copy of Dr. Gerritt’s book, the one Jimmy Gates had destroyed. “How about we see if she’ll sign it for you?” Mom said.
 
   “Can we? Oh boy!” She took her mother’s hand and followed her down the rows of seats up to the podium, where Dr. Gerritt chatted with someone else. Emma’s older self continued to scream for them to forget about it, to leave now, before it was too late.
 
   Young Emma of course ignored this. She waited patiently with Mom until Dr. Gerritt had finished talking to the other person. Then the doctor turned to her and smiled. “I remember you,” she said. “That was a very good question you asked. A lot of scientists much older than you didn’t even think of that.”
 
   “They didn’t?”
 
   “Nope,” Dr. Gerritt said. “You must really like science.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, if you keep studying and work really hard, someday you’ll be a great scientist.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Yes I do.” She saw the book Emma clutched to her chest and then said, “Did you want me to sign your book?”
 
   “Yes, pwease.”
 
   “I take it you’ve read it.”
 
   “Twee times.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Wow.” Dr. Gerritt scribbled her name and a message: Reach for the stars and all your dreams will come true!
 
   As she handed the book back, Dr. Gerritt said, “You are such a brave little girl. My niece has leukemia and she can’t even get out of bed.”
 
   Emma stared blankly at the doctor while Mom said, “Oh, no, Emma’s not sick. She had an accident with the scissors.” 
 
   “Oh dear, I’m so sorry. I thought—I’m terribly sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Mom said. “Isn’t it, baby?”
 
   Emma nodded, but she couldn’t look the doctor in the eye. She took her mother’s hand, grateful to flee from the auditorium.
 
   ***
 
   Young Emma barely held back tears until they got to the car. She was so ugly Dr. Gerritt had thought she was sick. She hunched forward in her seat and sobbed. “Dr. Gerritt didn’t mean anything by that,” Mom said. 
 
   “She thought I’m ugwy. She thought I’m sick.”
 
   “Come on, kiddo,” Daddy said. “You’re not sick. You’re perfectly healthy.”
 
   This did little to console Emma. She continued to cry as she said, “I don’t wanna go back to schoow.”
 
   “Emma, you have to go to school. You can’t be a scientist like Dr. Gerritt if you don’t go to school,” Mom said.
 
   “I don’t care. Everyone wiw make fun of me.”
 
   “Oh, baby, don’t worry about that. Your hair will grow back.”
 
   “Ow stiw be ugwy.”
 
   “No, you’re not ugly. You’re very pretty.”
 
   That was when it happened. As they drove through the intersection, the light perfectly green, the whole car was bathed in white light. Mom had enough time to scream before the car slammed into the driver’s side. 
 
   Emma was thrown against her seatbelt, but it held fast. She was thrown back against the seat, but she was all right. Her ghost sat on the seat with her; she knew young Emma would suffer no more than bruises from the crash.
 
   Her father wasn’t so lucky. Emma’s ghost drifted forward to see him hunched over the wheel. There hadn’t been an airbag on the driver’s side, not that it would have mattered anyway, since the other car had plowed practically right into him. Her older self let out a sob to see the blood flowing down her father’s face, his body limp over the steering wheel while the horn wailed futilely.
 
   Her younger self tried to lean forward; she knew something was wrong with Daddy. “Daddy?” she asked with a whimper.
 
   Mom had a gash on her forehead, but she wasn’t too badly hurt from the crash. She unfastened her seat belt and then turned to Emma. “Don’t look, baby. Daddy’s sleeping.”
 
   “But—”
 
   Mom fixed her with a hard stare, as she usually did when she was punishing Emma. “Emma, I want you to listen very carefully. I want you to lie down on the seat, as flat as you can. Leave Daddy alone while he’s sleeping. Don’t even look at him. No matter what happens, you stay perfectly still and don’t make a sound. Do you understand?”
 
   Young Emma nodded her understanding while her older ghost could only silently beg that her mother stay in the car. With a tight smile, Mom tousled Emma’s hair and then said, “Mommy is going to make a phone call. I’ll be back soon.”
 
   Young Emma was a good girl. She had always been a good girl. She lay flat on the seat as Mommy had said; she didn’t look at her father. From that position she heard muffled voices and then two loud pops like fireworks. But even at eight years old she knew these weren’t fireworks.
 
   Her older self floated out of the car to follow Mom. Her mother bolted from the car, though she must have known it was futile. The two men in ski masks were right behind her; one clutched a black bag that contained the money they had stolen. The other held up a pistol. He wasn’t about to let Mom call the police, despite that she hadn’t seen their faces. 
 
   Emma’s ghost screamed at the man to lower the gun. “Don’t kill Mommy!” she screamed. “Please!”
 
   The man didn’t hear her. He fired twice. The first shot caught Mom in the small of the back. The second probably would have also hit her in the back if she hadn’t been falling forward. The bullet instead smashed into her skull. She pitched forward onto the pavement, where she lay motionless.
 
   One of the men looked back towards the car. It must have occurred to him to check for witnesses. He didn’t see young Emma lying flat on the backseat, not making a sound even as her mother lay bleeding in the street. The other man, the one with the gun, shouted, “C’mon, let’s go!” 
 
   They disappeared into the night.
 
   Emma’s ghost knelt beside her mother and turned her over onto her back. Mom’s blue eyes had gone cold and lifeless. These eyes stared at her accusingly. “I’m sorry, Mom. I’m so sorry. It’s my fault.”
 
   “Who ow you?” a tiny voice asked.
 
   Emma’s older self turned to see her young self standing there. The little girl stared right at her. At last she could see her older self, now that it was too late. “I’m a friend,” she said.
 
   “What’s wong with Mommy?”
 
   Emma’s older self looked down at the pavement. How could she explain this to an eight-year-old who had never experienced death? “Mommy’s sleeping,” she said.
 
   This didn’t fool her younger self. The little girl knelt down beside Mom and touched the pool of blood rapidly spreading across the pavement. “Bwood,” she said. “Mommy’s bweeding.”
 
   “I know, sweetheart,” Emma said. She put an arm around her younger self and pulled the little girl close.
 
   “Can’t you do something?” the little girl asked, her eyes full of hope. Emma was an adult; adults were supposed to make things better.
 
   “There’s nothing anyone can do. She’s gone.”
 
   “No! She’s not gone! You can make her better. You have to make her better.”
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie. I can’t. No one can.” 
 
   Her younger self began to sob uncontrollably. “It’s my fawt,” she whispered. 
 
   “No,” Emma told the little girl. “It wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “Was too! If I hadn’t wanted to go to the pwanetarium, they wouldn’t be here.”
 
   Emma stroked the little girl’s short hair while they both stared down at her mother’s dead eyes. “No one can see the future, sweetie. There was no way for you to know.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No one can change the past.” Emma thought of what Mrs. Chiostro had told her at the funeral home. “You should remember how much they loved you. Remember the way Daddy used to search your room for monsters. Remember Mommy tucking you in and kissing you goodnight. That’s what they would want. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.” Emma tousled the little girl’s hair and smiled. “Someday you’re going to be a geologist at the Plaine Museum and you’re going to make them very proud.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Just a hunch.” She stood up and took her younger self by the hand. She led the little girl away from her mother’s body; they walked into a fog that had sprung from nowhere. The street, the car, Mom’s body and the pool of blood all disappeared.
 
   Then Emma awoke.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
   Emma hovered in the netherworld between waking and sleeping, too tired to open her eyes but too awake to fall back to sleep. So she did nothing but listen to voices that sounded as if they came from a cave miles away. Strangest of all, these voices seemed to belong to Mrs. Chiostro and her sister Sylvia.
 
   “You really think those chains are going to hold her?” Sylvia asked.
 
   “I doubt they will, but what else can we do?” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “You know what.”
 
   “No. We have to give the potion more time.”
 
   “It’s almost sunrise. You know what happens if we wait too long.”
 
   “Could you really do that? She’s just a girl. Such a sweet girl too.” There was a pause and then Mrs. Chiostro added in an even lower voice, “She’s so much like Brigitte. If that carriage hadn’t gone off the road—”
 
   “That was a hundred years ago, Agnes. She’s not Brigitte. She’s not any of your granddaughters. And she’s not my niece either. Right now she’s another monster.”
 
   “Sylvia, no—”
 
   “I have to do it.”
 
   Becky’s voice joined the conversation. “What are you doing with that?”
 
   “What I have to do. I’m sorry.”
 
   “No! I won’t let you! We have to give her more time.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear, but Sylvia’s right. If we don’t do this by sunrise we may never be able to stop her.”
 
   “But I gave her your potion. You said it would work.”
 
   “I know I did, dear, but we don’t know if it’s working or not. This is too important to risk being wrong.”
 
   “Doesn’t her life matter at all to you?”
 
   “Of course it does—”
 
   “Then why are you doing this?”
 
   “Because there’s a lot more at stake here,” Sylvia said. “Just think if she gets loose again with all that power. Think of all the damage she could do, all the people she could kill.”
 
   “Emma would never kill anyone,” Becky said.
 
   “I know she wouldn’t, but between the Dragoon and the armor, we don’t know what’s going on in her head anymore.”
 
   “I’m not going to let you do it. She’s my friend and—”
 
   Emma heard Mrs. Chiostro speak a few words in a language she had never heard before. They sounded similar to the “magic words” Marlin had taught her to call the armor to her. After the words, Emma heard the thump of something heavy hitting the floor. She wanted to open her eyes, but she couldn’t muster the strength yet.
 
   She felt a warm hand touch her cheek and then heard Sylvia whisper, “I’m sorry about this. I promise it won’t hurt.”
 
   The conversation she had heard made sense now. They were trying to kill her! That gave Emma the strength to open her eyes. She saw Sylvia standing over the bed with a machete in hand. The edge gleamed in the dim light of the room. Emma tried to raise her hands, but something held them down—the chains Sylvia had mentioned. Her feet were tied down as well. There was nothing she could do but watch the machete blade begin to swing down. In a few seconds it would all be over. Maybe then she could finally see her parents again—
 
   At the last moment Sylvia turned her wrists. She threw the machete into the wall, inches over Emma’s head. The old woman bent down and stared into Emma’s eyes. “Holy shit,” she whispered. 
 
   Mrs. Chiostro joined her a moment later. She too bent down to look into Emma’s eyes. The seamstress grinned at Emma. “Welcome back, dear.”
 
   ***
 
   They took the chains off her, but Emma didn’t have the strength to sit up. She barely had the strength to keep her eyes open. It was as if she had been stuck in a coma for months. But it hadn’t been that long, had it? Her throat was so dry she could only wheeze, “How long?”
 
   “You’ve only been asleep for a few hours,” Mrs. Chiostro said. She turned to her sister. “Could you fetch the poor girl some water.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “And check on Rebecca too.”
 
   Sylvia grumbled something as she stomped away. Emma managed to tilt her head up enough to see the machete blade still embedded in the wall. She looked back then at Mrs. Chiostro, who nodded to her. “I’m sorry about that, dear. We thought you had gone mad. If you had, we would have had no choice but to kill you.”
 
   Emma tried to ask why, but could only get out an unintelligible gasp. Mrs. Chiostro touched her cheek. “It’s very difficult to explain. Sylvia and I don’t fully understand it ourselves. It would be best to wait a bit longer. In the meantime, you need to get some rest.”
 
   Emma shook her head. She didn’t want to rest. Not now. If she did, she might never wake up again. “There’s no need to be afraid, dear. We’re not going to hurt you, not since you’re getting better.”
 
   Sylvia returned with a glass of water in hand as well as a mirror. “The fat one is sleeping like a baby. You explain it to her yet?”
 
   “Not yet. I think she needs to rest a bit more first. She’s had quite a night.”
 
   Sylvia nodded and then held out the glass of cloudy water. Given the last item Sylvia had held in her hand, Emma whimpered. She wanted to back away or roll off the bed, but she was still too weak to move. Sylvia smiled at her. “It’s water. As pure as tap water in this city ever gets.”
 
   It tasted like ordinary tap water as Sylvia dribbled a little of it in Emma’s mouth. Despite the rusty tang to it, the water felt good to her parched throat. She nodded at Sylvia, who poured the rest of the glass down Emma’s throat. “Thanks,” Emma whispered. She turned her head towards the door. “What about Becky?”
 
   “She’s fine, dear. She’s taking a nap.”
 
   “You said something to her. I heard.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro looked over to Sylvia, who nodded. The old seamstress took Emma’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know this might be hard for you to accept, but Sylvia and I are witches. Not like in the storybooks, of course. We don’t eat children or live in gingerbread houses or any of that nonsense. But we can cast spells and make potions.”
 
   “A potion.” Emma remembered Becky had handed a red vial to her. She had drunk it and then…and then she had become a ghost in her own past. “You drugged me.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose we did,” Mrs. Chiostro said. “It was for your own good, so you could come back to us.”
 
   She didn’t have the strength to move, but Emma did have the strength to cry as she thought of what she had seen. “I saw it. All of it. But there were two of me. When I was little and now.”
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “My parents. They died.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear. That must have been terrible for you.”
 
   Emma thought back to those final moments, when she had comforted her younger self. Others—police, counselors, Aunt Gladys, Becky, and even Mrs. Chiostro—had all told her the same things, but she had never believed them. Not until the words came out of her own mouth. Then she understood they had been right all along. “Not all of it.”
 
   “I think we should let you get some rest now—”
 
   “No. Tell me the rest of it.” Emma closed her eyes for a moment; she tried to remember what had happened. She remembered fighting the Dragoon on the opera house roof. She had gotten him on the ground, the Sword of Justice ready to strike. But she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t kill him. Then his eyes had begun to glow red. From there everything became a blood-red haze until she remembered Becky talking to her and giving her the potion. For some reason they were in Emma’s old house, in Parkdale. “What did he do to me?”
 
   “We’re not exactly sure, dear. From what Marlin says, he used some kind of hypnotic suggestion on you to drive you mad.”
 
   “And it worked,” Sylvia said.
 
   Emma nodded. If not for Becky her mind might have stayed lost in that red fog forever. “How did I get home?” The witches glanced at each other. “What did I do?”
 
   “Rebecca found a police officer in the house with you. She was unconscious—”
 
   “I killed her?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro squeezed Emma’s hand. “No, dear, nothing so awful. She got a nasty bump on the head. Sylvia took her to the hospital. She’ll be fine in a few days.”
 
   Emma sighed with relief. If she had killed an innocent person she wouldn’t be able to live with herself. “Did I hurt anyone else?”
 
   “Not that we know of.”
 
   “What about the armor? Is it safe?”
 
   “It’s right there in the closet.”
 
   “Most of it,” Sylvia said.
 
   Emma turned to her. “What does that mean? Did I lose some of it?”
 
   “Not quite.” Sylvia held up a mirror to Emma’s eyes. Emma gasped at what she saw. Her eyes were entirely gold except for the black pupils in the center of each. The same gold as the Sword of Justice and the armor’s boots, gloves, and plume.
 
   She worked up enough strength in her left arm to touch her eye. It didn’t feel any different than a normal human eye. “What happened to me?”
 
   “We’re not sure,” Mrs. Chiostro said. “Our theory is the armor bonded with you to try and stabilize your mind. Unfortunately, the armor gave you its strength as well.”
 
   It was only then Emma noticed a hole in the wall behind Mrs. Chiostro. “I did that?”
 
   “I’m afraid so. You pushed Rebecca and she hit the wall.”
 
   “Oh no!”
 
   “But she wasn’t hurt.”
 
   Emma sighed with relief and then looked in the mirror again. “What’s going to happen to me now?”
 
   “We’re not sure—”
 
   Before Mrs. Chiostro could finish, Emma’s entire body seized with pain. She screamed and thrashed her head from side to side, but the rest of her body still didn’t move. Her vision became a wall of golden light that blotted out everything else. The wave of pain lasted for about a minute and then it vanished. Her vision cleared, so she could see the witches staring at her, their faces pale. Emma panted for a few moments before she asked, “What happened?”
 
   Sylvia didn’t say anything, but she held up the mirror again. Emma’s eyes were still mostly golden, but around the edges she saw a sliver of white. “Looks like you’re getting better, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   Emma nodded. She was getting better. It might take a while—and a lot of pain—but eventually she would recover. Then she could find a way to stop the Dragoon once and for all.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
   There wasn’t any pattern to when the changes came. The second happened two hours after the first. The third took five hours to come. The only consistency was each time Emma screamed from the pain.
 
   On the bright side, her eyes looked closer to normal. The whites and pupils looked as they had before the fight on the opera house. The irises were still gold, but Emma told herself it was only a matter of time before they too reverted to their natural blue color. Then she would be herself again and she could get back to normal.
 
   The witches had held her down during the second attack. Not long after it Becky woke up. She and the witches had a brief argument in the living room. Emma doubted she was supposed to hear it, but she could; that was probably another side effect of the armor bonding with her. When the argument ended, the witches left; they had to discuss what had happened with their coven.
 
   Despite the changes to Emma’s eyes, the rest of her body still didn’t feel much better. She had to concentrate in order to move her arms or legs. Her first attempt to stand up had ended after she slid herself to the edge of the bed and then passed out.
 
   Becky took it upon herself to care for Emma as if she were an invalid. She brought Emma a bowl of soup and a can of Sprite for breakfast. Emma would have preferred her usual protein shake, but she didn’t say anything to Becky. Becky had risked her life to save her, even after Emma had thrown her through a wall. “I’m sorry about that,” Emma said.
 
   “You don’t have to be sorry. It wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “I should have killed him instead of giving him the chance to brainwash me.”
 
   Becky sat down on the edge of the bed and patted Emma’s knee. “Don’t beat yourself up about it, kid. You’re not a killer. That’s why you’re the superhero.”
 
   Emma remembered the alley where she had stopped a gang from mugging and possibly doing worse to Becky. She had refused to kill those criminals as she hadn’t been able to kill the Dragoon. “Maybe you were right in the alley. Maybe I shouldn’t let them live.”
 
   Becky shook her head. “No, I was wrong. If you killed those creeps then you wouldn’t be any better than them. You’d be another thug, only with a magic sword.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right. I wish I knew what to do about him. He’s not going to surrender and if I can’t kill him—”
 
   “You’re a smart girl. You’ll figure something out.”
 
   There was a knock on the door then. Becky stood up to answer it. Emma thought at first it was the witches, although they could have vanished themselves into the apartment if they wanted. She thought of the police officer she had injured; Emma hoped it wasn’t Detective Donovan here to arrest her.
 
   Then she heard his voice and knew it was someone even worse than Donovan. “Did Emma ever come home?” Dr. Dreyfus asked Becky. 
 
   “No, I’m afraid not,” Becky said. “She had to go to the hospital.”
 
   “The hospital? Is she hurt?”
 
   “Not her. Her aunt fell in the shower. They think she might have broken her hip.”
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad. What room is her aunt in?”
 
   “She’s not having any visitors right now. Just family.”
 
   “I see. Maybe I could send some flowers—” he stopped. He probably remembered Emma was allergic to flowers, “or a card or something.”
 
   “They might be moving her out of the intensive care soon.” Becky cleared her throat. “Why don’t you send a card here and I’ll make sure Emma gets it? Or you could give it to her at work.”
 
   “Sure. That makes sense.” Though Emma couldn’t see Dr. Dreyfus, she could hear the disappointment in his voice. “If you talk to her, could you let her know I came by?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   The door shut with a soft click, but to Emma it sounded like the slamming of a coffin lid. Their date had gone so badly and then she had disappeared and now she had her friend making up phony excuses for her. Dr. Dreyfus must think she didn’t want to see him.
 
   She closed her eyes and focused on rolling her weakened body off the bed. She hit the floor with a thud that brought Becky running. Emma tried to stand, but her legs were still too weak to get her upright. She gave up and concentrated instead on crawling forward by using her elbows like ski poles to propel herself.
 
   “What are you doing?” Becky shouted. She bent down to try and grab Emma, but Emma swatted at her hands. “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   “I have to stop him. I can’t let him go.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Dan. He’s not going to come back.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “He’s going to think I dumped him.”
 
   “He’s not going to think that. Even if he does, you can explain it to him. He’ll understand.”
 
   Becky tried again to pick Emma up off the floor. This time Emma brought her leg around to kick her best friend in the shin. It wasn’t a strong kick, enough so she could squirt free and propel herself into the hallway. She fixed her eyes on the front door; she willed herself to get there. Dan would probably already be gone, but maybe he hadn’t left the building yet. Maybe he hoped she would come after him—
 
   Something heavy pinned her to the floor. When she felt warm breath on her ear, she realized Becky lay on top of her. “Get off me!” Emma shouted. She tried to move forward, but it was impossible. She was pinned like one of the butterflies she had studied in high school. “Becky, please, you have to let me go after him. I have to stop him.”
 
   “You’ll see him again.”
 
   “I will, but he won’t want to see me anymore.” Emma tried in vain again to free herself. “Becky, please, I can’t let him go away. I love him!”
 
   As soon as she said these words, Emma’s body went numb. Not because of the armor bonding with her or because Becky lay on her but because of the implication of what she had blurted out. “I love him,” she whispered.
 
   Becky finally rolled off of her and then took Emma into her arms. “Are you sure about that, kid?”
 
   Emma thought of the moment she had first seen Dan at the museum, how she had melted when he smiled at her. A part of her had known back then, but the rest of her had now figured it out. “Yes. I’m sure.”
 
   Becky hugged her. “That’s great, kid. I’m happy for you.”
 
   “Then you have to take me down to see him. I can’t let him go.”
 
   “Emma, please, be reasonable. You can’t go to see him like this.”
 
   Emma thought of her strange gold eyes and her nearly-crippled body. How would she explain all of that to him? Then how would she explain once she recovered? “I guess you’re right,” she said. “But I can’t let him go.”
 
   “You’ll see him at the museum. You can make it up to him then.” Becky stroked Emma’s hair and said, “I’m sure he feels the same way about you. He’ll understand.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “Of course I’m right.” Becky hefted both of them up. “Come on, let’s get you back to bed. You need your rest.”
 
   “All right.” As they started back to the bedroom, Emma said, “I’m sorry I kicked you.”
 
   “It’s fine. I understand.” Becky smiled at her. “My little girl is in love.”
 
   After she had settled onto the bed and Becky left her to fix another bowl of soup, Emma whispered, “I love you, Dan Dreyfus.” Then she closed her eyes and fell asleep with a smile on her face.
 
   ***
 
   By six o’clock Emma had endured two more painful changes. There was some blue around her pupils, though still a fat ring of gold in each eye. But with the armor’s power dissipating and a hearty lunch delivered from a nearby Chinese restaurant, Emma could stand up on her own. She managed to make it to the bathroom by holding on to the wall for support and then went promptly back to bed.
 
   The problem was she had nothing to do. Becky wouldn’t let her read anything; she thought that too strenuous for Emma’s mind at the moment. Emma listened to the tapes of her mother playing at the opera house, but once those ran out she was again left with little to do but stare at the walls and think about Dan.
 
   She tried to imagine the conversation she would have with him whenever she went back to the museum. No matter how she tried it, whenever she got up to the part where she said she loved him, things went south. In some versions she chickened out and asked to remain friends. In others he said hurtful things that left her in tears. None of her imagined conversations wound up with them kissing passionately like An Affair to Remember.
 
   Becky sat down on the edge of the bed again to look into Emma’s eyes. “No changes yet?”
 
   “Not since the last time. I hope it isn’t done yet.”
 
   “It’s going to take time. That’s what the witches say.”
 
   “I guess they would be the experts.”
 
   Becky smiled and patted Emma’s knee. “I could bring the television in here. That wouldn’t be too stressful for you.”
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   “How about a newspaper? But just the sports and comics, nothing too strenuous.”
 
   “That would be good. Thank you.”
 
   “And I’ll bring you a sandwich too. You have to keep your strength up.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Becky came back about five minutes later and set down two sections of the Times in front of Emma. “If you need anything else, you let me know.” Becky patted Emma’s shoulder before she retreated from the room, though Emma knew she wouldn’t go far.
 
   After she breezed through the comics, Emma turned to the crossword puzzle in the back. The Rampart City Times crossword was easy enough that she could solve it in five minutes, which was actually slower than usual. As she filled in the last box, she noticed something odd about today’s puzzle. “Oh my gosh,” she whispered.
 
   Scattered around the puzzle were the words, “Girl,” “Red,” “Armor,” “Plastic,” “Hippo,” “Midnight,” “Don,” and “Vendetta.” When put together they were an invitation for the girl in red armor to meet Don Vendetta at the Plastic Hippo at midnight. Obviously the girl in red armor would have to be the Scarlet Knight, whom Don Vendetta had seen only briefly on the roof of the opera house. Why would Don Vendetta, the most notorious criminal in the city, want to meet with her?
 
   The obvious thought was that it was a trap. The Scarlet Knight would probably be greeted by a number of the don’s bodyguards. Or it could be a trap set by the Black Dragoon to try and draw her back out into the open and finish her off. The smart thing to do would be not to go, to ignore the message.
 
   Yet there was another possibility for the message. The old expression was, “my enemy’s enemy is my friend.” If the Black Dragoon was after Don Vendetta to take over her rackets, then the mobster might feel the only one who could help was the Scarlet Knight. Since she hadn’t been around for the whole fight, Don Vendetta hadn’t seen what had happened to Emma, probably didn’t know the Scarlet Knight couldn’t fight a troop of Girl Scouts, let alone the Black Dragoon right now.
 
   She made sure Becky wasn’t coming down the hallway and then rolled out of bed. She used the wall for support and stumbled over to the closet. The armor was still in there, hidden beneath Emma’s quilt. At the moment the armor was mostly gray with blotches of red that looked like bloodstains. The plume of the helmet, gloves, and cape were more of a pastel yellow as well. But it wasn’t like she was going to hug Don Vendetta. She could wear the helmet and cape to conceal her identity and hear what Don Vendetta had to say. If it were a trap, the cape would hopefully work enough for her to escape.
 
   When she heard Becky coming down the hallway, Emma put the quilt back over the armor and then collapsed onto her bed. She snatched up the newspaper and pretended to read about last night’s Rampart City Knights baseball game. “How are you doing?” Becky asked.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You need anything else?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   “Okay,” Becky said. She took the glass and plate from the nightstand. “You holler if you need anything.”
 
   “I will. Thanks.”
 
   Emma hated to keep things from her best friend, but she already knew what Becky would say. Becky would tell her she was too weak to go out. She should stay home and continue to recover. Whatever Don Vendetta wanted could wait until another time. All good and valid points, but Emma needed to go. She needed to know what the don did about the Black Dragoon. This might be her only chance to find out.
 
   She tossed the newspaper aside and then lay down on the bed. If she was going out tonight, she needed to save her strength, what little she had.
 
   ***
 
   She went through another change about three hours later. Though much of the armor’s power had dissipated, the pain was still as severe as ever. Emma felt Becky hold her down on the bed to keep her from falling onto the floor. After a minute the gold haze before her eyes dimmed and she saw Becky looking into her eyes.
 
   “How is it?” Emma asked.
 
   “You’re almost there.”
 
   “Thanks.” She rolled onto her side to face the wall and pulled the covers over her head. Becky took the hint and turned off the light so Emma could sleep.
 
   She napped until eleven, at which point she began to make her escape. This last change had given her a bit more strength, so when she stood up her legs didn’t feel so rubbery. She still held on to the wall for balance over to the closet. Then she took the quilt out of the closet. She folded it up and laid it across the mattress to simulate a body. With the covers pulled up all the way, Becky shouldn’t be able to tell the difference right away. Emma hoped it would be long enough for her to get down the fire escape and out of the apartment.
 
   She needed a full five minutes to get into her running clothes; she had to stop to catch her breath with each article of clothing as if she were ninety instead of nineteen. When she finished, she stuffed the helmet and cape into her old backpack. She didn’t want anyone to see these until she got to the Plastic Hippo. 
 
   With the backpack over her shoulder, she paused to listen for Becky. Her friend was in the living room with the evening news on, probably waiting to see if there was anything about what had happened in Parkdale. Emma paused for a moment; she knew how angry Becky would be if she found out. Her friend had been so kind to her already; she didn’t deserve this. But there was more at stake here than Becky’s feelings. The Black Dragoon was still on the loose and she had to stop him.
 
   She stepped out on the fire escape and then made her way down to the ground. As with her clothes, she needed to rest at each landing, her breath and strength coming back slowly. Each time she looked back up towards her window, but she didn’t hear Becky screaming for her—yet. She leaned against the wall of the building and then set out to find the Plastic Hippo.
 
   The cab she managed to flag down was driven by an old man who gave her a skeptical look when she said her destination. “Why a sick little girl want to go there?”
 
   “I’m not sick!” she said. She folded her arms across her chest and said, “My mom works there. I need to find her. It’s important.”
 
   “Don’t get pissy, young lady,” the old man said. “Unless you want to walk.”
 
   She didn’t have the strength to argue and instead put her head against the window to take a nap. She opened her eyes to find the cabbie shaking her. She blinked a few times and then looked around. “Are we there?”
 
   “We’re there. I think I should take you to the hospital instead.”
 
   “No, I’ll be fine. Thanks.” Despite that, she accepted a hand to get out of the cab. She stared up at the neon hippopotamus, her resolve weakening.
 
   “You want me to wait here?” the cabbie asked.
 
   “No,” she said, “this could take a while.” 
 
   She tried to pay him, but he refused. “Keep it, kid. You look out for yourself, hear?”
 
   “Thanks.” She flashed him a smile and then staggered into the alley. Once the cab had pulled away, she knelt down beside a Dumpster and then opened her backpack. She wrapped the cape around her body and then put the helmet on her head. There was no current of electricity to make her feel like anything other than a little girl playing dress-up. With a sigh she started towards the side door.
 
   The door was unlocked, which she didn’t know whether to take as a bad sign or not. There weren’t any guards posted along the narrow hallway either that led from the side door to a curtain of silver streamers. She paused at these. There was still time for her to turn back and forget about this. Maybe Becky wouldn’t have noticed her absence yet. 
 
   No, she wasn’t going to quit now. She pushed the streamers aside and stepped through them—onto a stage. Emma hadn’t been inside a strip club before, but she knew what the poles on the stage were for. Clearly she had come in at the wrong spot.
 
   She tried to turn around, but was blinded by a bright yellow light. She thought for a moment she might be going through another change at the worst possible moment, but no pain accompanied this. She realized by the warmth of the light it was a spotlight shining in her face. She spun around and collapsed onto her knees. Still in this awkward position, she heard Don Vendetta say, “Nice of you to show up.”
 
   Emma’s vision cleared enough that she could see the don sitting at the bar with a tropical beverage in hand. Other than a few bodyguards scattered around, the club was empty. Emma crawled over to the end of the catwalk, where the don called for her to stop. “That’s far enough,” the don said. 
 
   Emma tried to deepen her voice, though it sounded as if she were choking on a bone. “Why did you want to meet me?”
 
   “I think we can do business.”
 
   “I don’t do business with criminals.”
 
   “That’s a pretty short-sighted attitude. Then again that’s why you’re the hero, isn’t it?” The don put down her drink and smiled. “That black bozo said he’d gotten rid of you, but I knew he was lying. He’s not as tough as he wants me to think he is.”
 
   “Then why do you need me? Can’t you deal with him yourself?”
 
   “You are a feisty one, I’ll give you that. I could use a girl like you.”
 
   “I don’t work for garbage like you.”
 
   The don tsked and shook her head. “I think if we put our heads together we can come up with a way to stop him.”
 
   “What if I don’t want your help?”
 
   “I think you need my help. You see, I know what he’s planning. I’m the one who made the plan for him.” The don took another sip of her drink and then continued. “He thought he could bully the whole world into worshipping him. Such a man that way. What he needed was a woman’s subtlety and cunning.”
 
   “What did you tell him to do?”
 
   “Before I tell you, I want us to come to an understanding. I’ll help you dispose of this nut and you promise not to interfere with my business.”
 
   “I can’t make a promise like that.”
 
   “Really? I’m sure two reasonable adults like us can come up with some kind of arrangement, can’t we?”
 
   Before Emma could answer, she was blinded again. Not by a spotlight, but by a flash of gold light. No, not now, she thought. She let out a scream and then thrashed around on her stomach. 
 
   She stayed in that position until a pair of beefy hands turned her over. She tried to bat his hands away, but the change and her trip to the club had left her too exhausted to put up much of a fight. His hands gripped the sides of the helmet to pry it off—
 
   The doors to the club burst open. She figured it was probably the Black Dragoon; he must have seen the code in the newspaper as well. To her relief it was someone much better than the Black Dragoon.
 
   Sylvia stood in the doorway with a machine gun cradled in her hands. She fired a burst over the head of the bodyguard trying to take off Emma’s helmet. He dropped down next to her on the stage. Don Vendetta dove behind the bar, where she peeked over the top with her pistol at the ready. “Who the hell are you?”
 
   “I’m this girl’s aunt,” Sylvia snarled. “It’s past her bedtime.”
 
   “It’s going to be your bedtime if you don’t get out of here.”
 
   Sylvia only shrugged at this. “I gave you a chance to do it the easy way. Now we do it the fun way.” With that she pulled a grenade from out of her pocket. Emma braced for an explosion, but only a plume of red smoke burst from the grenade.
 
   She couldn’t see what happened next, but she saw one of Don Vendetta’s guards fly backwards, into a wall. Another one quickly followed suit. The one next to Emma grabbed her arm and then spun her down to use as a human shield. He flicked open a switchblade, which he pressed to her neck. She closed her eyes and remembered Jimmy Gates on the playground a decade earlier. The bodyguard was going to do much more than cut off her hair though.
 
   Sylvia stepped through the fog, her weapon pointed at the bodyguard. “You shoot me and I’ll slit her throat,” he said.
 
   “With what?” Sylvia said.
 
   “With this—” the bodyguard said before he realized his knife had turned into a daisy. He shoved Emma away and then tried to run away. Sylvia put up her hand and for a moment it glowed white. An instant later the guard flew into a wall.
 
   Emma didn’t need any prompting to collapse into Sylvia’s arms. She rested her head on the witch’s shoulder as Sylvia carried her outside. “Thank you, Aunt Sylvia,” she mumbled.
 
   “You’re welcome, sweetheart.”
 
   Sylvia set her down outside the club, where Mrs. Chiostro waited to take Emma into her arms. “You’re safe now, dear.”
 
   To Emma’s surprise, her quilt hovered in the alley. Becky sat on this, her face a volcanic red. Emma waited for Becky to slap her and scream at her for being so stupid. Instead, her best friend only held out her arms. Emma gratefully sagged into these. She fell asleep as the quilt floated up into the air.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
   By Monday morning, Emma was back to normal. She barely noticed the final transition, there not being much of the armor’s power left by then. She had only groaned in her sleep and then rolled over.
 
   The next thing she knew, someone shook her. Becky said, “Come on, kid. Rise and shine.” 
 
   “It’s time already?”
 
   “Afraid so. Unless you want to call in sick.”
 
   “No,” she said. She thought of Dan; he hadn’t called or tried to come over again. She had to see him.
 
   She got out of bed and immediately went to the bathroom, to confirm she was herself again. Everything seemed normal, at least until she looked in her eyes. The left was the same, but in her right eye she saw something that hadn’t been there before—a fleck of gold on the iris. She blinked a few times in case it was a piece of dust, but it wasn’t, it was part of her eye. She leaned closer, until her forehead touched the glass. The fleck in her iris was the same gold as the Scarlet Knight’s boots and cape. She thought of what Mrs. Chiostro had said about the armor bonding with her; had it left a piece of itself behind?
 
   “Come on, get the lead out,” Becky called out.
 
   “I’ll be right there,” Emma said.
 
   Emma nibbled at her toast during breakfast; she felt even more nervous than her first day. The words that had sprung from her mouth after Dan came over continued to haunt her. She loved Dan. Loved him. It didn’t seem possible. They had only gone on one real date and that had gone terribly. She had spent most of the time in the limo and dinner in awe of him. She had tried to work up the nerve to say something, anything that would make him think she was worthy of his attention. 
 
   Then she thought of the opera. She remembered the joy of being next to him, their bodies so close as she translated the opera to him. It had felt so right. At the intermission she had been so overjoyed when he returned to rescue her from Don Vendetta’s attentions. If only the Dragoon hadn’t shown up, she might have found the courage to kiss him, to tell him how badly she wanted to see him again.
 
   She blinked as Becky waved a hand in front of her eyes. “You all right, kid?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You were thinking about him, weren’t you?” Becky shook her head. “You really do love him.”
 
   “Is it that obvious?”
 
   “Only to someone who knows you.” Becky took a gulp of her coffee and then said, “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know.” In all honesty she didn’t know. Should she blurt it out the moment she saw him? Should she wait until she knew how he felt about her? She didn’t have any experience in these things since she’d spent most of her life with her nose in a book. Those weren’t even the kind of books that could help her in this case.
 
   “I know I’m not the best person to ask, but I think you should wait.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Go out on another date or two with him—one that doesn’t end with you going bonkers.”
 
   Emma looked down at her plate. “That makes sense.”
 
   Becky reached across the table to pat her hand. “Whatever you do, I’ll support you. You know that, right?”
 
   “I know. Thanks.”
 
   She thought about this the rest of the way to the museum. Becky followed her this time all the way to the front steps. She gave Emma a hug and then said what Mom had before Emma’s first day of school. “Now you be a good girl and play nice with the other kids.”
 
   “I will,” Emma said with a smile.
 
   “If you’re good, we can go out for ice cream.”
 
   “Oh boy!” Emma gave her friend another hug and then started up the steps. Becky was still there when she reached the top. She waved to indicate she was all right and then reluctantly went inside.
 
   Still unsure of what to do, she hoped to slink over to the elevator and think about it in the subbasement until lunch, when she hoped Dan would be waiting for her to jog as they usually did. Luck wasn’t with her, as when she passed the cafeteria, Dan ran out with a cup of coffee. “Hi,” he said. He fell into step with her. “Got a minute?”
 
   “Sure,” she said. Her brain froze as it had during their date.
 
   “How’s your aunt?”
 
   “Oh, she’s better. She’s back at the nursing home now.”
 
   “That’s good news. I was really worried after you didn’t come back—”
 
   “I’m sorry about that. Things were happening so fast.”
 
   “I guess.” Dan rubbed the back of his neck, his face about as red as hers. Then he reached into his pocket, to produce an envelope. “I bought a card for her. I was going to drop it off with your roommate if you weren’t here today.”
 
   “That’s so sweet,” she said. “Thank you.”
 
   “You can open it now.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow at this, but then decided to do as he suggested. With one fingernail she tore open the envelope. The card was a typical sympathy card with flowers and a poem. Her eyes widened when she opened it.
 
   Inside were two tickets to the Robinson Tower ballroom for something called “Take Back Our City” being held tomorrow night. “What is this?” she asked.
 
   “It’s some big speech my godfather is giving. A lot of important people are supposed to be there. I know it’s short notice, but I thought maybe you’d like to go with me.”
 
   She stared at him in shock for a moment. The Robinson Tower ballroom! Women not just in Rampart City but all over the world dreamed of going there. It was the place where couples went to get engaged and where those who could afford it got married. The thought of being there with Dan made her blush from head to toe.
 
   “I would love to go with you,” she whispered. He didn’t show any reaction to her emphasis on the word “love.”
 
   “Great. Pick you up at six-thirty?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He started to walk away, but then turned and asked, “Are you still working in the subbasement?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That stinks. Maybe now that the police have gone they can get it rebuilt.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said.
 
   “I’ll see you at lunch. Unless you’re not up to a run?”
 
   “I’d love to go for a run,” she said. He still didn’t show any reaction to her using “love.” She hadn’t expected him to; she was trying to get her tongue used to saying the word around him.
 
   It was only after he’d gone that she came to her senses and started up the stairs.
 
   ***
 
   The police had gone, but the debris was still there. The engineers had put tarps over the holes in the ceiling to keep the weather out, though she had to step around a few puddles. It was difficult to figure out which office had been hers since most of the walls had been destroyed and the furniture turned to ash and globs of plastic.
 
   Marlin appeared in the room to sneer at her. “You won’t be getting much work done in here,” he said. “All your rocks probably got blown to smithereens.”
 
   “I’m not here for rocks.”
 
   “What are you here for?”
 
   “I thought he might have left a clue.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The Dragoon.” When the ghost stared at her uncomprehendingly, she said, “His armor came from that black box, didn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The box that was in the closet here?”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “It’s a long shot, but maybe whoever got the box out left something behind. A footprint or hair or something.”
 
   “Oh yes, maybe he dropped his wallet and it survived the explosion.”
 
   “Can you help me look around? It should only take a few minutes to make sure.”
 
   “Fine. Not sure what you expect me to do. I haven’t got any bloody hands to sift through this garbage.”
 
   Emma ignored Marlin’s grumbling; she closed her eyes and steered herself to where the closet had been. She knelt down in the debris and then opened her eyes. As she sifted through the rubble, it soon became clear there wasn’t anything left of the strange black crate. Not a single fragment of that odd black material. This wasn’t a surprise. If the Scarlet Knight’s crate could disappear and reappear, the Dragoon’s could probably do so as well.
 
   She was about to give up when she found a chunk of white plastic on the floor. She held this up and saw part of the Plaine Museum logo on one side. She reached down to her hip and held up her ID badge. “This is it,” she said.
 
   “What? A bit of plastic? What will you do with that? Too small even for a bloody paperweight.”
 
   “I won’t be able to do anything with it. But it will tell me something.”
 
   She went down to the subbasement, where she found crates of equipment waiting for her. There was a note from Ian telling her if she needed any help to call the IT department. 
 
   By lunchtime everything was set up. She began to type commands into her new computer. Hacking was illegal, not something covered in any legitimate textbooks. But as the biggest nerd on campus at Berkeley, she had run into a few other nerds. They had shown her a few tricks, none of which she’d ever thought she’d use, especially not against the Plaine Museum. But this was important.
 
   She found it incredibly easy to break into the Plaine Museum security logs. She searched through the system until she finally came to what she wanted. “Here it is,” she said to Marlin.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Three people have asked for replacement ID cards since the explosion.” The first name on the list was Dr. Sally Lawrence in the botany department. Since the Dragoon wasn’t a woman, she could rule this name out. The next was Rodney Bailey in accounts receivable. “It can’t be him. Sylvia and I met him and his family at the presentation. They were standing right behind us.”
 
   Then she came to the third name: Dr. Ian MacGregor.
 
   “No,” she said. “It can’t be. Not Ian.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She forced herself to think about this logically for a moment. Ian hadn’t been in the museum at the time, had he? But as head of the geology department he certainly had a key and knew his way around. Unlike Rodney Bailey, who had seemed perfectly happy and content with his wife, sons, and three grandbabies, Ian had lost his wife and unborn son. She thought of when the black case had tried to recruit her, how it had promised to tell her who had killed her parents. It could have easily used the same technique on Ian.
 
   “Oh, Ian, how could you?”
 
   ***
 
   Becky didn’t make it through the first hour before she needed a break. Not caring if any of her superiors saw her, she went out to the loading dock for some air. She took a Snickers bar from her pocket and tore open the wrapper. She gulped it down in two bites and then reached for another one.
 
   She heard footsteps coming from inside, followed by Lintner’s voice. “They had better show up.”
 
   Becky ducked behind the trashcans, wondering what bug had gotten up Lintner’s ass now. The latest poll showed the lead had widened to nearly thirty points. Barring a miracle, he had a snowball’s chance in Hell of becoming mayor.
 
   As she found out, he didn’t need a miracle. Not when he had the city’s number one crime boss behind him. Becky pressed herself even deeper into the shadows as she saw a very expensively dressed brunette come up the alley, followed by two enormous bodyguards. They were the same kind of bodyguards around the Plastic Hippo when the witches rescued Emma.
 
   “Who the hell are you?” Lintner spat. “I’m not talking to some go-fer.”
 
   “Lydia sent me. She’s had to take some precautions since some crazy bitch shot up her club the other night,” the woman said. “But I’ll pass along anything you tell me.”
 
   “I got a message for her—” When Lintner stopped, Becky’s heart stopped as well. Had someone seen her? She could imagine what those bodyguards would do to her and in this tight alley she wouldn’t have anywhere to run. Nor could she expect the Scarlet Knight to drop out of the sky this time.
 
   Then she heard Lintner’s aide whisper into his boss’s ear. Becky guessed the aide was quoting the latest poll numbers. “All right,” he said. “Let’s hash this shit out. My people are setting up the rally you wanted. What’s this big surprise your boss is planning?”
 
   As the woman spoke, Becky’s heart stopped again. It didn’t start to beat until after the meeting had broke up. Even then Becky shivered from what she’d heard. She ought to run to the museum and find Emma to tell her what Lintner and Vendetta were planning. But if she did that, someone might notice she had left and they might get skittish about the whole thing. Cloak and dagger stuff was not her forte, but she decided to go back to work and act as if nothing had happened. Tonight—provided one of the don’s goons didn’t come after her—she could give Emma the bad news.
 
   ***
 
   It came as a surprise to find Becky in the apartment. She had thought Becky would be working late again for the Lintner campaign. “You’re home early,” Emma said. “You want to go out—”
 
   “He gave us the night off so we’ll be fresh as daisies to set up for his rally tomorrow.”
 
   At the mention of the rally, Emma reached into her purse for the card Dan had given her. She showed the tickets to Becky. “Dan asked me to go with him—as his date.” She barely held back an undignified girlish squeal at this.
 
   She had thought Becky would be happy for her, but instead her friend jumped up and with more speed than Emma thought possible, grabbed her by the shoulders. “You can’t go to that rally.”
 
   “What? Why not? If it’s because of what happened, I’m all better now—”
 
   “No, that’s not it. He’s going to be there. That Black Dragon.”
 
   “The Black Dragoon? Why would he be at Lintner’s rally—” she stopped herself. She remembered what Don Vendetta had said; the don had made a big plan for him, something about ruling the world. “He’s working with Lintner?”
 
   “You really are smart,” Becky said. “He’s going to tip the election in Lintner’s favor. Him and the don.”
 
   Now it began to make sense. If the Black Dragoon had the mayor of the city in his pocket, as well as Don Vendetta’s connections, he would be running Rampart City in all but name. He could turn the whole city into a base of operations.
 
   The only question was how he was going to do it. Becky answered this; she explained that as Lintner made a big speech about taking back the city from the criminals, the Dragoon would burst into the ballroom. The Dragoon would then pretend to stab Lintner in front of the city’s most powerful people. “How is that going to help him get elected?” Emma asked.
 
   “You really don’t understand politics, do you?” Becky said.
 
   “No, I guess not.”
 
   “You’re probably better off that way,” Becky said with a smile. “The important thing is for Lintner to come out of this looking like a hero. So after the Dragoon pretends to stab him, he’ll be rushed to a phony hospital room. For a few days they’ll make it sound touch-and-go, enough to keep the newspapers and TV stations on the hook. When they’ve strung it along enough, he makes his miraculous comeback.
 
   “Now when he goes on the campaign trail, stumping about fighting crime, he has instant credibility. He’s suddenly the guy who’s taken on the criminals and lived to tell about it. Everyone sees him as the symbol of hope and justice and all that stuff while the other guy is another tool of Don Vendetta.”
 
   “And he wins in a landslide,” Emma said.
 
   “Now you’re getting it.”
 
   “What about the Dragoon?”
 
   “Oh, that’s the best part. Once Lintner gets in, they’ll stage the police or some of Lintner’s bodyguards killing the Dragoon. That’ll have everyone swooning for him over the next few years.”
 
   “While the Dragoon is still out there, pulling his strings.”
 
   “Bingo.” Becky patted Emma’s shoulder. “That’s why you can’t be there tomorrow night. When that goes down, the whole place will be in a panic. It’ll be even worse than your first date.”
 
   Emma shook her head. “That’s why I have to be there.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “This may be my only chance to have them all in the same room. I can’t pass that up.”
 
   “You don’t think he’ll know that too? I mean look what he did to you last time. Next time he could kill you—or that damned armor of yours might do it for him.”
 
   Emma smiled slightly. Her best friend had always looked out for her. That hadn’t stopped even after she found out Emma was the Scarlet Knight. “I know, but I have to take the chance. It’s my job.” She squeezed Becky’s arm. “And I have some ideas how to make sure I stop him this time.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
   When Emma got to Mrs. Chiostro’s house, she found the door already open and the old witch waiting for her. “Hello, dear. Sylvia’s downstairs. I’ve already told her to expect you.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “I had a feeling you would show up tonight.”
 
   “Oh.” She followed Mrs. Chiostro through the house, to the basement steps.
 
   The old witch put a hand on Emma’s shoulder and then said, “I’ll put some tea on for us. I have a feeling you’ll be thirsty later.” With a wink, Mrs. Chiostro left Emma to go down the stairs by herself.
 
   “Sylvia?” she called out. “It’s Emma.”
 
   “Come on down,” Sylvia said. “Agnes said you were coming.”
 
   Emma reached the bottom of the steps to find Sylvia with a spear. She had the metal spearhead pointed towards Emma while she looked down the wooden shaft. “You ever heard of the Spear of Destiny?” Sylvia asked.
 
   “Isn’t that the spear that a Roman soldier used to stab Christ in the side?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Is that—?”
 
   “This? No. Some little twerp wanted me to think it was. He’s going to have a surprise tomorrow when that gold I gave him turns back into lead.” When Sylvia lowered the spear, Emma breathed a sigh of relief. “So what brings you down here? Haircut not working out for you?”
 
   “No, it’s not that. I need to talk to you about something else.”
 
   “If it’s about that club, forget about it. I did a lot of boneheaded things too in my time. I was happy to pull my niece’s bacon out of the fire.”
 
   Emma blushed at this and looked down at her feet. “Thanks, but there’s something else. I was hoping you could help me with fighting the Dragoon.”
 
   Sylvia’s face fell at this. She set the spear aside to put an arm around Emma’s shoulders. “I wish I could, sweetheart, but I can’t. My magic wouldn’t be any good against him.”
 
   “It wouldn’t?”
 
   “No. Agnes could probably explain it better, but there’s a kind of hierarchy of magic. Merlin was always the top dog, so that armor of yours is at the top. Then comes the Dragoon. And then us in the coven. You understand?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said. She supposed it was too much to ask to have some backup. She would have to do this alone. “Maybe you can help me in another way. Is there a way to keep him from using that hypnosis on me again?”
 
   “I think I have just the thing.” She pulled Emma towards the big metal vault in the room. Emma had assumed this contained more weapons—maybe even some nuclear material—but the weapons inside were all of the much older variety like the supposed Spear of Destiny. Sylvia waved a hand at these. “That’s my collection of magic weapons. That short sword there was the one Theseus used to kill the Minotaur. The bow over there belonged to Robin Hood—”
 
   “But those are stories.”
 
   “So are witches, right?”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   Sylvia turned Emma to face the opposite wall, which had rows of tiny drawers. “This is where Agnes stores the magic ingredients for her potions. She keeps a few potions on hand too in case of an emergency—like when some girl is rampaging through the city.”
 
   Emma’s face turned red at this. It was still hard to believe less than three days ago she had been on the verge of losing her mind. At least the policewoman she had taken hostage had been released from the hospital without any major injuries. “I’m sorry about that,” she said.
 
   “Let’s try to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”
 
   Sylvia began to open the drawers, inside which Emma saw a variety of crystals, dried leaves, and roots. The labels on these all had strange names like “dwarvenroot” or “elfstone.” Other drawers contained the tiny vials like the one Becky had given to her. Emma held up a gray vial with the label, “Restoration.” 
 
   “There it is! Good old dragonsbane.”
 
   “Dragonsbane?”
 
   Sylvia held up a white crystal spotted with gold. “Fossilized dragon eggshell. Harder than hell to find this stuff anymore.”
 
   “Dragon eggshell?”
 
   “Sure. From what my mother used to say, they were all over the place back in the old days. Way up in the mountains mostly. Might still be a few of them hiding somewhere.”
 
   Emma waited to see if this was a joke, but apparently Sylvia was serious. As a scientist, she found it hard to believe so much could exist right under everyone’s noses. “Is everything real?” she asked. “Like Santa and the Tooth Fairy and the Easter Bunny?”
 
   “No, those are kid’s stories. Bogeymen are real. Vampires, werewolves, and of course demons. Most of your ancient gods and goddesses too. Bigfoot and Nessie might be real. I’ve tried hunting them down, but I haven’t caught them yet.” The witch smiled at her. “Maybe we could go out looking for them sometime. Just think of the publicity your museum would get if you had an actual Sasquatch.”
 
   Emma did and shivered; she didn’t want her beloved Plaine Museum to become a circus sideshow. “What does the dragonsbane do?”
 
   “It filters out psychic energy. I’m not sure how well it will work against the Dragoon, but if I put it in your helmet’s visor, it might keep him from messing with your head.”
 
   “That would be great,” Emma said. “How long should that take?”
 
   “A few hours. Dragonsbane is a pain to shape. You have to do it just right or else it’ll crack.”
 
   Sylvia took the crystal to a worktable and then began to collect tools. Emma called for the armor and then took the helmet out of the crate. “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked.
 
   “Not right now.”
 
   Emma nodded and decided to go upstairs. As Mrs. Chiostro had predicted, she was a bit thirsty. The old witch already had the tea ready, along with some oatmeal raisin cookies. She offered Emma a chair. “You two seem to be getting along well,” Mrs. Chiostro said without a trace of bitterness.
 
   “Yes. She’s very nice.”
 
   “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, dear, but I’m so glad we met in that funeral home. It’s been so long since either of us has had much company.”
 
   Emma took a sip of her tea to hide her surprise at this. “What about your coven?” she finally asked.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro took a sip of her own tea and winced a little. “Things between us and the coven are a bit strained. They have been ever since I married Alejandro. You see, by the coven’s rules, a witch isn’t supposed to marry a mortal.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “For one thing, we’re not supposed to reveal our magic to anyone. That’s hard to do when you’re living with someone else.” Mrs. Chiostro took another sip of tea and sighed. “Witches also live a long, long time. I married Alejandro almost two hundred years ago.”
 
   Emma thought about Dan and how much she loved him. “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Of course dear.”
 
   “How did you know you were in love with Mr. Chiostro?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro looked up at the ceiling and smiled wistfully. “Oh my. I was in a cathedral, back in Marseilles where we used to live. He was there to pray for good weather for his ship. I saw him and I just knew it in my heart.”
 
   Emma thought back to when Dan had first come into her office, the first time he had smiled at her. “I think I know what you mean.”
 
   “This man you went to the opera with, you want to get serious with him?”
 
   “Yes.” Emma looked down at the table. “But I’m not sure I should. What happens if I tell him I love him and then the Dragoon kills me?”
 
   “That won’t happen, dear.”
 
   “What if it does, though? I’d break his heart. Even if I live, I’d have to keep lying to him about everything. I’m not sure I could do it.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro reached across the table to pat Emma’s hand. “Now, dear, you shouldn’t worry so. I was married to Alejandro for fifty years and he never found out I was a witch.”
 
   “Did you ever feel guilty about lying to him?”
 
   “All the time, but I knew it was for his own good.”
 
   “You didn’t think about not being a witch?”
 
   “I did. I thought the coven would force me to give up my powers. I would have done so happily if it meant I could be with Alejandro.”
 
   “But they didn’t.”
 
   “No. They knew I was going to be punished enough to watch him grow old and die. My children too. My poor grandbabies—” Mrs. Chiostro stopped, as tears came to her eyes. Emma pressed a napkin into the old witch’s hand.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro dabbed at her eyes. “No, dear, it’s all right. It’s been so long, but I still miss them.” She wagged a finger at Emma. “But I don’t regret a thing. You remember what I told you in the funeral home, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I miss them, but I remember the times we shared. I wouldn’t trade those for anything.” The old witch stopped crying and smiled at Emma. “I’m sure that’s how you’ll feel with your young beau.”
 
   Emma blushed; she had never thought of Dan as a “beau” before. “I guess so,” she said.
 
   “Take it from me, dear, a love like that doesn’t come along very often. I’m five hundred and twelve years old and Alejandro is the only one I’ve ever loved liked that. So when it happens, you have to seize it with both hands. Understand?”
 
   “Yes. Thank you.”
 
   She went downstairs to check on Sylvia. The witch was still hard at work on cutting the dragonsbane to fit the helmet. Emma went back into the vault so she wouldn’t disturb Sylvia. Out of scientific curiosity, she opened the drawers to study the various ingredients Mrs. Chiostro used for her potions. She would love to study these ingredients scientifically to try and determine what made magic work. She doubted Sylvia or her sister would allow that to happen.
 
   Inside a drawer she saw the vials of potions Mrs. Chiostro had brewed. They all had names like expensive perfumes: “Restoration,” “Lucid Dreaming,” or “Inner Child.”  From what she remembered of the “Lucid Dreaming” one though, it certainly didn’t smell like perfume.
 
   Then she came to one called “Memory Loss.” She held this up and stared at the label for a full minute. She wished there were some kind of directions included with these, but obviously Mrs. Chiostro didn’t need directions after five hundred years. Nor did she intend for a “mortal” like Emma to play around with her potions.
 
   ‘“Memory Loss,”’ she mumbled to herself. She thought back to her conversation with Mrs. Chiostro. The witch had said she didn’t regret marrying her husband and watching him and their children grow old and die. Did she really mean it? Or had it been so long ago that the pain had become more bearable?
 
   Once she made sure Sylvia wasn’t looking, Emma slipped the potion into her pocket. 
 
   ***
 
   Donovan had been in another boring task force meeting when the desk officer told her she had a phone call. She hoped nothing else had happened to Lois Early; they had released Lois from the Parkdale hospital, but she still wasn’t fully recovered. The call wasn’t from the hospital. A woman’s raspy voice hissed, “Hello, Detective. This is the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “You,” Donovan said. She thought of the crazy vigilante in the red armor people in the locker room had mentioned. “What the hell do you want?”
 
   “I want to meet with you. Somewhere private. Midnight. The band shelter in Robinson Park. Come alone. I wouldn’t want to have to hurt any of your fellow officers.”
 
   “Is that a threat?”
 
   The woman’s voice sounded a little rattled, some of the raspiness gone from it as she said, “No. I don’t want to hurt anyone. But I will if I have to.”
 
   “What about you? Are you coming alone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll be there.” The line went dead and Donovan sighed. Going to Robinson Park at night, alone, to meet an armed vigilante who had incapacitated at least four armed thugs without a scratch probably wasn’t the best idea. Still, Donovan’s gut told her whatever this woman wanted, it was something important for her to call the police station. And there was a slim hope Donovan might get a chance to find out who this woman was and put her in the loony bin where she belonged.
 
   ***
 
   Donovan sat on the stage of the band shelter, smoking a cigarette as she waited for this Scarlet Knight to show up. The cigarette fell from her lips and she reached for her gun when the vigilante appeared on the stage.
 
   “You come alone?” the Scarlet Knight asked.
 
   “Of course,” Donovan said. She got to her feet and realized this Scarlet Knight was at least four inches taller than her, not to mention a lot heavier with that armor. “Not much point bringing in the SWAT team against someone whose armor can deflect bullets, is there?”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   Donovan reached into her jacket for another cigarette. “So did you come here to discuss your surrender?”
 
   “After a fashion.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   “I’m going to loan you this armor. I need you to do something for me.”
 
   “How about you turn yourself in and I’ll put in a good word with the DA for you?”
 
   “I can’t do that. Something is going to happen at the Lintner rally tomorrow. I have to be there to stop it.”
 
   “Why, you working for him now? Moonlighting as a bodyguard?”
 
   “No. He’s working for the Black Dragoon, the one who cut up those people in the park.” The Scarlet Knight described a scheme between this Black Dragoon, Lintner, and Don Vendetta to make Lintner the mayor and in turn for the Dragoon and Vendetta to gain absolute control over the city.
 
   Donovan listened and then blew out a cloud of smoke. “Okay, let’s say I believe you. Why don’t I station a bunch of cops in the building and we take them down?”
 
   “Your bullets won’t work on the Dragoon. His armor is like mine that way. I’m the only one who can stop him.”
 
   “So what do you need me for?”
 
   “I’m going to expose Lintner as a fraud. When I do, I want you there to arrest him.”
 
   “Why me? I’m a homicide detective. Arresting a councilman for fraud isn’t my jurisdiction.”
 
   “I don’t want to risk going to anyone else. I can trust you. You’re one of the good guys.”
 
   “Gee, coming from you that really makes me feel better.”
 
   “In twenty minutes, go to the playground in the southwest corner. You’ll find a trash bag there with my armor inside. I need you to take it and make sure the papers know that this dangerous vigilante is out of business.”
 
   “And then what? You’re going to break into police headquarters and get it back?”
 
   “Don’t worry about that. I’ll handle it.”
 
   Donovan tossed her cigarette onto the stage. “And why should I do all of this for you?”
 
   “It’s not for me. It’s for the city. For all those innocent people out there.”
 
   “Yeah, well, maybe I’m not that idealistic.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight sighed at this. Her voice sounded almost like that of a normal woman as she said, “I can do this without your help, but I’d rather you did help me.”
 
   Donovan thought about it for a moment. She wasn’t idealistic, not like this vigilante, but she was a practical woman. If she could bring Lintner down and he was working with Vendetta, she might get him to roll on the don. “Fine, I’ll help you. Just this one time—” Donovan found she was alone on the stage again. 
 
   She shook her head and then lit another cigarette. She looked at her watch to count the minutes. She could always go and try to get a peek at who was beneath the armor, but she doubted the woman would be that stupid. If she sensed she was being followed, she’d take off and Donovan would lose her chance to bring down Lintner.
 
   The basketball court had been cleaned up since the massacre in the park. There wasn’t anyone around. For that matter the entire park had been empty. Even the gang bangers and homeless weren’t dumb enough to come back here yet. All she saw was a trash bag on the free throw line of the court. Inside were the red armor, gold cape, and the rest of it. There was a typewritten note that said, “Only those who are worthy may wear the armor. All others will forfeit their lives. Please take good care of this for me. SK.”
 
   Despite the message, Donovan was still tempted to try the armor on. If she had that kind of strength and speed, she could clean up this town. She reached down to touch the helmet and promptly pulled her finger back. She put the finger into her mouth to try and soothe the burnt digit. The bitch wasn’t kidding. With a sigh, Donovan sealed the bag and started to drag it back to her car.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
   Donovan wished for a cigarette to keep from laughing. Watching Kramer up at the podium taking credit for “apprehending” the vigilante known as the Scarlet Knight was better than any sitcom on TV. She put a hand to her mouth in time to stifle another laugh as Kramer said, “With this vigilante off the streets, the people of Rampart City can rest comfortably tonight.”
 
   Donovan slipped out of the room and hurried outside to light a cigarette. She shook her head sadly at that travesty of a press conference. The media seemed to be lapping it up, despite the fact most everything Kramer had said was complete bullshit.
 
   The Scarlet Knight had not been “apprehended.” She had surrendered her armor and the woman beneath it was still out there. She was hardly off the streets and Donovan knew she wasn’t going to be out of business for very long. Tonight the armor strapped to a CPR dummy to show off for the media would mysteriously disappear from the evidence locker and the Scarlet Knight would appear at Robinson Tower.
 
   Just how the vigilante would pull this off Donovan didn’t know. That wasn’t her business. She had brought the armor to the precinct and dumped it onto Kramer’s desk. She figured he would do exactly as he had done and brag to the whole world he’d taken down the dangerous criminal. She was more than happy to let him hog the credit; she didn’t want to have to appear on camera later to explain why the Scarlet Knight had suddenly reappeared.
 
   She threw her cigarette to the ground. Let Kramer entertain the press with his fantasy tales; she had work to do. In particular she had to prepare to arrest a councilman tonight.
 
   In the locker room she found Cielo changing into his street clothes. “You got a minute?” she asked him.
 
   “Sure. What is it?”
 
   “Going home to your family?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “How’d you like to work some overtime tonight?”
 
   “I’m not sure. My daughter has this thing—”
 
   “How old is your daughter?”
 
   “Four.”
 
   “Beat cops make such a shitty salary here that you've got to stretch things with her, don't you?”
 
   “Sometimes. What’s this about?”
 
   “I’m thinking you could provide a lot better for her if you were a detective, don’t you?”
 
   “Maybe, but—”
 
   “You come with me tonight to Robinson Tower and I can pretty much guarantee you a collar that will land you on the front page. Between that and a glowing recommendation from a fellow officer, I’d bet you’d have a great chance of getting a gold badge, don’t you think?”
 
   “I’m honored, but my kid—”
 
   “Don’t worry about her. Once you start pulling down detective money you can buy her some new toys or take her to Disney World or something. She’ll forget all about it.” She raised an eyebrow at him. “How many chances are you going to get to make a name for yourself here?”
 
   He didn’t say anything at first, but she could already see he was going to give in. He needed to figure out how to let his conscience off the hook. “This arrest is going to be big?” he said.
 
   “Huge. Even bigger than that freak show of Kramer’s.”
 
   “Must be someone important then.”
 
   “You can definitely say that. Are you in?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m in,” he said.
 
   “Good.” She gave him the address for a coffee shop where she and Early usually went. “Be there in twenty minutes. We’ll go over what’s going down tonight.”
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   “And make sure to keep this under your hat.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   She nodded. Of course he would keep it to himself. Cielo wasn’t a creep like Kramer, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t ambitious. He was a man with a family to support and while detectives didn’t pull down six figures, it was a lot better than a beat cop’s salary. Maybe she had oversold him on it a little, but arresting a city councilman—a mayoral candidate to boot—would definitely be big news. If they managed to snag Don Vendetta too, that would make Kramer’s snow job seem like a kindergarten play.
 
   ***
 
   Emma had stepped out of the shower when she heard Becky shout, “Hey, kid, you better come see this!” She wrapped a towel around herself and then hurried out into the living room, where Becky had the television on. She almost dropped the towel when she saw the armor on the stage and a headline proclaiming: VIGILANTE KILLED BY POLICE. “This clown is saying you’re dead.”
 
   Emma asked Becky to turn the volume up to make sure she could hear the rest of the conference. It wasn’t Detective Donovan on the stage but a Lieutenant Kramer, whom she recognized as the policeman who’d interrogated her after her parents were murdered. The man wore a smug grin as he told a completely fabricated story about how he had surprised and killed a woman who’d worn the armor displayed on the stage.
 
   Worse yet, Kramer went on to pin the killings in Robinson Park, as well as those of some homeless men around the city, on her. If she weren’t already sitting on the beanbag chair opposite Becky, Emma might have collapsed. “He’s saying I’m the Dragoon,” she said.
 
   “Some crack police work there,” Becky said. “What exactly did you tell that bitch when you saw her?”
 
   “I didn’t tell her anything like that,” Emma said. She leaned closer to the television and squinted to see if Detective Donovan was there. Where was she? Why was Kramer saying such terrible things about her?
 
   “Too bad we can’t set the record straight,” Becky said.
 
   “I guess this will help our cause.”
 
   “How do you figure that?”
 
   “Well, now Ian will definitely think he’s in the clear. Not only is the Scarlet Knight dead, but the police won’t be looking for him either. He could stroll through Executive Plaza and no one would stop him.”
 
   “I’m glad you can see the bright side of all this.”
 
   Emma shrugged at this. She wasn’t happy to have the police brand her a murderer, but if it helped her stop Ian—stop the Black Dragoon—then it would be worth it. Maybe if she was able to stop him, then she could clear her name with the police. Or at least she would have better incentive to quit the superhero business.
 
   “You think he might try to steal the armor from the cops?”
 
   “He’s not going to risk anything that might tip his hand. As far as he’s concerned, the Scarlet Knight is out of the way.”
 
   “Until you kick his ass tonight.”
 
   Emma blushed at this. She didn’t have any illusions about that part of the plan. Last time the Dragoon had nearly crippled her leg and then turned her mind against itself. This time he might do something far worse, something closer to what had happened to all of those people in Robinson Park.
 
   Becky patted Emma’s bare shoulders. “Come on, kid, don’t worry about it. Everything’s gone off without a hitch so far.”
 
   “I guess.” She got up from the chair to trudge back to her room and get dressed. She had to go to work today especially so Ian would see her. If he didn’t, he might put two and two together and realize she was the Scarlet Knight. That would be bad news not only for her, but for people she cared about as well—like Dan.
 
   Emma looked into her purse, where the vial she’d taken from Mrs. Chiostro’s collection still resided. She had worried the old witch might show up during the night to ask for it back. She wondered again if she should use the potion, if she could bring herself to do it when the time came.
 
   That thought hung over her on the way to the Plaine Museum. Becky must have sensed her dark mood, as she stayed with Emma until they reached the museum steps again. She gave Emma a hug. “Try to relax,” Becky said. “It’s another day of staring at space junk, right?”
 
   “Right,” Emma whispered. 
 
   “I’ve got to go schlep stuff for the big rally tonight. I’ll see you up there later.”
 
   “Sure. Thanks.”
 
   Becky gave her a wave and then pressed into the crowds; she soon disappeared from sight. With a sigh, Emma climbed up the steps, which seemed even higher than usual. She was grateful not to see Dan at the top of these. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
   Cabs were usually a luxury Emma couldn’t afford. Today she splurged on one to take her out to Parkdale. She encouraged the cabbie to drive as fast as possible. In a few hours she would have to be back at the apartment to meet Dan, but first she needed to say goodbye to two very special people in her life.
 
   They were both in the recreation room of the rest home; Mr. Graves read the paper and Aunt Gladys stared out the window. Mr. Graves set the newspaper down and flashed her a smile. “Hello, lass. What brings you out here?”
 
   She pulled up a chair so she could meet his eyes. She said in a low voice, “I’m going to fight him tonight. I thought before I did, I should see you to, you know—”
 
   “Are you sure that’s a wise idea? You’ve only faced him twice and the last time didn’t go very well for you, did it?”
 
   “You know about that?”
 
   “That twerp Marlin paid me a visit. Said what a mess you’d made of things. Wanted me to try taking the armor from you.”
 
   This didn’t come as much of a surprise to Emma, although she wished the ghost hadn’t worried Mr. Graves like that. “What did you tell him?”
 
   “I told him that I was much too old for that. And that he had himself a perfectly good Scarlet Knight already.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said. “But you don’t think I should fight him?”
 
   “I’m not sure you’re ready. That trick he pulled on you was something I haven’t faced before. I doubt it’s something any of the others did either. Whoever this bloke is, he’s learned some new tricks.”
 
   “I know who he is. He’s my supervisor at the museum.”
 
   “Oh. I’m sorry, lass. You’re sure you can go through with it?”
 
   “I have to.”
 
   Mr. Graves shook his head. “I knew it was going to be difficult, but this is worse than I’d ever thought. It’s all my fault. If I’d hidden that black armor better—”
 
   She took his hand and squeezed it. “It’s not your fault. You did the best you could.”
 
   “I’m the one who got you into this mess. You put that blasted armor on to save me.”
 
   “I’d already heard the Call. It was going to happen eventually.”
 
   “Maybe. Or maybe if I’d put it on at the start—”
 
   “Then you’d probably be dead right now.”
 
   He smiled slightly. “That might be an improvement considering what they feed us around here.” His smile quickly faded. “I wish I could do more to help you. You shouldn’t have to try doing this by yourself.”
 
   “I can do it,” she said, though her voice didn’t sound all that certain to her own ears.
 
   “I know you can, lass.” He smiled at her again. “I always knew you were meant for great things.”
 
   She smiled back at him, though there were tears in her eyes. “Thank you.”
 
   He wrapped her in a hug. “You’ll do fine, lass. Just try to be careful. Otherwise I won’t have anything to look forward to anymore.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   She pulled away from him and got to her feet. “Just in case—”
 
   “Don’t say it, lass. I already know. I feel the same.”
 
   She nodded to him and then met his eyes for a moment. The love in them told her all she needed to know. He already knew what she was facing and the odds of her survival. There was no need to say anything else.
 
   She left him to read the paper. She went over to where Aunt Gladys sat. She touched her aunt’s arm; she gave it a firm shake to snap Aunt Gladys from her reverie. When Aunt Gladys turned, her face lit up with surprise. “Hello, sweetie. Oh my, look how big you’ve gotten!”
 
   “Aunt Gladys—”
 
   “And you’re talking now? You’re getting to be such a big girl.” To Emma’s horror, her aunt tried to pick her up; she thought Emma was still a baby. Emma edged back to stay out of her aunt’s reach. “Now, sweetheart, you’re not so big you can’t sit on your sister’s lap, are you?”
 
   “Aunt Gladys, please. I’m not a baby. I’m nineteen years old.” She seized her aunt’s hand and looked into those rheumy blue eyes that had once been so much like her own. “Please, you have to remember. Just this one time.”
 
   “Now, Louise, don’t cry. Did you make a stinky in your dipey?”
 
   Louise? That was Mom’s name. “Aunt Gladys, please. Remember me. It’s Emma. You raised me after Mom and Dad died.”
 
   Aunt Gladys stood up and looked down at Emma. “Come on, Louise, let’s go find Mommy to change you. Then I can put a nice bottle on the stove.”
 
   “I’m not a baby! I’m not Louise!” Emma shouted, loud enough that everyone in the rec room turned to her. Mr. Graves hurried over to her.
 
   “It’s all right, lass.”
 
   “She doesn’t even remember me anymore.”
 
   “She’s having a bad day. I’m sure she still remembers you on the inside.”
 
   As Emma sobbed, she heard a tiny voice whisper, “Miss Cabot, it’s time for your pills.”
 
   Emma turned to see a nurse take Aunt Gladys by the arm and steer her back over to the chair. Aunt Gladys stared at the nurse for a moment; Emma wondered who her aunt thought the nurse was. It must not have been someone good, as Aunt Gladys batted the tray of pills away from her. “You, get out of here! You leave my niece alone! She doesn’t need anything from you!”
 
   Then the nurse did something strange: she brushed wild black hair away from the left side of her face to reveal a pale blue eye not at all like the brown one on her right side. This pale eye fixed on Aunt Gladys as the nurse said in a very calm voice, “Miss Cabot, it’s me. Marie Marsh. I’m your friend. Remember?”
 
   Aunt Gladys stared at Marie for a moment and then nodded. “Yes, you’re my friend.” Aunt Gladys sat down on the chair and allowed Marie to give her the pills and a cup of water to wash them down with. Then Aunt Gladys turned back to the window.
 
   Emma pulled away from Mr. Graves while Marie picked up the mess Aunt Gladys had made. Emma helped her scoop up the pills and piled them on the tray for Marie to sort out. “I’m sorry about my aunt,” Emma said.
 
   “It’s okay,” Marie said. “She forgets sometimes.”
 
   “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but what did you do to her?”
 
   “I helped her.”
 
   “Is it…is it permanent?”
 
   Marie shook her head. “It only works for a little while.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Marie brushed the hair away from her face again, this time training that strange pale eye on Emma. Like with the Dragoon on the opera house, she found she couldn’t turn away from it. She watched Marie’s pale face go slack into a look of awe. “It’s so beautiful,” she said.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “The angel.”
 
   “Angel?”
 
   Marie nodded. “You have an angel inside you. It’s pretty.”
 
   “Marie—”
 
   “You love your aunt a lot. You feel bad you left her to go to school.”
 
   “Yes. How did you know?”
 
   “I can see it. You didn’t cry until you got home. You didn’t want her to know.”
 
   Emma nodded slightly at this; she still couldn’t move her head. She heard Mr. Graves say, “What are you doing to her? If you hurt her—”
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said. “She’s not hurting me.”
 
   To her surprise, Marie took her hand and helped her to stand up. She led Emma over to where Aunt Gladys sat. “Miss Cabot? Your niece is here to see you.”
 
   “Niece? I don’t have—” Aunt Gladys turned and her eyes met Marie’s pale one. 
 
   “Your niece Emma is here to see you. You remember her, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course I do.” When Aunt Gladys faced Emma, her eyes were clear, as they had been before the Alzheimer’s ravaged her mind. “Hello, sweetheart. Oh my, look at you. You’re so grown up.”
 
   “Aunt Gladys—”
 
   “Such a beautiful young woman you’ve turned into. Your parents would be so proud.”
 
   Tears rolled down Emma’s cheeks, but she made no attempt to wipe them away. “I’ve missed you, Aunt Gladys. I’ve missed you so much.”
 
   “Oh, sweetheart, I know.” She took Emma’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “It’s not your fault. You know that. You’re a scientist. There was nothing you could have done for me.”
 
   “I could have stayed. I could have helped—”
 
   “No, you couldn’t. And I couldn’t have lived with myself if I’d held you back.” Her hand caressed Emma’s cheek. “You’re such a special girl. I knew that. So did your mom and dad.”
 
   “I’m not—”
 
   “Never be ashamed of who you are,” Aunt Gladys said, her voice as firm as when Emma had tried to sneak a cookie before dinner. “No matter what happens, you remember that I love you and I’m proud of you. Now, give your old aunt a kiss.”
 
   Emma did as she was told; she kissed Aunt Gladys’s cheek. Her aunt gave her one final pat on the cheek and said, “You’d better go now. You have too much to do to hang around here all night.”
 
   Emma smiled at this. “Yes, Aunt Gladys.”
 
   With that Aunt Gladys rested her chin on her chest and closed her eyes. Marie brushed her hair back across her eye; she looked down shyly at the carpet as Emma gave her a hug. “Thank you so much for that.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” Marie squirmed out of Emma’s grip and then took the tray of pills. “I should get back to work.”
 
   “Marie—”
 
   “I have to go.” Marie hurried out of the room, into a room marked, “Staff Only.”
 
   Mr. Graves put a hand on Emma’s shoulder and shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”
 
   “Neither have I,” Emma said. But if she survived tonight she would have to find out what had happened.
 
   ***
 
   The cab dropped her back at the apartment with enough time for her to put on a dress and apply a coat of lipstick. Even the lipstick seemed a bit much considering she probably wouldn’t be at the rally for long as Dr. Emma Earl. She was still in the bathroom when she heard his knock. After she checked herself in the mirror, she sighed and then answered the door.
 
   “Hi. Your roommate gone?”
 
   “She went on ahead,” Emma said. She kept the door between them, afraid if he touched her she might lose all of her resolve. “Want to come in for a minute?”
 
   “We don’t really have a minute,” he said. 
 
   “Please?” She motioned for him to come inside, but danced aside before he could touch her. “I need to get my purse.”
 
   The purse sat on her dresser, the vial from Mrs. Chiostro still inside it. Beside the purse was a syringe she had filched from the nursing home on her way out. She didn’t know if the potion would still work if it were injected instead of digested, but she hoped it would—if she needed it. She hoped she wouldn’t, that he would agree to what she wanted.
 
   With the purse on her shoulder—the syringe filled and ready to go—she found him still waiting for her. She touched his arm and said, “Before we left, I wanted to talk for a minute.”
 
   “I’m not sure—”
 
   “Please, it’s important.” She smiled at him, but inside she had to hold back tears. What she had to say wouldn’t be easy. “I really like you, Dan. I wanted you to know—”
 
   “I really like you too.”
 
   “But I think things are moving too fast.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I care about you, but things are so complicated for me right now. I don’t think a relationship is what I need.”
 
   “Then what do you need?”
 
   “I guess I need you to understand,” she said. She hated herself for it. As much as she loved Dan, she couldn’t be with him right now, not with so much else going on in her life. After things settled down, after she could stop being the Scarlet Knight, then they could be together—if he was still interested. 
 
   “I don’t understand,” he finally said. “I love you.”
 
   Her eyes widened and she thought for sure she would faint. “You love me?”
 
   “Of course I do. You’re sweet and beautiful and the smartest person I’ve ever met.”
 
   She put a hand to her mouth. “Oh no.”
 
   “Oh no? Oh no that I love you? Emma—”
 
   “Dan, I can’t love you. Even though I want to—”
 
   He took her into his arms and kissed her. She resisted his kiss at first; her hands grabbed his upper arms to push him away. A moment later what little resolve she had melted away. Her body relaxed and her right hand let go of him. She kissed him back, though she kept her mouth closed to hold his tongue at bay. 
 
   With her right hand she reached into her purse. She took the syringe out and with one hand jammed it into his neck. With her left hand she kept hold of him while she pushed the plunger down with her right. He sagged backwards; she caught him before he could fall and eased him onto one of the beanbag chairs. “Emma?”
 
   “I’m sorry. Just relax. It’ll be over soon.” She waited until his eyes had closed and his breathing slowed. Then she whispered into his ear, “Forget about me, Dan. Go far away from me. Go back to Egypt. Be happy there.”
 
   He didn’t say anything; he just groaned slightly, which she hoped meant he understood. Whether he would follow her instructions or not she had no way to know, at least not yet. She kissed him one last time on the forehead. She was about to carry him down the stairs when there was a flash of white light.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro stood by the doorway, her eyes so sad that Emma’s face turned red with shame. “I had hoped you wouldn’t go through with it,” she said.
 
   “You knew?”
 
   “Of course I did, dear. It was my potion.”
 
   “Are you going to give him an antidote?”
 
   She shook her head. “There is no antidote, I’m afraid.”
 
   Emma nodded at this. “Will it work?”
 
   “It should, unless I did something wrong.”
 
   “Then he’ll forget about me?”
 
   “Yes, I’m afraid so. The next time he sees you, you’ll be a complete stranger to him. He might feel some déjà vu, but that’s all.”
 
   Tears bubbled up in Emma’s eyes as she looked down at Dan. Then she turned back to Mrs. Chiostro. “Why didn’t you stop me?”
 
   “Because I had to let you make your choice. You remember what I told you about when I married Alejandro?”
 
   “They let you marry him because they knew that would be your punishment, to watch him grow old.”
 
   “Yes. This will be your punishment for tampering with magic.” Mrs. Chiostro put an arm around Emma’s shoulders. “I’m very sorry, dear.”
 
   “It’s my fault,” Emma whispered. “I couldn’t let him love me. Not now.”
 
   “I know. Maybe later he can love you again.” Mrs. Chiostro brushed hair away from Emma’s face and then smiled. “You go and take care of that nasty Black Dragoon. I’ll take your young man home. Tomorrow when he wakes up, it will be like nothing happened.”
 
   Emma envied him for that.
 
   ***
 
   The ballroom looked as beautiful as Emma had always imagined. Though she had always imagined that when she came here, a handsome man would be on her arm. She had had a handsome man, but she had sent him away for his own protection. She tried not to cry again as she thought of what Mrs. Chiostro had told her.
 
   Becky approached her, a tray of hors d'oeuvres in her hands. In her white blouse and black skirt she looked like the other waitresses circulating around the ballroom. “Hi, kid,” Becky said. “Want one of these canopy things?”
 
   “No, that’s fine. I’m not hungry. Why are you—?”
 
   “One of the caterers got sick. I volunteered to fill in. Thought it would make for a good cover.”
 
   “That’s good thinking.”
 
   “Thanks.” Becky leaned close to her and whispered, “He’s going to be coming in from the observation deck downstairs.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Pretty sure.” She looked around to make sure no one was watching them and then reached into her apron. Becky pressed a card like Emma’s Plaine Museum ID into her hand. “This opens up the supply closet back down the hall, third door on your right.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “Don’t worry, I got it off the janitor when he was cleaning up after that sick girl.”
 
   “Did you—?”
 
   “Actually, that was my doing,” Sylvia said. She looked the same as at Dan’s presentation with her hair long and red again. “She’ll be fine tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Now, come on, let’s circulate.”
 
   “Good luck,” Becky said.
 
   Emma resisted the urge to give her friend a hug, which definitely would have looked out of place in this setting. “In case something happens—”
 
   “Don’t say it,” Becky said. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”
 
   With that Becky went back to posing as a waitress. Sylvia put a hand on Emma’s shoulder; she steered Emma into a knot of people. Emma said, “I thought you couldn’t—”
 
   “I can’t hurt him. That doesn’t mean I can’t help you.” She leaned down to whisper into Emma’s ear, “I put a couple of surprises in the supply closet. They’re in a green bag.”
 
   “Thanks. I—”
 
   “It’s all right. What kind of aunt would I be if I didn’t help my niece in her time of need?”
 
   Emma smiled at this, though she couldn’t help but think of her real aunt at the nursing home. She should probably ask the witches if they knew anything about Marie. At the moment she had other things to worry about. Like stopping the Black Dragoon.
 
   As she and Sylvia made their way around the room, Emma saw Detective Donovan over by a potted plant. It was the first time Emma had ever seen the detective in a skirt. The dress she wore looked so stiff she had probably bought it on her way here. A Hispanic man in an ill-fitting tuxedo stood next to her; he fidgeted nervously, a bulge evident in his jacket from his gun. 
 
   Beneath one of the elaborate crystal chandeliers was Don Vendetta with some of her bodyguards and another well-dressed woman. Emma looked a moment too long; the don saw her and grinned. Emma pressed herself closer to Sylvia for protection.
 
   The don might have come over if one of Lintner’s people hadn’t mounted the stage then. He tapped the microphone a couple of times to test it and then said, “Hello ladies and gentlemen. I hope you’re all enjoying the refreshments. Before Mr. Lintner comes up here to say a few words, I’d like to thank you all for showing up on such short notice—”
 
   While the man went on, Emma and Sylvia started back towards the doorway. Emma looked back over her shoulder, but no one seemed to be watching her. She made it through the doors, into the hallway. Sylvia patted her shoulder and then turned back to the ballroom. “I’d better let you go. Good luck, sweetheart.”
 
   The old witch gave Emma a hug and then started to go. “Just remember what I told you.”
 
   “I will,” Emma said.
 
   The card Becky had given her worked perfectly; the door opened without a problem. It was a tight squeeze, but Emma figured there would be enough room for her to put on the armor in here. She saw the olive green bag dangling from one shelf; no doubt this was the bag Sylvia had left for her. Inside, Emma found grenades like the one Sylvia had used in the Plastic Hippo to rescue her. A note said, “These should keep him from seeing you. I wish I could do more—Aunt Sylvia.”
 
   This brought a smile to Emma’s face. She tucked the bag back onto a shelf and then said, “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum.” The red case appeared at her feet. She opened the lid and saw the armor inside, no worse for wear after being in police custody. As she began to put it on, she hoped she wasn’t too late.
 
   She didn’t have to worry about that. With the cape wrapped around her body to remain invisible, she saw Lintner climb onto the stage. There was polite applause, most of it from Don Vendetta’s bodyguards. Lintner let this go on for a while, which worked out well for Emma; she had made it halfway across the room before Lintner began to speak.
 
   “My friends,” he began. “We are here tonight because our city is in grave peril. Criminals plague not only our streets, but our parks, our schools, our workplaces, and sometimes even our homes.”
 
   Emma reached the side of the stage. She used the boots to bounce a few inches into the air and hoped she didn’t have one of her usual landings. She managed to keep on her feet while Lintner continued to speak. “Our city is so awash in crime that a disturbed woman recently took it upon herself to battle the criminals in this city. This sick individual slaughtered hundreds of them. And for that she was killed by our city’s police force.”
 
   Emma bristled at the description of her as disturbed and a “sick individual.” She turned to watch the window behind the stage, where the Dragoon would likely come in at.
 
   “My friends,” Lintner continued. “This woman’s methods were wrong, but her heart was in the right place. We must stand up to these thugs who flood our city with drugs, guns, and chaos. We must fight back!”
 
   It probably wasn’t noticeable to anyone else, but Emma could see Lintner’s eyes flick to the right. This must have been the Dragoon’s cue. Lintner cleared his throat and then said again, “We must fight back—”
 
   This time the Dragoon smashed through the window. Screams rose up from among the crowd, while Emma noticed no reaction from Don Vendetta or her goons. This was a confirmation of everything Becky had said. 
 
   Lintner stood frozen on the stage, a good enough actor that Emma would have believed his look of fear if she didn’t know better. The Dragoon stomped across the stage; his eyes glowed red and he brandished his claws. “You fool,” the Dragoon growled. “You think you can fight back against me?”
 
   Lintner didn’t get a chance to answer. The Dragoon stabbed him in the midsection. From where Emma stood, it looked perfectly real. She hoped Becky hadn’t been wrong about this part of the scheme. Lintner collapsed onto his back with a scream of pain. Those in the crowd who didn’t know this was a put-on began to scream and flee in a panic.
 
   “This city belongs to me now!” the Dragoon roared.
 
   “Not yet,” Emma said, dropping the cape. She punched the Dragoon squarely in the chest. The blow sent him back through the opening. She wanted to go after him, but she had something else to do first.
 
   She picked Lintner up and tore open his shirt to reveal a blood pack like what Hollywood used to simulate wounds. Beneath this, Lintner’s skin was completely unblemished. She held the blood pack in one hand while she kept the other on Lintner. “What you’ve seen was all a lie. This man wanted to trick you into voting for him, to give that monster control of the city,” Emma said.
 
   “I didn’t—” Lintner blubbered until Emma looked down at him. He pointed towards Don Vendetta. “She put me up to it!”
 
   That was enough for Emma. She tossed Lintner to the man with Donovan. Emma looked around the room of astonished faces to see that Becky and Sylvia were still safe.
 
   Then she threw herself through the window.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
   Emma couldn’t resist screaming as she plummeted from Robinson Tower. She could have used the cape to drift down gently to the ground, but she had spent too much time upstairs already. She had to catch up to the Dragoon or else she’d lose him. 
 
   The sidewalk filled her vision as she plunged down. She could see astonished people point up at her. Even in Rampart City you didn’t see someone in red armor and a gold cape jump from the highest building in the city every day. She tried to judge her altitude from the proximity of the ground. After she performed the mental calculations to account for wind resistance, she estimated in five seconds she should try to right herself and use the cape.
 
   It proved difficult to get herself into position at her speed and with the forces of gravity against her. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to fight through it. She found herself looking up at the tower, from where she’d jumped. She reached back and got the cape into position. As advertised, the cape billowed like a parachute; it snapped her back hard enough that she groaned from pain. It did slow her down, so she could touch down gently on the sidewalk.
 
   She still hit the sidewalk hard enough to buckle her knees. Marlin would have chided her for falling down, even though he didn’t have a pair of legs and probably hadn’t in four thousand years. With another grunt, Emma pushed herself back up to her feet.
 
   It was easy enough to see where the Black Dragoon had landed. He didn’t have a cape to use as a parachute, so he had plowed into the ground like one of Emma’s meteors. This had left a hole the size of a Volkswagen in Executive Plaza. Curious onlookers had gathered around this to stare into the hole.
 
   “Get away from there!” Emma shouted. To help make her point, she took the Sword of Justice from its sheath. “Get out of here!”
 
   Brandishing the sword seemed to get the point across. The bystanders took off in all directions. A few seconds later, the Black Dragoon crawled out of the hole.
 
   Emma already had the Sword of Justice on its way. The gold blade spun end-over-end at the Dragoon’s head. Emma prepared herself to slow it up at the last second so she wouldn’t kill Ian inside the suit. This wasn’t necessary as the Dragoon swatted the sword away with one hand. Emma stopped it and called it back towards her as she dove to her left at the same time.
 
   Three claws whizzed past her, one narrowly missing her cape. As she landed, she extended her hand to collect the Sword of Justice. After she tucked this into its sheath, Emma rolled to cover herself with the cape.
 
   The Dragoon had gotten to his feet, his red eyes glowing as he searched for her. “Foolish girl,” he said. “You should have stayed dead. This time I will make sure.”
 
   The spike on the Dragoon’s left foot extended until it was nearly six feet long. He snapped this off to hold like a spear. The spear he swept around to keep Emma from getting in close. She didn’t have any intention of trying, at least not yet.
 
   She reached into the bag Sylvia had given to her and took out one of the grenades. She pulled the pin and then tossed the grenade at the Dragoon’s feet. A plume of red smoke shot into the air; the smoke soon billowed into a cloud. The Dragoon roared at this. He stabbed randomly with his spear in an attempt to kill her.
 
   She still didn’t advance on him. Instead she took the Sword of Justice from its sheath again. She hurled it away from her and brought it out into a wide arc until it was off to the Dragoon’s left. The sword glowed in the presence of evil, apparently bright enough that the Dragoon could see it. 
 
   When he stabbed at the sword, she came around from the other direction. As she had on the opera house roof, she launched himself at him with both legs; this time she kicked him squarely in the back. The Dragoon toppled forward while Emma fell down next to him. She recovered first and grabbed the Sword of Justice with one hand to level it at the Dragoon.
 
   “It’s over now,” she said. 
 
   He turned his head, his eyes glowing red as they had on the opera house roof. “You can’t defeat me. You’re nothing more than a pathetic child—”
 
   “That won’t work this time,” she said. “Take off the armor, Ian. I’ll take you to the police.”
 
   Right on cue the police appeared. A bullet pinged off Emma’s right shoulder. She saw Lieutenant Kramer with a dozen other cops. Had Donovan told him? Or had they heard of the commotion going on at Robinson Tower and hurried to the scene?
 
   She didn’t get a chance to think about it any more as a shotgun blast knocked the Sword of Justice from her hand. The Dragoon seized this opportunity to kick her in the midsection. The Dragoon ran away into the night while Emma turned to face Kramer and the cops.
 
   “What are you doing? He’s getting away!”
 
   “You’re under arrest, freak,” Kramer said. 
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Stealing police evidence for one thing.”
 
   “I didn’t steal it. This is mine.”
 
   “Tell it to your lawyer,” Kramer said.
 
   A third voice entered the conversation. “Jesus Christ!” Donovan screamed. “What the hell are you doing, Kramer?”
 
   “This isn’t your business, Sergeant.”
 
   “The hell it’s not.” Donovan stomped towards her fellow cops. “You let the Robinson Park killer go, you moron.”
 
   “You’d better shut your mouth or you’re going on report.”
 
   “Yeah? Report this.” Donovan laid Kramer out with a solid right cross; the lieutenant crumpled to the ground. She glared at the rest of the cops. “Cielo’s got Lintner, Don Vendetta, and her goons up there. Go make sure he keeps them there. Now!”
 
   “Thanks,” Emma mumbled.
 
   “Yeah, well, this doesn’t mean I like you.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Now go catch that bastard.”
 
   “I will,” Emma said. Then she took off into the night.
 
   ***
 
   Emma got a block before she saw Marlin approaching. “The bugger’s gone to the museum,” the ghost said.
 
   There were fifty-five museums in the city of different sizes and specialties, but she knew which one Marlin meant. Despite that it was the Black Dragoon in control, it was still Ian inside the suit. What place did Ian know better than the Plaine Museum?
 
   She hurried to the museum by using her boots to bounce to cover more distance. Her landings weren’t perfect, but she got into the habit of rolling as she came down so she could more quickly recover her balance. This allowed her to get to the museum a lot quicker than she would have by foot.
 
   With the boots she could make it up the steps in one leap. She didn’t see the Dragoon behind any of the columns. The front doors were shattered, the metal frames on the floor, surrounded by shards of glass. It was obvious then the Dragoon was inside the museum. He probably thought he would have the advantage in there, since he had worked there so long.
 
   Emma hadn’t worked there as long as Ian, but she had memorized the museum’s layout long before she began to work there. “Ian,” she called out. “Ian, let’s not do this. Come out and surrender the armor.”
 
   She walked through the main gallery and used the night vision of the visor to help her see in the dark. She couldn’t see the Dragoon anywhere. Had he gone upstairs? Or maybe he had gone down into the basement or even the subbasement to try and escape. If so, she would have to find a way to flush him out.
 
   “He’s behind the mammoth,” Marlin hissed in her ear.
 
   “Mastodon,” Emma whispered automatically.
 
   “Whatever,” Marlin said. “Be careful. It’s probably a trap.”
 
   “Probably,” Emma agreed. At the very least, behind Alex would be a good defensive position; the mastodon’s skeleton would make it difficult for her to get the Sword of Justice in there. In such tight quarters the Dragoon’s claws would have the advantage.
 
   She reached for another of the smoke grenades. She rolled it across the floor so that it went off behind the Dragoon. Once the smoke began to hiss out of the grenade, Emma used her boots to catapult herself onto Alex’s head. Support cables held the mastodon up and also meant that as long as she didn’t linger too long, it could hold her up as well.
 
   She nearly didn’t make the landing, almost slipping off Alex’s skull. She used the gloves to latch onto the skull and then pull herself upright. She raced along Alex’s spine and tried not to think about what she was doing. As she ran, she pulled the Sword of Justice out to drop onto the Dragoon once she was close enough.
 
   As she neared the tailbone, she heard Marlin shout, “Look out!”
 
   The Dragoon had anticipated what she was going to do. Either that or she had made too much noise in her landing. No matter which it was, the Dragoon had known she was up on the mastodon and used another spear to break Alex’s back leg bones. The entire rear of the mastodon shifted; it dumped Emma onto the floor of the museum. The Sword of Justice clattered to the floor a few feet away.
 
   She rolled blindly to her left, in time for the Dragoon to bring the spear down on her shoulder. Emma screamed in pain at this and then again when the Dragoon twisted the spear. His red eyes glowed as he stared down at her.
 
   “You poor fool. Your feeble plan has failed.”
 
   “Not yet,” she said through the pain. The Sword of Justice flew like a dart, into the Dragoon’s left thigh. It was the Dragoon’s turn to howl with pain while Emma used her right arm to free the spear from her shoulder. She managed to roll again to her left before the Dragoon could fire a pair of claws where her head had been.
 
   She used the Dragoon’s own spear to sweep his legs out from beneath him. He fell backwards to the floor while she groaned with pain as she pushed herself back up. With her good hand she snatched the Sword of Justice from the Dragoon’s leg. She dove to the floor as he fired another pair of claws.
 
   She rolled back to her feet, put the Sword of Justice away, and then tossed another smoke grenade to cover her escape. She didn’t plan on going very far, just far enough to set a trap of her own.
 
   She opened the door to Dan’s Karlak II exhibit. For a moment she looked around in awe at the completed exhibit, which looked almost exactly like an Egyptian tomb, except for the signs and video screens put up for the visitors. Emma took the Sword of Justice from its sheath and tossed it into the air. She held it up with her mind over the doorway while she concealed herself behind Karlak II’s sarcophagus. 
 
   As expected, the Dragoon pursued her. “Come out, girl, and I’ll make your death swift and relatively painless.”
 
   She braced herself behind the sarcophagus to wait for the Dragoon to appear in the doorway. If he decided not to come into the exhibit, then she would have to think of something else. Or maybe she should think about a strategic withdrawal before he stabbed her somewhere worse than the shoulder.
 
   The Dragoon’s dark silhouette filled the doorway, his eyes glowing red. “You foolish child,” he said. “You can’t hide from me forever.”
 
   Emma counted down the seconds as the Dragoon came forward. Just as the Dragoon stepped beneath the Sword of Justice, she brought the golden blade down. The sword plunged into the Dragoon’s right collarbone. As the Dragoon screamed with pain, Emma hurried forward as much as possible with the cape around her body.
 
   Once she was near the Dragoon, Emma let the cape drop. This time she delivered a roundhouse kick to the Dragoon’s midsection that knocked him back into the wall. She ducked as he tried to shoot a spike from his right foot at her. He managed to get his left hand up to fire all four claws. Emma flattened herself on the ground to let these go overhead.
 
   As she did, the Dragoon got to his feet. His right arm dangled uselessly at his side as he ran from the Egyptian exhibit. She got up to go after him, but had to hit the deck again as he used his left hand to bring his right up enough to fire the claws there.
 
   The Dragoon roared with pain again, this time from the Sword of Justice as he ripped it out of his shoulder. Emma took off after him; she called the sword back to her right hand. With his left leg injured, he couldn’t run faster than her. He must have sensed this, but he had an escape plan ready.
 
   The Dragoon reached underneath the ticket counter to produce one of the security guards. The guard was still alive, his hands bound and a gag in his mouth. The Dragoon raised a claw and then ran it across the man’s left leg. If he’d wanted to, the Dragoon could have taken the leg off entirely. Instead, he merely cut it deeply, blood gushing from the wound. The security guard screamed against his gag as the Dragoon tossed the guard to Emma.
 
   She caught the man and set him gently on the floor. As the Dragoon fled, Emma called out, “Marlin, follow him!”
 
   She looked down at the man then and raised the visor so he could see her face. She hoped he wouldn’t be able to identify her from that; he was probably in too much pain to remember it in any case. “I’m going to help you,” she said. “I’m not going to let you die.”
 
   She tore the man’s pant leg off to expose the wound. Then she used the material from the pant leg to tie a tourniquet around the man’s leg. The armor’s strength helped her to tie it off enough that the blood flow would stop. That wouldn’t be a long-term solution, but it should keep him safe until he got to a hospital.
 
   She kept the gag in his mouth to muffle his screams and then said, “I’m going to call for help now. The paramedics should be here soon.”
 
   Through his screams and the gag, she was pretty sure she heard the man say, “Thank you.”
 
   ***
 
   As a city of millions, Rampart City had hundreds of cemeteries, ranging from the tiny old church ones to the sprawling Fontenot Cemetery. Fontenot was named after the original village that had sprung up there, a village that had over time become the cemetery. From the original church cemetery in the village, it had expanded to over one hundred acres dedicated to burying Rampart City’s dead.
 
   Emma stood at the gates of the cemetery, which had been knocked off their hinges by the Dragoon. Marlin floated behind her, but his face looked embarrassed. “I followed him this far, but I can’t go any farther,” he said.
 
   “Scared of corpses?” she asked.
 
   “Psychic interference,” he said. “I’m not the only ghost in the world, you know.”
 
   “I see,” she said. As a scientist who had graduated at the top of every class, she thought she had known how things worked. But ever since Dan had brought that black box into her office, she realized there was a lot she still didn’t understand.
 
   She knew where the Dragoon was going. Like with the museum, it was still Ian in the suit. There was one place Ian would go to make his last stand: the place where his loved ones resided. But with the cemetery covering so much ground, it might take her a while to find Sarah and Thomas MacGregor’s graves.
 
   That was until she saw a familiar face crawl out of the cemetery. It was the rat with the silver stripe. He pressed his snout against her leg and then turned towards the cemetery.
 
   “I think he wants me to follow him,” Emma said.
 
   “Are you serious? He’ll probably lead you to a dead bird, or pile of trash,” Marlin said.
 
   “He helped to find Ian at the sausage plant,” she said.
 
   “Fine. Go ahead and follow the bloody pest.”
 
   “If you want to do something useful, you could go find Mrs. Chiostro. If I can get Ian to surrender, he might need one of her potions for his injuries.”
 
   “Sounds like a barrel of laughs,” Marlin said and disappeared.
 
   Emma looked down at the rat and said, “Lead on.”
 
   The rat seemed confident in its sense of direction; it didn’t hesitate at the various intersections throughout the cemetery. Emma kept her good hand on the Sword of Justice’s hilt so she could pull it out when needed. The rat continued to creep along in front of her; it showed no signs of fatigue as they waded deeper into the cemetery.
 
   The tombstone dates became more recent the farther they went. Near the entrance were the oldest tombstones from the 17th Century, when Fontenot had been a Dutch trading post. After half an hour of following the rat, Emma saw dates from the last decade. It wouldn’t be long until they came to where Sarah and Thomas MacGregor lay.
 
   The rat squeaked as one of the Dragoon’s claws hurtled towards her. Emma dropped down and pulled the Sword of Justice out. She reached into the olive bag and took out the last smoke grenade Sylvia had given to her. She hurled this far enough that it landed at the Dragoon’s feet. 
 
   As the smoke spewed into the air, Emma bounced towards the grave. The Dragoon launched the claws on his left hand; one of these nicked Emma’s right leg, so that she landed heavily in front of the Dragoon. He used his good arm to try and bring his other arm around to fire the claws into her body. Emma got to her knees and with a war cry swept the Sword of Justice around to slice the tips from the Dragoon’s gauntlets. The claws fell harmlessly to the ground.
 
   Before the claws on the Dragoon’s other hand could regenerate, she swept the sword across it. With a roar of pain, he sagged to the ground. Emma got to her feet and held the Sword of Justice at his throat. “It’s over, Ian. Surrender the armor and let me get you some help.”
 
   “It isn’t over,” the Dragoon hissed. “You can kill this host, but another will take its place. The ghost surely told you that.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean Ian has to die.”
 
   “What difference does his life make to you?”
 
   Emma took her hand off the Sword of Justice; she kept it in the air with her mind while she took off the helmet. She dropped the helmet to the ground and then brushed sweaty hair back from her face. “Ian, it’s Emma. I know you can hear me in there. I know what it told you. It promised to tell you who killed your wife and child. It promised you justice.”
 
   She let this sink in for a moment before she continued, “But look around. What has this justice cost you? Your freedom, your soul and maybe even your life. And your wife and son are still dead. Was it really worth it?”
 
   “Yes.” She wasn’t sure if the Dragoon or Ian had said this.
 
   “Ian, I know what you’re going through. After my parents died, I spent years in pain. I threw myself into schoolwork so I wouldn’t have time to think about it. I never dealt with the pain, the hurt of losing them.
 
   “I avoided thinking about what happened for so long, but I couldn’t forget about it. When you triggered those awful memories, it let me face those demons again. This time I couldn’t run from it. I had to face it and realize what happened wasn’t my fault.”
 
   She reached out towards the Dragoon with her good hand. “I want to help you, Ian. I want to help you face this. Take off the armor and we can face this together. Please, Ian. You’ve been a good friend to me. I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   The Dragoon reached up with one hand and took off the helmet. As expected, it was Ian beneath the mask, his hair matted with sweat. He stared at her for a moment and then down at himself. Tears came to his eyes. “What have I done?” he said.
 
   She pulled the Sword of Justice back and took it with her hand to put back into its sheath. “It’s all right, Ian. We’ll find a way to get you through this.”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m sorry, lass. There’s no helping me. Not now.”
 
   Emma had cut the claws off of the Dragoon’s hands, but not the spikes on his feet. She realized too late that as she had pleaded with him, he had been growing the spike on his left foot into a spear. She only had time to scream for him to stop as he broke it off and stabbed himself through the throat with it.
 
   “Ian!”
 
   With the last of his strength, Ian turned. He embraced the tombstone of his wife. Emma sank to her knees and buried her face in her hands to cry for the friend she had lost.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Epilogue
 
   The armor sped the healing of Emma’s shoulder so by the next Monday she no longer needed to have it in a sling. She had taken the rest of that week off as much so she wouldn’t see Dan as to recover from her shoulder wound. With the armor around her shoulder, she spent most of her time in bed, glad to let Becky mother her this time. 
 
   She did go to Ian’s funeral, where her eulogy became a ramble after her tears destroyed the speech she had written. She had virtually repeated the words she had said at his wife’s grave. “I didn’t know him long, but he was a good friend to me and I’m so sorry that he’s gone.”
 
   Dan was there, but Becky and Mrs. Chiostro were quick to hustle Emma out of the funeral home and back to bed. She thought of trying to call him at the museum or get his home number, but she didn’t want to hear him talk to her like she was a stranger. So she had stayed in bed, where she read with one hand while she hoped that when she came back he would be gone. It was cowardly on her part, but she didn’t care.
 
   When Monday came and the wound in her shoulder had become an angry red scar, she knew it was time to go back to work. Becky waited for her in the living room, dressed in her work clothes. “Are you going to an interview?” Emma asked.
 
   “Actually, I have a new job. Councilwoman Napier’s office called. They want me to work for her campaign. I’ll get to keep my credits after all.”
 
   “That’s great,” Emma said.
 
   “I’m wondering how they knew about all that.” Becky glared at Emma, who wilted under the intensity of this.
 
   “She wanted to talk to me about solving the city’s problems,” Emma said. “I told her I didn’t really know anything about politics, but I knew someone who did.”
 
   Becky wrapped Emma in a hug, careful to hug Emma’s good shoulder. “God, kid, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
   “It’s all right. You’d do the same for me.”
 
   Becky wiped at the tears staining her cheeks. “Yeah, I would.” She let Emma go. “Come on, we better get going.”
 
   Emma managed to get down to her office in the subbasement without running into Dan. She would have to make sure not to go outside when he would be jogging. So long as he was still here, she supposed it was inevitable that they would run into each other; she hoped to put it off as long as possible.
 
   She was down there only an hour before her phone rang. It was Ian’s secretary, Leslie. “Excuse me, Dr. Earl. The director requested to see you in her office immediately.”
 
   “Oh,” Emma said. She nearly dropped the phone. “I’ll be right there. Thanks.”
 
   On the elevator ride up to the fourth floor, Emma shifted nervously from one foot to another. Had the director found out she was the Scarlet Knight? Had she decided to fire Emma because of her relationship with Dan? Had the security guard recognized her and said something? All of these possibilities ran through her mind as she stepped into the director’s office.
 
   As befitted her position, the director’s office was the largest in the building with the best view, one of Executive Plaza; Emma saw the blinking yellow lights from where crews were repairing the damage from the Dragoon’s landing. The director sat behind her desk; she leaned forward a little and tented her fingers. “Hello, Dr. Earl. Have a seat, won’t you?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Emma squeaked. She felt as if she were a little girl in the principal’s office.
 
   “As you are aware of, Dr. MacGregor recently committed suicide. It’s a terrible tragedy for the entire Plaine Museum family.” The director had said almost those exact words at Ian’s funeral. “This coupled with the death of Dr. Brighton has left us with some holes to fill.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Emma said again.
 
   “I received Dr. MacGregor’s request to make you interim head of the exogeology division. I’ve denied this request. The exogeology division will be phased out within the next two weeks.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” Emma said. She was being fired. What reason would the director use to terminate her position? Her age, her inexperience, her relationship to Dan, her second career as the Scarlet Knight? Those were all valid. “It’s been a pleasure working here, ma’am, even for a short time. It’s fulfilled my childhood dream—”
 
   “That dream isn’t over yet, young lady. I said I am phasing out the exogeology division. I am not phasing you out.”
 
   Emma looked up at the director, whose face betrayed nothing. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “It’s simple. I’m promoting you to Dr. MacGregor’s position. As soon as we’ve cleared up the red tape, you’ll be the new director of the geology department.”
 
   “Me? But—”
 
   “You’re too young? Too inexperienced?” The director waved her hand dismissively. “I don’t see those as deciding factors.”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “With the rebuilding of the museum after the explosion and fundraising set to begin for a satellite museum in Westfield, we are going to need the best and brightest at the forefront. I don’t think there’s anyone here brighter than you.”
 
   “But won’t everyone else be upset?” Emma said. She thought of Dr. Lemieux and Dr. Stevens, both of whom were far more qualified than her to run the department.
 
   “That shouldn’t be a problem,” the director said. “I’m not sure you quite understand the opportunity I’m offering. To be a department head at your age is unprecedented.”
 
   “Yes, I understand that. I’m concerned—”
 
   “You shouldn’t worry about that, young lady. I’ve seen your work. I’ve also seen the equipment request Dr. MacGregor passed along. That you were able to get that from dear old Dr. Brighton tells me you’re much stronger than you look when it comes to dealing with people.”
 
   “Thank you, ma’am,” Emma said, though she wasn’t sure if this were really a compliment.
 
   “Of course there will also be an increase in salary and an upgrade of benefits. My assistant will give you a folder with all of the pertinent details. Let me know your decision in the next forty-eight hours.” The director leaned back in her chair. “Don’t let me detain you.”
 
   Understanding this was a dismissal, Emma hurried out of the office. She took the folder from the director’s assistant to study later. Head of the geology department! To think she had only started as a junior researcher three weeks ago. A promotion like this should have taken at least five years.
 
   Her joy at this quickly turned to terror as she saw Dan coming down the hallway. She looked around, but there was nowhere for her to go. If only she had the Scarlet Knight’s cape right now to make herself invisible.
 
   The folder dropped from her trembling fingers; the papers spread out across the floor. As she bent down to pick these up, she heard Dan say, “Let me help you with that.”
 
   Together they gathered up the papers; Dan handed the ones he had collected to her. Their eyes met, but in his she saw nothing, not even a sign of recognition. His smile was as warm as ever as he said, “There you go.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   He squinted at her behind his glasses. “Have we met before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment and then said, “Dr. Earl, right? The girl genius. Everyone’s been talking about you.”
 
   “They have?”
 
   “Oh sure. Nothing bad, trust me. Everyone’s really impressed a girl your age is working here as a researcher.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “What area do you work in?”
 
   “Meteors.”
 
   “I’m in Egyptology,” he said.
 
   “That must be interesting.”
 
   “It is. We just finished launching the Karlak exhibit. Have you seen it yet?”
 
   “Yes. It’s very impressive.”
 
   “Thanks.” He sighed and said, “I’m going back to Egypt to get started on our next dig. No use sitting on our laurels, right?”
 
   “No, I guess not,” Emma said.
 
   He stuck out his hand for her to shake weakly. “It was good to meet you, Dr. Earl. Maybe I’ll see you when I get back.”
 
   “Maybe,” she mumbled.
 
   She managed to get back to the subbasement before she set her head on her desk and cried. She remembered what Mrs. Chiostro had said. This was her punishment and would continue to be her punishment for years to come.
 
   ***
 
   Two weeks later, Emma moved into her new office. It was still a temporary office, her permanent one being erected with the rest of the rebuilt offices on the third floor. “Hello, Dr. Earl,” Leslie said. She ushered Emma into the office. “I’ve set your messages on your desk. Henry from IT will be up soon to set up your network access. The director will want to see you this afternoon to go over budget forecasts.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” Emma said. She supposed that as with her introduction to the Order of the Scarlet Knight, she would get a baptism of fire.
 
   “Would you like any coffee?”
 
   “A cup of tea would be nice, but I can get it.”
 
   “That’s all right, Dr. Earl. I’d be more than happy to get you some tea. Any particular kind you like?”
 
   “Earl Grey,” Emma said. “But whatever you can get is fine.”
 
   The older woman nodded to her. “I’ll be right back, Dr. Earl.”
 
   Leslie shut the door behind her, which left Emma alone in her new office. She turned to look out at the city. The view wasn’t as nice as the director’s, but at least it was a view, not like her windowless office in the subbasement. The chair was a lot more comfortable too, though she tried not to remind herself this had been Ian’s chair. It didn’t seem fair for her to take his job, not after she’d caused him to lose his life. If she’d been a little faster, she could have kept him from killing himself. He would still be alive, though probably in a jail cell instead of this chair.
 
   She shivered as she thought about the Dragoon. She had dragged the black box onto a boat and thrown it into the harbor. Marlin had suggested she find a better place, like inside a volcano, but there weren’t any volcanoes near Rampart City and she didn’t have the money to travel to one. The harbor would have to do for now.
 
   She managed to survive her first day as the head of the geology department. Everyone was nice to her, at least to her face, though she suspected they would resent her behind her back. That wouldn’t be anything new; she’d been the teacher’s pet ever since kindergarten.
 
   She took the elevator down to the sub-subbasement. She stepped across some boards she’d strung across the floor and then ducked into the Sanctuary. With her first check she had made some improvements, which included hooking up her old computer from the subbasement down here and a couple of television monitors that showed views from security cameras throughout the city. She had also installed a refrigerator stocked with Red Bull to help her stay awake during the long nights.
 
   “About time you got down here,” Marlin said.
 
   “It was my first day,” Emma said.
 
   “Yes, well, you still have a job to do. Unless you’re planning to quit now that the Dragoon is gone.”
 
   Emma shook her head. “I’m not going to quit,” she said. The Dragoon was gone, but Don Vendetta was still on the loose. Lintner had changed his story after being taken into custody; he had taken full blame for the alliance with the Black Dragoon. Though there was no proof, Emma suspected the don had strongly suggested he take the blame or else he and his entire family—possibly including his godson—would be killed.
 
   Emma watched the monitors while she sipped from a can of Red Bull. She would have preferred a cup of tea, but she had to admit this stuff packed a wallop. While she was used to not sleeping much, three hours or less was asking a bit much.
 
   The police radio came to life with a report of a silent alarm going off at Eighth and Orchard. Emma smiled slightly at this and then began to put on the armor. “Are you sure you want to waste your time with that?” Marlin asked.
 
   “It’s my job,” she said.
 
   Besides upgrading the Sanctuary a bit, she had also bought something else to help the Scarlet Knight. The red Ninja motorcycle waited for her on the bottom floor of the Plaine Museum parking garage. She wheeled it up the steps, into an alley to avoid the security cameras. Before she got on, she took the license plate off and tucked it into a storage compartment. 
 
   Then she climbed on and started the engine. The motorcycle’s engine roared to life, growling like a jungle cat. She kicked the stand away and then leaned forward as the motorcycle leaped out of the alley. She wove into traffic as she headed for the robbery.
 
   It was time for the Scarlet Knight to go back to work.
 
   ***
 
   Marie sat on her bed and then took a deep breath. It never hurt her physically to do this, but there was the mental pain involved. Still, it would be worth it to see her friend again.
 
   Marie brushed the hair away from her special eye and stared at the wall. The drab floral print walls suddenly turned to bright pink flowers. Instead of the grungy brown carpet was a wooden floor with a Persian rug on it. Where there had been nothing there were shelves lined with porcelain dolls.
 
   As for the boring metal-framed bed with its olive green blanket, it became a canopy bed with an adorable pink bedspread. Marie no longer sat on the bed but floated over it. She had become a ghost, a ghost only one person could see.
 
   This person was a pale little girl with dark hair in bouncy curls. She sat on the bed and idly played with her favorite doll until she saw Marie. “Marie!” she shouted.
 
   “Hello, sweetie,” Marie said. She wished she could hug the girl or pat her head, but she couldn’t. She had already tried; Veronica had only shivered with cold. “How are you doing?”
 
   “Fine,” Veronica said.
 
   “How’s school?”
 
   “Fine.” Marie knew these tepid answers meant things were not going well. Veronica and her parents had moved to Rampart during the summer from Boston. So far she had not managed to fit in with the other children.
 
   “You’ll make some friends eventually,” Marie said. “You have to be patient.”
 
   “I don’t need friends. I have you and Lucy,” Veronica said. She held up her doll.
 
   “Yes, that’s very true,” Marie said. She floated down closer to Veronica, though not so close as to make the little girl shiver. “You’ll always have me.”
 
   Veronica smiled at this. Her front tooth had fallen out since Marie had last been here. It wouldn’t be long until Veronica lost the last of her baby teeth. She was becoming a big girl. “Marie, tell me a story.”
 
   “What kind of story?” Marie asked, as she always did.
 
   “Tell me a story about airplanes.”
 
   “Sure, sweetie.” She waited until Veronica settled herself flat on her belly with Lucy next to her. Then the girl stared at Marie with rapt attention. “In the future there are going to be big metal birds called airplanes that fly people around—”
 
   The session ended too soon, as they all did. Marie would have liked to stay forever, but she felt the pull, like a hand grabbing her by the back of the shirt. “I have to go now.”
 
   “So soon?”
 
   “I’m afraid so. I’ll come back again real soon. I promise.”
 
   Veronica waved to her—she also waved Lucy’s arm as well—as Marie floated back through the wall. There was that unsettling moment of flying through a black tunnel and then Marie was back in her drab bedroom in the halfway house. She stared down at the floor and sighed.
 
   That was until she heard a man clear his throat. Marie turned to see a man with a gray mustache in a chair in the corner. “Hello, my dear,” he said. “Did you have a pleasant visit with Veronica?”
 
   “How do you know about her?”
 
   “I saw it through that hole. Very sweet. How long ago was that? 1880?”
 
   “1874,” Marie said.
 
   “I stand corrected,” the old man said.
 
   “Are you a doctor?” Marie asked. After what had happened in the nursing home, she had worried the doctors would come for her, to drag her back to the institution. She had been careless and now she wouldn’t get to see Veronica anymore. The little girl would be devastated when Marie didn’t come back; she would hate Marie forever for not keeping her word.
 
   “I’m not a doctor, but I have been watching you for some time. I think you and I have much to discuss.”
 
   “Who are you?” Marie asked.
 
   “For now you can call me the Watchmaker.”
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Chapter 1
 
   The last member of Dr. Emma Earl’s immediate family lay in a coffin at the front of the funeral home chapel.  It had been three nights ago that Emma came in through her bedroom window to find Becky on the bed.  She knew right away that something terrible had happened.  Even before Emma could take off the Scarlet Knight’s magic red plate armor, Becky wrapped her in a hug.  “The nursing home called.  Aunt Gladys passed away.  I’m so sorry.”
 
   At the time Emma had been too stunned to even cry at the news.  Aunt Gladys’s dementia had been much worse over the last couple of weeks, but still Emma hadn’t thought her aunt could actually die.  “They said she died in her sleep.  So at least she didn’t suffer.”
 
   “I guess,” Emma had whispered.  
 
   Only later, once she had to make the funeral arrangements, did it really sink in:  she was alone now.  Her parents had died almost fourteen years ago.  Her grandparents on both sides had died before Emma was born.  Now her only aunt was dead.  Emma was the last leaf on this branch of the Earl and Cabot family trees.
 
   Those thoughts occurred to her again as she stared at the brass coffin that was close to the color Aunt Gladys’s hair had once been.  The unfairness of it all hit her.  Aunt Gladys hadn’t even been sixty years old yet.  She had been much too young to suffer from Alzheimer’s and much too young to die in a nursing home.  She should still be healthy and alive; she should still be on exotic adventures like before Emma’s parents died.
 
   Though as a scientist she knew it was irrational, sometimes she blamed the death of her parents for Aunt Gladys’s decline.  She knew that hadn’t actually caused the Alzheimer’s, but the added stress of caring for a precocious eight-year-old had certainly not helped the situation.  Especially not a precocious eight-year-old who had seen her parents murdered.
 
   She still remembered the morning after her parents had died.  Emma was still in the police station, a social worker in the seat next to her.  The social worker had tried kind words, hugs, and even candy, but Emma had still been distraught.  No matter how she tried, she couldn’t help but see their deaths over and over.
 
   Aunt Gladys had finally arrived from Ethiopia, where she had gone to aid relief efforts.  The moment Emma saw her, she ran into her aunt’s arms.  Aunt Gladys scooped her up and smothered Emma in a hug.  She stroked Emma’s hair and whispered, “It’s all right, sweetheart.  I’m here now.”
 
   There had been forms for Aunt Gladys to fill out, but she had still let Emma cling to her until Emma fell asleep.  When Emma woke up, she was on a bench that overlooked the pond in Robinson Park.  There was no one else on the bench with her.  She looked around frantically until she was ready to scream.  
 
   “Come on in, the water’s fine!” she heard Aunt Gladys shout.
 
   Emma squinted and saw her aunt silhouetted against the morning sun.  Aunt Gladys splashed the water and then said, “Don’t worry, sweetie, the water’s nice and warm.”
 
   Emma toddled down to the edge of the pond.  She saw a sign posted that banned swimming in the pond.  “The sign—”
 
   “Don’t worry about that old sign,” Aunt Gladys said.  “Just wade in.”
 
   Emma chewed on her lip for a moment as she debated this.  Then she took off her shoes and socks and touched the water with one toe.  As Aunt Gladys had said, it felt warm.  The oversized T-shirt and jeans the police had given her to wear inflated in the water like water wings as she waded in.  Never much of a swimmer, Emma dog-paddled out to where Aunt Gladys waited.
 
   Her aunt splashed her with some of the warm water.  “That’s my girl,” Aunt Gladys said.
 
   “What are you doing out here, Aunt Gladys?”
 
   “I love to swim and the Y’s too crowded.”  Aunt Gladys rolled over to float on her back.  She did a leisurely backstroke as she said, “I miss this when I go to Africa.  Not many places to swim there unless you want to wrestle crocodiles.”
 
   Though she knew there weren’t crocodiles in the park, Emma still looked about her for any other monsters in the water.  She couldn’t be certain, but she was pretty sure she saw a pair of eyes to her left.  She let out a scream and then started back to the shore, but she couldn’t make a coordinated effort.  She chopped at the water until she tired out.  Then she barely treaded water as she sobbed.
 
   Aunt Gladys swam over to put an arm around Emma’s shoulders.  She used her strength to keep Emma afloat.  “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”
 
   “I saw something looking at me.  Over there!”  Emma pointed to where she’d seen the eyes.  To her surprise, Aunt Gladys only laughed. 
 
   “Those aren’t eyes, sweetie.  That’s just some algae.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Aunt Gladys left her to tread water again while she swam over to the eyes.  Emma whimpered as she thought of a monster tearing Aunt Gladys to pieces.  That was until Aunt Gladys scooped at the water.  She lifted her hands, both coated with something green.  “See?  Nothing to worry about.”
 
   “But—”
 
   Aunt Gladys swam back to take Emma by the shoulder again.  “You don’t have to be afraid anymore, Emma.  I’m not going to let anything hurt you.  Understand?”
 
   When she looked into her aunt’s eyes, which were so much like her own, Emma believed her.  The fear subsided and for the first time since the car had hit her parents’s car, Emma didn’t feel the need to sob.  She smiled and then splashed Aunt Gladys.
 
    “A sneak attack, eh?  I’m going to get you!”  
 
   They frolicked in the water for a while, until they were both too tired to go on.  Aunt Gladys helped Emma swim back to the shore, where they sat on the bench to dry off.  Aunt Gladys put an arm around Emma’s shoulders and said, “I remember when your mom brought me here to talk.  She was six months pregnant with you and already big as a house.  I’d never seen her look so scared before.”
 
   “Why was she scared?”
 
   “Well, mostly because her little baby tried to get born too soon.  Her mom and dad had to rush to the hospital to make sure you didn’t escape before it was time.”
 
   “It was my fault she was scared?”
 
   “In a way, but you were too little to know what was going on.  Anyway, she told me about that and then she told me how scared she was that something might happen to her and how worried she was about her little girl having no one to take care of her.  That’s when she made me promise that if anything should happen to her and your dad, I would take care of you.
 
   “I’m very sorry about what happened to your mom and dad.  They were both such special people.  I would have given my life for them if I could.  But I couldn’t, so now I’m going to look after you.  OK?”
 
   “OK,” Emma said.  Despite how wet her aunt’s clothes still were, Emma hugged her.  “I love you, Aunt Gladys.”
 
   “I love you too, sweetheart.”  Aunt Gladys took her hand and then smiled.  “Come on, let’s walk to the train station.  That will help dry us off.”
 
   The thought of this story prompted a fresh wave of tears.  Emma’s handkerchief was already damp.  She felt an arm around her and for a moment thought she was eight again and back in the park with Aunt Gladys.  But it was only Becky.  “Don’t worry, kid.  Everything will be all right.”
 
   Emma wished she could believe that.
 
   ***
 
   Most of the residents at Pine Glen Rest Home came out for Aunt Gladys’s funeral.  There was a whole line of wheelchairs at the back of the chapel.  Some of those had been Aunt Gladys’s friends while the rest wanted to get out of the home for a few hours.
 
   An old, bald man leaned on a cane as he hobbled down the aisle to the front row.  Emma got to her feet to give him a hug.  “I’m so sorry, lass,” Percival Graves said.  
 
   “Thanks.  I’m glad you could make it.”
 
   “Gladys was a friend of mine.  Almost as much as her niece,” he said with a wink.  She took his free hand and led him to sit on the opposite side of her.  
 
   “How are you holding up?” he asked.
 
   “It’s been hard.  I know I should have seen it coming—”
 
   “Nothing makes death any easier to live with,” Mr. Graves said.  As a veteran of World War II and the previous Scarlet Knight for a quarter-century, Mr. Graves understood that all too well.
 
   One of the toughest decisions Emma had to make for the funeral was what kind of ceremony they would have.  Aunt Gladys, like Emma’s mother, had been a lapsed Catholic.  She had never taken Emma to any services, nor applied any pressure for Emma to decide her own spirituality.  In the end Emma decided it would be best to forego a religious service and let the funeral director say a few words of welcome to begin.
 
   After the funeral director was done, it was Emma’s turn to go up to the podium.  She kept her eyes down on the floor so she couldn’t see the coffin, which would only set her off again.  She adjusted the microphone up to her lips and then mumbled, “Thank you all for coming.”
 
   It had taken her all night to compose a eulogy.  While she had written numerous articles for scientific journals, creative writing had always eluded her.  Any attempts to write a poem fell apart quickly.  In the end she could only write what was in her heart.
 
   “Aunt Gladys was such a kind woman.  When I didn’t have anyone, she took me in.  When I was scared or sad, she comforted me.  She told me everything would be all right, that she loved me more than anything in the world.  And I loved her as much as my own parents.
 
   “I remember when she first got sick, I wanted to stay home so I could be with her.  She told me to go to college, get a good education.  Because that was the kind of woman she was, a woman who cared more about the well-being of others than about her own.  If we could bring in every person whose life she had touched, we could fill all of Robinson Tower.  
 
   “It doesn’t seem fair that a woman who gave so much would be taken so soon, but I know what she would want is for us not to grieve.  She would want us to be happy, to celebrate her life and life in general.”  Despite her words, Emma began to sob.  She turned to face the coffin, where Aunt Gladys lay, her face waxy and unnatural, like a mannequin.  “I love you Aunt Gladys and I miss you so, so much.”
 
   With that Emma staggered back to her chair.  She put her head on Becky’s shoulder to cry while Mr. Graves patted her back gently.  She remained like that for the rest of the funeral.
 
   ***
 
   They held the reception in the community room of the nursing home.  With so many of the home’s residents at the funeral and on pill schedules that made going out for long periods of time difficult, that had only seemed natural.  Since Aunt Gladys had been a vegetarian most of her life, the reception had only salad, bread, and meatless lasagna.  Emma sat at a distant table, Becky and Mr. Graves still on either side.
 
   While she nibbled on a salad, Emma mumbled thanks to some of the mourners who stopped at the table.  This was the worst part of the reception, as she didn’t want to talk to anyone at the moment.  She wanted only to go back to her apartment, curl up on the bed, and sob herself out.
 
   One of those who stopped by was a young woman in a white nurse’s uniform and oversized pink cardigan sweater.  Wild black hair covered the woman’s left eye, which left only her right one to focus on the floor as she mumbled, “I’m sorry, Emma.”
 
   “It’s all right, Marie.  It’s not your fault.”
 
   Marie Marsh still stood by the table; after a minute she gathered the courage to say, “I was there the night she died.  I…we did everything we could for her.”
 
   Emma reached across the table to take Marie’s hand.  “I’m sure you did.  It’s not your fault.”
 
   “I stayed in the room, after the others had left.  I looked at her.  She loved you very much.  I thought you should know.”
 
   Emma knew what Marie meant by looking at Aunt Gladys.  While Marie’s right eye was an ordinary brown eye, the one she kept covered with her hair was the palest blue.  Through some process Emma still didn’t understand, Marie could use that eye to see into people’s pasts.  She had used that power eighteen months ago to steady Aunt Gladys’s mind enough for Emma to say goodbye before she went off to confront the evil Black Dragoon.  Since then Emma had tried to talk to Marie about it, but the young woman didn’t have much idea herself about how she could do what she did.
 
   Emma reached over to take Marie’s hand and give it a squeeze.  “Thank you, Marie.  That’s good to know.”
 
   Marie nodded and then left a paper cup of pills in front of Mr. Graves.  She shuffled off to give medication to the rest of the patients.  Under her breath, Becky said, “She gives me the willies.”
 
   “She’s a good person,” Emma said.
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   Marie didn’t linger after she made her rounds of the patients.  She didn’t say goodbye to Emma either.  Emma considered going after her to find out exactly what Marie had seen, but decided to respect the girl’s privacy.  
 
   During the reception, two old women slipped into the room who didn’t live in the nursing home.  One was shorter and looked grandmotherly in a dated pantsuit and matronly bun while the other was taller and wore a dark green dress, her hair cropped as short as many of the men in the room.  Emma hadn’t seen Mrs. Chiostro and her sister Sylvia at the funeral, but she hadn’t paid a lot of attention to those around her.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro leaned down to squeeze Emma in a hug.  “I’m so sorry, dear.  I’m sure your aunt was a great woman.”
 
   “She was.  Thank you.”
 
   Sylvia’s hug was much shorter and rougher.  “How you holding up, kid?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma mumbled.
 
   “It’s never easy to lose someone,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  Emma knew the old woman had already lost her beloved husband, as well as her grandchildren and great-grandchildren over the last five hundred years.  Mrs. Chiostro and her sister were both witches, gifted with the kind of magic that could have saved Aunt Gladys, but they knew even better than Emma did the dire consequences if they used that magic recklessly.
 
   The witches sat down at the table.  Mrs. Chiostro took Emma’s hand to give it a squeeze.  “Any time you need some tea and sympathy, you’re welcome to come over.”
 
   “I will.  Thanks.”
 
   “You probably should stop over soon, that hair is a bit long,” Sylvia said.  
 
   Emma fingered the red hair that had been the same shade as Aunt Gladys’s, which had often prompted people to think they were mother-daughter instead of aunt-niece.  “I’ll try,” she said.
 
   The witches stayed at the table for the rest of the reception.  Like Becky and Mr. Graves, they didn’t say much.  There wasn’t much left to say that hadn’t already been said.  Emma was glad to have them around her, so at least she wouldn’t feel so alone.
 
   Once everything had been cleaned up, Becky drove Emma back into the city, to their apartment.  Becky had borrowed her boyfriend’s car for the day, a rusty Dodge Stratus.  As Parkdale faded in the rearview mirror, Emma lamented that within the next day or two Aunt Gladys would be fed into an oven, her body burned to ashes.  Those ashes Emma planned to take to the pond in Robinson Park, so Aunt Gladys could take one last swim.
 
   On the elevator ride up, Emma sagged against the wall.  Now that the funeral and reception were over, gloom pressed down on her.  By the time they reached the apartment door, Emma had begun to shuffle along like one of the ancient residents of the nursing home.
 
   She collapsed onto her bed, still in her dress.  She hoped not to need this dress again, not after she had worn it to three funerals in less than two years.  The first had been for Sarah MacGregor and her unborn son Thomas eighteen months ago.  Then a few weeks later was the funeral for Sarah’s husband Ian, Emma’s supervisor at the Plaine Museum who had also been the Black Dragoon.  He had killed himself right in front of Emma, a death she still sometimes saw in her nightmares, along with those of her parents and now Aunt Gladys.
 
   Despite this abundance of nightmares, she closed her eyes and soon fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   When she woke up it was eleven at night.  Emma went over to her computer and then logged into the anonymous email account she’d set up for the Scarlet Knight.  Lieutenant Donovan of the Rampart City police was the only one who knew the address to the account so she could communicate where and when she needed to meet with the city’s most wanted vigilante.
 
   As she feared, there was a message from Lieutenant Donovan.  The time stamp indicated the message had come in three hours ago.  Emma hoped it wasn’t too urgent.  
 
   With her usual terseness, Lieutenant Donovan had written, “Need to see you.  Midnight.  Robinson Park Band Shelter.”
 
   The band shelter was where they usually met.  At night there weren’t any other police officers foolish enough to go there and since the Black Dragoon had massacred the city’s gangs who had resided in the park, most criminals stayed out of there too.  That would prevent anyone from seeing Lieutenant Donovan meet with the Scarlet Knight.
 
   Emma had already put the leg armor on when the bedroom door opened.  The bedroom light flicked on.  Becky’s face turned red and Emma was sure it would get to magenta soon enough.  “You can’t go out tonight,” Becky said.  “You’re in no condition—”
 
   “Lieutenant Donovan wants to meet me.  It’s important.”
 
   “So tell her to handle it herself just this once.”
 
   “If she could handle it, she would,” Emma said.  Lieutenant Donovan had stressed on several occasions that she only asked for the Scarlet Knight’s help when absolutely necessary; she didn’t like to rely on a “goddamned nutcase” to get things done.
 
   Becky put a hand on her shoulder.  “Look, kid, you’ve spent almost the whole day crying.  I don’t think you’re in fighting shape.”
 
   “It’s just a meeting.”
 
   “What if she wants you to go break some heads for her?  You really think you can handle it right now?”
 
   “I have to.”
 
   “Don’t start that martyr stuff again, Emma.  I know how bad you feel about your aunt, but don’t make the same mistake you did after your parents died.  Don’t try to bury this.”
 
   “I do miss Aunt Gladys, but there’s a whole city depending on me.  She would want me to put helping them before grieving for her.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “I’ll be careful.  I promise.”
 
   “All right.  Just don’t come back acting crazy.”
 
   Emma put on the rest of the armor and then slipped out the bedroom window, onto the fire escape.  The location of the fire escape had been a selling point when she and Becky had looked for a new apartment, this one in the safer Old Downtown neighborhood than the rundown Trenches.  With the fire escape, no one would see Emma as she came and went in the armor.
 
   Her red Ninja motorcycle was down in the alley, where she usually kept it at night.  In case anyone tried to tamper with the bike, she’d wired it with a 5,000-volt security system.  She had also upgraded the engine a bit, to give it about twice as much horsepower.  That allowed her to weave through traffic at well over a hundred miles an hour.  If she ran into anything, the armor would protect her from harm.  It also enhanced her reflexes to make sure she didn’t run down any pedestrians.
 
   With the bike at almost full speed, Emma made it through the gates of Robinson Park in ten minutes.  It was a lot quicker than the old method of jumping from rooftop-to-rooftop.  She imagined Mr. Graves would have liked to have had a ride like that in his day.  Thoughts of him led her back to Aunt Gladys; she forced down the tears that threatened to come out; the Scarlet Knight didn’t cry.
 
   Though she was a half-hour early, she found Lieutenant Donovan already on the stage of the band shelter.  “You’re late,” Donovan said.  She tossed her cigarette to the floor.  “You’re usually here waiting for me.”
 
   Emma deepened her voice a little as she said, “I got a little tied up.”
 
   “We might as well get started,” Lieutenant Donovan said.  “A few nights from now we’re going to move in on Don Vendetta.  Word is there’s a shipment coming in and she’s overseeing it.”
 
   “You want me there to help?”
 
   “No, I want you to stay as far away as possible.  The last thing I need is the don’s lawyers telling the judge how some nut in armor swooped in there to assault her.  You know, Miranda rights, habeas corpus, and all that bullshit.”
 
   “Habeas corpus means—”
 
   “I don’t care what it means.  I failed Latin in Catholic school.”  The detective snuffed out another cigarette.  Then she reached into her jacket for a sheaf of papers.  “I have something else you can do.  It’s about a cold case.  A suburban couple murdered about fourteen years ago.  There was one witness, but she was just a little girl and they wore masks, so it wound up being a dead end.”
 
   Emma’s pulse quickened as she listened to this.  A suburban couple, fourteen years ago, a little girl, masked killers—it was exactly like her parents’s murder.  She had to stifle a gasp when she took the papers and saw it was in fact the murder of Carl and Louise Earl.
 
   She needed a moment to summon her voice.  “Why do you need me for this?”
 
   “A prison snitch contacted me through back channels.  He spent some time in the joint with a guy named Roy French.  He says French talked about him and his partner, Victor Estima, killing a suburban couple as they were running from a botched robbery.  Father dead on impact and mother gunned down in the street.”
 
   “And the daughter?” Emma asked, barely able to keep her voice level.  If these men had killed her parents, would they come after her now?
 
   “Didn’t mention her.  She’s some hotshot scientist now over at the Plaine Museum.  Anyway, I don’t have the manpower to look into this right now.”
 
   “Why not pass it down to the cold case unit?”
 
   “I’d need something more solid first.  Prison snitches aren’t that reliable.”  Donovan snuffed out yet another cigarette.  A few seconds later she took out a fresh one.  “Plus I don’t want this getting in the press yet.  This was a black eye for the department. I don’t want any media jackals dredging it back up.  I trust you’ll keep your mouth shut.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  See if you can find anything and then let me know.”
 
   “Right.”  Emma didn’t have any pockets in the armor, so she had to clutch the papers in one hand as she hurried back to her motorcycle.  She stuffed the papers into the bike’s cargo compartment before she kicked the engine to life.
 
   For a while she simply drove around, to find somewhere quiet.  The good thing about the Scarlet Knight’s armor was that she could find solace in places few others could reach.  She used the gloves to climb up to the roof of a skyscraper near Executive Plaza.  There, as she looked down on the city, she took off the helmet and let the tears flow again.
 
   ***
 
   Marie hated to sneak around.  If Mrs. Carney caught her out past curfew, Marie could be sent back to the institution.  This time they might decide to keep her there forever, in which case she would never get to see Veronica again.
 
   She reminded herself she had to do it in order to save Veronica’s life.  To everyone else Veronica might have died a hundred twenty years ago, but to Marie she was as much a living, breathing person as anyone she passed on the sidewalk on the way to the meeting place.  In many ways Veronica was more real because Marie knew far more about her than any of the strangers she passed.
 
   As the man had told her to do, she looked around before she opened the door to the old store.  The sign above the windows had faded away, but with her special eye, Marie had seen it back in its heyday, when it had been for Schulman’s Jewelers.  Back then signs on the windows had advertised the store also specialized in watch repair and battery replacement.  She figured this must be why the man called himself the Watchmaker.
 
   With her special eye she could have found out more about the Watchmaker, to pry out all the secrets of his life.  She didn’t because she didn’t want to offend him, as usually happened when she looked inside someone.  If he got angry then he might not help her save Veronica.
 
   If he could help her.  They had been at it for eighteen months now without success.  Whenever Marie complained about the lack of progress, the Watchmaker would tut-tut and say, “We have all the time in the world, my dear.”
 
   This was nearly true.  Since Veronica was already dead, it didn’t really matter how long it took them to go back and save her.  The only problem was Marie couldn’t live forever and who knew when they might transfer her out of the halfway house?  And if they put her back in the institution—
 
   She shivered at that thought.  Then she slipped into the old jewelry store.  The glass display cases were all broken, any jewelry long since gone.  There were still some old, faded signs for watches, diamonds, and so forth.  These were the only reminders of what the place had been like before it had become a ruin.
 
   The stairs down to the vault were metal, still in good shape after all these years.  The vault door too was still unblemished.  Though the door was partially open, she banged on it with a length of pipe the Watchmaker left, which he called his “doorbell.”  His voice came from inside the vault, “Come in, my dear.  Come in.”
 
   The vault door was too heavy for her to move it more than a couple of inches, just enough for her to squeeze through.  The moment she did, she gagged on the scent of lavender.  Inside the vault, she saw the old man light a thick candle on the floor.  He’d already set up two-dozen of the candles in a circle on the metal floor.  The Watchmaker motioned to a wooden chair in the center of the circle.  “Have a seat.”
 
   “Do we really need these candles?” she asked.
 
   “They’re to help improve your focus.  You aren’t allergic to lavender, are you?”
 
   “No.  I don’t like candles.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I just don’t.”  The reason was that candles reminded her of the church when the nuns of the orphanage had taken everyone there for Mass.  Marie had lit hundreds of candles for her parents, but no one had ever come for her.
 
   “Perhaps we can just try the candles for tonight,” the Watchmaker suggested.
 
   “I suppose,” she said.  She made sure to step high enough over the candles so the flames wouldn’t singe her pants.  She composed herself on the chair; she rested her hands on her lap and sat perfectly straight.
 
   Then she reached into her pocket for an elastic band to keep the hair out of her eyes.  As she always did, she felt naked with her special eye uncovered.  There were quite a few people with one blue eye and one brown one, but none of them could see what she could.  
 
   “What now?” she asked.
 
   “Now I want you to focus on the flames of these candles.  Try to clear your mind of any other thoughts.  Think only of the candles,” he said.  As always, he talked to her as if she were six years old.  Like most people he thought she was stupid, but she had always been the smartest girl at the orphanage and while in the institution had earned both her GED and associate’s degree in nursing.  Maybe she wasn’t a genius like Emma Earl, but she wasn’t an idiot like the Watchmaker thought.
 
   “Concentrate as hard as you can.  The better your focus, the more powerful you will be.”
 
   “I’ll try,” Marie said.  They had already spent weeks to train her in meditation techniques so she could empty her mind and focus.  Most people would close their eyes when they did this, but Marie had to keep hers open, at least her left eye.
 
   She trained this eye on the wall of the vault.  Since the vault had existed for a number of decades, it took a few minutes for Marie to realize she was seeing back in time.  First the ceiling would open up with light and then the walls of the vault would slowly disappear as she watched its construction in reverse, like rewinding a movie.
 
   At last she reached the time period she wanted, when this vault had been merely a root cellar made of ordinary dirt.  “I’m there,” she said.
 
   “I see it,” the Watchmaker said.  “Impressive.”
 
   She saw his hand in front of her eye.  He touched the wall of the root cellar.  “Blast,” he said.  “It’s not working.”
 
   “You can’t feel the cellar?”
 
   “No, only the vault.”  He put a hand on her shoulder.  “Try to focus, Marie.  Give it everything you have.”
 
   “I’m trying,” she whined.  Against her will, thoughts of Veronica popped up in her mind.  The trance shattered; she saw only the wall of the vault again.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “We’re getting closer.  You just need to focus harder.”
 
   She let the Watchmaker go on for a little while before she yawned.  “I should go home before they check the beds,” she said.
 
   “Of course, my dear.  We’ll try again tomorrow.”
 
   It wasn’t until she swung into her room through the window and sat on the edge of her bed that she got to see Veronica.  It was easy enough for her to burrow back to when the halfway house had belonged to the Windham family.  Marie’s room had belonged to the Windham’s only daughter, Veronica, who would die from a fever at seven years old.  
 
   Perhaps because of Miss Cabot’s death, Marie found herself in Veronica’s bedroom when the little girl was in the grip of the fever.  Veronica’s face was bright red while the sweat had caused her dark hair to come out of its curls to hang limply down her back.  Despite that she had three heavy quilts over her body, she still shivered beneath them.
 
   Marie’s mother lounged in a chair beside the bed, asleep.  Marie floated through the wall like a ghost and then through Mrs. Windham as well.  She drifted down to Veronica’s bedside and wished she could reach out to take the little girl’s hand and tell her everything would be all right.  She could only float there impotently until Veronica opened her eyes.
 
   “Marie?”
 
   “Hello, sweetie.”
 
   “Marie, I don’t feel good.”  With a trembling hand, Veronica held up a doll with black curls like Veronica used to wear.  “Lucy doesn’t feel good either.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Marie said.
 
   Veronica clutched the doll to her chest.  Marie thought she might have gone back to sleep, but then Veronica said, “Are you here to take me to Heaven?”
 
   “No, sweetie.  I’m not an angel.”
 
   “But you’ve seen them.  You said so.”
 
   “Yes, I’ve seen an angel,” Marie said.  She described again the angel she had seen inside of Emma Earl.  Veronica always liked that story.
 
   “Where do the angels live?”
 
   “In the clouds, way up in the sky.”
 
   “I wish I could see them.”
 
   “You will, sweetie.  Someday I will take you to see them.”
 
   Veronica’s mother stirred.  “Veronica?  Are you all right?”
 
   “Yes.  Marie was telling me a story.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  You tell Marie the doctor says you need your rest to get better.”
 
   “Mama, Marie can hear you.  She’s right here.”
 
   “Yes, of course she is.”  Mrs. Windham mopped the sweat from Veronica’s forehead with a cloth.  Veronica’s parents assumed Marie was an imaginary friend their lonely little girl had invented.  “Go back to sleep, sweetheart.”
 
   “Yes, Mama.”  Veronica kissed her mother’s cheek.  She could only wave to Marie.  “G’night, Marie.”
 
   “Goodnight, Veronica.”  Then Marie let herself drift back to the present.  She waited a few moments before she let herself cry at this latest failure.
 
   ***
 
   With nothing else to do but worry about Emma, Becky decided to drive the Stratus back to Steve Scherr’s apartment by Rampart State University.  The school was actually how Becky and Steve had met.  He had been a teacher’s assistant in Biology 101.  For weeks Becky had tried to make eyes with Steve, but like Emma he spent most of his time with his eyes on the floor.  This didn’t stop him from tripping over something one day, which caused him to spill a bunch of tests on the floor.  Becky had helped him gather up the papers.
 
   Steve had shyly thanked her, his face bright red, but after class he asked her to stay behind a moment.  He said, “I thought maybe to make things up to you, I could buy you a cup of coffee?”
 
   “That sounds fair,” Becky said.
 
   While they nursed their coffees in the cafeteria, Steve had finally worked up the courage to admit he had noticed Becky too.  “It’s hard not to notice me,” Becky said.  She patted her gut.
 
   “It’s not that.”  Steve’s face started to turn red again.  “I like your smile.”
 
   “My smile?  Not even my dentist likes that.”
 
   Steve turned even redder; Becky braced for steam to shoot out of his ears.  “I just mean that you don’t smile a lot and when you do it’s really pretty.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” Becky said in disbelief.  She had never realized she didn’t smile a lot.  She had always thought of herself as a fairly pleasant person.  She forced herself to smile despite how flummoxed she felt.  “How’s that?”
 
   “Beautiful.”
 
   They had gone on a few dates since then.  It was hard since Steve had to work on his doctoral thesis and she worked in Councilwoman Napier’s office, on top of her class load.  As befitted Steve’s style, they had yet to reach second base.  That didn’t matter to Becky at the moment.  She just needed someone to talk to.
 
   The apartment where he lived was actually an old two-story house that had been converted into six apartments.  Steve’s bedroom was on the second floor, where it faced the overgrown backyard.  There was a narrow wooden staircase someone had built along the side of the house to lead up to the second floor, but Becky didn’t dare test its strength.
 
   Instead, she found a handful of small stones and then hurled one at the window.  It took her three tries to hit the window, followed by three more tries for him to open the window.  He must have been asleep as his hair was mussed and he didn’t have his glasses on.  “Becky?  Do you know what time it is?  I have class in the morning.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m just bringing the car back.”
 
   “Oh.  You could have done that tomorrow.  I could have taken the bus.”
 
   “It’s not that.  Could you come down here?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Steve was a lot more svelte, so it was easy enough for him to take the wooden staircase down.  He put on his glasses first and a pair of shoes.  The moment he hopped down to the ground, Becky crushed him in a hug.  “Becky, what’s wrong?  Did something happen?”
 
   “Can we go inside?  My feet are getting wet,” she said.
 
   “Of course we can.”  She let him go so he could lead her around to the front of the house.  Two of his roommates were sprawled on the couch as they played a video game.  The third talked on the phone in the kitchen.  None of them paid any attention as Steve led her up to his room.
 
   His room looked almost identical to Emma’s.  The only decorations were a periodic table and a star map.  Otherwise most of his space was dedicated to books.  His clothes were neatly stored or else put into the hamper until laundry day.
 
   She dropped onto Steve’s bed and then began to cry.  Steve put an arm around her and hugged her close.  “Becky, what’s going on?  Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “No.”  She flashed that smile he loved.  “But it’s cute you would think that.”
 
   “Then what is going on?”
 
   “It’s Emma.  She took off a couple hours ago.  I’m worried she’s going to get hurt.”  Steve of course did not know Emma was the Scarlet Knight and Becky knew she couldn’t tell him.  The fewer people who knew that secret, the better for all concerned.
 
   “I’m sure she’s not going to do anything too dangerous.”
 
   “Maybe, but the last time someone she loved died, she became a recluse for the next eleven years.  I don’t want that to happen again.”
 
   “She wouldn’t shut you out.  You’re her best friend.”
 
   “You don’t know what she’s like.  She doesn’t like to talk about this stuff.  She just pushes it down and then throws herself into work so she won’t have to think about it.”
 
   “Maybe she needs to see a therapist then,” Steve said.
 
   “It didn’t work the last time.  She’s really stubborn too.  The last therapist they sent her to, she stared the guy down for the whole session, not saying more than five words.  She did that for two months, until her aunt stopped forcing her to go.
 
   “And when she finally did have to deal with what happened, it was terrible.  I thought she was going to die.”  Becky couldn’t elaborate on that part of the story, how Sylvia had nearly cut off Emma’s head to stop her from another rampage.  Then there had been days of violent spasms, Becky in almost as much pain as she watched each one.
 
   “She’s not going to die,” Steve said.  “She’s too smart for that, right?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”
 
   “If things get too bad, we could always stage an intervention for her.”
 
   Becky laughed at the image of her, Steve, and the witches trying to have an intervention for Emma.  Either she would clam up or she’d put on that armor and slaughter them all.  “That might not be the best idea.  At least you’re trying, though.”  She kissed him on the cheek.  “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Steve glanced over at the clock next to his desk.  “It’s getting late.  I should take you home.”
 
   “Would you mind if I stay here tonight?  I really don’t want to be alone.”
 
   Steve’s face reddened and he gulped.  “Well, sure, I guess—”
 
   “If it’s not too much trouble.”
 
   “No, it’s not.  I mean after the guys go to bed I can sleep on the couch.”
 
   She laughed again; that was Steve all right.  “We can share the bed.  I’m pretty sure it’ll fit us both.”
 
   “Oh, well—”
 
   “I’ll keep my clothes on, all right?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   She gave him a smile and then eased him onto the bed so they could finally reach second base.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Emma didn’t have an alarm clock in the Sanctuary, but she didn’t really need one.  She only needed Marlin to sneer, “Are you going to sleep all day?”  That prompted her to sit up in her chair and look at the clock.
 
   It was eight-fifty in the morning.  She had to be in her office in ten minutes.  That wouldn’t leave much time to primp.  She did have a box of spare clothes she kept for these emergencies.  She had even managed to tap a water pipe that led into the museum so she could take a shower.  It was cold, but she had gotten used to it over the last eighteen months.
 
   She had just done up the last button on her blouse when Marlin said, “So does this mean you’re through bawling for the moment?”
 
   “Were you spying on me?”  Her face turned warm as she asked, “Did you see—?”
 
   “No, I didn’t watch you shower.  Though it’s not like I haven’t seen a naked woman before.  I used to have a woman of my own, you know—”
 
   “I don’t have time for this.  I have to get to work.”
 
   “Are you at least going to tell me what all that blubbering was about?”
 
   She could lie to Marlin, but then she decided she could use his help for this.  “Lieutenant Donovan wants me to find someone for her.  She thinks they killed my parents.”  She found the file and opened it so Marlin could see the mug shots for French and Estima.
 
   “Not very handsome blokes, are they?” the ghost said.
 
   “Can you help me find them?  They’re probably still in the city somewhere.”
 
   “That’s like looking for the proverbial needle in the proverbial haystack, isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s all right if you don’t want to help.  I can do this myself.”
 
   “Hold on there, girl.  I didn’t say I wouldn’t help.  Not much a worthier cause than separating these blokes’s heads from their shoulders.”
 
   “I’m not going to kill them,” Emma said.  “I just need to find them.”
 
   “So you can turn them over to that policewoman?  Then they get let off on some technicality or put in jail for two years before being let out for good behavior?”
 
   “I thought the armor didn’t let me murder people.”
 
   “This would be justifiable homicide.  Wish I could have gotten even with those blaggards who killed me.  They did at least die of a fever six months later.  Still, not exactly justice.”
 
   “Can you just see if you can find them?”
 
   “Of course.  Not much else to do around here I suppose except watch you feeling sorry for yourself.”
 
   “I’m not—” she started but Marlin had already disappeared through the wall.
 
   ***
 
   At exactly nine o’clock she reached the desk of Leslie Miller, her secretary.  Leslie had been the secretary for the head of the geology department for almost fifteen years, which included Emma’s predecessor Ian MacGregor.  Leslie already had a stack of messages and reports for Emma to review.
 
   “Thank you,” Emma mumbled.  It was still hard to believe she had a secretary; she had never imagined at twenty-one she would already be head of the geology department of the Plaine Museum.  It was too bad her rise had been triggered by Ian’s death.
 
   She hadn’t done much to decorate her office except to post her degrees from Northwestern and Berkeley on the wall.  She had only posted those because strangers who came into her office often thought she was an intern or secretary.  After she assured them she was in fact Dr. Emma Earl, she liked to have the degrees on the wall to symbolize her authority.
 
   It took her a couple of hours to deal with the messages Leslie had given her.  So far Emma had found being a department head not much of a challenge, at least not mentally.  The real challenge was to deal with the different personalities of the museum.  Dr. Lemieux in gemology and Dr. Stevens in metallurgy always bickered over who got more display space on the second floor.  Dr. Richardson in volcanics always needed to be prompted to file reports on time.  Then there was the director, who constantly sent Emma memos about ways to trim the department’s budget, which necessitated paper clips be hoarded and pencils used until the graphite was completely exhausted.
 
   After she defused the latest crises, Emma opened the folder Lieutenant Donovan had given to her last night.  She had spent hours down in the Sanctuary to try and figure out where French and Estima might be.  Her mind had been so full of grief that she hadn’t gotten far before she fell asleep.
 
   She forced herself to take a deep breath and examine the situation rationally.  She needed to think of French and Estima as fugitives, not as the people who had murdered Mom and Dad.  Objectivity, that was a keystone of the scientific method.  As a scientist, it was a principle she had lived her life by.
 
   As she looked through the file again, she spotted something she hadn’t paid much attention to the last time:  French and Estima’s next of kin.  If they were on the run, they might have gone to their relatives for help.  It was worth a try.
 
   She gathered up her things and then stopped at Leslie’s desk.  “I’m feeling a bit under the weather.  I think I’ll go home and get some rest.”
 
   “Of course, Dr. Earl.  Some hot soup and a good long nap will get you right again.”
 
   “I’ll try that.  Thanks.”
 
   She hated to lie to Leslie, but it was the only way.  Down in the parking garage she found her motorcycle where she’d left it parked.  She made sure the license plate showed and then put her regular motorcycle helmet over her head.  It was much too early in the day to run around as the Scarlet Knight.
 
   She found the apartment for Estima’s sister easily enough.  It was only two blocks away from where Emma and Becky had lived until nine months ago.  There might not be anyone home right now, but she had to at least try.  
 
   The apartment was on the sixth floor and of course there was no elevator, so Emma had to walk.  When the door opened, Emma didn’t see anyone, at least not until she looked down.  A little Hispanic girl looked up at her with big brown eyes.  Emma smiled as she squatted down to meet the girl’s eyes.  “Hello there.  My name is Dr. Emma Earl.  I’d like to talk to your mommy.  Is she home?”
 
   The girl continued to stare at her, so Emma repeated the sentence in Spanish.  This time the little girl nodded.  In Spanish she said, “Mommy is watching TV.”
 
   “Could I talk to her for a minute?”
 
   The girl’s pigtails bobbed as she ran back into the apartment.  The door opened wider a minute later.  “Who are you?” a woman about Emma’s age said.
 
   “My name is Dr. Emma Earl.  I’m wondering if you’ve seen Victor Estima lately?”
 
   “You a cop?”
 
   “No, I work at the Plaine Museum,” Emma said.  She scrambled to think of a lie.  “I’d like to offer Victor a job.”
 
   “A job?  What kind of job?”
 
   “We’re looking for new security guards—”
 
   The woman laughed at that.  “Victor would be no good as a security guard.  He’s only good at stealing.  Last time he was here, he stole my television set.  Even emptied out Margarita’s piggy bank.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Emma reached into her purse for a business card.  “If you see him, could you let him know I stopped by?  I’d still like to talk to him.”
 
   “Sure,” the woman said.  She crumpled the business card as she stuffed it into a pocket of her sweatpants.  Then she slammed the door shut.
 
   Emma went down to the end of the hall before she let out a deep breath.  She doubted Estima’s sister would ever call her back.  She hoped she had more luck with French’s ex-wife.
 
   ***
 
   It was a long ride out to Westfield.  As the Scarlet Knight, Emma probably could have made it in about twenty minutes if she drove at over a hundred miles an hour and weaved through traffic.  As Dr. Emma Earl, she had to obey traffic laws, so it took over an hour before she reached the far western suburbs.
 
   Mrs. Constance Reuben, the former Mrs. Roy French, lived at the end of a cul-de-sac in a subdivision.  All of the houses were identical split-level ranches, the type Becky referred to as “McHouses” because they were built so quickly.  Emma could see some of the houses were so new that the grass hadn’t grown yet.
 
   A pink tricycle and some toys lay scattered on Mrs. Reuben’s dirt yard.  Lieutenant Donovan’s report didn’t indicate French had a daughter, so the girl must be the product of Mr. and Mrs. Reuben.  In a way that made her glad; she didn’t want to think about what kind of daughter someone like French would produce.
 
   She rang the doorbell and then tried to rehearse the story she’d gone over on the way here.  It might not be all that plausible and Emma was a terrible liar.  If Mrs. Reuben didn’t buy it, then Emma would have to go to Plan B, which was to beg for help.
 
   The door opened and a woman appeared.  She was blond and well-dressed in a blue cardigan and slacks; she looked every bit like the typical suburban housewife.  How did someone like this ever get mixed up with someone like Roy French?  “Can I help you, young lady?”
 
   Emma forced herself to smile.  “Hello, ma’am, my name is Dr. Emma Earl.  I work at the Plaine Museum in the city—”
 
   “Yes, I’ve been to the museum before.  It’s a very interesting place.”
 
   “It certainly is.  If I could have a few moments of your time, I’d like to tell you about some of our new exhibits.”
 
   “I really don’t have time, Miss—”
 
   “Dr. Earl.  I’m a geologist.”
 
   “Well, Dr. Earl, I don’t have much time.  I have to pick my daughter up soon from kindergarten.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  It will only take a few minutes.”
 
   Emma forced herself to meet the woman’s gaze for a few moments, until Mrs. Reuben finally said, “All right.  Come in, Dr. Earl.”
 
   The living room looked like something from Better Homes and Gardens, except far more toys on the floor.  Emma took a seat on a floral print couch.  “Would you like anything to drink?” Mrs. Reuben asked.  “Coffee or tea perhaps?”
 
   “Just some water would be nice.”
 
   “Of course.”  
 
   Once Mrs. Reuben had gone, Emma got up from the couch.  She went over to the mantle, where she saw some family pictures.  Mrs. Reuben with her muscular blond husband and adorable blond daughter looked as if they could pose for a catalog.  At the far end Emma saw a picture of just Mrs. Reuben from when she was about Emma’s age; she looked no less beautiful back then.  When Emma looked more closely, she saw a hand on Mrs. Reuben’s left shoulder.
 
   Emma checked again to make sure Mrs. Reuben wasn’t around and then took the picture off the mantle.  She turned it over and then undid the clasps that held the picture in place.  Once she lifted the back away, she gasped.  Roy French!  He had his hand on the young Mrs. Reuben’s shoulder.
 
   Mrs. Reuben cleared her throat.  Emma spun around, her face red.  Her fingers fumbled with the back of the frame until Mrs. Reuben took it away from her.  To Emma’s surprise, Mrs. Reuben looked more embarrassed than angry.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said.  “I saw the hand and curiosity got the better of me.”
 
   “Here’s your water,” Mrs. Reuben said.
 
   Emma gratefully took it and gulped down half of it.  “I’m sorry,” she said again.
 
   Mrs. Reuben took the photo out of the frame and unfolded the edge with French in it.  “I don’t know why I keep this old thing.”  She shook her head and then sat down.  “Are you married, Dr. Earl?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “When I was your age I was already married to a real creep.  Roy French.”  Mrs. Reuben pointed to him in the picture.  “He was always getting himself in trouble one way or another.  Never had more than two dimes to rub together.”  She sighed and then studied the picture as closely as Emma had.  “This was one of the good times.  He could be really sweet when he was sober.  Too bad he wasn’t sober very much.”
 
   “That’s awful.  But at least you got away from him.”
 
   “Sure, but not until the second time he got thrown in jail.  That was when I wised up.  I guess I was just being stubborn.”  Mrs. Reuben laughed.  “I had hardly thought of him in years and then yesterday he came by here.  Can you believe it?  After all these years he shows up on my doorstep with Tim and Alice inside.”
 
   “What did he want?”
 
   “Money, of course.  And a place to hide.  He said someone was after him.  Wouldn’t say who, only that they were going to get him.  Of course I had to send him packing.  I couldn’t let him around my daughter.”  She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial level.  “And I never told Tim about Roy.  He thinks he’s the only one and I’d like to keep it that way.”
 
   “Did he go away?”
 
   “Sure, but only after I gave him all the money in my purse.  I never could say no to those puppy dog eyes of his.  Poor bastard.”  Mrs. Reuben folded the picture up and replaced the backing.  She handed it to Emma, who set it where she had found it.  Then Mrs. Reuben reached out to put a hand on Emma’s shoulders.  “If you’re really smart, don’t ever fall in love.  It’s nothing but trouble.”
 
     Emma thought about the love of her life, Dr. Dan Dreyfus.  In order to keep him from harm, she’d used one of Mrs. Chiostro’s potions to erase Dan’s memory of his time with Emma.  Then she’d planted the idea he go back to Egypt, which he did.  “It certainly is.”
 
   ***
 
   When she entered the vault this time, Marie found the place transformed into the set of a bad horror movie.  The Watchmaker had painted a pentagram on the floor in red, with some of the leftover scented candles at the points.  He was busy at the moment painting archaic runes inside the pentagram with a brush smeared with red paint.
 
   “What’s all this?” Marie asked from the doorway.  Amongst the lavender of the candles, she smelled something else, though she couldn’t place the odor.
 
   “A little extra help.”
 
   “From black magic?”
 
   “If that’s how you choose to think of it.”  He motioned to the chair in the center of the pentagram.  “After you get dressed, we can begin.”
 
   She stepped over to the chair and found a bundle of black fabric on the seat.  She shook it out and saw the bundle was a robe, complete with a hood.  Marie wanted to ask the Watchmaker if he were serious about the robe, but then decided against it.  At this point, what could it hurt?
 
   The Watchmaker had a robe for himself, which he put on after he finished with the symbols.  Marie waited patiently on the chair for him to don his garment.  From a drawer of the old vault he took out a cup filled with a thick black liquid that looked and smelled like burnt motor oil.  “Here you are, my dear.  A little snack.”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “Please, my dear.  This is a very special beverage I have prepared for you.”
 
   “What’s in it?”
 
   “Nothing dangerous, I assure you.”
 
   Marie stared at the glass for a moment.  With a sigh, she took it from him.  Again, what could it hurt at this point?  She regretted that a moment later when she tasted the Watchmaker’s “special beverage.”  From the look and smell she had expected it to taste like coffee left to brew too long.  Instead the drink had a salty, coppery taste that made her gag.
 
   “Finish it,” the Watchmaker said.
 
   Marie closed her eyes as she tipped the glass up again.  She barely held down her gag reflex enough to finish the whole thing.  As the dregs of it slid down her throat, she coughed.  The Watchmaker took the glass from her hand and then patted her on the back like a baby.
 
   “Very good.”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Primarily goat’s blood.  I added a few other special ingredients as well.”
 
   “Goat’s blood?”  She put a hand to her head.  “I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   “Just take a few deep breaths.  Remember what I taught you.”
 
   Marie did as the Watchmaker suggested.  She took a few deep breaths and then closed her eyes to focus on her breathing and heartbeat.  In a few minutes, she was calm again.  She opened her eyes and then fumbled to find the elastic band for her hair.  
 
   When she looked down at the pentagram with her special eye, the paint sparkled as if the Watchmaker had dumped a bag of glitter on it.  “You see it, don’t you?” he whispered into her ear.  “You can see the power radiating from it.”
 
   “I don’t know.”  She put her hand to her head again.  “What else was in that drink?  Did you drug me?”
 
   “Of course not.  The time has come for you to unlock your full potential.  I had hoped to rely on traditional means, but clearly that will not be enough, so we will take our preparations to the next level.”
 
   “Are you some kind of Satanist?”
 
   “That is a quaint way of looking at it.  Let’s just say I am in tune with certain elements outside the norm.  As are you.”
 
   “I don’t want to be part of a cult.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, my dear.  Cults are for amateurs and con men.  This is only a method to enhance your abilities by putting you in tune with those elements outside the mainstream.  You do still want to save Veronica, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then this is what we must do.  Now, I want you to focus on the symbols with that eye of yours.  Relax.  Open your mind.  Let the power in.”
 
   She stared down at the symbols the Watchmaker had drawn in paint on the floor.  No, not paint—blood.  The same goat’s blood in his drink; she could see that now with her eye.  She pushed these thoughts from her mind and used the techniques he’d taught her to calm herself and focus.  She thought of Veronica in bed, her body drenched in sweat.  She was dying.  No one could save her, not in the 19th Century.  Only Marie had the power to save her. 
 
   Around her the vault turned to the dirt floor and stone walls of the root cellar.  The pentagram remained on the floor; the glittering of the blood turned to a bright green glow.  Marie shivered beneath her robe as the temperature went down to freezing.  Instead of the candles, she smelled the musty odor of the cellar.
 
   She was here.  She was really here, in the root cellar, in 1876.  Not as a spirit, but a real person.  “I’m coming,” she whispered.  
 
   She stood up from the chair and then took a step, into the glow of the pentagram.  She passed a hand through the glow and felt the damp wall of the cellar.  At last!  All she had to do was walk the few blocks to Veronica’s house and fetch her from the bedroom—
 
   The moment she stepped out of the pentagram, the glow started to flicker.  The walls around her flickered as well; they alternated between the dirt and stone of the root cellar and the steel of the vault.  “No!” she shouted.  She desperately thought of Veronica, so close.
 
   Despite this, the glow from the pentagram dimmed.  The room spun around Marie until she finally collapsed to her knees—onto the cold metal of the vault.  She panted as she knelt there.  Around her the room changed back to the Watchmaker’s vault.
 
   “No,” she whispered.
 
   He took her arm and then helped her back onto the chair.  “Very good, Marie.  Very good.”
 
   “I was there,” she said.  “I was in the past, for real.”
 
   “I know.  I was there with you.”  He held out a fist and then opened it to reveal a handful of dirt.  “You see?”
 
   “That came from the cellar?”
 
   “You think I would carry around a handful of dirt just to fool you?”
 
   “I suppose not.”  Marie reached back to take the elastic band from her hair.  She brushed a tress forward to cover her special eye.  The pentagram turned back to a flat red.  “I was so close.”
 
   “And you’ll get closer.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “We need to summon more power.  More ‘black magic’ if you will.”
 
   “How?” she insisted.
 
   “Animal blood is fine for some rituals, but there is no substitute for the genuine article.”
 
   “You mean human blood?”
 
   “Yes.  More specifically, the untainted blood of a virgin.”
 
   “A human sacrifice?”
 
   “Don’t be so melodramatic.  We only need some blood.  A quart of it should be enough.  Of course in this sordid pit that may be difficult to find.”
 
   Marie shook her head.  “I know where we can find some.”
 
   “Are you volunteering?”
 
   “No,” she said.  “I can’t.”
 
   Not long after she had been admitted to the institution, Marie had engaged in a fling with an orderly.  She had been fourteen and had spent the previous thirteen years of her life in a Catholic orphanage; she had been naïve enough to think the orderly loved her.  She soon realized the mistake of that.  Her special eye had come in handy then to show her what this orderly did with young girls new to the institution.  He used them until he got bored and then he moved on to someone else.  It was against the rules, but if the girl complained, who would believe her?  No one would take the word of a mental patient.  After that, Marie had learned not to trust anyone at the institution:  the orderlies, the nurses, and especially the doctors.
 
   “If not you, then who?”
 
   “I think I know someone.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Though she didn’t feel ill, Emma still took Leslie’s advice.  She heated a can of tomato soup, and then downed it in a couple of tongue-scalding swallows.  Afterwards, she crawled into bed to get a few hours of sleep before she had to go out and fight crime all night.
 
   Her alarm went off five hours later.  It didn’t come as much of a surprise to find Becky in the living room.  Becky sat on the couch and watched the news.  “I thought maybe you were going to sleep all night,” Becky said.
 
   “I can’t.  I have work to do,” Emma said.  She went into the kitchen to fix a protein shake to help give her a boost for tonight’s work.
 
   As Emma began to blend the shake, Becky put a hand on her shoulder.  “I think we should have a talk, kid,” Becky said.
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma said.
 
   “Come on, I know you too well.  Aunt Gladys dying is eating at you a lot more than you’re letting on.  Now why don’t you stop trying to be the hero and talk to me about it?”
 
   “I am sorry Aunt Gladys is dead, but I can handle it.”  Emma turned and forced herself to smile.  “Thank you for your concern.”
 
   “That’s it?  That’s all you’re going to say?”
 
   “I don’t have time for much else,” Emma said.  She turned the blender off.  She dumped the green concoction into a glass, followed by a straw.  “How are you and Steve doing?”
 
   “Don’t try to change the subject.”
 
   “Becky, please.  I’m fine.”
 
   “Sure, that’s why you were out all night.”
 
   “I was out all night.  I cried myself out and now it’s time to move on and worry about helping people.  That’s what she would want.”
 
   “Maybe you can fool yourself with that, but you can’t fool me.  You’re my best friend.”
 
   “I’m fine.  Really.”
 
   “You think you’re the only one who cared about her?  I loved her more than my own mother.  Don’t you think it’s hurting me too now that she’s gone?”
 
   Emma put the remains of her protein shake aside so she could hug her friend.  “I’m so sorry, Becky.  It’s just…I needed to be alone last night.  I needed time to think.”
 
   “And now you’re just hunky-dory, is that it?”
 
   “No.  It still hurts, but I have important things to do.  I can’t just sit around and mope.  That’s not what she’d want.”
 
   “You’re acting the same way you did last time.  And you know how well that worked out.”
 
   “It’s not the same.  I’m not going to run away like that.  Not this time.  But I need some time to work everything out.”
 
   “You don’t have to do it alone.  I’ll help you through it.  So will Mrs. Chiostro and Sylvia.  We all care about you.”
 
   “I know.”  Emma hugged Becky again.  “I care about you too.  We’ll talk about it more later, I promise.”
 
   Emma knew she should tell Becky the full truth, but she couldn’t, not yet.  She still needed to digest it all herself.  “I have to go.”
 
   Becky stepped aside.  “Go on, run away again.”
 
   “I’m not running away,” Emma said, but even she didn’t believe it.
 
   ***
 
   After she took up the mantle of the Scarlet Knight, Emma soon discovered that despite all her book knowledge, she had very little idea of how the criminal world operated.  As she usually did, she tried to attack the problem by reading books on the subject.  While studies of history’s greatest criminals fascinated her, they didn’t help her understand how modern criminals in Rampart City worked.  
 
   She was fortunate to have three teachers well-versed in the subject.  Mr. Graves, the previous Scarlet Knight, had fought crime on Rampart’s streets for twenty-five years.  Marlin had tutored Mr. Graves and hundreds of other Scarlet Knights over the last four thousand years.  And Mrs. Chiostro’s sister Sylvia operated an arms business that brought her into contact with many unsavory characters.  Between them and her own first-hand experiences, Emma had come to understand Rampart City’s streets much better.
 
   That was why she was on the roof of an apartment building, to watch as Frank Niccione climbed into a black pick-up truck.  From the file Lieutenant Donovan had given her, Emma knew Niccione had worked with French and Estima in the past.  She also knew from the look of the two other men in the truck, Niccione was up to no good.  From the heavy chains in the back of the truck, she could already guess what they were up to.
 
   She then had only to follow Niccione and his partners to their destination.  Her motorcycle could have easily kept pace, but a bright red motorcycle ridden by a woman in red plate armor was hard not to notice.  The roofs in the Trenches were spaced close enough that she could leap from one to the other and still keep sight of the truck.
 
   Also over the last eighteen months she had learned how to land on her feet better when she jumped.  Sylvia had been her tutor for that; she had learned martial arts from an ancient Japanese master.  Emma still stumbled a lot, but she could manage now not to fall on her face or back.  She and Sylvia had accepted that was the best she could do; Emma’s body wasn’t designed for grace.
 
   After six blocks, she had a good idea where Niccione would go.  She altered her route to take a shortcut.  It was a three-story drop onto the roof of the drugstore, but the golden cape billowed up so she could land easily.  Then she just had to wait.
 
   About three minutes later she saw the truck approach.  As it neared the drugstore it cut its lights to make it harder to see on the store’s surveillance cameras.  Then the driver hit the accelerator.
 
   Emma counted to three before she leaped from the drugstore’s roof.  Her aim was slightly off, so that she landed squarely on the hood of the pick-up in a crouch.  The driver immediately hit the brakes, which threw her forward.  Before she could tumble into the truck’s bed, she grabbed a windshield wiper.  It snapped off in her hand, but it slowed her momentum a little as she dropped to the side of the pick-up.  Sylvia’s training paid off as Emma landed in a more dignified crouch.
 
   Niccione’s partners got out of the truck.  Emma didn’t reach for the Sword of Justice yet.  Despite that she had been on the job for over a year now, some of Rampart’s criminals still didn’t take her seriously.  They still chose to think of her as a skinny little girl they could make cry with a few punches.  That was an advantage she could use.
 
   “You better get lost, lady,” one said.  He cracked his knuckles for emphasis.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” Emma said.  “You three surrender now or else.”
 
   “Yeah?  What are you gonna do, sweetheart?”
 
   She knew this was the time for a demonstration.  She grabbed the other man by his left wrist and then tossed him over her shoulder as if he weighed nothing.  With the added strength of the armor that was almost true.  Before the other one could react, she kicked him in the midsection.  He flew backwards, over the hood of the truck.
 
   Niccione was no fool.  While Emma dealt with his partners, he got behind the wheel.  The truck’s tires squealed as it backed away from the drugstore.  Now Emma took out the Sword of Justice.  She threw it sideways like a Frisbee and guided the golden blade with her thoughts as it flew towards the truck.
 
   The Sword of Justice sliced through the back tire of the truck.  Emma didn’t stop there; she took out the front tire on the driver’s side as well.  There was a metallic thump as the truck sagged to one side.  Niccione continued to try and drive away, but the two flat tires slowed him enough that Emma could catch up on foot.
 
   She yanked the door open, followed by Niccione.  She tossed him onto the ground.  With her mind she called the Sword of Justice into her hand.  The blade glowed to indicate she was in the presence of evil.
 
   “It’s time for us to talk,” Emma said.  She pointed the blade at Niccione’s throat.
 
   “What, are you going to give me a civics lecture?  Tell me to straighten up and fly right?”
 
   “No.  You’re past that.”  She tried to sound as menacing as possible as she added, “You’re going to jail.  Whether you have to make a trip to the hospital first is up to you.”
 
   “Tough girl, huh?  I like that.”
 
   Emma was tempted to punch him, but she held back.  “You used to work with two men named Roy French and Victor Estima.  I need to find them.”
 
   Niccione grinned at her.  “I didn’t realize you were a bounty hunter.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The money.”  When Emma didn’t say anything, he elaborated, “The five hundred g’s Don Vendetta’s put out on those guys.  Maybe we could split it.”
 
   “I don’t want the don’s money.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll take the reward.  You can have Roy and Vic.  Send them up the river.  If they get that far.”
 
   “What does the don want with them?”
 
   “They did a job for her a few months back.  That robbery at Third National?  I’m surprised you missed that one.”
 
   “What happened there?”
 
   “They got sticky fingers.  Skimmed more than their take.  Thought they could fool the don’s people.  They never were too bright.  Soon as she found out, she put that reward on their heads.  Just about everyone’s looking for them now.  You’re going to have some competition.”
 
   “Do you know where they are?”
 
   “That depends.  What will you do for me?”
 
   She put the sword away to seize him by the front of the shirt.  She usually kept the helmet’s visor down, but this time she lifted it so he could see her eyes.  “I’ll let you keep feeling in all your limbs.  Now, where are they?”
 
   The grin faded from his face; he must have realized she was serious.  “I don’t know.  Soon as I heard from the don, I tried to call them.  Even went to some of the old haunts.  They’ve gone to ground.  If they had half a brain they’d have gotten on a boat to Rio by now.”
 
   “What are some of these old haunts?”
 
   He gave her a list of places, mostly seedy bars.  She would have to check them out later.  “You’ve been very helpful,” she said.  She allowed herself a smile when she punched Niccione in the face and heard the snap of cartilage in his nose.
 
   She used the chain in the truck to bind all three men to the pick-up.  The police would find them later.  Emma still had work to do.
 
   ***
 
   Once again Becky ended up at Steve’s house, this time via a cab.  He was still up, albeit dressed in the T-shirt and shorts he’d worn to bed last night.  She didn’t give him time to ask what was wrong before she collapsed against him.  He stumbled back a couple of steps, but managed to stay on his feet.
 
   “Becky, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Emma and I had a fight.”
 
   “About her aunt?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He led her over to the couch again.  She rested her head against his shoulder while she continued to cry.  He stroked her hair for a while, but didn’t say anything.  She was the one who spoke first.  “I don’t know what to do.  She won’t listen to me.”
 
   “Just give her some time.  She’ll come around.”
 
   “When?  Eleven years from now?”  Becky shook her head.  “Why won’t she let me help her?  I thought I was her best friend.”
 
   “Hey, come on, don’t say that.  Of course you’re her best friend.  You’re my best friend too.”
 
   “You mean that?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said with a sniffle.  “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
   “I’m sure you’d figure something out.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”  She kissed him on the cheek.  “I’m glad you’re here though.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   Becky continued to snuggle against Steve, but for the moment she was done crying.  Steve’s presence made her feel much better about things with Emma.  She didn’t feel so alone, not like those five years Emma was away at college.  Then Becky didn’t have anyone to turn to at moments like this.  She had managed a few dates, but no one she ever considered an actual “boyfriend” and while some of the other girls at school had been friendly, they had never advanced much beyond acquaintances.
 
   They watched television for a little while, until Becky started to get drowsy.  It was almost one in the morning; how many criminals had Emma put in jail already?  There wasn’t any local news on at the moment for Becky to hear if the Scarlet Knight were involved in anything big.  She would have to wait until tomorrow night, if Emma bothered to show up at the apartment.
 
   She wasn’t sure how long she had been asleep before Steve shook her awake.  “What’s going on?” Becky asked.
 
   “Someone’s knocking on the door.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Probably one of the guys forgot his key,” Steve said.  Becky groaned as she slid away from Steve so he could answer the door.
 
   She waited on the couch and watched TV as he answered the door.  “Can I help you?” she heard him ask.  Must not be one of his roommates.  It was a little too late for a salesman either.
 
   “I need your help,” a girl’s voice said.  It sounded familiar to Becky.  She got to her feet when she heard the girl say, “There’s been an accident.  Becky’s been hurt.”
 
   “What?  Becky’s right here,” Steve said.
 
   “She is?”
 
   Becky hurried over to the door.  She gasped a little to see a pale young girl with black hair that covered most of her face.  “Marie?  What are you doing here?” she asked.
 
   “Becky?  I’m, um—”
 
   “She said you were in an accident,” Steve said.  “Was that some kind of prank?”
 
   “Prank?  No.  I, um—”
 
   “Marie, what’s wrong?  Are you in some kind of trouble?” Becky asked.  She had seen the young woman a few times at Aunt Gladys’s nursing home.  Marie always gave her the creeps; Emma had told her what Marie could do with her one eye, the one she kept covered with her hair.  It was unnatural, not to mention downright spooky.
 
   “No, not trouble.  I just, um, I need Steve to come with me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I need his help.  It won’t take long.  I promise.”
 
   Becky looked over Marie’s shoulder and saw a white cargo van by the curb.  A man sat behind the wheel, but she couldn’t see his face.  “Who’s that in the van—?”
 
   Marie brushed the hair back from her face.  Marie’s unnaturally pale eye turned to Becky.  She wanted to look away, but couldn’t as Marie stared at her.  “Your mother was mean to you.  She used to lock you in the furnace room.”
 
   Even as Marie said this, the world around Becky turned dark, so dark she could only see a faint outline of the furnace.  The stench of the room was far worse, like eggs left to rot for months.  Worst of all was her mother’s drunken cackling.  “That warm enough for you, Piggy?”
 
   “What are you doing to her?” Steve shouted and yet Becky still couldn’t move.  She was trapped, too fat to be able to turn around or find a comfortable position.  She would be stuck like this for hours, if not the entire night if Mom forgot about her.
 
   “I’ll be good, Mama,” Becky whimpered.  “I’ll be good.”
 
   “Stop it!” Steve shouted.
 
   The furnace room made one orbit around Becky before she collapsed to the floor.
 
   ***
 
   Marie had never wanted to use her special eye on Becky.  She and Becky weren’t really “friends,” but Becky was nice to her.  There were far too few people like that in the world.
 
   She didn’t have a choice, though.  Not after the lie the Watchmaker had told her to use had fallen apart.  She was supposed to tell Steve that Becky was hurt and they needed to go to the hospital.  The Watchmaker hadn’t told her what to do if Becky were in the house and Marie had never been a good liar.
 
   When Becky had touched her, Marie unleashed her special eye as a reflex.  The things she saw inside Becky made her cringe.  Becky’s mother had been a horrible woman, a drunk who abused all four of her daughters mentally and physically.  She saved the bulk of her abuse for Becky; she constantly derided Becky about her weight to make her feel terrible about herself, which in turn prompted Becky to eat more.  But Becky accepted the brunt of the abuse to spare her sisters.
 
   “Stop it!” Steve shouted.  He pushed Marie away.  Her eye turned on him.  There was nothing there.  No angel like Emma, but no dirty little secrets either, not like other people had.  He just had a few minor crimes, shoplifting some candy when he was six and a few dirty thoughts about Becky.  He had not acted on those thoughts yet, not with Becky or anyone else.  She had figured as much the one time Steve had accompanied Becky to the nursing home.  He was so shy and gentle, so much like Emma that he had to still be a virgin as well.
 
   “You love Becky,” Marie said.  “You want to ask her to marry you, but not until you graduate.  You don’t want to rush into anything.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I can see it.”
 
   “How?”
 
   She pointed to her eye.  “My special eye.”
 
   “What did you do to Becky?  Did you put her into some kind of trance?”
 
   “I saw inside her.  I saw her life.”
 
   “Then all that—everything you said—it’s true?”
 
   “Yes.  Her mother was a terrible person.  She tortured Becky for fun.”
 
   “My God.”
 
   Marie hadn’t heard the Watchmaker get out of the van or come up the front steps.  One minute it was just her and Steve and the next the Watchmaker brushed past her, a ski mask on to conceal his face—except for his mustache.  “I’m afraid we don’t have any more time for this,” the Watchmaker said.  He lifted a pistol and aimed it at Steve’s chest.  “You’re going to come with us.  Otherwise I will be forced to kill your corpulent friend.  Is that clear?”
 
   Steve looked to Marie for help, but she only looked down at the floor.  “All right, but can I get some pants first?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  My companion here will be happy to get you something more suitable to wear.”
 
   Marie took that as her cue to go upstairs.  She needed to open three doors before she found Steve’s bedroom.  She looked through his drawers and pulled out a pair of blue jeans and a sweatshirt for him to wear.
 
   By the time she got back downstairs, Becky’s hands were tied with rope.  Marie handed the clothes to Steve.  He thanked her, which made her blush.  After Steve had dressed, the Watchmaker waved to Becky with his gun.  “The two of you get her to her feet and then put her into the van.  She will be our insurance policy.”
 
   Marie bent down to lift Becky by one armpit while Steve lifted her by the other.  They dragged Becky between them out to the van; the Watchmaker walked behind them, the gun aimed at Becky’s back.  They hefted Becky into the back of the van.  The Watchmaker motioned for Steve to join her.
 
   “I trust you won’t try to escape,” the Watchmaker said.  “Or otherwise try to betray us.  I would hate for anything to happen to your sweetheart.”
 
   “What is it you want?” Steve asked.
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough.  Whether your friend survives that long is up to you.”
 
   There was no doubt in the Watchmaker’s voice that he would kill Becky if Steve didn’t cooperate.  Steve nodded.  “I understand.  Just don’t hurt her.”
 
   “I knew you would see reason.”  He slammed the van’s back doors shut.  Then he put a hand on Marie’s shoulder.  “Come my dear, it’s time to get underway.”
 
   Marie hesitated for a moment.  She didn’t want to hurt anyone, especially not nice people like Steve and Becky.  “Let’s go, my dear,” he said again.  “Unless you’ve changed your mind about helping your friend?”
 
   Marie thought about Veronica bathed in sweat as the fever slowly killed her.  “No.  I haven’t changed my mind,” she said and then climbed in the van.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   “Mama, I’ll be good,” Becky whispered.  “Please let me out.”
 
   It was so dark and so hot in here.  Becky found it increasingly difficult to breathe.  She felt for certain she would suffocate.  Sweat dribbled into her eyes, but she couldn’t move her arms up to wipe it away, nor could she brush away the tears.  “I’m sorry!  I’ll be good!”
 
   A crack of light blinded her.  A figure stood silhouetted in the light.  “Mama?  I promise I’ll be good.  Just let me go.  Please?”
 
   “What you doing out here?” a man said.  “Goddamned junkies.  Get lost before I call the cops!”
 
   Becky squinted enough to see the person silhouetted against the light was not her mother.  Her mother had disappeared years ago, much to everyone’s relief.  Becky was twenty-two years old, not eight.  No one was going to stuff her in a furnace room anymore.
 
   The memory of her last moments of consciousness came back to her.  She and Steve had been at his place and then there was a knock on the door.  Marie and someone else in a van had shown up to lure Steve away.  Then she had used that eye of hers on Becky.
 
   From what Becky could tell, they had dumped her in an alley.  Beside the man who had shouted at her, she saw garbage cans crammed to full capacity.  Some loose trash lay on the ground at Becky’s feet.  “You hear me, crackhead?  Get lost!”
 
   With a groan Becky got to her feet.  “I’m not a crackhead,” she growled.
 
   “You in some kind of trouble?”
 
   “No, my boyfriend is.  Can I use your phone?”
 
   The man let her into the kitchen of his restaurant.  Despite the seriousness of the situation, her gut started to rumble at the smell of barbecue.  The man escorted her into an office not much bigger than her mother’s furnace closet.  Becky felt a chill at this thought, but she squeezed herself into the room.
 
   “Phone’s right there,” he said.  “You want anything to eat?  I was about to close up for the night.  There’s still plenty left over.”
 
   She knew what her stomach wanted to answer, but the rest of her knew she had better things to do now than stuff her face.  “Just some water, thank you.”
 
   Once the man had gone, Becky picked up the phone.  She dialed the number for Steve’s apartment.  It took five rings before one of his roommates answered.  Before the roommate could say anything, Becky asked, “Is Steve there?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Well go check.  It’s really important.”
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “His girlfriend, Becky.  I need to talk to him.”
 
   “Keep your panties on,” the roommate growled.  Becky drummed her fingers on the desk as she waited for the roommate to return.  After what seemed like an eternity, the roommate said, “He’s not here.  You want to leave a message or something?”
 
   “No.  Thanks.”
 
   Becky hung up the phone and sighed.  They must have taken him in that van.  The logical thing then would be to call the cops.  As she started to dial, she thought of what to say.  They would never believe Marie had hypnotized her into reliving memories from fourteen years ago.  Maybe she could say Marie had drugged her.
 
   But what if Marie and her friend had a police radio?  If they found out Becky had gone to the police, they might kill Steve.  She shook her head and then stabbed the button to turn off the phone.  She turned it on a few seconds later; this time she pressed zero for the operator.  “Yes, I need a taxi service.”
 
   While she waited for the cab, Becky finally indulged her stomach and ate some of the restaurant owner’s leftover ribs.  It at least gave her something else to think about other than Steve in the clutches of that crazy bitch and whoever had been with her.  “This is really good,” Becky said as she polished off a rib.  
 
   “We aim to please,” he said.  “What sort of trouble is your boyfriend in?”
 
   “I don’t really know.  Someone kidnapped him.”
 
   “He rich or something?”
 
   “No, he’s not rich at all.”
 
    “Crazy people in this damned city.  I should have stayed in Memphis.  Just soon as I can, I’m going back there and put all this craziness behind.  Can’t stand it no more.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   The cab pulled up to the front of the restaurant.  Becky wiped the barbecue sauce off as best she could.  “Thank you for your help.”
 
   “I hope your boyfriend be all right.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   She instructed the cab driver to take her back home, where she climbed up the stairs to the apartment.  She paused at each landing to listen for any sound of someone waiting for her.  It was entirely possible Marie and her friend might have followed her or just waited here to finish her off.
 
   No one accosted her on the way to the apartment.  She opened the front door, but didn’t turn on the light.  She tried to peer into the darkness in case they waited for her in here.  She couldn’t hear anything other than the sound of her own heavy breathing from the climb up the stairs.
 
   A search of the apartment turned up nothing.  She was alone.  With a sigh she collapsed on Emma’s bed to wait for her friend to show up.  She only hoped Emma didn’t stay out the whole night again or else she would have to go to the police and take her chances.
 
   She had begun to doze when she heard a heavy thump.  Becky let out a loud gasp as she rolled into a sitting position.  “Becky?” Emma said.  “What are you doing in here?”
 
   Becky threw herself against Emma, the armor so cold that it made Becky think of a corpse.  “They took Steve.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Marie!  And some guy.  I didn’t see his face.  I went over to Steve’s place and we were watching TV and stuff and then Marie showed up at the door.  She tried to lure him away by saying I was in trouble.  When she realized that wasn’t going to work, she knocked me out, but they left me in an alley behind some barbecue joint, where this nice man let me use the phone.  I tried Steve’s place but he’s not there.  I thought of calling the cops, but they might find out and kill him, you know?” Becky said.  She needed to stop then to breathe.  “I knew you could help.  You have to find him.  Please?”
 
   Emma helped Becky over to the bed and sat her down.  “All right, slow down.  Did they say what they wanted Steve for?”
 
   “No.  Marie just said she needed his help.  The next thing I knew I was in that alley by myself.  Do you think they killed him?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s possible.”
 
   “Possible?  This isn’t a goddamned science experiment, Emma.  This is Steve we’re talking about.  I love him!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said, “but you need to calm down and try to think.  Do you have any idea what direction they went?”
 
   “No.  Marie used that eye of hers on me.  It was terrible.  I was eight again and Mama had locked me in the furnace closet.  I couldn’t breathe—”
 
   Emma pulled Becky close and hugged her.  With the armor on, Emma’s hug prompted Becky to wince.  “Sorry,” Emma said.  She relaxed her grip.  “I’ll do everything I can to find him.  I promise.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’ll go down to the sewers.  The Sewer Rat might know something.”
 
   “The Sewer Rat?  You think that creep is going to help?”
 
   “He’s helped me before.  He has ‘friends’ all over the city.”
 
   “Yeah, great, let’s wait around for a bunch of rats to find him.”
 
   “Marlin can help too.  That will help us cover a lot more ground.”
 
   Becky knew that wouldn’t be enough, not in a city of eight million people.  If only she’d managed to see something that might give them a clue about where they had taken Steve.  Instead she’d let Marie put her into a trance while she did God only knew what to Steve.  “I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful,” Becky said.
 
   “It’s all right.  We’ll find him.”
 
   “In how many pieces?”
 
   “Marie won’t kill him.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “She’s not a murderer.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a real sweetheart.”
 
   “Marie has some problems, but she’s not that cold-blooded.”
 
   “Just cold-blooded enough to kidnap him.”
 
   “You’re sure Marie didn’t say anything about what she wanted?”
 
   “Not a thing.”
 
   “And you don’t have any idea who this man with her was?”
 
   “No.  I couldn’t see his face.”  Becky’s face turned warm.  “That’s not very helpful is it?”
 
   “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   Emma stood up.  “Are you going to be all right here by yourself?  I could ask Mrs. Chiostro to come over—”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  Just find him.”
 
   Emma was halfway through the window when the phone rang.  Becky ran to the kitchen faster than she ever had run before.  She managed to get it on the third ring.  “Hello?”
 
   “Becky?” Steve said.  
 
   “Steve!  Are you all right?  Did they hurt you?”
 
   “Not too bad.  I…I need you to come get me.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “In the park.”
 
   “Robinson Park?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  There’s a playground nearby.”
 
   That wasn’t all that helpful, not in a park as large as Robinson Park was.  “We’ll find you.  Are you alone?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “OK.  You just sit tight and we’ll be there soon, all right?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “And Steve…I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.”  
 
   Becky hung up the phone.  She almost plowed into Emma in the living room.  “He’s alive!  They let him go in the park.  He said he’s near a playground.  We have to go get him.”
 
   Emma put a hand on Becky’s shoulder.  “I’ll get him.  You stay here and rest.”
 
   “What?  I’m not going to sit around here.”
 
   “I can’t fit three of us on my bike and a cab would be too slow.”
 
   Becky’s face turned warm again as she realized her friend was right.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “We’ll be back soon.  I promise.”
 
   Emma bolted out the front door.  Becky could only collapse onto the couch and bury her face in her hands.  She prayed Steve would be all right.  She couldn’t lose him now, not after she had finally told him how she felt.
 
   “I love you, Steve,” she whispered into the darkness.
 
   ***
 
   Emma left the Scarlet Knight’s armor in a trash can in the park.  It would find its way back to its case beneath the Plaine Museum.  Even if it didn’t right away, anyone who tried to put on the armor would be in for a big shock.  Then, armed with only a flashlight, Emma set out to find Steve.
 
   There were a half-dozen playgrounds in Robinson Park.  They were scattered in a roughly circular pattern around the park, each playground accompanied by a cluster of picnic tables and pavilions.  But from what she knew of the park, only two of those playgrounds had a bathroom nearby with a payphone attached to the building.  Steve had to have called from one of those payphones.
 
   She decided to start with the southernmost of the two possibilities.  She swept the flashlight over the playground equipment, but she didn’t see Steve.  Next she tried the men’s room, a nervous flutter in her stomach even though there shouldn’t be anyone in there at this time of night.  She checked each stall, but Steve wasn’t there.  A search of the ladies room didn’t turn up anything either.
 
   She wished she’d kept the armor on as she galloped across the park.  Her body was in good shape, but the armor would have helped her run even faster and without fatigue.  The problem was she couldn’t let Steve see her in the armor and how could she explain the Scarlet Knight’s presence?
 
   What seemed like hours later, the playground finally came in sight.  Her heart beat faster when she saw Steve sprawled on the base of the slide.  “Oh no,” she whispered.  She was too late!
 
   She grabbed him by the shoulder to turn him over.  His skin still felt warm, though it was terribly pale.  The reason for this was a large gash on his left hand.  He had wrapped his shirt around it, but that hadn’t stemmed the blood.
 
   Emma slapped his cheek gently.  “Steve?  Can you hear me?  It’s Becky’s friend, Emma.  She asked me to find you.  Come on, wake up.  Please?”
 
   She had to slap him for a good minute before he finally groaned.  His eyes fluttered open.  “Becky?”
 
   “She’s not here.  I’m her friend, Emma.”
 
   “Is she…is she all right?”
 
   “She’s fine, but we need to get you to the hospital.  Can you walk?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   She helped him get to his feet.  He leaned against her and managed a couple of unsteady steps.  She knew then they couldn’t take her motorcycle to the hospital.  He would never be able to stay on the bike, especially not at high speed.
 
   They made it over to the payphone, where she set him down on the ground while she tried to think of who to call.  An ambulance would take at least half an hour; how much more blood would Steve have lost by then?  She decided instead to punch in the number for Mrs. Chiostro.  The old witch didn’t have a car, but she had a much faster means of travel.
 
   “Hello, dear.  Are you in some trouble?” Mrs. Chiostro asked, her voice as chipper as if she had been awake for hours, not roused from her sleep at three in the morning.
 
   “It’s Steve—Becky’s friend.  We’re in Robinson Park and he’s losing a lot of blood.  He needs a hospital—fast.”  Emma described her location to Mrs. Chiostro, who promised to be there shortly.
 
   After Emma hung up, she squatted down beside Steve.  “It’s going to be all right,” she said to him.  “We’ll get you to a hospital and they’ll stitch you up.”
 
   “Becky?”
 
   “She’ll meet us there.  Don’t worry.”
 
   “Becky—”  Steve’s eyes fluttered again.  His body had probably already gone into shock.  How much blood had he lost?  From the look of his skin and the amount of blood on the shirt around his hand, she knew it was a lot.
 
   A hand shook Emma’s shoulder.  “Hello, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “Oh my, he is in bad shape, isn’t he?”
 
   “Can you cure him?”
 
   “I could take him home and give him a restoration potion, but I’m not sure things are that dire yet.  I’d hate to use magic if we don’t have to.”
 
   The witch gave Emma a knowing look.  Emma’s face warmed as she remembered the night she had used one of Mrs. Chiostro’s potions on Dan Dreyfus.  Emma had learned the hard way how painful it could be to fool around with magic.
 
   “Can you get him to the hospital?”
 
   “I think I can manage that, dear.  If you could help me get the poor boy to his feet.”
 
   Emma hooked an arm around Steve’s armpit and then lifted him up.  Mrs. Chiostro put her arm around Steve.  There was a flash of white light—
 
   Emma heard a siren.  She blinked some green and purple blobs out of her vision.  When she could see clearly again, she realized they stood behind St. Joseph’s, beside some dumpsters.  “Would you like me to accompany you two?” Mrs. Chiostro asked.
 
   “No, but I’m sure Becky would appreciate it if you gave her a lift.”
 
   “No problem at all, dear.  Good luck.”
 
   Steve mumbled Becky’s name a few times as Emma walked him up to the emergency room doors.  “It’s all right,” she whispered into his ear.  “We’re here now.  The doctors are going to fix you up good as new.”
 
   He only sagged against her in response.  She dragged him the last few feet to the front desk.  “My friend needs help,” she said to the nurse.  “His hand is cut really bad.  He’s lost a lot of blood.”
 
   An orderly came around the desk to help get Steve onto a gurney.  They wheeled him away;  Emma stayed behind to give information to the nurse.  After that, she could only sag onto a seat in the waiting room.
 
   She didn’t realize she’d dozed off until she felt Becky shake her.  “Where is he?  What did they do to him?”
 
   “They took him back there,” Emma said.
 
   “Is he all right?”
 
   “I think so.  Marie cut his hand and he lost some blood, but it shouldn’t be too bad now.”
 
   With a weary sigh, Becky dropped onto the seat next to Emma.  Her friend began to sob.  “It’s all right.  He’ll be fine.”
 
   “I know.  It’s just…it was so close.”  Becky leaned against Emma and cried into Emma’s blouse.  “Why would anyone hurt Steve?  He’s a good person.  He’d never hurt anyone.”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’ll find out.  I promise.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   They kept Steve in the hospital overnight to recover.  The doctor who had stitched Steve’s hand promised there would be no permanent damage except a scar from the wound.  They did have to give him a transfusion to replace the blood he’d lost.  Once he was stable they would let him go home with his parents to recover.
 
   Becky was still with them as well, but Emma had other things to do.  She needed to locate Marie Marsh and find out why she had kidnapped and cut Steve.  So after she knew Steve was in the clear, Emma called for a cab to take her back to the park.
 
   Her motorcycle had not been touched in her absence.  She considered donning the Scarlet Knight’s armor, but it was six in the morning, much too early for that.  Instead Emma headed to Parkdale.  She figured the place to start her search for Marie would be the Park Glen Rest Home.  Emma doubted Marie would show up for her shift today, but maybe she’d let something slip.
 
   “It’s not visiting hours yet,” the woman at the reception desk said.
 
   “I know I’m a little early.  A friend of mine works here, Marie Marsh.  I just wanted to give her a message.”
 
   “I don’t think she’s here yet.”
 
   “Oh, really?  What time does she usually get in?”
 
   “I’m not exactly sure, but let me check.”  The receptionist left Emma to wait by the desk. 
 
   As she did, a familiar face hobbled up to her.  “Well, fancy that.  I was just thinking about you,” Mr. Graves said.
 
   “Hi, Mr. Graves.”
 
   “Don’t suppose you came to visit me, did you?”
 
   “Um, well—”
 
   “It’s all right, love.  I didn’t expect you to what with so much excitement.”  He winked at her.  “When you get a chance, I think you and me ought to have a chat.”
 
   “Oh, sure.”
 
   Before she could wonder about what he wanted to talk about, the receptionist returned.  “I’m afraid Marie called in sick today.”
 
   “That’s too bad.  Do you have her phone number?”
 
   “We’re not allowed to give out that kind of information.”
 
   “I see.  Thanks anyway.”
 
   The receptionist turned to Mr. Graves.  “You shouldn’t be out here, sir.  Breakfast is being served in the dining room.”
 
   “I already had my breakfast.  Thought I’d take a little walk to get some air.  That quack of a cardiologist said it’d do me good.”  He patted Emma’s back.  “At least it gave me a chance to run into this pretty lass.”
 
   Emma’s face turned red even though she knew Mr. Graves meant it in jest.  “I think I should be going.”
 
   “I’ll walk you to your car, young lady.  I don’t suppose you’ve seen much of the grounds, have you?”
 
   “Um, no, I haven’t.”
 
   “They’re quite a sight, let me tell you.”  Mr. Graves hooked an arm through Emma’s elbow.  He kept his other hand on his cane as he hobbled along with her out of the rest home.  He led her over to a bench beneath an elm tree.  “So how are you holding up?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma said.  She looked up to watch a sparrow hop along one of the tree’s branches.  “I wish people would stop asking that.”
 
   “I heard an interesting piece of news last night from that old gossip Marlin.  He said something about you looking for the men who killed your parents.”
 
   “Yes.  Lieutenant Donovan asked for my help.  She heard something from a prison snitch she wanted me to check out.”
 
   “I see.  You make any progress yet?”
 
   “No.”  She told him about her visits to their relatives and then her interrogation of Niccione.  Before she went home last night, Emma had tried the places on Niccione’s list, at least those still open.  She shook down the proprietors of those establishments, but had come away with nothing.  No one had seen French or Estima since Don Vendetta had put her bounty on them.  In a way that made sense since there was no honor among thieves, especially not with a half-million dollars at stake. “They’re probably already gone.  Either they left town or someone killed them for the bounty.”
 
   “Not to sound like one of them pansy shrinks, but how does that make you feel?”
 
   “Frustrated.”
 
   “You’d like to be the one who kills them, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Sometimes,” she said.  “Is that wrong?”
 
   “I think you already know the answer to that.”
 
   “I know it won’t bring them back to life.  It might not even make me feel better, but—”
 
   “But you still think you ought to, am I right?”
 
   “Yes.  They killed Mom and Dad.  Shouldn’t I want to get even?”
 
   “That won’t really make you even, will it?”
 
   “Should I just let them go free?”
 
   “No, of course not.  But you can’t act like they’re something special.  Treat them like any other thugs in this town.  What would you do then?”
 
   “Turn them over to the police.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Emma’s fists clenched involuntarily.  “But the police are corrupt.  You know that.  The judges are even more so.  What if they aren’t convicted?  What if they only get a year and are out in six months for good behavior?”
 
   “Do you really think that will happen?”
 
   “It’s happened before.”  More times than Emma wanted to count, the criminal she had risked her life to put in jail landed back on the streets months or even weeks later.  Usually they went right back to their old ways, so that by now she had already busted some of them three times.  That couldn’t happen in this case.  She wouldn’t let it.
 
   “So you should be the judge, jury, and executioner now?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “But you were thinking it.”  He heaved a tired sigh.  “I can’t say I know exactly how you feel.  My parents died in the Blitz, killed by some faceless Nazi bastard.  That was part of the reason I joined up with the army.  But I do know what it’s like to want to kill someone.  I don’t suppose you’re in the mood for a story?”
 
   “I’m always up for one of your stories,” Emma said.  
 
   “Well, here goes then.  When I was in the army, my best friend was a private named Sydney Bernard.  We were the best of mates, sharing a foxhole among other things.  We saved each other what must have been a half-dozen times at least.
 
   “After the war, I came here while Syd tried to make a go of things back in England.  He wanted to be part of the solution, to rebuild the place.  Found himself a wife, had a couple of little girls.  Happy as a clam.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “He made the mistake of coming to see me one year when he was on a business trip here in the States.  Back in 1956, long before your time.  I had been doing the duty for almost ten years.  Thought I was the toughest bloke around.
 
   “We met at the airport and then went to the pub for a few pints.  Just like the old days.  Of course we were a little older and he was a little heavier, but it was like we had seen each other just a couple days before.  That’s how it is with best friends, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We were having a grand old time, really whooping it up.  Then I get word there’s some big fire going on downtown.  Women and children trapped, lives in danger, all that.  So I tell Syd I’ve got to go to the bathroom and I call for the armor, suit up, and head over to the fire.  Went up to the top floor, rescued a half-dozen women and kids trapped there.
 
   “I dropped them off and headed back to the pub.  I knew something was wrong when I heard the police sirens.”
 
   “Syd was dead?”
 
   “Exactly.  Shot dead in the alley.  He’d gone to the bathroom to find me and seen I wasn’t there, so he went out into the alley.  This bloody wanker named Hank Fortuna followed him out there and blew his brains out.  Took his wallet and ran.  He died for fifty dollars American and twenty-five pounds.”
 
   Mr. Graves stopped at this point, his voice choked up.  Emma waited for him to gather the strength to go on.  When he finally did, his voice was hoarse.  “I went back to England with the body for the funeral.  Did what I could to comfort the grieving widow and the children, but you know how that is.  Nothing you can say will make anything better.
 
   “When I got back to the city, I made it my life’s work to find this Hank Fortuna and spray his brains all over an alley.  Night and day I worked on it, tracking every worthless hole he might be hiding in.  Found one of his mates and broke his arm in three places to find out where Fortuna might be hiding.  He pointed me to a girl’s house.
 
   “I went straight over there.  Kicked the door in.  I wasn’t going for subtlety this time; I was going for blood.  He was in bed with his girl.  When she saw me, she threw herself across him, trying to protect him.  I picked her up like a rag doll and threw her against the wall.  Knocked her out cold.  He pulled a gun from the nightstand to shoot me.  I let him.  I wanted him to do it so I’d feel more justified in cutting off his head so I could mail it to Syd’s widow.”
 
   “But you didn’t.  Why?”
 
   “I just about did it.  Held the Sword of Justice up to him.  It glowed brighter than anything I’d seen, excluding the Dragoon.  I brought the sword up to finish him off.  But I couldn’t do it.  I saw the fear in his eyes.  He wasn’t a monster, just a small man who’d done a terrible thing.  I almost felt sorry for him then.”
 
   “You let him go?”
 
   “Don’t be daft, girl.  I tied him up and tossed him on the doorstep of the nearest police station along with a newspaper clipping of Syd’s murder.  He confessed to the whole thing.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “He did ten years of his life sentence.  Died in the joint of a heart attack while cleaning the toilets.  I thought it was poetic justice.”
 
   Emma thought about this for a moment.  “So you’re saying I should treat these people like anyone else because they aren’t monsters, just people?”
 
   “Precisely, my girl.  That’s what you must do.  That’s why you’re the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to be the Scarlet Knight anymore?”
 
    “I don’t believe that for an instant.  You’re the best of the lot.  Better than me, and I set the bar pretty high.  Ask that little weasel Marlin if you don’t believe me.”
 
   “What good is any of it if I can’t bring justice for the ones I care about the most?”
 
   “You think killing them is going to do any good?  Revenge is a short-term solution.  You want to really get justice for your parents, make them proud by doing the right thing.”
 
   “Letting their killers go free?”
 
   “By doing what’s right.”  He reached across the gulf between them to take her hand.  “I don’t have to tell you what’s right—you already know.  That heart of yours is pure gold.  Who else would befriend an old coot like me?”
 
   Despite herself, Emma laughed at this.  “I suppose you’re right.  Thank you.”  She pulled him into a hug.
 
   “That’s a good girl.  I best get back inside before they start sending out the search parties.  Take care of yourself, love.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   She gave him another hug and then went back to her motorcycle.  She still needed to find Marie Marsh.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   The halfway house where Marie Marsh lived had once been a Victorian mansion built by the Windham family.  They had sold the house in 1877, after their daughter died.  After a couple of decades as a boarding house, the mansion fell into disrepair.  It remained unoccupied until the mid-1970s, when it was converted into the halfway house.  Those who needed to recover from substance abuse or some other psychological trauma now occupied the many bedrooms and guest bedrooms, until the state deemed them ready to live on their own.  Emma learned all this from a pamphlet she found on the table by the reception window while she waited for the receptionist to check on Marie’s room.
 
   The reception area had probably been a parlor in its past life.  Down the hall, Emma could hear a television and occasionally muffled laughter.  In a way it didn’t seem much different than the nursing home where Aunt Gladys had lived—where Marie worked.  The main difference was of course that the residents here were much younger than the nursing home, some of them like Marie very much younger.
 
   Emma wondered what Marie had done to end up in a place like this.  It most likely had something to do with that unique talent of hers.  Had such a strange gift driven her mad?  Had she used it to hurt someone?  Marie hadn’t seemed like the type to hurt anyone, but maybe she had been driven past her breaking point.
 
   “Dr. Earl?” the receptionist said.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’m afraid Marie’s not here right now.”
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad.”
 
   “If you’d like to leave a message—”
 
   “Actually, could I go to her room?”
 
   “I’m afraid not, Dr. Earl.  All visitors have to stay on the first floor.”
 
   “I see.”  Emma forced herself to smile and then took out a business card.  “When she does turn up, could you have her give me a call?”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   Emma nodded to the receptionist and then went out the front door.  She didn’t go very far.  The halfway house had a tall fence and a row of bushes that were probably as much to keep people from escaping as to maintain the house’s privacy.  The gap between the fence and bushes was big enough for her to squeeze into.  She squatted so no one would see her.
 
   “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum,” she whispered.  Those were the magic words that summoned the case of red armor.  Perhaps because it was magic, the red case managed to fit in the gap as well.
 
   Emma peered over the bushes to make sure no one had spotted her.  Then she squatted back down to open the case.  She didn’t need the armor itself right now.  All she needed was the golden cape.  This would let her turn invisible, so she could get up to Marie’s room unnoticed.  She also took the golden gloves, which would allow her to open the door if it were locked.  As soon as she closed the lid, the red case disappeared.
 
   She had to do a complicated dance in order to get the cape around her body within the confines of the bushes.  Once she emerged, she paused for a moment and wondered if anyone could see her.  If anyone did, they would probably have her committed to the psychiatric ward for observation.  Not even in Rampart City did anyone go around in broad daylight with a golden cape wrapped around her body.
 
   No one raised an alarm, so Emma shuffled back towards the halfway house.  She made sure to be careful as she climbed the steps up to the front door.  The problem now would be to get through the door unnoticed.  This problem was solved by the receptionist she had just talked to.  
 
   Emma froze when she saw the woman approach.  Then she saw the pack of cigarettes and the lighter in the receptionist’s hand.  She was headed outside for a smoke break.  Emma stepped to the side of the door and waited until the receptionist barged through it.  Emma’s size-9 flats made a perfect doorstop to keep the door ajar.  While the receptionist lit up, Emma slunk through the door.
 
   The problem now would be to find Marie’s room.  It had to be upstairs in one of the old bedrooms; she didn’t have any idea which one.  But with the receptionist outside, Emma had a chance to look at the office records.
 
   She slipped into the office and used one hand to sift through some papers on the receptionist’s desk.  She didn’t see anything that listed which resident occupied which room.  When she heard the front door slam, she knew she was out of time.
 
   Then she saw a list in the most obvious place:  above the telephone.  The list had each patient’s name, room number, and whether they were in or not at the moment.  Marie’s row listed she lived in room six but was not in the house.
 
   Emma took a step back as the receptionist came through the door.  The receptionist sat down at her desk and began to go through the papers Emma had looked through.  The stench of cigarette smoke brought on a wave of nausea that prompted Emma to hurry out of the room.
 
   Down the hall she saw a middle-aged man and a younger woman on a couch in what must be the rec room.  They were the ones whose laughter she’d heard before.  They didn’t pay her any mind as she crept by, to the stairway.
 
   The door to Room 6 was locked.  Emma put one glove to the door.  A second later the lock clicked open and she slipped inside.
 
   Once safely in the empty room, Emma let the cape drop.  She took a look around and knew it was unlikely she would find anything useful here.  Marie didn’t have any knickknacks on the shelves.  There was no journal or diary in the drawers or under her pillow.  Emma found nothing but Marie’s nursing uniform and some other clothes that all seemed to come from second-hand stores.
 
   Emma sat on the edge of the bed and shook her head.  She didn’t have any idea where Marie would go.  She didn’t know anything about Marie to give her an indication of what Marie would do.  For all Emma knew, Marie might have gone underground to hide out with the Sewer Rat.
 
   The thought of the Sewer Rat reminded her of what she’d said to Becky earlier.  Now would be a good time to pay the Sewer Rat a visit.  Emma snatched a T-shirt from Marie’s drawer and then wrapped the cape around herself.
 
   ***
 
   There wasn’t time for her to go back home and change into something better-suited for the sewers, so after she climbed down into the sewers, she changed into the red armor.  It would keep the sewage and stink from her clothes.  The helmet’s visor also helped her to see in the darkness, which always came in handy.
 
   The hard part would be to locate the Sewer Rat.  With the literally thousands of miles of pipes, he could be anywhere right now.  It might take days to find him.  She hoped once his rat friends spotted her, the Sewer Rat would find her.
 
   She had gone a few miles when she came to an intersection.  Against one wall stood one of the Sewer Rat’s sculptures of her.  She had come across one of these before.  It had depicted her in the red armor, with cardboard tubes for her legs and arms, a rusty garbage can for the torso, a sort of papier mache for the head, and a soiled red pom-pom for the hair.  She had tried not to dwell too much on why the Sewer Rat made it, if he viewed her as some kind of goddess or if perhaps he had a crush on her.
 
   By contrast, this one was made entirely of copper tubing.  A tube made each of her limbs, with an L-joint and a smaller pipe for the feet and hands.  Somehow the Sewer Rat had managed to bend a couple of pieces to make a round torso and a head.  He had attached a piece of rusty sheet metal to the head to look like her hair.  The figure was posed with one arm raised, a white plastic pipe attached to represent her sword. 
 
   She took an involuntary step back.  The sculpture was crude, and yet it conveyed a sort of power.  The figure with its sword upraised looked ready to vanquish evil and injustice.  This sculpture was more of a superhero than she could ever be.
 
   Mired in these dark thoughts, she didn’t hear the Sewer Rat until he hissed, “You back.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You no go to you nest?”
 
   She assumed he meant the Sanctuary, where she usually went when she was down in the sewers.  “No, I’m not.  I came here to ask you for a favor.”
 
   “Favor?”
 
   She looked up at him.  While the stories on the street said the Sewer Rat was a half-man/half-rat creature, in reality he was simply a man who wore a fur coat made of rat pelts.  He was several inches shorter than Emma and skinny beneath his coat from years of meals out of trashcans.  Tangled brown hair covered most of his face, except for the pointed nose and chin, which helped to give him a rat-like appearance that fit his name.  Despite that, he was quite harmless she had learned, so long as you didn’t threaten him or his friends.
 
   “I need your help,” she said.  “A friend of mine has gone missing.  I’m trying to find her before she gets into a lot of trouble.  I was hoping your friends might be able to help.”
 
   “What she do?”
 
   “She hurt a friend of mine.  Not badly, but if the police find her, they’ll put her in prison.”  Emma looked back down at the sewage.  “I know it’s not really your business, but she’s a good person at heart.  I don’t want her to throw her life away.”
 
   She was glad she had the helmet’s visor down so he couldn’t see the tears in her eyes.  “I’m not sure who else I can turn to.”
 
   There was silence for a moment.  Then the Sewer Rat said, “We help.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  She summoned the red case of armor so she could take Marie’s T-shirt out of it.  She handed this to the Sewer Rat.  “This should have her scent on it.”
 
   The Sewer Rat pressed the shirt to his nose and took a deep whiff of the material.  She hoped Marie hadn’t used any floral-scented detergents that might upset him.  Once he’d gotten a good smell, he knelt down and offered the shirt to one of his friends.  This rat had to be two feet long with a silver stripe along its back.  The rat sniffed at the material before it squeaked something.  Then it skittered off.
 
   “He tell others.  They look.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” she said.  She was careful when she hugged him not so much because he stank but because with the armor on she could crush him like an empty can.  “How can I contact you if you locate her?”
 
   “We find you.”
 
   She nodded to him.  Before she left, he said, “You like?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Sculpture.  You like?”
 
   “It’s very…heroic,” she said.
 
   ***
 
   Steve was still asleep, his parents on one side of the bed and Becky on the other.  It had been a very awkward introduction in the hospital waiting room when his parents arrived.  “I’m so sorry about all of this Mrs. Scherr,” Becky said.
 
   Mrs. Scherr was almost as big around as Becky and several inches shorter.  She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief.  “Thank you, young lady, but it’s not your fault.  We told Steven not to live in this awful city.  It’s so terribly dangerous.”
 
   “Now, dear, Steven is old enough to take care of himself.”
 
   “How can you say that when he’s lying in a hospital bed?  He could be dying for all we know.”
 
   “The doctor says he’ll be fine,” Becky said.
 
   “Where is this doctor?  I want to speak with him.”
 
   While Mrs. Scherr stormed up to the front desk, Mr. Scherr patted Becky’s shoulder.  “Don’t mind her.  She’s always been excitable when it comes to Steve.  Every time he skinned his knee, she acted as if he’d lost a leg.”
 
   “She cares about him.  So do I.”
 
   “It is a good thing he had such a good friend to get him to the hospital.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Becky had mostly stayed out of the way after that while Mrs. Scherr pestered the doctors and nurses about her son’s condition.  She rose from Steve’s bedside and clucked her tongue.  “Where is that nurse?  Are they just going to leave him unattended?”
 
   “Now, dear—”
 
   She ignored her husband and stomped out of the room again.  He followed after her, presumably to keep her from assaulting anyone.  Becky let out a sigh that turned into a gasp when she saw the police officer in the doorway.
 
   Even before the woman spoke, Becky knew who she was.  They had met almost eighteen months ago.  Then Officer Lois Early had been unconscious inside the remains of a wall in Emma’s old house in Parkdale.  Emma had thrown Officer Early into the wall while under the influence of some kind of hypnosis the Black Dragoon had used on her.  Mrs. Chiostro had taken Officer Early to the hospital; the witch had left her by the front door of the emergency room to avoid unnecessary questions.  Mrs. Chiostro’s sister Sylvia had meanwhile driven Early’s car back into the city so nothing would lead back to Emma.  The officer hadn’t ever reported anything, so Becky hoped that meant she didn’t remember the incident.
 
   “You must be Becky,” Officer Early said.  Even from up close it was uncanny how much Early resembled Emma’s dead mother.  She had the same curly auburn hair and blue eyes.  There was a hard edge to Officer Early’s voice Emma’s mother had never possessed.  “You’re Mr. Scherr’s girlfriend, right?”
 
   “Yes.  We didn’t call the police.”
 
   “Dr. Stanton called.  It’s standard procedure in a case like this.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Is there some reason you don’t want the police involved?”
 
   “No.  It just seems like a waste of time.”
 
   “I’ll be the judge of that.”  Officer Early took out a notepad and then sat down in the seat Mrs. Scherr had vacated.  “That cut looks pretty nasty.  How’d it happen?”
 
   Becky told the policewoman an abridged version of what had happened.  She didn’t mention anything about Marie’s eye or what she had done to Becky with it.  The police would never believe a story like that.
 
   “So you didn’t get a good look at the man with her?”
 
   “No.  It was too dark.”
 
   “And this Marie Marsh, you know her?”
 
   “Not really well.  She works at the nursing home where my friend’s aunt lived.  Park Glen Rest Home in Parkdale.  I met her a couple of times there, but we never really hung out or anything.”
 
   “You have any idea where she might have gone?”
 
   “No.  Like I said, we weren’t real close.”
 
   “That van, did you get a look at the plate?”
 
   “No.  Maybe Steve did, but they knocked me out before I could see much.”
 
   “And you don’t have any idea what they wanted him for?”
 
   “They wanted some blood,” Steve whispered.
 
   “Steve!”  Becky jumped out of her chair and then leaned down to hug Steve.  She made sure not to hug him too tightly.  “Oh, thank God.”
 
   “Hi,” he said.  He flashed her a shy grin.  “What did I miss?”
 
   “Not much.  Your parents are here somewhere.  Your mom’s probably got a nurse in a headlock by now.”
 
   “She always was like that.”
 
   “Oh, and Officer Early is here to get your statement.”
 
   The police officer took Steve’s unbandaged hand to give it a brief shake.  “Hello, Mr. Scherr.  I was just asking your girlfriend here some questions.  Are you up to answering a few?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’ll try not to take too much of your time.  I’m sure you need some rest.  Now, you said they wanted your blood?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “They didn’t say.  They stopped the van somewhere and then they got into an argument about what to do with me.  The old guy wanted to kill me—”
 
   “What old guy?”
 
   “I didn’t get much of a look at him.  He had a mustache and he talked like a British actor.  He was going to kill me but the girl said they only needed a quart of blood.  They argued a little, but she won.”
 
   “I’m glad she did,” Becky said.  She supposed Emma was right that Marie wasn’t a murderer, at least not yet.
 
   “Then what happened?” Officer Early asked.
 
   “The old guy took out a knife and a jar.  One of those big glass ones like you’d put jam or something in.  He cut my hand and they let the blood drain into the jar.  I blacked out before they finished.  Next thing I knew, I woke up in the park.  I called Becky and her friend came to get me.”
 
   “What friend would that be?”
 
   “My friend Emma.  She had to go to work,” Becky said.
 
   “Where’s she work?”
 
   “The Plaine Museum.  She’s head of the geology department.”  Becky hoped Officer Early didn’t go to the museum to follow up on that or else she might remember something from eighteen months ago.
 
   “What is going on in here?” Mrs. Scherr bellowed from the doorway.
 
   “Officer Lois Early.  I was asking your son a few questions.”
 
   “Get out of here this instant!  Steven needs his rest.  He’s a very sick boy.”
 
   “Mom—”’
 
   “Quiet, honey.  Mama is taking care of this.”
 
   Steve rolled his eyes.  Becky squeezed the unbandaged ends of Steve’s left fingers.  With Steve’s mother here to hover over him, Becky didn’t have much else she could do here.  There was something more productive she could do.  “I’ll be back soon.  Try not to let her drive you too crazy.”
 
   “I love you,” Steve whispered.
 
   “I love you too.”  Becky leaned down to kiss his forehead.  She brushed past Steve’s parents as they argued with Officer Early and then she slipped out of the room.
 
   ***
 
   As was usually the case, Becky found Mrs. Chiostro’s door already open for her when she arrived at the little house where the old witch lived with her sister.  This time Mrs. Chiostro waited in the foyer to greet her.
 
   “Hello, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She gave Becky a hug.  “How’s your friend?”
 
   “He’s fine.  Thanks to you and Emma.”
 
   “I’m very glad.  Why don’t we go into the kitchen to talk?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro led her through the parlor, which she’d turned into her sewing room.  There were bits of half-finished dresses lying around, as well as bolts of cloth, spindles of thread, and a sewing machine that probably dated from the ‘30s.  Mrs. Chiostro opened the door to the kitchen for Becky and motioned for her to have a seat.  There was already a pot of tea and a plate of cookies on the table for them.  
 
   “So I bet you already know what I want, don’t you?”
 
   “I have an idea,” Mrs. Chiostro said as she poured a cup of tea for each of them.  Becky didn’t like tea, not the way Mrs. Chiostro and Emma did, but she took a sip anyway out of politeness.  “I’m afraid there’s not a lot I can do to help you.”
 
   “Oh.  Don’t you have a crystal ball or something you can use to find out where she is?”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  Fortune telling is against the coven’s rules.”  Mrs. Chiostro reached across the table to pat Becky’s hand.  “It’s not entirely accurate in any case.”
 
   “But I have to find Marie.”
 
   The old witch nodded to her.  “This young woman, she’s the one who works at the nursing home?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “There’s something special about her, isn’t there?”
 
   “You could say that.  She has this weird eye that…I don’t really know how to describe it.  It’s like she could use it to read my mind.”
 
   “I see.  I believe your friend has a bit of the gift then.”
 
   “What gift?”
 
   “Magic, dear.  Not in the same way as Sylvia and I, but she does have some ability that manifests itself in that eye of hers.”
 
   “So she’s a witch?”
 
   “Oh no, dear, I don’t think so.  There are many forms of magic, some more powerful than others.  I haven’t heard of anyone like your friend, though.”  Mrs. Chiostro stood up from her chair.  She put a hand on Becky’s shoulder.  “Come, dear, let’s go downstairs.  I think Sylvia will have just the thing for you.”
 
   “I don’t really need a haircut right now.”
 
   “Don’t worry, dear, she’ll have something much better.”
 
   They went down to the basement, which Sylvia had turned into a combination bunker/salon.  There were rifles, machine guns, and even rocket launchers along the walls.  Sylvia sold these on the black market, though she insisted she only sold them to people who would use them for a good cause.  There was also an old barber’s chair with combs, scissors, and other styling accoutrements.  
 
   The witch herself sat at a worktable, hunched over a sword as she used a stone to sharpen its edges.  “Sylvia, dear, Rebecca is here to see you,” Mrs. Chiostro called out.
 
   Sylvia looked up from the sword and put down the stone.  “That hair is looking on the long side.  You want me to shorten it up for you?”
 
   “Maybe later,” Becky said.  She always felt shy around Sylvia; it was hard to feel comfortable around a woman who owned so many guns.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’re looking to buy a gun either,” Sylvia said.  “So what does that leave?”
 
   “She needs some help finding a friend of hers,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “A young woman named Marie.  It seems this girl has a bit of magic in her.”
 
   Sylvia pushed herself up from the table.  “I think I got just the thing for you.  A little something I used back when I used to hunt demons for the coven.”
 
   “Demons?”
 
   “Demons, bogeymen, vampires, all kinds of annoying buggers,” Sylvia said as she opened the door to a metal vault in the center of the room.  The vault contained numerous metal drawers, inside which were potions and magic ingredients, or that’s what Emma said.  On one wall also hung an assortment of old weapons—bows, swords, spears, and so forth—Sylvia claimed came from ancient heroes.  
 
   Sylvia traced a finger along one row of drawers until she stopped at one at the bottom of the vault.  She pulled the drawer open and then reached inside to pull out a slim leather box.  “This is it,” she said.
 
   Sylvia handed the box to Becky.  Inside, Becky saw an ordinary silver necklace with a yellowed fang on the end of it.  “What’s this?”
 
   “That’s a dragon’s tooth,” Sylvia said.
 
   Becky held the necklace up.  The tooth wasn’t more than two inches long.  “A dragon’s tooth?”
 
   “A baby dragon.  At least that’s what Mama said.  Not really any way to find out anymore.”
 
   “How’s this going to help find Marie?”
 
   “I’ll show you,” Sylvia said.  She went back into the vault and returned a minute later with a bronze dagger.  “This belonged to the guy from The Odyssey.”
 
   “I thought that was a book.”
 
   “A book based on a true story,” Sylvia said.  She held the dagger out towards Becky.  As she did, the tooth at the end of the necklace came to life; it levitated in the air.  It might have shot towards the dagger if Becky hadn’t grabbed the end of the chain first.  “The dragon’s tooth is sensitive to magic.  We’ve managed to calibrate it so it doesn’t react to our magic, though.”
 
   “And this will lead me to Marie?”
 
   “In a way.  It’s not like a bloodhound.  It’s not going to pick up the scent and tell you where to go.  But if you get near her, the necklace will react.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro put a hand on Becky’s shoulder.  “I know this isn’t what you hoped for, but it should help you to find your friend.  And I’m sure Sylvia can help you.  She was a very good tracker in her day.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘was?’” Sylvia said.  “I’m as good as I ever was.”
 
   “I only meant you haven’t done much of that sort of thing recently.”
 
   “Yeah, well, we’ll see,” Sylvia grumbled.  She returned the dagger of Odysseus back to its place in the vault.  She came out with a longer knife tucked in her belt.  “Come on, let’s go find this bitch.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   Emma kept the red armor on even after she emerged from the sewers.  If she came across Marie and her friend, she didn’t want to be caught unprepared.  There weren’t that many pedestrians in the industrial section of town anyway. 
 
   She had decided to resume her search in the industrial section because it made the most sense.  Marie and her friend would want somewhere secluded, where no one would chance upon them.  One of the abandoned factories in the industrial section of the city would provide the perfect cover.
 
   Emma had spent quite a bit of time in the industrial section as the Scarlet Knight.  Don Vendetta’s henchmen often used this area for shady dealings.  Her first mission as the Scarlet Knight had been to rescue Percival Graves from the Black Dragoon in an old sausage factory nearby.
 
   She parked her motorcycle beside the rusty gate of one old factory.  She hopped over the fence with the boots of the armor.  There didn’t seem to be anyone around, but she couldn’t take any chances.  She had promised Becky she would find Marie and she intended to keep that promise.
 
   She wrapped the cape around her as she neared the empty loading dock.  With one hand she wrenched the door open.  Rusty metal shrieked; from the amount of effort it required, Emma doubted the door had been opened recently.  She let the cape drop; that shriek would have alerted anyone to her presence.
 
   Short of a few of the Sewer Rat’s friends and some spiders, she didn’t find anyone inside the factory.  She walked down the road to the next one and repeated the procedure.  When that turned up nothing, she continued down the block.  The only human she met was a homeless man asleep on a bed of rags.
 
   After a few hours she lost track of how many factories she had gone through.  They all blurred together in her mind.  She finally sat down inside one of the lonely factories to rest.  Maybe she was wrong.  Marie and the man with her might have already left town; they might be in Canada or on their way to Mexico by now.  Just like with French and Estima, it was futile to try and find two among eight million.  All she could do was hope to stumble across something.
 
   Even as she thought this, she looked out the window to see a woman walking by the factory’s gates.  Though she had a kerchief over her hair and sunglasses on, Emma still recognized Constance Reuben, the ex-wife of Roy French.  Why was she here?  The industrial section was a long way from Westfield.  It certainly didn’t seem like the kind of place a suburban housewife would go to run an errand—unless that errand was to meet her ex-husband.
 
   Emma needed little time to catch up to Mrs. Reuben.  She leaped out the second-story window of the factory; the cape slowed her descent.  Mrs. Reuben hadn’t seen her yet.  That was about to change.
 
   She again used the boots to leap over the factory gate and came down about fifty feet behind French’s ex-wife.  Logic dictated she should follow the woman to see where she was going.  Instead, Emma grabbed the woman by the shoulder and tossed her against the fence.
 
   “Hello Mrs. French,” Emma hissed.
 
   “I’m not Mrs. French, not anymore,” Mrs. Reuben said.
 
   “That’s right, you live out in the suburbs now with your new husband.  Does he know you’re here?”
 
   “No, of course not.”  Mrs. Reuben reached to her purse.  “Look, whatever you want, just take it and leave me alone.  Please?”
 
   “I want answers.  What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m going to a job interview.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Gluck & Lehman.  They need a new secretary.”  Mrs. Reuben’s voice didn’t betray anything, but her eyes did.  The way they glanced down at the pavement indicated she had lied.  She had probably rehearsed this story to tell her husband.  He might even fall for it, but Emma didn’t.
 
   “What are you really doing here?”
 
   “I told you—”
 
   Emma slapped her.  She did it as lightly as she could, but Mrs. Reuben’s knees still buckled.  “Tell me the truth!  What are you doing here?  Did he ask to meet you?  Do you know where he’s hiding?”
 
   “I don’t know anything.”
 
   Emma slapped her again, this time hard enough to put the woman on all fours.  “Maybe you think you’re protecting him, but you can’t.  Don Vendetta’s got everyone on her payroll looking for him.  If I can find you, so can one of them and they’re going to do a lot more than slap you.  Understand?”
 
   Mrs. Reuben sat up.  Tears dripped down her cheeks.  “Why should I tell you?  So you can kill him?”
 
   “No,” Emma said.  She thought of her conversation with Mr. Graves.  “I won’t kill him.  I’ll turn him over to the police.”
 
   “Same difference.”
 
   “There are a few good cops on the force.  They’ll make sure he gets to trial.  That’s a lot better offer than Don Vendetta will give you.”
 
   “Then he’ll die in prison.  What difference does it make?”  Mrs. Reuben started to sob.  “I know Roy’s not a good man.  But I still love him!  You can’t ask me to hurt him.”
 
   “If you really do love him, then help me save his life.”
 
   Mrs. Reuben didn’t say anything for a couple of minutes.  Finally she said, “If I tell you, do you promise he won’t be killed?”
 
   “I give you my word.”
 
   She nodded.  “He called me this morning.  He’s scared.  He asked me to buy a couple of bus tickets so him and Victor can get out of the city.”  She reached into her purse and pulled out two tickets to Philadelphia.  “He wanted me to go with him, but I can’t.  I can’t leave Tim for him.”
 
   Emma squatted down to look Mrs. Reuben in the eye.  “Where did he tell you to meet him?”
 
   “Gluck & Lehman, like I told you,” she said and then forced a smile.  “I used to work there as a secretary, before they moved down south.”
 
   When Emma put a hand on Mrs. Reuben’s shoulder this time she did so far more gently.  “Then that’s where we’re going.”  She helped the woman up and then wrapped the cape around herself.  “I’ll be right behind you.”
 
   ***
 
   The first stop Becky and Sylvia made was to Steve’s house to get his car.  That would be a lot less conspicuous than witchcraft and a lot cheaper than a cab.  She left a message with one of Steve’s roommates to let him know she’d borrowed the car and would return it later.
 
   Since then they had spent three hours in a fruitless search of the city.  “Agnes is right,” Sylvia said.  “I’m out of practice.  Of course it was a lot easier in the old days.  Back then you had mostly dirt roads.  That left a better trail to follow.”
 
   The necklace had yet to pick anything up.  They had driven through the Historical District and the Trenches without any luck.  Becky supposed they could drive through the whole city and not find anything, not if Marie and her friend had taken off somewhere else.
 
   When Becky stopped at a light, Sylvia said, “Give me the necklace.”
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “Just hand it here, would you?”
 
   Becky took off the necklace and handed it to the witch, who set it on the dashboard.  She gasped as Sylvia took out the knife from her belt.  Without a pause to aim, she brought the knife down on the tooth and cleaved it in half.  “What did you do that for?”
 
   “Now we can double our search radius,” Sylvia said.
 
   “Is it going to work like that?”
 
   “It shouldn’t matter.  Any part of the tooth is sensitive to magic.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Sylvia got out of the car.  The light turned green; cars honked at Becky to move.  Sylvia flipped them off and then leaned down to the window.  “I’ll go check down by Executive Plaza.  You go through the Old Downtown.”  She checked her watch.  “We’ll meet back at my house at midnight.”
 
   “Sure,” Becky said.
 
   “Good hunting,” Sylvia said.  She stood up and flipped off the other cars again.  Then she sauntered off.  Once she was out of sight, she would probably vanish herself to Executive Plaza.
 
   Becky had to rely on more conventional modes of transportation.  She turned right and then continued that way until she was in the Old Downtown, about a dozen blocks from where she and Emma lived.  This part of the city had once housed most of the commerce and government buildings, until they moved to the south end of the island as the financial markets became more important.
 
   As she drove, Becky wondered where Emma had gone.  Maybe she would have better luck than either Becky or Sylvia.  She did have that magic armor that gave her all those powers.  She was the superhero, not Becky.
 
   After another hour, Becky gave up hope.  Her stomach began to rumble, which reminded her she hadn’t eaten anything since those leftover ribs at the barbecue place.  There weren’t a lot of drive-thrus in this area and she didn’t want to have to pay to park somewhere so she could go to a real restaurant.  
 
   She sighed at this line of thought.  Here Marie’s life was at stake and she could only think about her big gut.  It made sense why Emma had been the one to find that magic armor; Emma sure as hell wouldn’t think of her stomach at a time like this.
 
   The necklace finally twitched.  At first Becky thought maybe she had inadvertently made it move, but then it moved again on its own.  The half of dragon tooth lifted into the air and then pointed to the left.  Becky pulled into the turn lane so she could start in that direction.  The necklace pointed straight ahead.  It must be Marie.  But where was she?
 
   The answer came about a block later.  The necklace tugged so hard to the left that Becky thought it would choke her.  There was no road in that direction, just a block of old stores with boarded-up windows and yellowed real estate signs.  Marie must be in one of those stores.
 
   Becky pulled over to the curb.  She wished Sylvia hadn’t gone.  She ought to find a phone so she could call Mrs. Chiostro or the cops.  But there weren’t likely to be any phones for a few blocks and who knew if Marie would still be here by then?  
 
   She searched through the car for something to use as a weapon.  Steve of course didn’t have a gun.  She did find a lug wrench in the trunk.  It seemed heavy enough to do some damage.  She would just have to be careful not to let Marie pull that eye trick on her again.
 
   The necklace guided her to one of the stores.  She knew it was the right one when she saw the door wasn’t boarded shut like the others nearby.  Someone had been in here recently—Marie and her mustached friend.  Were they still in here?  She would have to find out.  Maybe she could get Marie alone and talk some sense into her.
 
   The door wasn’t boarded up, but it was locked.  Becky took care of that with the lug wrench.  She pried off the board over the window on the door and then smashed the glass.  When she stuck her hand through the hole, she found the deadbolt to twist open.
 
   She hoped she hadn’t made too much noise.  After a deep breath, Becky eased the door open and then slipped inside.  She needed a moment for her eyes to adjust to the darkness.  Once they did, she saw glass cases wink at her.  There didn’t seem to be anything in the cases; anything of value had been taken years ago she was sure.  A sign over one case advertised watch repairs were done on site.  This must have been a jewelry store then.
 
   Why would Marie hole up here?  And what did she need Steve’s blood for?  As she considered this, something heavy hit her in the back of the head.  Becky landed on her back and got a look at the old man with the mustache before she passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   By the time Lieutenant Donovan got to the warehouse, Cielo already had the rest of the team in position.  He’d called in the rest of the precinct’s homicide detectives, as well as the SWAT team.  These all lurked in an adjacent warehouse, out of sight until the time came to move in.
 
   Cielo handed a bulletproof vest to Lieutenant Donovan, followed by a pair of nightvision goggles.  “She in there yet?”
 
   “Not yet.  The trucks showed up five minutes ago,” Cielo said.  
 
   “Any idea what’s in them?”
 
   “Nope.  They’re unmarked.”
 
   “Great.  Well well, what do we have here?” she said.  A limousine, flanked by two Escalades, approached the warehouse.  “Looks like we’ve got her.  Have everyone get ready.  We’re going in hot in three minutes.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   She continued to watch the limousine while Cielo relayed her orders.  The limo’s windows were tinted so she couldn’t see inside.  It might not be Vendetta in there; it might be one of her lieutenants.  That would do almost as well, if she could get the lieutenant to roll on her boss.  That would be a more difficult approach, but not impossible.  
 
   The SUVs went in first, followed by the limo.  A goon appeared from one of the Escalades to shut the warehouse door.  Lieutenant Donovan wouldn’t be able to see how many were inside, not with these goggles.  “Get me some thermal goggles,” she said to Cielo.
 
   He returned with another pair of goggles; these ones used infrared to let her see inside the warehouse.  Lieutenant Donovan counted the number of warm blobs and came up with a dozen.  The smaller one was probably Vendetta, while the larger ones had to be her minions.
 
   “Looks like we got a dozen people in there,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear.  It was agreed she would lead the SWAT team inside while the other detectives would go around to flank Vendetta’s people.
 
   With everything set, she opened the door.  “Let’s go,” Lieutenant Donovan said.
 
   She ran across the gap between the two warehouses.  She tried not to run too fast so she could keep the SWAT team close, but years of anticipation propelled her forward.  No one would stop her from finally taking that evil bitch in, not when she was so close.
 
   The weight of the warehouse door did prove to be an obstacle.  She couldn’t lift it by herself.  She stepped back to let two of the SWAT guys lift it up.  Before they’d gotten it even halfway, she sprang through the opening.  “Hands up, RCPD!” she shouted like one of those TV detectives.
 
   Her moment of joy fizzled in an instant.  Instead of Don Vendetta or even one of her lieutenants, she saw a group of day laborers.  The only one from Vendetta’s crew was the goon who’d shut the door.  He had his hands up and a smile on his face.
 
   She holstered her weapon before she was tempted to use it on him.  “Open up those trucks,” Donovan said.  
 
   Cielo opened one up and then climbed inside.  A minute later he said, “You’re not going to believe this, boss.”
 
   “Empty?”
 
   “No, worse.  It’s full of bacon.”
 
   “That goddamned bitch!” Lieutenant Donovan shouted.  Not caring if she broke something, she punched the wall with one fist.  Then she grabbed the goon by the front of his shirt.  “Who tipped her off?”
 
   “I ain’t saying nothing,” he said.
 
   “Yeah?  She set you up too.  You realize that?  Left you here to get busted while she played her joke.”
 
   “My family will be taken care of.”
 
   “I’m sure they will.”  She shoved him back and then turned to Cielo.  “Have someone put this asshole in a car for safekeeping.  You know Spanish, right?”
 
   “Sure, boss.”
 
   “Then see if these other guys know anything.  I doubt it.”
 
   “I’m on it.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan stomped outside to light a cigarette.  She looked around and wondered if Vendetta had someone to record this for her to laugh at later.
 
   ***
 
   Emma had to hiss at Mrs. Reuben twice to not look behind her.  “He’ll think someone’s following you and then he’ll take off,” she said the second time.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t cry either.  He’ll suspect something is going on.”
 
   “Sorry,” she said again.
 
   “Try not to walk so stiff.  I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   “Just hurt him, right?”
 
   “Only if he doesn’t cooperate.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   They walked another two blocks before they came to the old Gluck & Lehman plant.  Before Mrs. Reuben could open the gate, a man’s voice called out, “You followed?”
 
   “No,” Mrs. Reuben said without hesitation.  Emma watched her closely to make sure she didn’t try to send a message to her ex-husband. 
 
   “You got what I asked for?”
 
   “I got the tickets.”  She started to reach into her purse until there was a metallic click.  “I’m just getting the tickets out.”
 
   “Do it slow.”
 
   “Roy, it’s me.  It’s Connie.  I love you.  I’d never hurt you.”
 
   “You already hurt me once when you married that yuppie.”
 
   “What did you expect?  I wanted to have a family, a normal life.  I didn’t want to have a child with no father.”
 
   Roy French appeared from behind a rusty forklift.  He was a little heavier and his hair grayer than in the police photograph, but Emma recognized him right away.  “So that yuppie does it for you like I did?”
 
   “No one ever did it for me like you did, Roy.”
 
   “That’s true, baby.  Very true.”  He opened the front gate for her.  Whether she meant to or not, Mrs. Reuben gave Emma enough time to sneak in when she planted a passionate kiss on her ex-husband’s lips.  While they made out, Emma slipped through the gate and then started towards the factory.  
 
   Like the other factories she’d visited, the Gluck & Lehman one was mostly dust, cobwebs, and rusty equipment no one had bothered to dispose of.  She saw a light upstairs, and crept up the old metal stairs to the second floor with the cape around her body.  Unlike her first mission, she watched her feet so she didn’t trip over anything that might give her away.
 
   She found Estima in the foreman’s office.  The light she’d seen came from a 55-gallon drum stuffed with old papers.  Like French, Estima looked heavier and grayer but otherwise the same as his mug shot.  She resisted the urge to let the cape drop and punch him.  Instead, she pressed herself into a corner to wait.  She wanted to make sure Mrs. Reuben was out of danger before she struck.
 
   It took ten very long minutes for French to show up.  Mrs. Reuben had not followed him.  Emma hoped she hadn’t said anything to her ex-husband.  But then she hadn’t known where Emma was.  That should have kept her quiet.
 
   “You get the tickets, man?” Estima asked.
 
   “Yup.  Bitch came through with two tickets to Philly.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Two a.m.  Get your shit and let’s go.”
 
   Emma took that as her cue to let the cape drop.  “You two aren’t going anywhere except a prison cell.”
 
   Estima went for a gun, but he was too slow.  Before he could raise the weapon, she batted it from his hand.  A palm to his sternum sent him into the wall.  Then she turned to deal with French.  He had taken off, but like his partner he wasn’t fast enough.  She caught up with him before he could get to the stairs.  She grabbed him from behind and tossed him over her shoulder. 
 
   The moment he landed, Emma had the Sword of Justice at his throat.  “It’s over for you two.”
 
   “Listen, we’re leaving town.  Just let us go and I promise we won’t do nothing.”
 
   “It’s too late for that.”  She sheathed the sword and grabbed him by the front of the shirt.  She couldn’t help but enjoy his whimpers and whines as she dragged him back into the office.
 
   She threw him next to Estima against the wall.  Then she bent down and lifted the visor of her helmet.  “I’m not going to kill you two,” she said.  “Not unless you lie to me.  Understand?”
 
   “We didn’t do nothing, man,” Estima said.
 
   She grabbed him by the throat.  It would be easy enough to squeeze the life out of him, but she couldn’t, not yet.  She had to make sure they were the ones who had killed Mom and Dad first.  “That’s one lie.  Don’t do it again.”
 
   “What do you want?” French said.
 
   “I want to know about a night thirteen years ago.  A couple and their daughter were driving home.  Two men fleeing from a robbery slammed into their car.  The father was killed on impact, but the mother survived.  She ran to get help.  One of the men in the other car chased her down and killed her.  Does that ring any bells?”
 
   “Thirteen years ago?” French said.  “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “Maybe this will help your memory.”  Emma produced a picture of her and her parents.  It was the Christmas photo from the year before they had died.  They all wore tacky sweaters, Emma’s parents on either side of her while she sat on a stool to make them all the same height.  She looked so happy in that photo, so unaware next Christmas she would be an orphan.  “You remember these people?”
 
   “Should we?” French said.
 
   She let Estima go to slap him harder than she had French’s ex-wife.  “These were two innocent people.  They had never done anything wrong.  You killed them, didn’t you?”
 
   “No, man!” Estima shouted.  “We didn’t kill no one!”
 
   “Why should I believe that?”
 
   “We never killed no one,” Estima said.  
 
   “Liar!”  She hurled French into the opposite wall.  He landed with a groan.  She took hold of Estima’s throat again.  “You did it, didn’t you?  Didn’t you?”
 
   “No, man.  We didn’t kill no one.  We wouldn’t kill no little girl’s family.  I have children myself.  I wouldn’t hurt a mother.”
 
   “Because you’re so noble, right?”
 
   “I’m sorry about them, but we didn’t kill them.”
 
   “We’ll see about that—”
 
   It was then she heard metal squeal.  She let Estima go to race out of the office.  As she did, she saw someone had opened the loading dock door to the factory.  Two black Escalades pulled into the factory.  Emma recognized Don Vendetta’s goons; she had fought them enough over the last eighteen months.  A dozen of them jumped out of the vehicles and spread out into a protective formation.  Emma wrapped the cape around her body to keep out of sight.
 
   A limo pulled up next.  Once it had come to a stop, surrounded by the goons, a door opened.  Emma knew the fur-clad blond woman who got out of the vehicle.  It was Don Vendetta, also known as Lydia Schmidt.  They had met three times before, once at the opera, once at the Plastic Hippo club, and then again at a fundraiser for Roy Lintner.  
 
   Another woman got out of the car after her:  Estima’s sister.
 
   “They’re probably on the second floor,” the don said.  “Bring them to me.”
 
   The goons started towards the stairs.  Emma heard Don Vendetta say, “If you’re lying to me, we’ll be taking a short drive to the waterfront to get you fitted for some new shoes.”
 
   “He’s here.  He called me this morning to ask for money.”
 
   “Let us hope so for your sake.”
 
   Emma remembered what Niccione had said about Don Vendetta’s bounty on French and Estima.  The latter’s sister must have called her to claim the reward.  But the don wasn’t going to get French and Estima, not if Emma had anything to say about it.
 
   She waited until Don Vendetta’s thugs climbed up the stairs, then she let the cape drop.  “You’re not taking them anywhere,” she hissed.
 
   ***
 
   The first thing Becky felt was cold metal.  She thought she might be on a hospital gurney or maybe even an autopsy table.  When she opened her eyes, she realized she was in a vault.  It was similar to the one in Mrs. Chiostro’s basement, except there were more drawers and no weapons hung on the walls.
 
   Marie knelt over her, her pale eye hidden by her hair.  “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
   “No thanks to your friend.”
 
   “He’s not my friend.”
 
   “Then what is he?  Your boss?”
 
   “No.  He’s my partner.”
 
   “Yeah, partner in crime,” Becky grumbled.  Marie gave her a hand to help her sit up.  
 
   “I’m sorry about what happened with your boyfriend.  We didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “What have you gotten yourself into, Marie?”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “Try me.  I’ve seen a lot of weird stuff in the last year or so.”
 
   “My friend is dying.  But I can save her.  That’s why we needed Steve’s blood.”
 
   “What friend?  Emma?”
 
   “No.  Veronica.”
 
   “Who’s Veronica?”
 
   Marie looked down and actually blushed.  “She’s a little girl.  She dies when she’s only seven years old.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Because she’s already dead.  In the present.  But I can see her.  I can talk to her too, in 1876, when she’s still alive.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Becky said.  It made sense now why Marie had seemed so odd; she was completely insane.  “And how is Steve’s blood going to help someone who’s been dead for over a hundred years?”
 
    “See for yourself.”
 
   Marie motioned to the floor around her.  It was only then Becky saw a pentagram drawn in dark red with a bunch of odd symbols inside of it.  The wooden chair Marie sat on rested in the center of the pentagram.  “Is this a joke?”
 
   “No.  I almost did it last time.  I was actually back there for a few seconds.  That’s why we need Steve’s blood.  It will give us the power we need.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “To save her.”  Marie reached into her pocket for a vial of pills.  Becky figured they were anti-psychotics or something, but Marie said, “These antibiotics can save her.  They can cure her fever.”
 
   “So you needed Steve’s blood to go back in time and give antibiotics to a little girl who’s already dead?”
 
   “I knew you wouldn’t understand.  No one does.  Not even Emma.”
 
   “Well it is pretty unbelievable.”
 
   “You’ll see.  You’ll see when we do it.”
 
   “Marie, stop this.  The police are going to put you in jail.  Is that what you want?”
 
   “No, but it’s important.  I have to save her.”
 
   “But you said she’s already dead.”
 
   “Yes, in the present she’s dead.  I can save her in the past.  Don’t you see?”
 
   “No, I don’t see.  All I see is you’re throwing your life away based on some stupid delusion.  Time travel isn’t possible.  Everyone knows that.”
 
   “It is possible—for me at least.”
 
   “Right, with your eye.”
 
   “Yes.  You know how it felt when I looked at you, don’t you?  You felt like you were a little girl again, back in your mother’s house.”
 
   “So what?  You hypnotized me, that’s all.”
 
   “It’s not hypnotism.  It’s real!”
 
   “How are we getting along?” the old man asked from upstairs.  He appeared at the doorway to the vault dressed in a black robe.  “I see your friend has awakened.  I think it would be best to tie her hands.”
 
   “I guess,” Marie said, her voice smaller, like a child’s.  The old man tossed a length of rope to her.  She used this to tie Becky’s hands together.  Becky tested the knots, but they were secure.
 
   “Get her legs as well.  We don’t want her to escape.  Not in our moment of triumph.”
 
   “OK,” Marie mumbled.
 
   “Marie, don’t do this.  It’s madness.  Don’t you see that?”  She kicked the rope out of Marie’s hands.
 
   “Don’t struggle,” Marie said.  She brushed back her hair to reveal her pale eye.  “I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   Becky went limp and allowed Marie to finish tying her.  She could only watch from the floor as the old man began to plant candles at the points of the pentagram.  The scent of lilac wafted over to Becky.  
 
   She laughed at this display.  “That’s how you’re going back in time?  Scented candles?  Emma and I have some at home if you want to borrow them.”
 
   “I see Marie has been a bit talkative,” the old man said.  “No matter, you’ll see for yourself soon enough.  This time we will succeed.”
 
   “Or it could kill her.  It could kill all of us.  Is that what you want, Marie?”
 
   “I don’t care if it means I can save her.”
 
   “She really means that much to you?”
 
   “She’s my friend.  My best friend.”
 
   “I’m your friend, Marie.  What about me?”
 
   “You’re not my friend.”  Marie turned to her, face red, though this time not out of embarrassment.  “You think I’m a naïve idiot, but I know.  I’m not stupid.”
 
   “I’ve never thought you were stupid, Marie.”
 
   “No, you’re just scared of me like everyone else.  But Veronica isn’t.  Veronica loves me.”
 
   “Marie—” the rest was muffled by a piece of tape the old man put over Becky’s mouth.
 
   “I think that’s enough out of her,” he said.  “Time to finalize our preparations.”
 
   The old man and Marie knelt down to light the candles.  The lilac scent became stronger.  Once the candles were lit, Marie put on a black robe like the old man’s.  She used an elastic band to tie back her hair, which revealed her weird eye.  Then she flipped up the hood.
 
   The old man raised his hood as well.  Becky could only see the man’s mustache thanks to the shadow created by the hood.  “I’d suggest you close your eyes, my dear.  It’s going to get very bright in here.”
 
   Marie sat down in the chair.  She folded her hands in her lap, the rest of her body rigid, as if she were listening intently to something.  Becky couldn’t hear anything.  Nor could she see anything, except the pentagram on the floor.  The old man stood next to Marie, his body as rigid as hers.  Becky waited for them to chant like in the movies.  This certainly wasn’t how Mrs. Chiostro and her sister worked magic.  For them it was effortless; they just thought what they wanted to do or mumbled a few “magic” words and it happened.
 
   Even as Becky thought this, she saw the pentagram begin to sparkle.  The sparkling became stronger, until the entire pentagram glowed with golden light.  “That’s it, my dear.  You’re almost there,” the old man said.
 
   A pillar of bright green light shot up from the center of the pentagram to envelop Marie.  Becky could only close her eyes to avoid being blinded.  About a minute later she began to smell something other than the lavender candles, something musty.
 
   Becky opened her eyes to see she was no longer in a vault.  Instead, she was in a dank basement, the floor made of dirt and the walls of stone.  Becky managed to slide her fingers enough to touch the floor.  The dirt was cold and a little moist—and definitely real.
 
   “You’ve done it, Marie!  We are here!” the old man shouted.
 
   The pillar of green light faded as Marie stepped out of the pentagram.  She ran a hand along one wall of the cellar.  Her normally pale face reddened and a smile actually tugged at her lips.  “We’re here,” she whispered.
 
   “Now go, my dear.  Go save your friend.  I will look after our guest.”
 
   “You won’t hurt her, will you?”
 
   “Of course not,” he said, but Becky didn’t believe him.  It would be easy enough for him to kill her and leave her body to rot here in the past.  Becky tried to plead with Marie with her eyes, but Marie only ran for the stairs.
 
   ***
 
   Emma planted herself between the goons and the door to the foreman’s office.  “You want in there, you have to get through me,” she said.
 
   “Fine with me,” one of them said.  He raised his machine gun and fired.  Her armor deflected the bullets into the wall and ceiling.  Undeterred by this, he charged towards her, the weapon raised like a club.
 
   She ducked beneath his clumsy attack to punch him in the midsection.  He flew back a few feet to land on his back and gasp for air.  “Who’s next?” she asked.
 
   They decided to use their superior numbers.  Four of them came at her from different directions.  She again ducked and swept one’s feet from under him.  She whirled around in time to grab a fist meant for her face.  She yanked the arm back hard enough for it to snap.  The man screamed in pain and dropped to his knees.  
 
   The other two didn’t last much longer.  Usually when she fought against normal people she pulled her punches a bit so as not to do too much damage.  This time, as she thought of Mom and Dad’s killers in the next room, she used the full strength of the armor.  She shattered one man’s left femur with a punch.  She kicked another hard enough that he coughed up blood.
 
   She got to her feet and took the Sword of Justice from its sheath.  “Any of you want to try your luck?”
 
   From downstairs, Estima’s sister shouted, “Where are you going?”  This was accompanied by a squeal of tires as Don Vendetta retreated.  Emma wanted to go after her, but she had bigger matters to attend to at the moment.
 
   To cover their retreat, the goons who remained threw themselves at her.  She was more careful with the Sword of Justice, so she wouldn’t kill anyone.  She did cut the hamstrings of one man; it would be months before he walked normally again.  She spun around then to slash another man across the right bicep.  He screamed until she silenced him with a punch to the stomach.
 
   One tried to grab her cape to pull it over her head like in a hockey fight.  She tossed the Sword of Justice into the air and guided the blade with her mind to stab him in the shoulder.  That prompted him to let go of the cape.  She let the sword stay there while she attended to the other two goons.
 
   Once she’d taken care of them, she pulled the Sword of Justice free.  She wiped it clean on the man’s shirt before she sheathed it.  There was one last person to take care of then.
 
   Estima’s sister hadn’t run.  She squatted behind an old conveyor belt and sobbed.  “Don’t kill me,” she said.  “Please don’t kill me.”
 
   “I’m not going to kill you.  I’m not like your brother.”
 
   “No, Victor never killed anyone.  He wouldn’t.”
 
   Emma grabbed her by the front of the shirt and hefted her into the air.  “Yes, because he’s such a good man.  A real saint.”
 
   “You don’t understand—”
 
   “I understand perfectly.  He murdered my parents.  Him and his partner.  Thirteen years ago they were fleeing from a robbery.  They hit my father’s car and killed him.  Then for good measure they killed my mother when she tried to run.  They would have killed me if they’d had more time.”
 
   “That’s not true—”
 
   “It is true!  They confessed to one of their cellmates in prison.”
 
   “You’re going to believe someone in prison?  Are you mad?”
 
   “Fine, let’s go find out.  Maybe he’ll be more truthful with you.”
 
   She dragged Estima’s sister up the stairs; she smiled beneath her visor every time the woman groaned.  She deserved it.  She had come here to betray her own brother, after all.
 
   French and Estima were still in the foreman’s office.  Perhaps they knew how futile it would be to run.  Emma threw Estima’s sister to the floor at her brother’s feet.  “Elena?  What are you doing here?”
 
   “She came here to sell you out.  She’s the one who told Don Vendetta where you were.  Didn’t you?”
 
   “I’m sorry Victor.”
 
   “How could you?  My own sister—”
 
   “I needed the money!  You think I want Margarita to live in that shitty apartment the rest of her life?  You think I want her growing up in that neighborhood?”  Elena Estima sat up and hugged herself.  “So when I heard how much she was willing to pay, I told her.  I’m sorry, Victor, but you would have done the same.”
 
   “Elena—”
 
   “Enough,” Emma said.  She squatted down next to Estima’s sister.  “I want you to tell me about that night thirteen years ago.  If you answer truthfully, then I won’t have to hurt her.”
 
   “I told you, I don’t know anything about that!” Estima said.  He held out his hands to her in supplication.  “Please don’t hurt my sister.  She’s a good girl.”
 
   Behind Emma, French snorted.  “A good girl?  The bitch sold us out, man!”
 
   “You would’ve sold out your sister for the kind of dough the don offered,” Estima said.
 
   “Well now she ain’t getting shit and this psycho is going to kill all three of us.”
 
   Emma turned to him.  “Then tell me what I want to know.”
 
   “OK, fine.  You win—”
 
   Before French could say anything else, a flash of green light blinded Emma.  She let out a scream—
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Chapter 10
 
   Emma’s scream ended as the white light turned to darkness.  She blinked a few times to clear bright green and purple blobs from her vision.  As she did, she realized she sat on something soft.  She felt around with her hands and determined she no longer wore the red armor.  When she brushed back a thick comforter, she knew she’d ended up on a bed.  
 
   Her vision adjusted to the darkness enough so she could see she was in a bedroom of some sort.  A hospital room maybe.  She groped around until she found a lamp next to the bed.  She closed her eyes to avoid being blinded a second time and then flicked the switch.  
 
   When she opened her eyes, she couldn’t see much of anything except a blur of pink.  What had happened to her eyes?  She groped around until one hand found a pair of wire-framed glasses.  As she put them on, the room came into focus, but there was something wrong: this wasn’t the bedroom of her apartment.  She did recognize the pink walls, the rows of bookshelves, and the Periodic Table tacked on the wall; this was her childhood bedroom back in Parkdale.  She looked down at herself to verify she was not a child.
 
   Even stranger than that she was in this bedroom was that the bedroom had all of its furniture.  She and Becky had cleaned out her old room before Emma went to Berkeley.  They’d given away the bed while the books and shelves had gone up to the attic until they moved them to their new apartment.  What was going on here?
 
   There came a tap on the door.  “Emma?  Are you all right?” a woman’s voice called.  
 
   “No,” Emma whispered.  She dropped the sheet and then sprang from the bed.  She threw open the door and then gasped.
 
   It was her mother.  She looked almost the way Emma remembered, except some gray had snuck into her dark red curls and lines creased her forehead and around her eyes and mouth.  That mouth frowned with concern.  “What’s wrong, baby?  Did you have a bad dream?”
 
   “Mom!” She couldn’t hold back any longer.  She threw her arms around her mother to crush her in a hug.  
 
   Her mother patted her back and then said, “Emma, what’s going on?”
 
   “I’m just so happy to see you,” Emma said.  Tears came to her eyes.
 
   “I’m happy to see you too, but we said goodnight only a few hours ago.”
 
   “We did?”
 
   Her mother pushed her back to arm’s length and then got on her toes so she could see into Emma’s eyes.  As if Emma were still a small child, her mother put a hand to her forehead.  “There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with you.  Maybe I should call Dr. Bouvier—”
 
   “No!  I’m fine, Mom.  Really.”  Emma forced herself to smile.  “You’re right, it was just a bad dream.”
 
   Her mother patted her arm.  “It’s all right, baby.  You’re just nervous.  So was I before I married your father.  I couldn’t sleep well for weeks.”
 
   This set off another series of warning bells in Emma’s head.  “Um, right.  I’m a little nervous.  I think I’ll get some warm milk or something.”
 
   “No no, you go back to bed and I’ll bring it to you.”
 
   “You don’t need to do that—”
 
   “It’s no trouble at all.  Not for my little girl.”  Mom led her back to bed and tucked Emma in.  “I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Emma waited until her mother had closed the door to slip out of the bed again.  She went to the vanity and then gasped again.  Her face was mostly the same—the same longish nose, thin lips, and blue eyes—but her hair was cut shorter and curled like her mother’s.  Her skin was darker with an orange tinge to it, probably from a spray tan since like most natural redheads she burned quickly in the sun.  The silky blue nightgown she wore wasn’t one she remembered; hers were all rougher flannel or cotton.  What had happened to her?
 
   As she turned away from the mirror, she finally noticed the silver ring on her finger.  A diamond glinted at her in the dim light.  From what Mom had said, this must be her engagement ring.  
 
   Then she saw a garment bag on the wall.  She peeled the zipper back a little, enough to see white fabric inside.  She pulled back the zipper some more and gasped again.  It was a wedding dress.  There could be little doubt that it was her wedding dress.  But who was her fiancé?  And why was her mother still alive?  None of this made any sense.
 
   “It is a beautiful dress,” Mom said from behind her.  Emma spun around and saw her mother with a glass of milk.  “That Mrs. Chiostro certainly worked wonders.  I never thought I’d get to see my little girl in my wedding gown.”
 
   “Mrs. Chiostro did this?”
 
   “Well yes, of course.  We went there together this afternoon, remember?”
 
   “Oh, right.”  Emma took the milk from her mother’s hand.  She downed the entire glass in one gulp.  The milk at least tasted like milk, which was the first thing since she’d woke up that didn’t seem strange to her.  She handed the empty glass back to her mother.  “I think I’ll go back to bed now.”
 
   “All right, baby.”  Mom gave her a hug this time, though briefer and not as hard as Emma’s.  “Sweet dreams.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Emma climbed back into bed and let Mom pull the covers over her again.  Her mother leaned down to kiss Emma’s forehead and then took Emma’s glasses to put on the nightstand.  She turned out the lamp.  After Mom had gone, Emma rolled onto her side and stared at the lamp next to the bed.  The lamp had the shape of a cat in a ballerina costume.  While tacky, it was one of her mother’s most cherished possessions, a gift from her mother.  Emma knew all this because Mom had been distraught when Emma broke the lamp about fourteen years ago.  Had they gotten another one?  No, that couldn’t be; this lamp had been extremely rare back then.  Maybe they had fixed it?
 
   She pondered that the rest of the night, but didn’t have any answers.  As the room began to lighten with morning sunshine, Emma heard another tap on the door.  She closed her eyes and pretended to sleep.  She kept them closed until someone shook her shoulder.  “Time to get up, baby,” Mom whispered.  “We have a big day ahead.”
 
   “OK,” Emma said.  She sat up slowly.  She was still in her old bedroom and her mother was still here.  Emma ran a hand through her curly hair.  It hadn’t been a dream.  Or if it was, she was still dreaming.  She shivered at that thought.
 
   Mom patted her on the shoulder.  “Breakfast is almost ready.”
 
   “Oh, great.”
 
   Her mother led her out to the kitchen.  The house was the same as she remembered from her childhood, though the appliances were more modern.  There was even a plasma television in the living room.  So it was still the present, but somehow her parents were alive and Emma was engaged.
 
   She barely stifled another gasp when she saw her father at the kitchen table.  As he always had in her childhood, he had the newspaper spread out on the table so he could read the business section while he ate.  Like Mom, he looked the same only older.  In his case he’d lost most of his hair, the remainder of which had turned gray.  Besides wrinkles, his jowls drooped and his belly pressed tighter against his shirt than she remembered.
 
   Still, she couldn’t stop herself as she ran up to him as she had to her mother.  “Daddy!” she shrieked the way she had when she was a little girl.  She wrapped both arms around him and then kissed him on the cheek.
 
   “Well, good morning to you too, kiddo.  How’d you sleep?”
 
   “Not great.”  She forced herself to sit down and act like a grown-up instead of a child.
 
   “She’s just a little nervous about the wedding.”
 
   “Well, she’s not the only one,” Daddy said.  “Your mother spent all night kicking me.”
 
   “I did not.”  Mom swatted Daddy on the shoulder.  “You’d better hurry and eat or you’re going to be late.”
 
   “Yes, dear,” her father said.  He winked at Emma and then turned back to his grapefruit.  He made a face as he took a bite.  “I don’t know how you expect me to eat this.”
 
   “Dr. Bouvier said if you don’t, he’s going to have to do a quadruple-bypass on you.”  Mom patted her husband’s shoulder.  “And you want your tuxedo to fit, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, dear,” he said again.  With a sigh he ate the grapefruit.
 
   Mom went over to the counter and returned with a stack of pancakes, which she set down in front of Emma.  “You on the other hand need to eat up or you’re going to be too skinny to fit into that gown.”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Emma said.  She took a bite and made the same face as her father.  She’d never liked pancakes; she preferred toast or a protein shake in the morning.  Mom set a cup of coffee down in front of her.  Emma took a sip and then sighed.  She was home again.
 
   ***
 
   The black robe made for decent camouflage, Marie decided as she crept along a street lit by dim kerosene lamps.  At least from afar it would appear as if she wore a dress; women in the 19th Century did not go around in blue jeans, especially not in a wealthy neighborhood like Veronica’s.
 
   It was apparently late enough that the houses along the street were all silent and dark.  No one plied the streets either, which came as a relief.  Her clothes probably wouldn’t pass close scrutiny and even if they did, her 21st Century vocabulary would mark her as an outsider.
 
   Just get in and get out, she told herself.  Besides that she didn’t want to be exposed as a stranger, she couldn’t be sure how long the gateway would remain open.  For all she knew it might have collapsed already.  In that case, Marie would be stuck here in 1876.  That might not be so bad; at least she could stay close to Veronica.  She felt in her pocket for the bottle of pills.  They should be as effective in the 19th Century as the 21st.  But how long before something else happened to Veronica?  This century was so dangerous for a little girl with the diseases, lack of proper medicine, and no safety standards for food or water.  The 21st Century might be fraught with its own dangers, but Veronica would be much safer there.
 
   The Windham house was as silent and dark as the others.  Marie stared at the house for a moment as she tried to think of how to get inside unnoticed.  Then she saw the trellis that ran up the side of the house, the same trellis she used to sneak in and out of the halfway house.
 
   She scurried up the trellis to the bathroom window.  She was relieved to see someone had left the window open a crack.  Marie pushed the window up enough to slip through.  The bathroom looked different than in the halfway house with a claw-footed tub.
 
   Marie opened the bathroom door and then paused to listen.  She heard only an occasional whimper from Veronica’s bedroom.  Marie hurried down the hallway, to the little girl’s door.  She opened the door a crack to make sure Veronica’s parents or the maid weren’t inside.  She saw only the little girl on her bed, though even she was hard to see with all the blankets piled on her.
 
   Veronica let out another whimper.  This prompted Marie to rush to her bedside.  She touched the little girl’s forehead and grimaced; Veronica was burning up from the fever and yet she shivered beneath the blankets.  It would probably be a matter of days before she died.
 
   Marie reached into her pocket for the bottle of pills.  She shook out two of the pills into her hand.  With her free hand she shook Veronica’s shoulder.  “Wake up, sweetie.  It’s time to take your medicine.”
 
   Veronica’s eyes fluttered open.  “Marie?”
 
   “That’s right, sweetie.  I’m here now.”
 
   “Are you here to take me to Heaven?”
 
   “No, of course not.  You’re not going to Heaven until you’re an old, old lady.  I’m here to take care of you.  First, you need to take these pills.  They’ll get rid of this fever.”
 
   “They will?”
 
   “That’s right.”  Marie pressed the pills into Veronica’s hand.  Then she poured a glass of water from the pitcher beside Veronica’s bed.  “Go on and swallow them.”
 
   Veronica did as commanded, without the complaints of the residents at the rest home when Marie had to give them pills.  “Very good,” Marie said.  “Now you and I are going on a little trip.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “You’re going back with me, to the future.  Would you like that?”
 
   “Can Mama and Papa come?”
 
   “Not now.  We have to make sure you’re all better first.”
 
   “Oh.  Can Lucy come?”  Veronica held up her doll.
 
   “Of course she can, sweetie.”
 
   Marie gathered Veronica up in one of her blankets, the doll clutched to Veronica’s chest.  The fever had stripped Veronica of any chubbiness, which made her easy to carry.  The only difficult part was not to hit Veronica’s head on the doorway or the stairwell as they went downstairs.
 
   “Don’t make a sound,” Marie whispered.  Veronica nodded obediently.
 
   After a year and a half, Marie found it a bit anticlimactic at how easy it was to take Veronica from her house, back to the root cellar of what would become the Watchmaker’s store.  As on the way there, Marie didn’t run into anyone on the street.  She didn’t know what she would say if she did, especially if a policeman saw them.
 
   Veronica had fallen asleep by the time Marie crept down the stairs into the cellar.  She was relieved to see the pentagram still glowed on the floor.  Becky lay where they had left her, arms and legs still bound.  Marie set Veronica next to her and then looked around the cellar.  
 
   The Watchmaker was gone.  Had he went upstairs to keep a lookout?  No, he would have seen them then.  She knelt down beside Becky and then tore off the tape over the other woman’s mouth.  Marie covered Becky’s mouth with her hand to stifle any screams.
 
   “Be very quiet,” Marie said.  “Where did the Watchmaker go?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The old man.  Where did he go?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe he wanted to kidnap a girl for himself.”
 
   Marie resisted the urge to slap her prisoner across the face.  “I’m not kidnapping her.  I’m saving her.  She’s very sick, but I’m going to make her better.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  You’re sick, Marie.  You need help.”
 
   “It’s not sick to help a friend.  You did the same for Emma, didn’t you?  When the Black Dragoon tried to make her go crazy, you risked your life to help her.”
 
   “That was different.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Because Emma wasn’t a little girl who died over a hundred years ago.”
 
   “Why does that matter?  Veronica is my friend, the same as Emma is your friend.  You would do anything to save her and I would do anything to save Veronica.”
 
   “If you really think that’s the same thing you’re crazier than I thought.”
 
   “I’m not crazy.”  Again Marie had to resist the urge to slap Becky.  She took a deep breath and then shook her head.  “You don’t understand.”
 
   “Ah, I see you’ve been successful,” the Watchmaker said.  “She is an adorable little thing, isn’t she?”
 
   “Where have you been?  You were supposed to watch her,” Marie said.  She gestured to Becky.
 
   “I had an errand of my own to run.”
 
   Marie saw the Watchmaker held a burlap sack in the crook of his right arm.  “What’s that?”
 
   “Nothing important.  Just a little souvenir.”
 
   She wanted to press him on the issue, but decided for now it didn’t matter.  Instead she picked Veronica up from the ground and then took her place in the center of the pentagram.  With Veronica clutched against her body, Marie found it a lot easier to relax and focus.
 
   The pentagram lit up again; the flash of light blinded Marie.  She waited a moment for her vision to clear and then stepped out of the light.  The root cellar had again become the Watchmaker’s vault.  The difference now was that Becky had disappeared.   Where had she gone?  Would she remember anything that had happened?
 
   Veronica’s eyes fluttered open again.  “Marie?  Where are we?”
 
   “We’re home,” Marie said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Emma had gotten halfway through the stack of pancakes when she heard the front door open.  A moment later came a thump followed by Becky cursing.  She limped into the doorway a few seconds later, though Emma didn’t recognize her.  For one thing, Becky’s hair was blond.  For another, she was as thin as Emma, if not thinner.  Her voice was still the same as she said, “Someone left the recycling by the door.”
 
   “Carl, I told you to take that out this morning.”
 
   “Sorry, kiddo,” he said.  “You need a doctor or you think you can manage?”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Becky said.  She sat down next to Emma at the table.  “You’re still eating?  You know we’re supposed to be at the florist by nine, right?”
 
   “Oh, right,” Emma said.
 
   “You get any sleep last night?  You look like crap.”
 
   Emma’s mother set a cup of coffee down in front of Becky.  “Now now, leave your sister alone.  She’s got a lot on her mind.”
 
   The fork slipped out of Emma’s hand to ring against the plate like a bell.  Her sister?  That was something Emma and Becky had talked about when they were kids, but it had never been possible.  Yet somehow here was this blond, skinny Becky Mom claimed was Emma’s sister.  She put a hand to her head and closed her eyes.
 
   “Something wrong, kid?” Becky asked.  In that moment she sounded like the Becky Emma knew.
 
   When she opened her eyes, she still saw that other Becky.  “It’s just a little headache.  Stress, I suppose.”
 
   “You don’t have to come to the florist if you don’t want.  Mom can go with me.”
 
   “I’m afraid not, honey,” Mom said. “I’ve got to see Reverend Mitchell.”
 
   “That schmuck,” Daddy grumbled.  “I don’t see why you can’t let Rabbi Shara marry you like your mom and me.”
 
   “Daddy, you know Em doesn’t want a Jewish wedding.”
 
   “Oh, I forgot, you’re converting for him.  What’s so good about these Episcopalians?”
 
   “Carl, stop it.  You promised you were going to let Emma get married how she wants.”  Mom gave him a light slap on the shoulder.  “Don’t forget I converted for you.  My father wasn’t happy about it either.”
 
   “You’re right,” he said.  Daddy took Emma’s hand and squeezed it.  “I’m sorry, kiddo.  I’m sure these Episcopalians are a great bunch of people.”
 
   “Thanks, Daddy.”  She pushed herself back from the table.  “I think I’ll go get ready.”
 
   She hurried back to her bedroom.  After she shut the door she sank down on the mattress.  She didn’t understand any of this.  The only plausible explanations were that she had died and this strange place was the afterlife or else she’d entered some other dimension.  Parallel universes were theoretically possible, but no one had ever proved their existence.  She thought of that flash of light; maybe that had been a gateway to another world, one in which her parents were still alive, she and Becky were sisters, and she was engaged to be married.  
 
   For a minute she sat on the bed and tried to think of what to do next.  She supposed until she figured out what had happened, she would have to ride this out.  She looked down at her finger and saw the silver engagement ring.  Who had given it to her?  She supposed it could be almost anyone.
 
   With a sigh she got up to look for something to wear.  She noted her wardrobe was very different from the one she was accustomed to.  The majority of her clothes in the drawers were all very short:  tight-fitting T-shirts, tube tops, and low-cut shorts and skirts.  She held a pink tube top to her chest and looked in the mirror.  This didn’t look right at all.  She dropped the tube top into the drawer and searched for something more conservative.  She finally found a gray Rampart State University T-shirt that was a size too big instead of two sizes too small like the rest of them.  Between that and a pair of jeans, she looked somewhat respectable.
 
   From the number of makeup tubes on the vanity, she supposed this her wore far more makeup.  She brushed aside the mascaras and eyeliners to just put on a coat of lipstick.  She did what she could to tame her curly hair so it wouldn’t appear as if she’d just woke up.  The end result was that she looked like a stranger.
 
   Yet when she went back out to the kitchen and saw her parents there, she knew there were some definite advantages to this place.  She bent down to give her mother a hug, followed by a kiss on the cheek.  “See you later.  I love you,” she said.
 
   “I love you too, baby.”
 
   In the driveway Emma saw a rusty gray Impala that must belong to Becky.  “I think you’d better drive,” Emma said.  “I’m so nervous I’d probably wrap us around a tree.”
 
   “Sure.”  Becky waited until they were in the car to say, “You really should stop worrying so much.  Everything’s going to be fine.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “But I suppose I’d be nervous if I were marrying a guy like Dan too.  I mean, he’s so gorgeous, not to mention loaded—”
 
   “Dan?  Dan Dreyfus?”
 
   “What other Dan are you marrying?”  Becky waved a hand in front of Emma’s wide eyes.  “Are you going to barf or something?”
 
   “No.  Of course not.”
 
   “If you’re having second thoughts—”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Too bad.  If you don’t want him, I’ll take him.”
 
   “I want him,” Emma said, perhaps too quickly.  She looked down at the ring again and tried to imagine Dan on one knee to propose.  That was something she had dreamed about, even these last eighteen months since Dan had gone.  Somehow it was happening, at least in this world.  She would get to be Mrs. Dan Dreyfus.  She let out a sigh at that thought.
 
   They arrived at the florist a few minutes later.  Emma let Becky do the talking since she seemed to know what was going on.  While Becky and the florist went over the arrangements, Emma wandered the shop; she tried to wrap her head around everything.  Maybe she really had died and gone to Heaven.  This was pretty much the life she had dreamed of as a child, before French and Estima had taken her parents away.
 
   She didn’t realize she was crying until Becky put a hand on her shoulder.  “Are you all right, Em?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she said.  “Just fine.”
 
   ***
 
   Less than a minute after she arrived in the future, Veronica fell asleep again.  Her forehead still felt warm, but maybe not as warm as it had been.  “It’s all right, sweetheart,” Marie whispered.  “You’re going to be fine now.”
 
   “Thank you for your help, my dear.  I suppose now you’ll be off to nurse your friend back to health?” the Watchmaker said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then what?  Are you planning to raise her as your own?  It might seem suspicious for a girl your age to have a girl her age.”
 
   “I don’t care.  I’m not going to let anything bad happen to her ever again.”
 
   “I see.  Well, best of luck to you.”
 
   Marie nodded to him.  She took a couple of steps away from the pentagram and then was blinded by a flash of white light.
 
   Her vision cleared enough a minute later so that through the green and purple blobs she could see she and Veronica were no longer in the Watchmaker’s vault.  Instead they were in an apartment not much bigger than Marie’s room at the halfway house.  This wasn’t the halfway house, not with all the posters of rock bands on the walls.  The halfway house didn’t let you “deface” the walls with such things; that was in part to encourage you not to think of it as home.
 
   Between the posters, discarded pizza boxes, and scattered clothes, Marie figured this was a studio apartment.  Probably in the Trenches, the kind of place a young person would get as they started out on their own.
 
   Veronica stirred in her arms.  Her eyes fluttered open.  “Marie?”
 
   “I’m here, sweetie.”
 
   “Where are we?  It smells.”
 
   “We’re home.  My home.”  At least Marie hoped this was the case; she hoped they hadn’t wound up in someone else’s apartment or else they might get arrested.  The police would put Marie in jail and Veronica would end up in an orphanage as Marie had.  She wouldn’t let that happen.
 
   She saw a bed in one corner of the apartment.  It was just a twin-sized mattress and springs set on the floor, but it would do.  Marie set Veronica down on the dingy white sheets.  She pulled the ragged army blanket up to Veronica’s chin.  “I’m thirsty,” Veronica said.
 
   “I’ll get you a glass of water.  You stay right here and rest, OK?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   Marie went over to the sink and turned the handle.  The “water” that came out was the same brown as the carpet.  She let it run, but that didn’t seem to help.  She opened the refrigerator to find only an ancient carton of Chinese food inside.  She would have to go out soon to get some supplies.  In the meantime she filled a cup with some of the rusty water.  It was probably still better than the water of Veronica’s era.  
 
   Veronica didn’t seem to notice anything wrong with the water.  She took a few sips and then sighed.  “G’night, Marie,” she said before she fell asleep.
 
   “Goodnight, sweetheart,” Marie said.  As she watched Veronica sleep for a few minutes, a smile came to her face.  In a few days Veronica would be cured and they would start a new life together.  She thought of what the Watchmaker had said, about Marie being too young to be Veronica’s mother.  She could always claim she had gotten pregnant very young.  Or else she could say Veronica was her niece.  That might be more believable for the government and for Veronica.
 
   Marie stopped this line of thought; she had gotten too far ahead of herself.  First Veronica had to get better.  Marie forced herself to think like a nurse.  Her patient needed some basics like clean drinking water.  The problem was Marie didn’t have any money on her except the dollar in change she usually carried for bus fare.  That wouldn’t be nearly enough.
 
   She saw a purse on a cardboard dresser.  She rummaged through the purse and found a wallet.  She was relieved to find the identification inside was for Marie Theresa Marsh.  The girl in the ID card photo looked like her, except her hair was shorter, only about chin length.  The birthday was the same as she remembered.  As she’d suspected her address was for an apartment in the Trenches.  At least here she wouldn’t have to hide Veronica from Mrs. Carney or sneak around to avoid curfew.
 
   In the wallet she found thirteen dollars.  There were no credit cards, nor even any ATM cards.  This Marie probably did all her banking at a liquor store.  Thirteen dollars wasn’t much, but it would at least buy some food and water.  She slung the purse over her shoulder and then bent down to kiss Veronica’s forehead.  “I’ll be back in a few minutes, sweetheart.  Don’t you worry.  I’ll take care of everything.”
 
   She made sure to lock the door as much to keep Veronica inside as to keep anyone else out.  She hurried down the dark staircase and went down five floors to ground level.  A grubby man was hunched over the mailboxes, exactly the kind of person she wanted to keep Veronica away from.  Marie slipped past him, out onto the street.
 
   Rampart City didn’t seem any different.  That she’d brought Veronica to the future hadn’t seemed to change anything.  The sidewalks were just as crowded as before; the people looked the same as always.  This eased her mind a little as she made her way to the nearest liquor store.
 
   She found the water and picked up a couple of gallon jugs.  The liquor store’s selection of food was limited to mostly snacks.  That was fine; Veronica wouldn’t be too hungry for a while.  Marie bought a box of crackers; she figured that would last both of them enough for a couple of days.  By then Veronica should feel well enough that they could venture out to a market.
 
   She was almost to the counter when she heard a man growl, “Put the money in a bag.  And you so much as think of hitting an alarm, I’ll spray your brains all over the wall.”
 
   Marie flattened herself against a beer cooler.  She looked up and saw a man in a hooded sweatshirt armed with a pistol.  Her heart began to beat faster as she thought the robber might kill her before she ever got the chance to see Veronica again.
 
   “Here you go,” the clerk said.  Marie’s heart beat even faster at the sight of the bag of money.  She thought of her wallet and its paltry thirteen dollars.  The money in that bag could allow her to buy a lot more than water and crackers for Veronica.
 
   Before she knew it, she’d bolted around the corner to face the robber.  He spun around, the barrel of his gun aimed at her head.  She shook back the hair over her special eye and focused on him.  It wasn’t hard to find dark secrets in his checkered past.
 
   “Your uncle used to touch you.  When you were twelve you finally got tired of it.  You found your father’s gun.  You shot him.”
 
   “How could you know that?”  The gun wobbled in his hand.
 
   “You watched him bleed to death.  You waited until you were sure he was dead before you called the police.”
 
   As the robber began to cry, Marie snatched the bag away from him.  She ran from the store; she didn’t bother to pay for the water or crackers.  She didn’t stop until she was back at the apartment.  She unlocked the door to find Veronica still asleep.  Marie sighed and then emptied out the paper bag.  Three hundred forty-two dollars.  Not a fortune, but it would be enough to get started.
 
   She shoved the money into her purse and then reached over to stroke Veronica’s sweaty hair.  “We’re going to make it,” she said.  “We’re going to be happy.”
 
   ***
 
   Once the girl and child vanished, the glow faded from the pentagram.  The Watchmaker hesitated for a moment; he braced himself to vanish along with them.  But nothing happened.  With a sigh, he stepped away from the pentagram.  The vault around him remained the same.
 
   He remained cautious as he climbed up the stairs.  They creaked as they always had, which he took as a good sign.  His right hand slipped into his pocket for his pistol as he reached the top of the stairs.  He opened the door and then poked his head through.
 
   Everything looked the same.  The display cases were still shattered, debris was still scattered around the floor, and the lights remained inoperative.  Apparently nothing had changed, at least not for Samuel Schulman.  The Watchmaker sighed with relief.
 
   The apartment upstairs was similarly unchanged.  He was relieved not to find any other occupants; it would have been risky to kill anyone.  He didn’t want to do anything to draw attention to himself, not until he was ready.
 
   The Watchmaker went into the room euphemistically called a “dining room” and emptied the burlap sack.  The book dropped onto the table with a thud.  The scaly black cover faced him, the title of the book inlaid in gold.  The Watchmaker ran a finger over the runes and smiled. 
 
   The fools.  They had possessed the book for over a century but had never understood the power inside.  They had simply locked it away in a storeroom with other trinkets they had accumulated over the years.
 
   But now it was his again.  He had come so close fifty-four years ago.  For decades he had searched for the lost book before he located it at St. Martin’s in Rampart City.  So overjoyed at this, he had allowed himself to get careless.  He had hoped he could just smash into the cathedral and take what he wanted.
 
   He had not counted on that infernal Scarlet Knight.  With so much crime in the city, what were the odds the hero would be in the neighborhood of St. Martin’s that night?  He had gambled and lost when the do-gooder dropped out of the sky, into the alley where the Watchmaker had fled to.
 
   The Watchmaker’s body then had been younger, taller, and far more muscular, the body of a construction worker who had worked near St. Martin’s.  Yet he still found himself overmatched in height and strength by the hero in red plate armor.  The Watchmaker had gone for his gun, but the Scarlet Knight was too fast.  He swatted the pistol away into the alley.
 
   “That doesn’t belong to you,” the Scarlet Knight said.  He pulled out a golden sword; the blade glowed in the dark alley.  “Give it back and then we can pay a little visit to the police.”
 
   “Never!” the Watchmaker hissed.  He had been foolish enough to think back then he could defeat the Scarlet Knight in single combat.  He launched himself at the hero with his claws extended and teeth bared.
 
   It was a foolish strategy, he realized seconds later when the sword lanced through his midsection.  He still had tried to claw at the Scarlet Knight, but a punch to the jaw dropped him to the ground.  The precious book slipped from his grasp to lay at the hero’s feet.  The Watchmaker reached out for it, but he was too weak.
 
   The moment the hero picked up the book, the Watchmaker heard a shriek.  He hoped it had come from the Scarlet Knight, but then the charred remains of the book landed in front of him.  The scaly cover still bore the handprints of the Scarlet Knight from where he’d touched it.  The Watchmaker reached out for the book in the hope he could still salvage it.  Just as his fingers touched the edge, the golden sword speared the book in the center of the cover.
 
   “Whatever this is, I think it best if it were disposed of,” the Scarlet Knight said.
 
   The Watchmaker could do nothing but watch as the hero carved the book into pieces.  Those pieces flared with light for a moment before they turned to ashes.  The Watchmaker lay in a pathetic heap on the ground, where he sobbed over what he had lost.
 
   Eventually a police car had arrived, along with an ambulance.  They had taken the Watchmaker to the hospital.  There he made his escape, first into an orderly and then into a businessman who had been admitted to have his appendix removed.
 
   Since then he had searched for a way to recover the knowledge in the book.  His quest had been fruitless, until he saw Marie Marsh.  He had recognized her for what she was immediately.  Once he had seen her eye, he knew she could end his search.
 
   It had taken eighteen months to make it happen, but finally he had the book.  This time he would not fail.
 
   The Watchmaker opened the book and then set to work.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   Becky insisted they go to lunch at their “usual place” in the city, which turned out to be an Indian restaurant a few blocks from Executive Plaza.  Emma had never eaten Indian food before, so while she could read the menu written in Hindi, she didn’t know what any of the food tasted like.  When the waiter came, Emma forced herself to smile and then said, “I guess I’ll just have what I usually get.”
 
   The waiter stared at her for a moment, but Becky bailed her out.  “Make that two number fives.  Extra hot.  And two bottles of beer—cold.”
 
   The waiter bowed and then hurried off.  Becky shook her head.  “I hate when they get new waiters.  Have to break them in all over again.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” Emma mumbled.
 
   Becky reached across the table to take her hand.  “Come on, Em, relax.  It’s going to be all right.  Everything will go smoothly.  This time next week you’ll be Mrs. Dr. Dan Dreyfus.”
 
   “Great,” Emma said.
 
   “So has he told you where the honeymoon is yet?”
 
   “No.  I think he wants it to be a surprise.”
 
   “Knowing him it’ll probably be to one of those old places in South America way out in the jungle.”
 
   “South America?”
 
   “You know, those ruins he’s always digging around in.”
 
   “Oh, right,” Emma said.  Apparently in this universe Dan was not an Egyptologist.  He must study the Incas and other civilizations.
 
   “That sounds like a lousy place for a vacation to me.  I mean, maybe I’m too picky, but I’d like to go someplace where I won’t be eaten by a giant spider or boa constrictor or crocodile, you know?”
 
   “Right.  I’m sure you and Steve will find somewhere nice to go.”
 
   “Steve?  Who’s Steve?”
 
   Emma forced herself to smile again as she tried to think of a lie.  “I was just using it generically,” she said.  “Whoever you marry.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”  Becky stared at Emma for a moment; she must have decided Emma hadn’t lost her mind yet as she said, “Well whoever I do marry had better take me someplace with a nice, big, comfy bed if you know what I mean.”
 
   Though she knew she shouldn’t, Emma blushed.  Until this point she hadn’t thought much about the honeymoon.  It was still too much of a shock to think she would get to marry Dan.  “I know what you mean,” she said.
 
   “Wherever you go, make sure to bring a couple of boxes of condoms, right?  Or are you planning on having kids right away?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “That would just thrill Mom.  A cute little grandkid for her to fuss over.”
 
   “You think Mom is lonely?”
 
   “She will be once you move out.  I mean, what’s she supposed to do all day, watch soap operas?”  Becky paused as the waiter arrived with two plates of curry and two sweating bottles of beer.  Becky took a sip of her beer and then said, “I keep telling her she needs to ask the symphony for her old job back.  Or if she doesn’t want to play anymore then she could teach or something.  Give private lessons, you know?”
 
   Emma took a bite of the curry so she wouldn’t have to say anything.  She nearly spit the curry back out as her mouth instantly burned with heat.  She gulped down some of the beer, the first alcohol she’d touched since one glass of wine on her twenty-first birthday.  The spiciness of the curry overwhelmed the bitterness of the beer, but left an aftertaste that made her grimace.
 
   “You must really be out of it,” Becky said.  “Can’t even handle your curry.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Emma wheezed.  “I just need a moment.”
 
   “Well anyway, maybe after the wedding you could talk to Mom about it again.  She’ll listen to you.  You’re her real daughter.”  Becky took a bite of her curry, which went down a lot smoother.
 
   From what Becky had said, Emma figured her parents must have adopted Becky to get her away from her terrible birth mother.  What about Becky’s other sisters?  What had happened to them?  “I’m sure Mom loves you just as much.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  Look at you, marrying a doctor who owns his own mansion and private jet.  How can I compete with that?”
 
   “You don’t have to compete.”  It was Emma’s turn to reach across the table to take Becky’s hand.  “Mom will be happy as long as you’re happy.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “You’re right:  I should talk to her about this.  It’s not good for her to sit around the house all day with nothing to do.  I promise after the wedding we’ll sit down and have a heart-to-heart about it.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “That’s what sisters are for, right?”
 
   ***
 
   Marie couldn’t sleep.  Every time her eyelids drooped, she thought she heard Veronica cough.  She would get out of her chair then to make sure Veronica was still asleep.  The little girl still sweated beneath the blanket, but her forehead didn’t feel so warm.
 
   Around dawn, Marie decided in order to stay awake, she should clean up the apartment.  When Veronica woke up, she wouldn’t want to see a filthy sty.  In the 19th Century she lived in a big house with all the most modern comforts of that time.  She was accustomed to a certain standard of living.
 
   The Marie who had lived here didn’t have much in the way of cleaning supplies.  Beneath the sink Marie found a bottle of dish soap, some rags, and a gray sponge.  There wasn’t even a broom.  She could always go out and buy supplies, but after her last trip outside, she decided it would be best to lie low.  The cashier at the liquor store probably couldn’t identify her, but she didn’t want to take unnecessary chances.
 
   Marie did venture out as far as the dumpster in the alley so she could dispose of months worth of take-out boxes.  She had to make a half-dozen trips in order to get rid of all the garbage.  What a slob that other Marie had been.  Well, from now on things would be different.  Marie was a mother now for all practical purposes.  She would have to find somewhere better for her and Veronica to live, somewhere with a yard for Veronica to play in, where she could be safe and happy.  Marie thought of Emma Earl’s old house in Parkdale; a nice suburban house like that would be just the thing.  
 
   If only she could afford it.  At the moment all she had was the three hundred forty-two dollars from the liquor store robbery.  She could always go rob more stores, but if she were caught, she would lose Veronica forever.
 
   As she considered this, a telephone rang.  Only on the third ring did Marie realize it was her telephone.  Who could it be?  She didn’t know anybody except for Emma Earl, the Watchmaker, and the people at the nursing home and halfway house.  Why would any of them call her?
 
   But it might not be for her.  At least not this her.  The old Marie, the one who had made such a mess in the apartment, probably knew other people.  It might be a boyfriend or girlfriend calling for her.  It could even be her parents!
 
   With that thought in mind she snatched the old rotary phone’s receiver from off the wall.  “About fucking time,” a voice growled at her.  “Where the fuck are you?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You’re late.  Your shift started an hour ago.  That’s the third time this week.”
 
   “I’m sorry, sir—”
 
   “Get your ass down here in ten minutes or you’re fired.  Capiche?”
 
   Marie looked over at Veronica, who still slept on the bed.  “I’m sorry.  My friend is very sick.  I can’t leave her.”
 
   “Then you’re fired, toots.  You better clean your uniform—”
 
   Marie slammed the receiver down.  When the phone rang again, she unplugged the cord.  That had obviously been her boss—former boss now.  In the closet, she found a pink waitress uniform.  She had probably worked at a diner nearby.
 
   Well, not anymore.  She went over to the apartment’s only window.  She had to strain in order to pry it open.  Then she tossed the uniform out the window.  Let that awful man get it back now.  She had better things to worry about.
 
   She went back over to the bed to check on Veronica.  The little girl had turned onto her side, the doll clutched to her chest yet.  Marie brushed back some hair to feel Veronica’s forehead.  It felt cooler than the last time.  That might be because she had just stuck her hand out the window into the cool morning air.
 
   To make sure, Marie rummaged through the medicine cabinet until she found a thermometer.  It was an old manual one, so old it probably still used mercury.  She wiped it down as best she could before she inserted one end into Veronica’s mouth.  Marie tapped her foot on the floor as she counted off two minutes.
 
   Then she pulled the thermometer out of Veronica’s mouth.  She let out a sigh at the result:  99.2.  She was almost normal!  A few more hours and the fever would have broken entirely.
 
   Marie sagged onto her chair and allowed herself to finally get some sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Emma woke up the next morning just as she had for most of the first eight years of her life by her mother shaking her.  “Time to get up, baby,” Mom whispered.
 
   “I don’t wanna go to school,” Emma whined into her pillow.
 
   “You’re not in school anymore, baby,” Mom said.
 
   At this Emma began to remember yesterday and the events that had led up to it.  She put a hand to her head and felt the curly hair that was so much like her mother’s.  She wasn’t a little girl anymore; she was a grown-up and she would marry Dan soon.
 
   “Sorry,” Emma said.  “I guess it’s just waking up like that brought back old memories.”
 
   “It’s all right, baby.  You go take a nice warm shower while I finish getting breakfast.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Emma toddled off to the bathroom.  After she took off her nightgown, she studied herself in the mirror.  There wasn’t much physically different about her than before, except the scar on her left shoulder was gone.  That scar had been courtesy of the Black Dragoon the last time they’d fought, which had ended with Ian MacGregor’s suicide.  But this Emma had never been the Scarlet Knight and thus had never fought the Black Dragoon.  She wondered if there was a Scarlet Knight in this place and who it might be.
 
   Her answer came a moment later when another face joined hers in the mirror, that of a translucent man with a long beard and pointed hat.  With one hand Emma stifled a scream and with the other she grabbed a towel to cover herself.  “I should have known you’d be here,” Marlin said.  “Taking a little vacation at home, are you?”
 
   “You remember who I am?  Or who I was?”
 
   “Of course I do.  Do you?”
 
   “Yes.”  Emma leaned back against the counter.  “I don’t know what happened.  One moment I was in a warehouse with French and Estima and the next I was waking up in bed, like this.  What happened?”
 
   “Search me.  But I’m fairly certain you aren’t going to find any answers around here.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Put the armor on and find out who did this.”
 
   “Isn’t someone else wearing the armor?”
 
   “No, much as I might like that, I’m stuck with you.”
 
   “Am I the Scarlet Knight in this world too?”
 
   “I’ve no idea.  All I do know is the armor is sitting in the museum basement, where you left it.”
 
   “That’s good to know.”  Emma turned back to the mirror.  Even if she did put on the armor, she didn’t know what good that would do.  She still didn’t have any idea what was going on and who was responsible for it.  Despite the armor’s many properties, it couldn’t solve a mystery like that for her.
 
   There came a tap on the door.  “Emma?  Are you all right?  Breakfast is going to get cold.”
 
   “I’ll be there in a minute, Mom,” Emma said.
 
   ‘“Mom?’”
 
   “My parents are still alive here.  Wherever here is,” Emma said.  “I have to take a shower.  Go and see if you can find anything out.”
 
   “What do you think I’ve been doing?”
 
   “Well keep trying.”
 
   Marlin grumbled something she couldn’t hear before he disappeared through the ceiling.  He would probably fly back to the city to search for clues.  This at least gave her some privacy to take her shower.  While she washed, she tried to think of what to do next.  Marlin was probably right that she should find the armor and try to find a way back home.  Yet a part of her didn’t want to do that.
 
   The sight of her parents at the breakfast table only reinforced her urge to stay.  Her parents were still alive here.  She and Becky were sisters.  She was engaged to Dan.  All of these things seemed too good to pass up so she could return to her world, where she had little to look forward to except loneliness and pain.
 
   Over breakfast, her mother said, “When you see Daniel today, remind him the rehearsal is at seven o’clock.  We don’t want to keep Reverend Mitchell waiting.”
 
   Her father muttered something under his breath.  Emma nodded and then said, “I’ll tell him.”
 
   “Becky said she would give me a ride into the city, so I’ll meet you and Daniel there,” Mom said.  “I’ll bring your dress for the dinner.”
 
   “OK, Mom.”
 
   “Now, the two of you should get moving or you’ll be late.”
 
   “Yes, dear,” Daddy said.  He patted Emma’s arm.  “Better hurry and get ready, kiddo.”
 
   “OK, Daddy.”  She hurried back to the bedroom to find something to wear for work.  Like the day before, it was difficult to find something appropriate.  It seemed she didn’t own any actual business suits.  The best she could find was a white blouse and a black skirt that barely covered her panties.
 
   When she came back out, her mother waited for her.  Just like when Emma had gone off to school, Mom had a brown bag for her.  “Here you go, baby.  Have a good day.”  She kissed Emma’s cheek and then sent her on her way.
 
   Emma found Daddy in the car.  For the first time in her memory she rode in the passenger’s seat next to him.  She wondered if they carpooled like this all the time or if this were a special occasion.  “So how’s my little girl?” he asked.  “Still feeling nervous?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’ll probably get worse before it gets better.  But it’s worth it, trust me.”
 
   “I know.”  Since the night her parents had died, she had thought about what she would say to her parents if they were still alive.  Yet here was her father right next to her in the car and she couldn’t think of anything to say.  “Daddy?”
 
   “What is it, kiddo?”
 
   “I just want you to know…I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, sweetheart.”  He took one hand off the wheel to pat her shoulder.  “I must have done something right in another life to get this lucky.”
 
   “Oh, Daddy.”
 
   “Whatever happens, I want you to know I’m proud of you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Silence hung over them for a minute as they sat at a stoplight.  Her father reached over to turn on the radio; a Vivaldi symphony flooded the silence.  As she listened closely, Emma picked out the cello amongst the other instruments.  She wondered if this were one of Mom’s performances.  This reminded her of what Becky had said at lunch the day before.  “Daddy, do you think after the wedding Mom should go back to work?”
 
   “That would be nice, but the doctors say she shouldn’t play much anymore.  It aggravates the arthritis in her fingers.”  Her father sighed.  “Makes me glad you decided to get married.  It’s really helped her take her mind off the cello.”
 
   “Couldn’t she get a teaching job?  It would be better than her sitting around an empty house, right?”
 
   “Maybe, but we can’t force her to do anything.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   He patted her shoulder again.  “Don’t you worry about her.  Your mother can take care of herself.  You just focus on this wedding.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   For the rest of the drive they talked about mundane things like the weather, traffic, and local politics.  Though these weren’t the things Emma had rehearsed in her head, she was glad to be able to have a normal, grown-up conversation with her father.  By the time he dropped her off at the Plaine Museum, she knew she never wanted to leave this world.
 
   ***
 
   Though her fever had nearly broken the day before, Veronica had still not woken up for more than a few minutes.  For those few minutes Marie had taken her to the bathroom and then given her a little water before she escorted Veronica back to bed.  The little girl seemed better, but still she slept all through the night; every now and then she would mumble or turn over but not wake.
 
   Sometime in the night Marie had finally fallen asleep.  She awoke to someone shaking her.  She bolted straight in her chair; she expected to find that awful man from the phone or the Watchmaker or someone from the halfway house there.  Instead she saw Veronica in front of her.  “Marie?”
 
   “Yes, sweetheart?”
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   “You’re in my home.  Do you remember how you got here?”
 
   Veronica shook her head.  She pressed her doll closer to her chest, as if it could protect her.  Marie patted the little girl’s head.  “You were sick, so I brought you here to make you better again.”  Marie waved around the apartment.  “I brought you to the future.”
 
   “You did?  So I can see the airplanes and automobiles and skyscrapers?”
 
   “In time.  For now you still need to rest.  You’ve been very sick.”
 
   “Are Mama and Papa going to be here soon?”
 
   “Not yet.  Not until all your germs are gone.  You wouldn’t want them to get sick, would you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.  Now, are you hungry?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Go sit on the bed and I’ll bring some breakfast for you and Lucy.”
 
   “Lucy doesn’t eat.  She’s a doll.”
 
   “Oh, right, I forgot,” Marie said with a smile.  She tousled Veronica’s hair and then went over to the “kitchen” so she could get out some of the crackers she had bought.  They weren’t much, but they should be enough for Veronica’s fragile stomach at this point.
 
   Veronica took one cracker from the plate and sniffed at it.  She took a cautious nibble of the cracker.  She must have decided it was good, because she ate the rest on the plate within a few minutes.  After Veronica had eaten, Marie dragged the 13-inch television over.  “What’s that?” Veronica asked.
 
   “This is a television.  It’s a magic box that shows you pictures.”  Marie turned the television on and went through the channels until she found some cartoons.  “See, it’s like a picture book, only the pictures move.”
 
   Veronica stared at the TV in awe.  She finally gathered the courage to reach out and touch the screen.  She felt all along the glass before she asked, “How does the picture get in there?”
 
   “It’s magic,” Marie said.
 
   “Mama and Papa will never believe this.”
 
   Marie only nodded.  It was much too soon to tell Veronica that her parents were dead and she would never see them again.  She didn’t want to upset the little girl too soon, or else her body might give up its fight against the fever.  When Veronica was all better, then Marie would find a gentle way to explain she was Veronica’s mother now.
 
   After an hour, Marie turned the television off.  “Let me show you the rest of the house,” she said.  She took Veronica’s hand to lead her into the “living room” where there was only a broken plaid armchair and a CD player.  “This box plays any kind of music you want.”  She looked through the CDs, but found only heavy metal.  She put one in so Veronica could hear it.
 
   The little girl immediately put her hands to her ears.  “That’s music?” she asked.
 
   “There are many different types of music in the future,” Marie said.  She turned the CD player off and then led Veronica into the kitchen.  “This is the stove.  It’s used for cooking.  And this is the refrigerator.  It keeps things nice and cold so they don’t spoil.”
 
   Veronica didn’t show much interest in these inventions.  In her time, servants had taken care of all the food preparation.  Marie led her into the bathroom.  There was an old claw-footed tub with a shower head.  Marie turned the water on and Veronica jumped back.  “This is indoor plumbing,” Marie said.  “The water comes from far away, up the pipes inside the walls, and then into here so you can take a bath whenever you want.”  
 
   Veronica stuck her hand under the faucet, but pulled it back a moment later.  “It’s warm!”
 
   “That’s right.  You can take a nice warm bath whenever you want without needing to boil any water.”
 
   “That’s amazing.”
 
   “Almost as amazing as this.”  Marie flushed the toilet.  Veronica gasped as she watched the water swirl down the drain.  “This is the toilet.  It’s like a chamber pot, except it flushes all that nasty stuff down to pipes below the city.”
 
   Veronica looked from the toilet back at the bathtub.  “Are those the same pipes you bathe with?”
 
   Marie laughed and shook her head.  “No, sweetie.  They’re different pipes.”
 
   “Oh.”  Veronica yawned.  This had clearly been too much excitement for her.
 
   “Come on, let’s get you back to bed so you can rest.”
 
   “All right.”  Veronica took Marie’s hand.  They trudged back over to the bed.  As she fell asleep, Veronica asked, “Marie, will I be all better soon?  I want Mama and Papa to see this.”
 
   “Soon, sweetheart.  Very soon.”  She bent down to kiss Veronica’s forehead.  The little girl smiled as she fell asleep.
 
   ***
 
   As soon as she walked through the door of her office, Emma realized she’d made a mistake.  This wasn’t her office, not anymore.  Behind it now sat Ian MacGregor, who looked as she’d seen him before he’d taken his own life after he realized the terrible things he’d done as the Black Dragoon.  He looked up from a stack of papers and smiled at her.  “Something I can do for you, Miss Earl?”
 
   “Oh, um—”
 
   “I suppose you want your paycheck before the wedding.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   He opened a drawer and then pulled out an envelope.  “Here it is, lass.”
 
   She took the envelope from him.  “Thank you.”
 
   “If anyone but my wife calls, tell them I’m in a meeting, will you?  I need to get these reports done for the director this afternoon.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Are those requisitions ready for me to sign yet?”
 
   “Not yet, sir.”
 
   “Just shout when they are.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   She backed out of the room.  Only then did she see the name plaque on the desk outside the door with her name on it.  Apparently she was Ian’s secretary here.  She sat down at the desk and saw a pair of photographs.  One showed her and her parents, who looked about the same as they did now, except in the photo they all wore tacky Christmas sweaters.  She and her mom leaned close together so they looked the same height while her father was a little off to the side.  The other photo was of her in a very tiny pink bikini.  Dan, clad only in a Speedo, had an arm around her shoulder.  They were on a beach, both of them with huge grins.  Emma smiled at this image and wondered where they had been.  She thought of what Becky had said and figured it was probably a beach in South America, Rio de Janeiro perhaps?
 
   She set the picture down and then opened her paycheck.  It was about a fifth of what she made as director of the geology department—Ian’s job once again.  No wonder this Emma still lived at home with her parents; she could hardly afford a flat in the Trenches on this.
 
   Why was she a secretary?  Hadn’t she gone to college?  She was only twenty-one; maybe she hadn’t finished her degree yet.  In that case, shouldn’t she only work here part-time?
 
   With another sigh she stuffed the check into her purse.  She did an inventory of the desk and found the requisitions Ian had mentioned.  She set to work on them.  It wasn’t much of an intellectual challenge, just a lot of drudgery.  She gained new appreciation for her secretary Leslie, and how difficult it must be to come in and do this every day.
 
   The phone calls made things far more difficult.  It seemed every five minutes someone would call:  colleagues, donors, salespeople, and one wrong number who asked for the police department.  She dealt with these calls as best she could; she told each one Ian was in a meeting and could not be disturbed.
 
   The next time the phone rang, Emma was tempted not to pick it up.  They could always leave a voice mail for Ian.  She shook her head and reminded herself this was her job now, whether she liked it or not.  She smiled as she heard Dan’s voice on the other end.
 
   “Hey, babe,” he said.  “You free for lunch today?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Meet me down in the cafeteria about noon if you can.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “Later, babe.”
 
   Dan hung up the phone.  Emma sighed again and then looked at the picture on her desk.  She couldn’t wait until she could meet Dan in person.  From the clock on the wall, she saw it was still two hours until noon.  
 
   Ian stuck his head out of his office.  “Do you have those requisitions, Miss Earl?”
 
   “Just about, Dr. MacGregor.”
 
   “Bring them in when you’re done.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Ian nodded curtly to her as she deposited the reports on his desk a few minutes later.  She hurried out of the room, back to her desk.  With nothing else to do, she decided to do some research.  She loaded the computer’s Internet browser and then typed her name into the search engine.  A few hits came up, one of which was a list of high school graduates from seven years ago.  So she had graduated high school at fourteen like before.  Another hit came up for Northwestern three years ago, which indicated she had graduated from there as well with a degree in anthropology instead of geology.
 
   That was all that related to her.  So she had graduated high school early and earned her bachelor’s degree, but she must not have finished her doctorate.  That was why Ian still addressed her as “Miss Earl” and why she was only a secretary instead of director of the department or even a researcher.  Still, with a bachelor’s degree she should have been able to do something more than secretarial work.
 
   She was still thinking about this when she saw it was noon.  She tapped on Ian’s door and then stuck her head inside.  “I’m going to lunch now, sir.”
 
   “Of course, lass.  Have fun.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   She hurried down to the cafeteria.  Even though he was dressed in far more clothes than the picture on her desk, Emma still recognized Dan against a back wall.  He was more muscular than the one she knew and also sported a well-trimmed goatee, but his smile was still warm enough to melt her heart in an instant.
 
   He had a cup of coffee and a sandwich in front of him.  “Hey, babe,” he said.  He motioned for her to sit down.  “How are things up in geology?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “That old prick giving you any problems?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “That Scottish guy.  MacIntosh—”
 
   “MacGregor.”
 
   “Right, him.  He been giving you any shit about the wedding?”
 
   “No, of course not.  He hardly mentioned it.”
 
   “He’s going to be so pissed when he loses you.”
 
   “We’ll only be gone a little while on the honeymoon, won’t we?”
 
   “Sure, but once I get you knocked up, you’re not going to want to stick around this dump.”
 
   “Knocked up?”
 
   He smiled at her.  “I’m just yanking your chain.  When did you get so serious?”
 
   “It must be the wedding jitters.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.  Your mom’s got to micromanage everything.  Her and Becky.”
 
   “It’s not that bad.”
 
   “Come on, babe, just two days ago you were bawling on the phone about those two.”
 
   “I was?”
 
   “Don’t you remember?  You were saying they kept picking apart everything we wanted to do.”
 
   “Oh, that.”  Emma looked down at the table and felt her face turn warm.  “I guess that was a little stress.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”
 
   “Oh, speaking of the wedding, Mom said to be there for the rehearsal at seven o’clock.”
 
   “As if I’d forget that.”  He leaned across the table to kiss her on the cheek.  “I can’t wait until all this wedding shit is done.  Then we can get on with the rest of our lives.”
 
   “I can’t wait for that either,” she said with a contented sigh.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   Daddy picked her up out front of the museum at six o’clock.  “How was your day?” he asked.  “Lot of excitement at the old museum?”
 
   “Not really.  It was kind of boring.”
 
   “I suppose it would be, what with tomorrow.”
 
   Emma nodded and felt a nervous flutter in her stomach.  It was still hard to think tomorrow she would marry Dan.  “Daddy?”
 
   “What is it, sweetheart?”
 
   “Do you think I should marry Dan?”
 
   “Of course I do.  He’s a good kid.  A little rough around the edges sometimes, but he’s young.  You both are.”
 
   “Too young to get married?”
 
   “Not at all.  Your mother and I weren’t that much older when we got married.”
 
   “And you were absolutely sure you wanted to marry Mom?”
 
   “Well everyone has doubts.  It’s only natural.”
 
   “You had doubts about Mom?”
 
   “I had doubts about me.”  He waved at himself with one hand.  “I’m not exactly Mr. Universe.  I wasn’t rich like Dan either.  And your grandparents didn’t roll out the welcome mat.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Mostly the religious thing.  Your grandparents were pretty old-school Catholics.  They didn’t want your mom marrying some poor Jewish orphan.”
 
   “That’s terrible,” Emma said.  Since her parents had died when she was so young, Emma had never heard this story before.  She wondered if it were true in her world.  “But at least Mom did marry you.”
 
   “That’s right.  And I’m glad she did or we wouldn’t have you.”
 
   “Thanks, Daddy.”
 
   “No problem, kiddo.”
 
   They stopped at St. James Episcopal in the Heights, not far from where Dan lived.  Mom and Becky were already there with the minister.  Becky was the first to see them come in.  “There you two are.  We thought maybe you were skipping town.”
 
   “I wouldn’t miss this,” Emma said.
 
   Becky took her arm and led her down a hallway.  “Come on, you can change in the bathroom.”
 
   The dress they’d brought for her was dark red with gold trim.  Emma had worn it to the opera with Dan in her timeline.  Mrs. Chiostro had said the dress had once belonged to Clarissa Robinson, the former style icon of the city.  Just like back then, the dress fit her perfectly.  She stepped out of the stall and did a little turn for Becky.
 
   “That looks amazing,” Becky said.  “Try not to get any gravy on it.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   Becky was dressed in a powder blue dress that revealed far more than Emma’s.  She had a white cardigan sweater on as well.  “I can’t wait to get this off,” Becky said.  She flapped a sleeve of the sweater.  “Mom insisted I wear it when we’re in church.”
 
   “I’m sure she means well.”
 
   “She’s worried I’ll distract the preacher.”
 
   “It is a little revealing.”
 
   “Sure, take her side.”
 
   “I was joking.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Dan had joined Emma’s parents when they returned to the church.  “What about the best man?” Reverend Mitchell asked.
 
   “He’ll be here in a few minutes,” Dan said.
 
   The front doors of the church opened but it wasn’t the best man.  It was Aunt Gladys.  She looked almost the same as Emma remembered from when she was a little girl, her aunt’s hair still red and her blue eyes clear.  Aunt Gladys must have come to the church directly from the airport, as she still wore a T-shirt and shorts.  “Now what’s all this about my niece getting married?” she asked loudly.
 
   “Aunt Gladys, you came!” Emma shouted.  She crushed her aunt in a hug, as she remembered the last time she’d seen Aunt Gladys was to bury her.  This Aunt Gladys was alive and very healthy.
 
   “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”  She stroked Emma’s curly hair.  “Look at you, so grown up now.  Seems like just yesterday you were a wee thing.”
 
   She turned her attention to Dan.  “This must be the handsome young man you’re marrying.  I see you weren’t exaggerating in your letters.  He is a dreamboat.”
 
   Emma’s face turned warm.  She wondered what else she had written Aunt Gladys about Dan.  He stuck out his hand for her to shake, but Aunt Gladys insisted on a hug.  “No need to be so formal.  Tomorrow you’ll be one of the family.”
 
   “Thanks, Aunt Gladys,” Dan said.
 
   “I think we’d better get things underway,” Mom said.  “Daniel can fill the best man in later.”
 
   There wasn’t much to the rehearsal.  Reverend Mitchell instructed them on where they would enter the church and in what order.  He guided them to where they would stand, with Becky on one side and Aunt Gladys—who filled in for the best man—on the other of Dan and Emma.  The reverend went over what they would say and then how they would leave.
 
   “That’s it?” Dan asked.
 
   “That’s it,” Reverend Mitchell said.
 
   “Piece of cake, right babe,” Dan said.
 
   “Yeah, piece of cake,” Emma echoed.
 
   She and Becky rode with Dan to a casual dining restaurant nearby for the rehearsal dinner.  The hostess led them past tables of people Emma’s age in T-shirts and jeans who ate chicken wings and drank beer and other tables of slightly older people still in their button-down shirts, their ties discarded as they tried to unwind.  The wedding party got a block of tables in the back of the restaurant, where they could celebrate in relative privacy.  They sat in somewhat the same order they would be for the reception, with Dan, Emma, and Becky at one table and everyone else at the other tables.
 
   “You want to make a toast, babe?” Dan asked after they’d received glasses of white wine.
 
   Emma stood up and tried to think of what to say.  “I guess I’d just like to thank everyone for coming here.  It’s wonderful we can all be together like this, especially for such a happy occasion.”
 
   “Here here,” Aunt Gladys said.  She downed her glass of wine in one swallow.  Dan and Becky did the same.  Emma only sipped at her wine, still unaccustomed to alcohol yet.
 
   She tried not to talk much; she preferred to observe the others while they ate, drank, and joked.  She especially watched her parents, how close they sat to each other.  At one point Daddy whispered something in Mom’s ear that made her blush.  Emma also blushed as she imagined what her parents might get up to later.
 
   As she nibbled on a breadstick, she heard Becky say, “Mrs. Chiostro!  You made it!”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro looked exactly as she did in Emma’s world.  Emma wondered if she were also a witch here too.  The old woman hugged Becky and then moved on to Emma.  “Congratulations, dear,” she said.  “I’m sure you and Daniel will be very happy.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro leaned in closer to whisper, “We need to talk, dear.”
 
   “Excuse me,” she said to Dan.  “I need to use the little girl’s room.”
 
   She made her way to the bathroom; Mrs. Chiostro waited a discreet couple of minutes to join her.  The old woman locked the bathroom door and then turned to Emma.  “I see you’re enjoying yourself,” she said without preamble.
 
   “Did Marlin send you here?”
 
   “Not at all.  I found an invitation in my parlor and thought I should pay my favorite customer a visit.”
 
   “But you are still you, right?”
 
   “Of course, dear.  Whatever your friend altered, it wasn’t that far back.”
 
   “My friend?  What do you mean?”
 
   “That young woman who attacked Rebecca’s boyfriend.  The one with the unique ability.”
 
   “Marie?  You’re saying Marie is responsible for this?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  We’re still not sure how she did it.  Sylvia is out looking for her.  Then perhaps we can get this all sorted out.  It would be easier if you helped us.”
 
   Emma sagged against a counter.  “You said she altered something?”
 
   “That’s our best guess.  Your friend somehow altered the past.  What we’re experiencing now is a different timeline, similar to our own but different in some ways.”
 
   Emma nodded as she thought of her parents and Aunt Gladys out there.  “You want to find Marie and get her to change things back?”
 
   “Yes.  If Sylvia does find her, it might be easier if you were there.  She’s your friend; she might listen to you.”
 
   “But if she changes things back,  Mom and Dad will be dead.  So will Aunt Gladys.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  I know that’s a terrible thing to ask of you, but we can’t let her fool around with the natural order of things.  There’s no telling what damage she’s caused.”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment and then shook her head.  “I’m sorry.  I can’t help you.”
 
   “I thought you might say that.  What you should remember is those are not really your parents.  That’s not really your aunt.  That young man isn’t really Daniel.  Not the ones you remember.  Just as you aren’t really Emma Earl.  Not this Emma Earl.”
 
   Emma thought of what she’d found out at the museum this morning.  She wasn’t the same, that much was true.  But what did it matter?  Her parents and Aunt Gladys were alive and she would marry Dan tomorrow.  If they weren’t exactly as she remembered, that was fine.  “It’s close enough,” she said.
 
   “Very well, dear.  We’ll have to handle this on our own.”
 
   “Do you have to?  Whatever Marie changed, it doesn’t seem to be that drastic.”
 
   “There’s no way to know that,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She shook her head.  “In any event, the coven’s instructions on this are very clear.  We cannot allow anyone—especially a mortal—to disrupt the natural order of things.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “As I said, we’ll find Marie and then make her tell us what she did.  After that, we’ll have to see.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro put a hand on her shoulder.  “I’m sorry about this, dear.  I know how much you’ve missed your parents, but you have to let them go.”
 
   She shook Mrs. Chiostro’s hand away.  “I can’t.  I love them.”
 
   The old witch nodded to her.  “If you change your mind, you know where to find us.”
 
   “I won’t change my mind,” Emma said and then stomped out of the bathroom to rejoin her parents, Aunt Gladys, and Dan.
 
   ***
 
   As mystified as Veronica was by the television, she preferred to watch real life far more.  She and Marie spent hours at the window; Veronica would point to something and Marie would identify it for her.  “Those are all automobiles?” she asked Marie and pointed at a line of traffic on the street below.
 
   “That’s right.  They come in all different shapes and sizes and colors, much more so than horses.”
 
   “What do you feed them?”
 
   “They’re not alive, not like horses.  They’re machines, like the steamboat you rode on in St. Louis.”
 
   “So they run on steam?”
 
   “Actually they run on petroleum fuel or gasoline.  It’s sort of like the kerosene in your lamps.”
 
   Veronica pointed then at a sidewalk.  “Why are people dressed so strangely?  Mama says girls shouldn’t wear trousers.”
 
   “A lot of things are different in the future.  Girls and boys dress very similarly now.”
 
   “Can I have a pair of trousers?”
 
   “Of course you can.”
 
   “And one of those queer blouses?”
 
   “A T-shirt and yes you can.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “In a little while.  We want to make sure you’re healthy before you go outside.”
 
   “But I feel healthy.”
 
   “I know.  Maybe tomorrow, all right?”
 
   Veronica sighed at that.  “All right.”
 
   “In the meantime, how about we try some 21st Century food?”
 
   “More crackers?”
 
   “No.  It’s called pizza.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “It’s Italian.  It’s sort of like a pie, only it’s filled with tomato sauce, cheese, and pepperoni.”
 
   “It sounds odd.”
 
   “But it tastes very good.  It’s my favorite food in the whole world.  And best of all, you don’t even need to leave home to get it.  They bring it to you.”
 
   “They do?”
 
   “That’s right.  We just have to call them on the telephone and they’ll bring it to us.  Come on, I’ll show you.”  Marie took Veronica over to the telephone.  She held the receiver to the little girl’s ear.  
 
   “What’s that humming sound?”
 
   “That’s a dial-tone.  It tells you the phone is working.  Now, we dial the numbers with this wheel here and wait for them to answer.”  Marie held the receiver down and this time kept it between them so they could both hear.  When someone answered, Marie said, “Hi, I’d like to order one medium pepperoni pizza and a two-liter of Coke.”
 
   “What’s a two-liter of Coke?”
 
   “It’s something you drink.”
 
   “That for carry-out or delivery?”
 
   “That’s for delivery.”  Marie gave the man her address.
 
   “Be fifteen dollars.  About forty-five minutes for delivery.”
 
   “That’s fine.  Thank you.”
 
   “Thank you,” Veronica echoed.
 
   Marie hung the phone up.  “Now we wait for them to bring it here.”
 
   “Where was that man at?”
 
   “I think about five blocks from here.”
 
   “And he really could hear us through that machine?”
 
   “That’s right.  There are wires from the phone that connect us and him and everyone else in the city.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.  And now there are some machines that can talk to each other without wires.  Those are called cellular phones.”
 
   “Can I talk to Mama and Papa on the telephone?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  You can only talk to other people here in the future.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll talk to them soon.”  Marie smiled at Veronica and then said, “Come on, let’s go back to the window.  We might even be able to see the man with our pizza.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   About forty minutes later there was a knock at the door.  “Is that him?” Veronica asked.  She bounced up and down a little.
 
   “It should be.”  Marie went over to the door.  Just to be sure, she peeked through the peephole.  It wasn’t a man but a girl with curly dark red hair.  She had to be about Marie’s age or perhaps younger; pimples still dotted her face.  
 
   “Someone here order a pizza?” the girl asked.
 
   “We did!  We did!” Veronica shouted.
 
   “Stand back, sweetheart.  Let me open the door,” Marie said.  She opened the door for the delivery girl.
 
   “That’ll be fifteen dollars,” the girl said.
 
   Marie gave the girl a twenty.  “Keep the change.”
 
   “Thanks.  Here’s your pie.”  She thrust the box into Marie’s hands.  Then she reached into the bag for the Coke.
 
   Except it wasn’t a two-liter of Coke she removed; it was a very old revolver.  The delivery girl’s face changed into that of an old woman.  “Not smart to hide out in a place registered to you.  All I needed to do was look in a phone book.”
 
   “Marie, what’s going on?”
 
   “Go sit down on the bed, sweetheart.  I’ll handle this.”
 
   “Why don’t both of you go sit on the bed?” the old woman said.  She waited until Marie and Veronica had stepped back before she came inside and closed the door.
 
   “What do you want?” Marie asked.  “Are you a police officer?”
 
   “Not quite.”
 
   “If you want money, I don’t have much, but you can take what you want.”
 
   “I look like a burglar to you?”
 
   Marie shook her head.  This cleared the hair away from her special eye.  She turned it on the old woman.  “Your name is Sylvia Joubert.  You’re a witch.  You and your sister, Agnes.”
 
   “Marie, I’m scared.”
 
   “Get behind me, Veronica.”
 
   “So it looks like Agnes was right about you.  You do have a gift.  You going to tell my fortune now?”
 
   “No, I can’t see the future.”
 
   “Too bad.  I was hoping you’d tell me some lucky numbers.”
 
   Marie looked deeper into the witch.  “You’re a very sad woman.  When you were a little girl you had a friend named Henri.  You two were best friends.  You wanted to marry him, but you couldn’t.  The other witches wouldn’t let you.”
 
   “Shut up!” the witch said, but the menace was gone from her voice.
 
   “You were going to give up everything so you could marry him.  But when you went to tell him, he was gone.  He went off to fight in a war.”
 
   The witch’s hand began to tremble.  The gun fell from her hand; Marie caught it before it could hit the floor.  Tears flowed from the old witch’s green eyes.  The rest of her face reverted back to that of the sixteen-year-old she’d been when Henri had died.  She whispered, “Oh, Henri.  I’m so sorry.”
 
   “You looked all over for him.  Finally you found him in a farmer’s barn.  He had been shot.  You couldn’t save him.”
 
   The witch dissolved into a heap on the floor and sobbed.  Veronica stared at her for a moment and then looked up at Marie.  “What’s wrong with her, Marie?”
 
   “She’s really sad right now.  Come on, we need to get out of here.”
 
   “But—”
 
   Marie picked Veronica up and ran.
 
   ***
 
   After days without sleep and almost without food, the Watchmaker had nearly interpreted the book.  As he had long suspected, the book contained secrets lost millennia ago thanks to the meddlers of the church and the coven.  The last pages were the most useful.  With them he could reopen the gateway.  Or rather with them and Marie Marsh.
 
   He had hoped the girl’s usefulness would be at an end once he had the book.  Once he read it, he realized this was not the case.  Only someone with her power could reopen the gateway.  Long ago it might have been possible for most anyone to do it, but they had become so scattered and diluted over the last three thousand years that they would now have to rely on a human girl who was little more than a child.
 
   The Watchmaker groaned as he stood up.  He went to the window and strained to get it open.  The sooner he could discard this feeble old man’s body, the better.  He took in a few breaths of stagnant air and then whistled three shrill tones.
 
   Ravens were not common in Rampart City, which made it easy to spot the messenger as it swooped down.  The bird let out a shriek as it came down to land on the windowsill.  It flapped its wings for a moment before it went still.  Its beady eyes stared up at the Watchmaker.
 
   “The time is almost at hand,” the Watchmaker said.  “First we need to find the one named Marie Marsh.  Spread the message.  Marsh is to be taken alive to the safe house.  She’ll have a child named Veronica with her.  If Marsh won’t come, then take the child from her.  That will ensure her cooperation.”
 
   The bird shrieked again to indicate it understood.  Then it took off from the windowsill to soar back into the air.  The Watchmaker watched it disappear around the side of a building.  It wouldn’t take long for the message to spread.  From there it would only be a matter of time before Marsh was found.  Rampart City might be a big place, but she couldn’t hide from them, not with that power of hers.
 
   The Watchmaker left the window open and then returned to the dining room table.  He still had much to learn from the book before the time came.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   In the restaurant parking lot, Dan gave Emma a lengthy kiss.  “I’ll see you tomorrow, babe,” he said afterwards.  
 
   “I can’t wait.”
 
   They had to decide then on whom would ride home with whom.  Becky grabbed Emma’s arm and said, “I’ll take Em home.  Mom, you ride with Daddy.”
 
   “That sounds fine,” Mom said.  “See you girls back at home.”
 
   “We will.”  Under her breath, Becky added, “Not for a while though.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Come on,” Becky said.  She practically threw Emma into the front seat of her car.  “You weren’t really planning on going home yet, were you?”
 
   “Don’t we need to get some rest before the wedding?  I don’t want to look tired.”
 
   “We’re just going to get a few drinks.  After all, it’s your last night as a free woman.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Emma was content to go along with this until they pulled up to the Plastic Hippo.  The club didn’t appear any more reputable in this timeline than the one she remembered.  “This is a strip club,” she said.
 
   “So?  They serve drinks.”
 
   “Becky, I’m not going to a strip club.  I’m getting married tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s why you need to go to a strip club tonight.  Get it all out of your system.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “Just a couple of drinks and then we’ll go home.  I promise.”
 
   “Mom will be furious.”
 
   “So?  We’re not kids anymore.  She can’t ground us.”
 
   Short of putting Becky in a chokehold, Emma didn’t know what she could do.  “Fine, but just a couple of drinks and then we go home.  I don’t want to be out all night.”
 
   “Jeez, you aren’t even married yet and you’re already acting like someone shoved a stick up your ass.”
 
   “I’m being responsible.”
 
   “Well that would be a first.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Nothing.  I just find it ironic you’re talking about being responsible now.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Nothing.  Forget I said anything.  Come on.”
 
   Becky paid the cover charge for both of them.  As Emma had figured, the Plastic Hippo had not gotten any classier in this timeline.  She averted her eyes from the stage, where a man who wore even less than Dan in the photo on her desk gyrated on a pole.
 
   Becky led her over to a table in the corner.  Emma sat with her back to the stage.  “Stop being such an old sourpuss,” Becky shouted over the thumping techno music.  “You used to work here!”
 
   Emma almost fell off her chair at that revelation.  “Was I a…dancer here?”
 
   “You don’t remember?”
 
   “Just tell me!”
 
   “You were a waitress.  At least until they found out you weren’t really twenty-one.”
 
   A real waitress appeared to get their drink orders.  Again Emma felt faint as she recognized the waitress as Lydia Schmidt, the crime boss of the city.  Or at least she had been in the other timeline.  Apparently in this timeline she was a middle-aged waitress, saggy breasts clad in a tube top and wrinkled face slathered in a pound of makeup.
 
   “Bring a half-dozen Jell-O shots for me and my friend here,” Becky said.
 
   “A half-dozen each?” Emma said.
 
   “Wow, you can still do math.”
 
   “I’ll be back in just a minute, girls,” Lydia Schmidt said.
 
   “What’s with you?  You look like your cat died.”
 
   “This isn’t me,” Emma mumbled.  “This isn’t my life.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “What happened to me, Becky?  I used to be a good girl, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yeah, you used to be a real teacher’s pet.”
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   Lydia Schmidt returned with a tray of a half-dozen tiny containers of Jell-O.  Emma knew these were not like normal Jell-O cups.  She watched as Becky took one of the cups off the tray and then tossed the whole thing down her throat.  She threw a couple of bills onto the tray; the former Don Vendetta scurried away to give them some privacy again.
 
   “Look, it’s your life, Em.  Don’t ask me to explain it to you.”
 
   “Please, Becky.  Tell me what happened.”
 
   “I don’t know.  I guess you got sick of the genius thing.  The doctors called it a nervous breakdown from stress.  Then you went off to Costa Rica so you could ‘find yourself’ or some shit like that.”  Becky downed another shot.  Emma hadn’t touched any of the ones in front of her.  “When you came back, you were different.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You were fun.  We actually went out and did stuff instead of you sitting around all weekend with your nose in a book.”
 
   “What kind of stuff?”
 
   “You know, this kind of stuff: drinking, picking up guys.”
 
   “And I’ve never tried to finish my doctorate?”
 
   “No.  Why bother?  You got Dan now.  He can take care of both of you.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want him to take care of me.”
 
   “So get your stupid doctorate.  What do I care?”
 
   Emma looked down to see Becky’s half of the shots were gone.  She thought again of what Mrs. Chiostro had said.  She wasn’t the same Emma Earl, not the one Becky had talked about.  But it didn’t matter.  After tomorrow she would be married to Dan.  They would start a new life.  The past wouldn’t matter anymore, only the future.
 
   Becky drank all of Emma’s shots as well as her own.  After the last one, she got to her feet.  “Come on, let’s dance!”
 
   “I don’t know how,” Emma said.
 
   “Sure you do.  We do it all the time.”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “Fine, sourpuss, I’ll do it myself.”  Becky took a step, wobbled, and then collapsed onto the floor.  Emma leaped off her chair to kneel down beside Becky.  Her sister didn’t seem hurt; she had just passed out.  Lydia Schmidt came over to them to ask if Becky was all right.
 
   “She’ll be fine.  She just needs some sleep,” Emma said.  She hefted Becky to her feet, grateful that in this timeline Becky was skinny.  Once they were outside, Emma could hear Becky snoring.  She dropped her sister in the backseat and then took them home.  There was still a wedding in the morning.
 
   ***
 
   The moment they got outside, Veronica put her hands to her ears.  “It’s so loud!” she whined.
 
   Marie supposed it was louder than Veronica’s world with all the cars, stereos, and people on cell phones.  “Don’t worry.  We’re going to find somewhere nice and quiet.”
 
   Marie wasn’t sure where they could go.  She had grabbed her purse, but she’d left Veronica’s pills.  Perhaps tomorrow she could go back; the witch should have left by then.  In the meantime they would need a place where no one would think to look for them.
 
   There was only one place she could think of.  She carried Veronica through the streets as fast as she could.  After a half-hour, Veronica began to cry.  “I want to go home, Marie.”
 
   “We’re going to find a new home.  A better home.”
 
   “I don’t want to.  I want to go home.  I want Mama and Papa.”
 
   Marie ducked into an alley.  She brushed hair back from Veronica’s face to look her in the eye.  “We can’t go back to Mama and Papa, not right now.  I promise we will soon.  Until then, I need you to act like a big girl and trust me.  Can you do that, sweetheart?”
 
   “Yes.”  But then Veronica asked, “Can I at least get Lucy back?”
 
   “We’ll get her tomorrow.  I promise.  Now, come on.”
 
   St. Matthew’s was where she remembered.  The cathedral still stood, though now most of its stained-glass windows had been shattered.  A sheet of plywood had been nailed up over the doors so scavengers wouldn’t plunder the church.
 
   Veronica shivered in Marie’s arms.  “What is this place?”
 
   “This is where I used to live,” Marie said.
 
   “You lived in a church?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   Marie went around back, to a rectangular brick structure—the orphanage.  Marie made sure her special eye was covered; she didn’t want to look back into the past of this place.  If she did, she knew she would see herself as a sad, lonely little girl who dreamed of her mommy and daddy.  They never came for her.  In the end she was turned over to a state psychiatric hospital two years before the orphanage closed.
 
   Someone had padlocked the doors to the orphanage.  Marie paid little heed to this; she already knew how to get inside the building.  She set Veronica on the ground.  The little girl continued to shiver and cry.  “I’m going to leave you here for just a minute so I can get us inside.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good girl.  I promise I’ll be right back.”
 
   She trotted away, around to the side of the building.  It didn’t take long to see she was right.  While they had padlocked the main doors, no one had bothered to padlock the cellar door.  The door was locked, but the wood had become so rotten that a few good kicks broke it open.  She was able then to reach inside to open the lock.
 
   When she went back around the building, she found Veronica sobbing.  “It’s all right, sweetheart.  I’m here now.”
 
   “I want to go home!” Veronica screamed.  “I hate you!  I want Mama and Papa!”
 
   “I know, sweetheart.  I know.  It’ll be all right now.”  She picked Veronica up and ignored the little girl’s punches and kicks.  She carried Veronica around the corner, to the old cellar.
 
   The cellar steps creaked dangerously as she descended them.  At the bottom Marie was plunged into darkness.  She had no choice then but to brush the hair back from her special eye.  She focused on the room, until it lit up, the air warmer from the furnace.
 
   And there in the corner was little Marie, just seven years old.  Like Veronica, the young Marie squatted on the floor and sobbed.  The nuns had locked her in the cellar as punishment when she claimed she could see into the past with her eye.  “Only God can see like that, you heathen child,” Sister Mary Francis had told her and then locked the door behind her.
 
   “Marie, I’m scared,” Veronica whined.
 
   “I know, sweetheart.  We’re going now.”  With the past as her guide, she navigated the old cellar.  She paused at where her younger self sat.  She bent down so little Marie could see her and Veronica.  “It’s going to be all right, Marie.  I promise.  One day things will get better.”
 
   The other Marie only nodded to her and then continued to cry.
 
   Upstairs, Marie found the orphanage not much changed than when she had left it, except now the beds and other furniture were gone.  “What is this place?” Veronica asked.
 
   “It’s where I used to live.”
 
   “You lived here?”
 
   “Yes.  A long time ago.  When I was a little girl like you.”
 
   “This place smells strange.”
 
   “I know.  We won’t be here long.  Tomorrow we’ll find somewhere better.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   Marie left Veronica in one corner while she searched for something to sleep on.  She used her special eye to help guide her through the orphanage.  Along the way she saw some of the other girls she had once lived with.  They couldn’t see her; only the other Maries could see her.  As she walked around, she saw herself as a toddler, a child, and a teenager.  The other Marie’s only nodded to her; they couldn’t talk to her.  If the nuns caught them talking to thin air, the other versions of Marie would be sent back to the cellar.
 
   On the third floor she found some old canvas tarps.  That should be good enough to make a nest for she and Veronica tonight.  Tomorrow they would find someplace else, where they could be safe from witches and anyone else.
 
   By the time she brought the tarps down, Veronica was already asleep.  Marie felt the little girl’s head, but she didn’t seem any warmer than before.  All of the excitement had been too much for her.  “Don’t worry,” she whispered.  “Everything will be better soon.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Marie had not gotten more than two hours of sleep that night.  She watched over Veronica most of the night.  The former orphanage was much quieter than she remembered.  When she had been a little girl, the nights were filled with the sniffles and muffled sobs of the children who yearned for parents.  Marie had often been among those, at least until she got old enough to realize no one would come for her.  She would never have a normal family.
 
   When she looked at Veronica, Marie smiled.  They might not be a traditional family, but they would be a family.  She would take care of Veronica better than the little girl’s mother ever could.  They would be happy in a way neither of them had ever been before.
 
   As light began to break through the cracks in the boards over the windows, Veronica stirred.  “Marie?”
 
   “I’m here, sweetheart,” she said.  She put a hand on Veronica’s forehead; the skin felt cool now.  “How do you feel?”
 
   “Good.  Can I go home now?”
 
   “Not yet.  Today I’m going to show you where the angels live.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “That’s right.  But first we need to get you some new clothes.”
 
   “Then I can go home and show Mama and Papa?”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   Marie carried Veronica back through the cellar and then outside.  They had just got onto the sidewalk when Veronica said, “Marie, I’m hungry.  What’s for breakfast?”
 
   Marie wasn’t sure about that.  Then she saw a McDonald’s up ahead.  “Breakfast is right over there,” she said.
 
   Along the way, no one paid much attention to Marie and Veronica.  Plenty of other girls wore pajama bottoms like pants, so the fact Veronica wore a nightgown didn’t faze anyone.  Besides, this was Rampart City, one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the world.  As they passed an Asian girl with turquoise pigtails, Marie smiled to herself.  Veronica would be less out of place than many people from the present.
 
   “What is this place?” Veronica asked once they’d gone inside.
 
   “It’s a restaurant.”
 
   “Where are the waiters?”
 
   “They’re up here, at the counter.  We tell them what we want and they make it for us.”  Marie picked Veronica up so she could see the menu better.  “What would you like?”
 
   “Can I get cinnamon French toast like Tilly makes?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  But how about some eggs and sausage like Papa eats?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   Marie ordered a big breakfast platter for Veronica so she could sample most everything.  For herself, Marie only got an Egg McMuffin and a cup of coffee.  She set Veronica down on the floor then.  “Why don’t you go find us some seats?”
 
   Veronica nodded.  She took a few hesitant steps, unsure of what to do.  “Anywhere is fine,” Marie said.  “So long as no one else is sitting there.”
 
   Veronica went over to a plastic booth.  She touched its surface experimentally, not quite sure what it was.  When she sat down on the bench, it was with the hesitation of someone who thought the bench would collapse at any second.  Her entire body remained tense even after Marie had brought the food.
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s very strong,” Marie said.  
 
   “It feels very queer.”
 
   “It’s plastic.  It’s about as strong as iron but much lighter.”  Marie opened the foam container for Veronica’s breakfast.  The little girl’s nose wrinkled as she stared at the food.  “See, we’ve got eggs, sausage, a biscuit, and pancakes.  Would you like syrup for the pancakes or jelly?”
 
   “Syrup,” Veronica mumbled. 
 
   Marie unwrapped a plastic fork and knife.  She handed these to Veronica.  “Go on, try it.”
 
   “I don’t want to.  It looks disgusting.”
 
   Marie had seen Veronica do this before at her breakfast table in the 19th Century.  Like many children she was a very finicky eater.  Also like many children she liked to test boundaries to see what she could get away with.  If Marie didn’t lay down the law now, Veronica would continue to fuss all day.  With as much motherly authority as she could summon, Marie said, “Veronica Frances Windham, you eat your breakfast or I’ll thrash you right here in front of everyone.”
 
   Veronica’s eyes widened.  She had no way to know the 21st Century frowned on corporal punishment, especially in public.  In her day people would applaud a parent who beat a child in public for bad behavior.  “Yes, ma’am,” Veronica grumbled and then scooped some of the eggs onto her fork.  She made a face as she put the eggs in her mouth.
 
   “Eat it,” Marie said.  Veronica swallowed the eggs; her cheeks turned red, but she didn’t cry.  “That’s a good girl.  Now clean your plate.  You need to eat if you’re going to get your strength up.”
 
   “Then can I go home?”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   ***
 
   Emma again woke to her mother shaking her shoulder.  “It’s time, baby.  It’s your big day.”
 
   She didn’t need to hear any more before she launched herself out of bed.  She sprang up and wrapped her mother in a hug.  “Take it easy, baby.  We’ve got a long day ahead.”
 
   “I know.  I’m just so excited.”
 
   “You go and take a shower while I get breakfast.”
 
   “OK, Mom.”  Emma skipped across the hall, into the bathroom.  She put both hands to her mouth to stifle a scream when she saw Marlin in the mirror again.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I came to see if you had decided to listen to reason yet.”
 
   “No.  I’m getting married today and that’s final.”
 
   “You really aren’t fit to wear that armor if you’re going to be this selfish.”
 
   “Selfish?  You want me to kill my own parents.”
 
   “They aren’t supposed to be alive.  You know that.”
 
   “Well they are.  As long as they are, I’m not doing anything.”  She glared at Marlin and crossed her arms over her chest.  “You and the witches will have to do it on your own.”
 
   “We’re trying.  We found her yesterday at some flat in the Trenches.”
 
   “So what happened?  Couldn’t you stop her?”
 
   “No.  She used that eye of hers.  Turned the witch into a sobbing mess.  Her head still isn’t right.  Keeps going on about some bloke named Henri.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but it serves you three right.  You should leave Marie alone.  Whatever she’s done hasn’t seemed to do anything seriously wrong.”
 
   “What if the next time something more serious does happen?  We have to put a stop to this before the whole bloody universe unravels.”
 
   “Leave me alone.  Please.  I’m getting married in a few hours and I don’t need anyone to upset me.”
 
   “Oh, well, we wouldn’t want that, would we?  Have to look nice for your pictures and whatnot.  That’s far more important than the universe unraveling.”
 
   “The universe isn’t unraveling.  Everything is fine.  Better than fine.”
 
   “You keep thinking that.  Some of us still have a job to do.”
 
   Emma waited until she was sure Marlin was gone before she got in the shower.  As she let the warm water run over her body, she considered again whether she had done the right thing.  Try as she might, she couldn’t get past the simple fact that her parents were still alive.  More than anything the last fourteen years she had yearned for that.  She would have given up anything for that:  her academic achievements, her career at the Plaine Museum, and her other career as the Scarlet Knight.  Perhaps in a way she had given those things up in this timeline, but it didn’t matter, not when she heard her mother call out, “Emma, breakfast is ready!”
 
   She poked her head out of the bathroom to shout, “I’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   Then she put on a bathrobe and went to join her family.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   In order to stretch their meager budget, Marie took Veronica to a thrift shop to get her some new clothes.  Along the way to the store, Veronica stared down at her feet as she continued to pout about the incident at breakfast.  In a way this made Marie glad, as this kind of normal behavior meant Veronica was healthy.  They might not even need the bottle of antibiotics in their old apartment.
 
   “How much farther?” Veronica whined.
 
   “Not far.”
 
   “I’m tired.  Can’t we rest?”
 
   Marie took a step back so they were against the wall of a store, out of the way of other pedestrians.  She bent down to look Veronica in the eye.  When the little girl tried to look away, Marie took hold of her chin.  “I know you want to go home, but we can’t yet.  We have to make sure you’re completely well first.  Otherwise your mama and papa could get sick.”
 
   “They could?”
 
   “That’s right.  But in a few days, when we’re sure you’re all better, then we can go home.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Cross my heart and hope to die.  Stick a needle in my eye.”  Veronica stared at her, not familiar with that old childhood rhyme. “Yes, I promise.”
 
   Veronica nodded to indicate they had a contract now.  She didn’t complain the rest of the way to the store.  The thrift store was almost as big as Veronica’s house with racks of old clothes that stretched from one end to the other.  Marie led Veronica over to the girl’s clothes. 
 
   As Veronica’s clothes had all been custom-made, Marie couldn’t be sure about what size would fit her.  She selected T-shirts in a range of sizes, one of which would have to fit.  She did the same with the blue jeans.  “Are those trousers?” Veronica asked.
 
   “That’s right, just like the ones other little girls wear here.”  She took Veronica’s hand and gave it a squeeze.  “Let’s go try them on.”
 
   At the changing room, Marie handed the pile of clothes to Veronica.  “Aren’t you coming with me?” Veronica asked.
 
   “I don’t think so, sweetie.”  As the little girl’s cheeks reddened again, Marie added, “But you’re a big girl.  I’m sure you can do it on your own.  Can’t you?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “That’s my brave girl.”
 
   Veronica went into the changing room with the clothes.  Marie waited outside to listen as the little girl grunted and strained.  “Do you need any help?”
 
   “I can do it,” Veronica snapped.
 
   A few minutes later Veronica emerged from the changing room.  She had managed to get the T-shirt and blue jeans on, except both were backwards.  Marie couldn’t help but giggle.  Veronica stared at her, her face red.  “What?”
 
   “You’ve got them on backwards,” Marie said.
 
   “I do?”
 
   “Yes, silly.  The button and zipper for the trousers go in the front.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “It’s very good for a first try though.”  Marie gave Veronica a brief hug.  “You need any help fixing them?”
 
   “No.  I can do it.”
 
   “All right.  I’ll be right here when you get out.”
 
   It took Veronica less time to correct her mistakes.  This time when she stepped out of the changing room, the button and zipper of her pants were on the front as was the graphic of Strawberry Shortcake on her pink T-shirt.  “Is this better?”
 
   “Yes.  You look very pretty.”  To complete the look, Marie found an elastic band to pull Veronica’s hair into a ponytail.  “Now you look like a 21st Century girl.”
 
   Veronica stared into a mirror for a moment and fussed with her thick bangs.  “Do you think Mama and Papa will like it?”
 
   “They’ll love it just as much as I do.”  Marie took Veronica’s hand.  “Come on, let’s go find you a new dolly to replace Lucy.”
 
   After a lot of deliberation, Veronica chose an old Cabbage Patch Kid with black hair and brown eyes.  She clutched it to her chest as if it were real.
 
   Altogether, Marie spent a third of their money at the thrift store.  It was worth it to see how pretty Veronica looked.  She was now indistinguishable from most of the other little girls on the sidewalk.  In time, Veronica would realize how well she fit in and no longer want to go back to her parents.
 
   In the meantime, the little girl took hesitant steps in her new pants.  “These feel odd,” she said.  “My legs are rubbing against each other.”
 
   “You’ll get used to it, sweetie.  I promise.”
 
   “Can we see where the angels live now?”
 
   “We sure can.”
 
   ***
 
   Emma didn’t get dressed at home.  She wore one of her tube tops and shorts to the church so she wouldn’t ruin the dress before the big event.  She, Becky, and their mother waited in the basement until it was time.  No matter how much Mom and Becky chided her to stop, Emma continued to pace.  She glanced at the clock on the wall and counted the moments until she and Dan would be married.
 
   “You’re going to wear a hole in the carpet,” Becky said.
 
   “I’d have to walk this same route for years for that to happen,” Emma said.
 
   “Well you’re making me nervous.  Why don’t you sit down?”
 
   “I can’t.  I’m too excited.”
 
   Mom reached out to take her hand.  “It’s all right, baby.  I was nervous too.  I had to throw up three times before the ceremony.  If you feel nauseous—”
 
   “God, Mom!” Becky interrupted.  “That’s gross.  Em isn’t going to barf all over.  Are you?”
 
   “No, I feel fine.”  Better than fine, she added to herself.  The joy she felt was the same as when she had woke up on Christmas morning when she was a child and saw the pile of gifts—mostly books—that awaited her.  This would be a far better gift that she would receive today.
 
   With an hour left before the ceremony, they corralled Emma onto a seat to fix her hair and makeup.  “Don’t put too much on,” Emma chided Becky.  “I don’t want to look like a whore.”
 
   “OK, Bridezilla.  I’ll be careful.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It’s just nerves.”
 
   “You don’t need to apologize,” Mom said.  “It’s your day.”
 
   Once they had touched up Emma’s curls, Becky got the dress out of its garment bag.  Since Mrs. Chiostro had worked on it, Emma had no doubt the dress would fit perfectly.  The bodice showed a little too much cleavage and the knee-length skirt was a little too short for her taste, but she supposed it suited this Emma Earl.
 
   Becky fixed the tiara with the veil on Emma’s head.  Then she patted Emma’s shoulder.  “You look gorgeous, kid.”
 
   Mom gave her a careful hug.  “Oh, my little girl,” she said as she began to cry.
 
   “Mom, come on.  You’re going to get mascara all over the dress,” Becky said.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I can’t help myself.  It seems like only yesterday you were a tiny thing in my arms.  And now look at you, so grown up.”
 
   Emma took her mother’s hand.  “You remember what you told me?  I’ll always be your baby.”
 
   “I know, baby.  I know.”  Mom dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief.  “It’s so hard to believe my little girl is getting married.”
 
   “We’ve been planning this for a year now,” Becky grumbled.
 
   “Becky, why don’t you go see if Dan is here yet?” Emma said.
 
   “Yeah, whatever.” 
 
   Once Becky was gone, Emma gave her mother a hug.  “I know things haven’t always been the best with us.  I’ve done some stupid things—”
 
   “Emma, no—”
 
   “I have done some stupid things.  I’m really sorry.  I just want you to know that you and Dad are the best parents any girl could ever hope for.”
 
   “Oh, baby, thank you, but we’ve always been proud of you.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom.”
 
   They held hands until Becky returned.  “It’s time,” she said.
 
   Emma heard the music as she climbed up the basement stairs.  One of Mom’s old friends from the symphony began to play “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring” on the cello.  Emma remembered her mother had played it at a Christmas concert, and how the notes had swept Emma away.  She felt that way again, though not from the music.
 
   She couldn’t feel her feet as she climbed the rest of the way up the steps.  She seemed to coast on a cushion of air, across the floor to where her father stood by the doors.  His tuxedo fit perfectly to conceal his paunch.  He didn’t hesitate to crush her in a hug.  “You look gorgeous, kiddo.”
 
   “Thanks, Daddy.”
 
   He hooked his arm through hers and then they took their position behind Becky and the best man.  Emma hadn’t had time to learn the man’s name.  At this point she didn’t care.  She wanted only to get up the aisle, to where Dan waited for her.
 
   Ahead of them, Becky and the best man started up the aisle.  Beside her, Emma’s father twitched.  “It’s OK, Daddy,” she whispered into his ear.  “Everything will be fine.”
 
   “I know, kiddo,” he said.
 
   The music changed to the traditional wedding march.  That was their cue to begin their walk down the aisle.  Emma let her father take the first step.  She glided after him, her eyes focused ahead of her.  Dan stood at the altar, resplendent in his tuxedo.  He’d shaved the goatee off so he looked more like her Dan.
 
   They made it to before the altar, where they came to a stop.  “Who gives this woman away?” Reverend Mitchell asked.
 
   “Her mother and I,” Daddy said.  He kissed Emma on the cheek and then went to sit down in the front row.
 
   Emma took the final step up to the altar.  She looked into Dan’s eyes and smiled at him.  She continued to look him in the eye as the reverend went through the service.  She didn’t hear what he said, not until he asked Dan, “Do you promise to honor and cherish Emma in sickness and in health, all the days of your life, until death do you part?”
 
   “I do,” he said.
 
   “And you, Emma, do you promise to honor and cherish Dan in sickness and in health, all the days of your life, until death do you part?”
 
   “I do,” she whispered.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I do,” she said louder, so everyone could hear.
 
   “Then by the power vested in me, I pronounce you man and wife.  You may kiss the bride.”
 
   At last came the moment Emma had waited for, when Dan lifted her veil.  He leaned down to kiss her on the lips.  Since they were in church, surrounded by their families, the kiss was short and didn’t involve any tongues.  Still, Emma sighed as if she had been ravished.
 
   Only when they turned to face the congregation did Emma see Mrs. Chiostro in the back row.  The old witch shook her head sadly.  Emma looked away from her, back at her new husband and then down at her parents.  That was all the confirmation she needed that she had done the right thing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   In order to get to Robinson Tower, Veronica would have to take her first ride in an automobile.  She was excited by this prospect until the bus pulled up to the curb.  The little girl whimpered and then pressed against Marie when the bus’s brakes hissed as it came to a stop.  Marie felt Veronica tremble with fear.
 
   “It’s all right,” Marie said.  “It won’t hurt you.”
 
   She turned Veronica around so the little girl could watch other passengers board.  “See, there’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “It’s so big.”
 
   “Remember when you rode the train from Boston to Rampart?  You were scared then too, but nothing hurt you, did it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “This isn’t any different from the train.”  Marie gave Veronica’s hand a squeeze.  “I’ll be right here with you to make sure nothing happens.”
 
   “Hey lady, you getting on or what?” the driver shouted.
 
   “We’re coming.  This is her first bus ride.”  Marie lowered her voice to say to Veronica, “You can do this, sweetheart.  Can’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” Veronica whispered.  She pressed her doll tighter to her chest and then let Marie lead her to the bus steps.
 
   “Up you go, sweetheart,” Marie said.
 
   Veronica paused for a moment, as if to contemplate whether or not to climb the steps.  She finally took one step and then another.  Marie dropped the money into the box for both of them.  Then she led Veronica down the aisle.  A middle-aged man in a suit stood up and offered his seat to them.  “Thank you, sir,” Veronica said.
 
   Marie let her sit by the window so she could watch the city go by.  The first time they hit a bump, Veronica whimpered and threw herself against Marie.  Marie stroked the little girl’s hair and whispered that it would be all right.  Veronica eventually gathered the courage to turn back to the window.
 
   They got off at Executive Plaza.  Marie carried Veronica down the steps.  After the bus had pulled away, Marie set the little girl down and then tickled Veronica’s tummy.  “See, nothing bad happened, did it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Now you’ve had your first ride in an automobile.  Wasn’t it much faster than a train or a horse?”
 
   “Yes.”  Veronica did not sound excited.  Her face was still a little red from the experience as well.  “Can we see the angels now?  Please?”
 
   “Of course we can.”
 
   The day was clear enough that they could see all the way to the top of Robinson Tower.  Marie pointed up at the top of the black tower and said, “That’s where we’re going.”
 
   “All the way up there?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “How are we going to climb that high?”
 
   “We’re not.  We’re going to take an elevator.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “It’s sort of like the dumbwaiter you use at home, only it’s much bigger and faster.”
 
   “And it’ll take us to the angels?”
 
   “That’s right, sweetheart.”
 
   “Let’s go!” Veronica said.  She tugged on Marie’s arm to drag her towards the building.  She seemed to have gotten over the bus ride for the moment.  
 
   To get inside, they had to use a revolving door.  Marie insisted on carrying Veronica through the door.  The little girl let out a shriek of joy as they went around.  “Can we do that again, Marie?”
 
   “On the way back,” Marie said.
 
   “All right.”
 
   Marie set Veronica back down, but kept hold of her hand as they went up to the front counter to sign up for the tour.  The security guard leaned over the edge of the counter to look down at Veronica.  “How old is she?”
 
   “I’m seven,” Veronica said.
 
   “And what about your dolly, how old is she?”
 
   “She’s not alive,” Veronica said.
 
   “Well, I stand corrected,” he said with a chuckle.  Marie gave him the money for their admission and then led Veronica to the line to go through security.
 
   “Can’t we go already?” Veronica asked.
 
   “Not yet.  We have to go through that metal arch there.  It makes sure people aren’t carrying anything naughty like guns or knives or bombs.”
 
   “Why would they do that?”
 
   “Because some people aren’t very nice.”  Marie didn’t elaborate; she didn’t want to try to explain terrorism to Veronica.  It would only make her scared to go up in the elevator.
 
   Veronica showed a surprising amount of courage in going through the metal detector.  The guards did let her keep her doll, which no doubt helped her as she stepped through the arch.  “Come on, Marie.  Let’s go, let’s go!”
 
   “Just a minute, sweetie.  I have to go through too.”  Marie had to empty her pockets of change and keys first.  Nothing happened for her either as she stepped through the metal detector.  She hurried to gather up her change and keys so she could take Veronica’s hand again.
 
   Before they could go up to the observation deck, they had to go to an auditorium to watch a movie on the construction of Robinson Tower.  Marie had seen this several times before, but it was all new to Veronica.  She was literally on the edge of her seat as the movie began.  “Is this another magic box like the television?” she asked.  Someone shushed at her.
 
   “It is.  This is called a moving picture,” Marie whispered.  “Now, let’s be very quiet and watch.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   The movie took fifteen minutes to detail the entire process from the tower’s design to the phases of its construction to its opening.  The announcer concluded by saying, “Robinson Tower remains standing as a testament to the strength and greatness of America.”
 
   The lights came on and the tour guide said, “Now if you’ll follow me to the elevator, we can go up to the observation deck.”
 
   “Is that where the angels are?” Veronica asked loud enough that the tour guide thought the question was addressed to her.
 
   “That’s right, young lady,” she said.
 
   The elevator car was big enough for the entire tour group, but Marie insisted on carrying Veronica.  She patted the little girl’s back and whispered, “This could be a little scary, but I’m going to be right here.  I promise I won’t let you go.” 
 
   “I trust you, Marie.”
 
   Marie kissed the little girl’s cheek.  “Then we’ll see the angels.”
 
   The elevator started with a bang, followed by a high-pitched whir.  As expected, Veronica whimpered at this.  She pressed her head against Marie’s chest and cried softly into Marie’s shirt.  For her part, Marie tried to maintain her balance as the elevator shot up to the observation deck.
 
   As they passed the eightieth floor, Veronica threw up.  Marie didn’t flinch at this; at the nursing home patients threw up on her every day.  She rocked Veronica gently and whispered, “It’s all right, sweetie.  We’re almost there.”
 
   The whirring began to lessen as the elevator decelerated.  There was another bang followed by a screech to bring the elevator to a stop.  With a ding the doors opened at last.  Marie waited until everyone else had gotten out before she carried Veronica onto the observation deck.
 
   They went straight to the bathroom so Marie could wash Veronica’s face and the front of her shirt.  “I’m sorry,” Veronica said.
 
   “It’s all right,” Marie said.  “It was your first time in an elevator.”
 
   “Can we still see the angels?”
 
   “Of course we can.”  She took Veronica’s hand and gave it a squeeze.  “Come on.”
 
   Marie led Veronica to a section of the observation deck that wasn’t occupied at the moment.  She held Veronica up so the little girl could see over the railing.  Around them was spread not only the rest of Rampart City, but also the ocean and much of the surrounding states.  It was a view that never failed to give Marie peace when she saw how small her problems were in proportion to the rest of the world.
 
   She pointed to a fluffy white cloud in the distance that was actually below the level of the observation deck.  “See that?”
 
   “Are there angels in there?”
 
   “That’s right, sweetheart.  They live in the clouds and right now we’re up there with them.”
 
   “Can we go into the clouds?”
 
   “I’m afraid not, but would you like to see what the angels see?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Marie pressed Veronica’s forehead to the glass so she could look straight down at Executive Plaza.  “The people are so tiny!” 
 
   “I know, sweetie.  That’s because we’re so far away from them.”
 
   Veronica began to tremble in Marie’s arms.  Before Marie could pull her back, Veronica threw up again, a yellow blotch left on the glass.  Marie hurried to set Veronica back on the floor, but something was wrong.  The little girl’s face was clammy and pale.  Marie put a hand to Veronica’s forehead and felt the warmth.
 
   “I don’t feel good,” Veronica whimpered.
 
   “I know, sweetheart.  I think we’ve had enough excitement for today.  It’s time to go home.”  Marie knew they would have to risk a return to the apartment for the bottle of antibiotics.
 
   ***
 
   The reception was held in the main hall of the Plaine Museum.  Given Dan’s specialty in South American cultures, the main hall was decorated with artifacts, as well as plants from the region.  That must have been part of what Becky had talked to the florist about.  If so, the florist had done a fantastic job.
 
   As Dan led Emma into the main hall, Becky shouted, “Attention everyone!  Presenting for the first time, Dr. and Mrs. Daniel Dreyfus!”
 
   Emma felt her face turn warm as the hall filled with applause.  Dan was much more relaxed; he waved to the crowd and forced her to take a bow with him.  “You look so cute when you’re embarrassed,” he whispered into her ear, which only made her more embarrassed.
 
   Their table was set just a few feet in front of Alex the mastodon.  A lump of stone shaped like a woman with an enormous stomach sat as the centerpiece.  Emma recognized it as a fertility idol.  It was probably Becky’s idea of a joke after their talk about giving Mom a grandchild.
 
   Once Emma and Dan had taken their seats, the best man got to his feet.  He rambled about how Dan had watched Raiders of the Lost Ark as a child and developed a crush on Karen Allen, which had propelled him towards a career in archaeology.  The best man finally turned to Emma and Dan and said, “But now Danny’s found himself someone even better in Emma here.  Here’s to them having a long and happy life together.”
 
   Emma took a sip of her champagne while Dan gulped down his glass.  Waiters began to circulate with plates of prime rib and salmon.  Emma had apparently ordered the salmon while Dan had ordered the prime rib.  She picked at her fish without much appetite, not with so many eyes on her.  
 
   “What’s the matter, babe?” Dan asked.
 
   “I’m a little nervous.”
 
   “About what?  Tonight?”
 
   “No, just in general I suppose.”
 
   “Well settle down, babe.  We made it.”  He held up her glass of champagne.  “A couple glasses of this will take all the edge off.”
 
   “I suppose so,” Emma said, but she only took another sip.
 
   “Hey, come on, everything will be fine, babe.  You’ll see.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re right.”  Emma forced herself to smile to put him at ease.  She excused herself so she could go use the bathroom.
 
   It didn’t come as a big surprise to find Mrs. Chiostro already in there; she had expected the witch to turn up at some point.  “Hello, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She gave Emma a hug.  “Congratulations.”
 
   “Are you here to tell me I should help you stop Marie?”
 
   “I don’t think I need to bother.  You’ve already made up your mind, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then there’s nothing to discuss.”
 
   “So why are you here?”
 
   “Is it wrong to wish my favorite customer well?”
 
   “Am I your favorite customer still?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro patted Emma’s cheek.  “You’ll always be my favorite customer, no matter what happens to the timeline.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma patted the dress and added, “And thank you for the dress.”
 
   “Some of my best work, I think.  Though I’m not sure how well it suits this you.”
 
   “I’m starting to get used to it.”
 
   “I imagine so.  Perhaps in time you’ll get used to being a secretary as well.  Such a waste of a perfectly good brain.”
 
   “I can get my doctorate.  I can find a better job.”
 
   “Yes, with Dr. Dreyfus’s money that should be fairly easy.”
 
   “I thought you said you weren’t trying to talk me into helping you.”
 
   “I’m not.  I’m merely expressing my surprise.  I thought after that business with Dr. Dreyfus last year you understood about not letting someone interfere with the natural order of things.”
 
   “I’m not the one who interfered.”
 
   “But you’re not trying to stop it either.”
 
   “I can’t.  It would kill Mom and Dad.”
 
   “I understand.  You still feel guilty for what happened.”
 
   “Maybe a little, but this is different.”  Emma sighed and then turned away.  “The way things were, I understand I didn’t kill them, but this time, if I do what you want, I will be killing them.  It really will be my fault this time.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear, but sometimes we have to make the hard choices.”
 
   Emma turned back to face Mrs. Chiostro and looked her in the eye.  “What if it were Alejandro?  What if it were your children and grandchildren brought back from the dead?  What would you do then?  Would you erase them?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro considered this question and then nodded.  “I don’t suppose I could.”
 
   “Then you have to understand why I can’t do the same.”
 
   “I think I do.”  Mrs. Chiostro gave her another hug.  “But you have to understand I still have my duty.  Eventually Sylvia and I will catch up to Marie and make her change things back.”
 
   “You already tried once, didn’t you?  Marlin said things didn’t go so well.”
 
   “Yes, poor Sylvia.  She spent the whole night as a lovesick teenager.  It was quite sad to go through that again.  But you can be sure she’s not going to make the same mistake twice.  And she’ll be even more determined to find Marie now.”
 
   “Well, tell her I’m sorry about what happened.”
 
   “I’ll be sure to.  In the meantime I’m sure it’s about time for you to dance with your new husband.”
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   “Do you need any help with the dress?”
 
   “No, I’ll be fine.  Thanks.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro gave her a final hug.  “Goodbye, dear.  Make sure you and Daniel enjoy the time you have.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   There was a flash of white light as Mrs. Chiostro disappeared, probably back to her house.  Emma used the bathroom and then returned to the main hall to find that Mrs. Chiostro had been right:  it was time for her to dance with Dan.  He took her hand and led her over to the space that had been cleared for a dance floor.
 
   She didn’t recognize the song the band played.  It was a pop song, one Emma had heard once or twice on the radio.  Apparently in this timeline it was their song.  
 
   She let Dan sweep her around the dance floor, her head on his shoulder.  He stumbled over her big feet a couple of times, but managed to keep both of them upright.  “I love you,” she whispered into his ear after one stumble.
 
   “I love you too, babe,” he said.  “Even if you can’t dance.”
 
   She giggled and said, “Thanks.  That’s very generous of you.”
 
   “I’m a generous guy.”
 
   The song wound down and the guests erupted with applause.  Dan kissed Emma on the lips, a longer one than in the church.  Her face turned so warm that she thought she would faint.  She managed to stay conscious as he pulled back to reveal her father behind him.
 
   “Mind if I cut in?” Daddy asked.
 
   “Of course you can, Daddy,” Emma said.
 
   Instead of a pop song, Emma heard the strains of a cello.  She saw her mother on the bandstand with her instrument.  “What’s this?” she asked her father.
 
   “A little surprise.”
 
   Emma recognized the piece her mother began to play as an Elgar concerto.  It wasn’t really appropriate for dancing, but neither Emma nor her father could dance well anyway.  They clung to each other and tried not to step on the other’s toes as they swayed to the music.
 
   “Your mom and I thought you might get a kick out of this.”
 
   “It’s wonderful.”
 
   “Listen, I just wanted to say I know we haven’t always seen eye-to-eye on things—”
 
   “Daddy—”
 
   “No, it’s true.  We’ve had some disagreements, but I’ve always been proud of you.”
 
   “Mom said that too.”
 
   “Well, she’s a smart lady, isn’t she?”
 
   Emma looked over her shoulder at her mother as she played the cello, her eyes closed, her hands an extension of the instrument.  “She certainly is.”
 
   “You had to get it from somewhere, I suppose.”
 
   “Oh, Daddy.”
 
   “Don’t you start crying on me, kiddo.  You’ll get me started and we’ll end up flooding this whole place.”
 
   Emma couldn’t help but laugh at this.  “I won’t.”
 
   “And listen, you make sure this guy treats you right.  If he doesn’t, you’re always welcome to come home.”
 
   “I know, Daddy.  Thank you.”
 
   They hugged as the music ended.  Emma kissed her father’s cheek.  She thought of what Mrs. Chiostro had said and hoped she could enjoy her new husband and her parents for a long, long time.
 
   ***
 
   In the elevator, Veronica threw up yet again.  By the time they reached the ground floor of Robinson Tower, she couldn’t stand up on her own.  She had to lean against Marie in order to stay upright.  Marie put an arm around Veronica’s waist to keep her steady.  “It’s going to be all right, sweetie.  We’re going home now.”
 
   “I want Mama,” she whined.
 
   “I know, but first we have to go home so you can take your medicine.”
 
   Another time Veronica might have launched into a tantrum, but she clearly didn’t have the energy for it.  She could only cry silently and continue to plod ahead with Marie.  Veronica’s doll dragged behind her on the floor until it finally slipped out of her hand.
 
   Before Marie could grab the doll, a middle-aged woman snatched it.  “Here you go, little girl.  You dropped this.”
 
   “Thank you,” Veronica mumbled.  She took the doll with her free hand and then clutched it to her chest.
 
   “Oh my, she doesn’t look good,” the woman said.
 
   “She’s just a little sick from the elevator,” Marie said.
 
   “It looks like more than that.  It looks like she’s got a fever.”
 
   “She just needs to go home and rest.”
 
   The woman reached into her purse.  Marie braced for her to take out a gun or a police badge, but it was only an ID for Rampart General Hospital.  The badge identified the woman as Dr. Wixom—Pediatrics.  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to examine her.”
 
   “I do mind,” Marie said.  From experience she knew what doctors would do if Veronica told them the truth.  They would put her in the psych ward as they’d done to Marie and then Marie would never see her again.  “She just needs to go home and rest.”
 
   Dr. Wixom looked down at Veronica and then up at Marie.  “Are you this girl’s mother?”
 
   “Marie’s not my mama.  She’s my friend,” Veronica said.
 
   “Then I think we should let her mother decide what care she needs.”  The doctor again reached into her bag, this time for a cell phone.  “Do you have her number?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?  Then how—?”
 
   Before Dr. Wixom could finish, Marie had brushed the hair from her special eye.  She focused it on the doctor.  “You used to be a surgeon in the emergency room.  You stopped when you lost a patient.  He died of an aneurysm.  You could have saved him, but you didn’t see the damaged blood vessel on the X-ray.  The hospital absolved you of wrongdoing, but you knew it was wrong.  That’s why you became a pediatrician, so you wouldn’t have to risk losing another man on the table.”
 
   “It wasn’t my fault,” Dr. Wixom whined.  “The X-ray was unclear.  It was the radiologist’s fault!”
 
   The doctor ran away in tears, which only drew more attention to Marie and Veronica.  A knot of people whispered amongst themselves and glanced at Marie and Veronica.  A security guard began to walk towards them.  Marie scooped Veronica up and then hurried to the revolving door.  Veronica showed no reaction as she went through the door this time.
 
   No one followed them outside.  Marie let out a sigh of relief.  Now if they could just get back to the apartment for the pills—
 
   “Marie Marsh?” a man’s voice whispered in her ear.
 
   She spun around and saw a man right next to her; she had no idea how he’d managed to get there unnoticed by her.  He had skin almost as black as the shirt and pants he wore.  Even stranger were his eyes—they were the dark yellow of honey.  When he smiled at her, she saw white teeth that were unnaturally sharp.  “Who are you?”
 
   “Just a friend of the Watchmaker.  He needs your help.”
 
   “That’s too bad for him.  My friend is sick.  I need to get her home.”
 
   “I’m not asking you.  I’m telling you we’re going to pay him a visit.”  The man flashed those sharp teeth again.  Veronica whimpered in Marie’s arms and buried her face in Marie’s chest.
 
   “It’ll be all right, sweetheart,” Marie said.  She shook the hair back from her special eye and focused on the man.  A monstrous black creature with bat-like wings, fangs, and claws jumped out at her.  Marie lurched back a few steps before she realized the monster wasn’t real.  Or rather the creature that had jumped at her wasn’t real.  It was what lurked in this strange man.  At any moment he could unleash it upon her and Veronica.  “What are you?”
 
   “You’ll find out.  When we get to our destination.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere with you.” 
 
   She took a step back, into someone else.  Another man’s voice hissed, “It’s not like you have a choice, little girl.”
 
   She didn’t turn, but she knew this was another monster.  When she looked around, she saw they had surrounded her.  Perhaps she could scream for help, but what would she say?  The police would never believe her.  They would have her taken for psychiatric evaluation and Veronica would be admitted to the hospital.
 
   “I’ll go with you, but only if you help my friend first,” Marie said.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of her,” the monster in front of her said.
 
   “You aren’t going to hurt her, are you?”
 
   “That’s up to you.”
 
   Veronica shivered in Marie’s arms.  From the smell of it, the little girl had soiled herself too.  Marie couldn’t blame her for that.  “It’s going to be all right,” she whispered into Veronica’s ear.  “These nice men are going to take us home, so you can get better.  Isn’t that right?”
 
   “Sure, kid,” the monster said.
 
   A black SUV pulled up to the curb.  The monster behind Marie opened the back door.  She saw another of the creatures inside.  With a sigh, Marie got into the car.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   The Watchmaker heard the raven fly through the window.  He didn’t look up from the book until he heard the messenger say, “We’ve apprehended Marsh and her friend.”
 
   “She went quietly?”
 
   “We didn’t have to harm her or the child.”
 
   “Good.”  The Watchmaker finally looked up from the book and turned to the black man  who stood in the doorway.  “She’s being taken to the safe house?”
 
   “She’ll be there within the hour.”
 
   “I trust you’ve got an escort with her?”
 
   “Yes.  She won’t escape us.”
 
   “It’s not her I’m worried about so much as some of her friends, in particular a young woman named Dr. Emma Earl.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “She’s a geologist at the Plaine Museum.  According to the illustrious Miss Marsh, Dr. Earl also happens to be the latest incarnation of the accursed Scarlet Knight.”
 
   The messenger grimaced at that.  They all knew too well about the defeats the Scarlet Knight had handed to them over the millennia; the hero was even more dangerous than those blasted witches of the coven.  “What should we do about her?”
 
   “Bring her to me.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Leave the strategy to me,” the Watchmaker snapped.  “Do as instructed.”
 
   “Yes, Master.”
 
   “Good.  And once you’ve finished, put out the call to our brothers around the world.  Bring them here.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “All of them.  Our time is now.  No longer will we hide and skulk around.  The time has come to make our presence felt, beginning with the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   The messenger nodded.  He backed out of the doorway to resume his bird form.  The Watchmaker heard him flap out the window.  Then he closed the book and stuffed it in the burlap sack.
 
   The time had come for him to rally those who remained.  They had bided their time these past three thousand years, but now the time had come.  Soon they would have their revenge on all who had wronged them, all thanks to Marie Marsh and that eye of hers.
 
   The Watchmaker chuckled to himself as he stomped downstairs and then out of the old jewelry store for the last time.
 
   ***
 
   Though he was only a few inches taller than her, Dan insisted he carry Emma over the threshold.  She let out a joyful scream as he staggered through the doorway.  She wriggled out of his arms before he toppled over.  While he tried to catch his breath, he said, “Here we are, Mrs. Dreyfus.”
 
   “Here we are,” she echoed.  Here was the honeymoon suite of the Rampart Arms Hotel.  The suite looked bigger than Emma and Becky’s apartment in the former timeline and came complete with a hot tub.
 
   A bottle of champagne sat in a bucket of ice on the bar.  Dan scooped it out of the bucket.  Emma let out another joyful scream as the cork exploded from the bottle.  He poured some into two flutes; she noticed more in his glass than hers.
 
   “To the rest of our lives,” he said.  She clinked her glass against his.  She took only a sip of her glass while he downed his in one gulp like at the reception.  Then he took her hand and smiled.  “So, what are we going to do now, Mrs. Dreyfus?”
 
   From the look in his eye, she knew what he wanted to do.  The bedroom was just fifty feet away from them.  She was certain it would have a king-size bed.  They would consummate their marriage in there to use the old jargon.
 
   The predatory gleam in Dan’s eye and smell of alcohol on his breath brought to mind what Mrs. Chiostro had told her.  This wasn’t her Dan, the one she had gone on one awkward date with.  That Dan had admitted he loved her, but he didn’t have the same look in his eye; he hadn’t hunted her.
 
   “Um, well, my feet are really tired from these shoes.”
 
   “You’re right, you should go lie down.”
 
   “Actually, I thought maybe I could soak them in the tub.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, that would be great.  We can get clean and then we can get dirty again.”
 
   She blushed at that idea.  She turned around so he couldn’t see the redness of her face.  “Could you unzip me?”
 
   “No problem, babe.”
 
   After he unzipped her, he peeled the dress back from her shoulders.  The wedding dress sagged to the floor and pooled at her feet.  He started to remove her bra until she took a step back.  “Not yet,” she said.  She turned to him and smiled.  “Let me help you.”
 
   Her hands shook a little as she unbuttoned his shirt.  She was certain in this timeline she and Dan were very comfortable around each other but she wasn’t that Emma.  She and Dan had never been intimate; they had only kissed a couple of times.
 
   He shook out of his shirt and jacket.  She hesitated a moment before she unbuttoned his trousers.  She stopped him before he could drop his underwear along with the pants.  “Let’s just take this slow,” she said.
 
   “Come on, babe, we’re finally married.  You don’t have to worry about pissing off your parents anymore.”
 
   “It’s not that,” she said.  She tried to think of a way to explain it that wouldn’t make her sound insane.  “We’ve got all night to…do it.  Let’s not rush into it.  I want our first time as husband and wife to be perfect.”
 
   “Sure, babe,” he said, though some disappointment leaked into his voice.  “Whatever you want.”
 
   He helped her into the hot water and sat across from her in the Jacuzzi.  He’d brought the bottle of champagne as well and offered her a glass.  “No thanks,” she said.
 
   “Suit yourself.”  He took a slug right out of the bottle.  
 
   When he leaned over to kiss her, she pushed him back gently.  “Not yet,” she said.  “Let’s just talk for a few minutes.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Tell me how we met.”
 
   “Come on, babe—”
 
   “Just tell me.”  She snuggled against him in the hot water to listen to his answer.
 
   “I was in Costa Rica for a conference.  It was one of those boring dinners at the hotel restaurant, where I was sitting around with all these old farts.  Then I saw you in the bar.”
 
   “You picked me up in a bar?”
 
   “Sort of.  I went over there to try picking you up.  It was some really terrible line.  You started laughing.  So I told you why I was really there and you went into this whole spiel about Aztec sacrifice rituals, just brilliant stuff.  Some of it I didn’t even know.  I asked what institution you were representing and you got all red like you are now and you said you were a free agent at the moment.”
 
   “Did we…do it then?”
 
   “No, of course not, babe.  I wanted to, believe me, but you didn’t seem like the type for that.”
 
   “What type did I seem like?”
 
   “Like a spoiled daddy’s girl who was in way over her head.”
 
   “Oh.  That bad, huh?”
 
   He tapped the end of her nose.  “But I also knew you were the smartest girl I’d ever known.  And you didn’t have a bad body either.”
 
   “I’m glad you noticed,” she said.  She ran a wet hand along his chest.  “So you fell in love with my mind?”
 
   “Of course, babe.”  He ran a hand through her damp hair.  “What’s with you?  Are you having second thoughts?”
 
   “No!  I just wanted to make sure.”  
 
   Their lips finally came together.  Unlike in the church, this kiss involved tongues.  Emma had never gotten the chance to kiss the Dan of the original timeline like this.  She didn’t want it to end, but then the window shattered.  Emma grabbed the back of Dan’s head to push him down into the water along with her as glass flew past them.  When Emma finally came up from the hot water, she saw a trio of black men in the living room of the suite.  While the rest of their bodies looked normal, they had unnatural dark yellow eyes.  Contacts?
 
   Before she could stop him, Dan got out of the tub.  “Look, guys, I don’t know what the hell you’re doing, but my wife and I are on our honeymoon.  How’s about you get lost?”
 
   “How’s about we cut you and your wife into tiny pieces instead?”
 
   Emma looked around her for a weapon.  She saw only their discarded clothes on the floor and a vase full of wildflowers on a table.  While Dan and the strange man exchanged barbs, Emma slipped out of the tub.  She took a couple of steps towards the table to grab the vase.  One vase wouldn’t do much good against three assailants, but it would at least make for a distraction.
 
   “You can have what money we got, but it ain’t gonna be a lot,” Dan said.  “You better make it quick before security gets up here.”
 
   “We don’t want your money,” the man said.  On cue his fingernails elongated into claws similar to those of the Black Dragoon, except they appeared to be made of bone instead of metal.  The man opened his mouth to grin at Dan, which revealed rows of unnaturally sharp teeth.
 
   “What the—?”  Dan didn’t get any farther before the man raked one set of claws across his midsection.  Dan screamed in pain and dropped to his knees.  The man—the monster—only snickered at this.  He drew his arm back to slit Dan’s throat.
 
   Emma threw the vase as hard as she could.  She didn’t wait for it to land before she sprang into action.  The Emma Earl of this timeline wasn’t in as good of physical condition, but she wasn’t flabby either.  Emma managed to hop across the tub and over Dan before the vase hit the leader of the trio in the center of his chest.  The pottery shattered, but didn’t do anything against the creature.
 
   She followed up the vase with a kick to the monster’s midsection.  With the Scarlet Knight’s armor the kick would have sent him back a few feet, but without it she only staggered him.  He took a swipe at her head, but she had already ducked.  She swept her left leg to take his feet out from under him.  As he toppled, she shoved him in the back, so that he stumbled into the hot tub.
 
   That still left two of them.  They grinned at her with their sharp teeth.  “You might as well give up now, little girl,” one said.
 
   “I could say the same for you,” Emma said with a confidence she didn’t feel.
 
   Before either side could make a move, the room lit up in white light.  Emma threw a hand to her eyes and thought of the last time she’d been blinded like this.  Had Marie gone back in time again?  Would her vision clear to reveal she was in a different place and a different body?
 
   A hand took hers.  “Sorry I’m late, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “I think it would be best if we got out of here.”
 
   “Wait, Dan’s hurt,” Emma said.
 
   “Then we’ll take him with us.”  Emma’s vision cleared enough that she could see the witch had taken Dan’s hand as well.  “Close your eyes, dear.”
 
   There was another flash of light and then they were gone.
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Chapter 20
 
   The SUV cut through Robinson Park, past the spot where Marie and the Watchmaker had left Steve Scherr.  She wondered what had become of him, if he had survived the loss of blood.  Then she turned back to Veronica.  The little girl was asleep and still sick.
 
   Once they exited the park, the SUV turned onto a road littered with expensive mansions.  As the SUV continued up the road, each mansion got successively larger.  The road ended at the gates for the biggest house yet.  It sat on a hill, a pond in front of it.  Marie guessed the mansion must have at least forty bedrooms, if not more.  “This is it?” she asked the monster beside her.  He only grunted in reply. 
 
   The gates parted for them without the need to talk to anyone on the intercom.  They must have a camera up there, Marie thought.  They probably watched the car right now.  This thought made her shiver as she remembered the institution and how its cameras had constantly monitored her, which never allowed her to feel truly at peace.  This mansion wasn’t the institution, yet she couldn’t help but feel it too was a prison.
 
   A fat man waited at the top of the drive to open the door for Marie.  Unlike the others he was pale and his eyes a normal brown.  He must not be one of them, she thought.  He tried to take Veronica from her, but she refused.  “She stays with me,” Marie said.
 
   “Whatever floats your boat, kid,” the fat man grumbled.  He turned to the monster.  “You have any more trouble on the way here?”
 
   “No.  Is the master here yet?”
 
   “He is indeed,” the Watchmaker called from the doorway.  “Ah, how good of you to join us, young lady.  And you brought your little friend too.”
 
   “We didn’t have much choice,” Marie said.
 
   “I am sorry about that, my dear.  However, I think you will find our accommodations quite to your liking.”  The Watchmaker clucked his tongue.  “It appears your friend has fallen ill again.  Never fear, we have prepared for this contingency.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You will find out, my dear.  Douglas, show Marie to her room.  I’ll begin making preparations with the others.”
 
   Douglas took Marie by the arm.  She tried to shake it off, but his grip was too strong.  She could always try to use her special eye on him, but even then she would have all those monsters to worry about.  For the moment she and Veronica were trapped.
 
   An older man in the black suit of a butler opened the door for Douglas and Marie.  Through the doors she found herself in a palace with crystal chandeliers, marble floors, and priceless artwork on the walls.  “It’s up here,” Douglas said.  He led Marie to a wide staircase that wound its way up to the second floor.
 
   Veronica stirred in her arms along the way.  “Where are we?” she asked.
 
   “Your new home.  Isn’t it pretty?”
 
   “Are Mama and Papa here?”
 
   “Not yet.  After you’re better, then we’ll bring them here.”
 
   “Good,” Veronica mumbled.  She fell back to sleep before she could see her new room.  Like the rest of the house, the bedroom looked fit for royalty with its king-size bed made of sumptuous dark wood.  It was the old-fashioned kind of bed with a canopy and thick velvet curtains that would screen out all the light.
 
   The Watchmaker’s friends had prepared for Veronica’s arrival with a monitor, IV stand, and other medical supplies next to the bed.  A bald man about the same age as the Watchmaker stood there to greet them.  “You must be Marie Marsh.  I’m Dr. Torrence.  Mr. Schulman asked me to take good care of your young friend.”
 
   “I can take care of her.  I’m a nurse.”
 
   “Now, young lady, this is no time for bickering.  Let’s get her on the bed so I can have a look.”
 
   Marie wanted to argue, but the doctor was right; this wasn’t the time to bicker over who was in charge.  Veronica’s health had to come first.  Marie set the little girl on the bed and then leaned down to whisper, “The doctor is going to look at you now, sweetie.  I promise it’s going to be OK.”
 
   Veronica muttered something, but didn’t open her eyes.  The doctor took this as his cue to put on his stethoscope and remove a thermometer from his bag.  Marie watched him work to judge his competency.  He worked confidently with a neutral grunt every now and then.
 
   Once he finished, he looked up at Marie.  “Her fever seems pretty serious, but treatable.  You already gave her some of the antibiotics?”
 
   “Not for about a day.  I lost the bottle.”
 
   “Don’t worry, we have some more here.  Other than that we’ll give her some fluids and let her rest.  With any luck, we won’t need to do anything more.”
 
   “Can I stay here with her?”
 
   “Of course you may.  I’ll check up on you in a few hours.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Dr. Torrence left Marie to rig up an IV of fluids.  She leaned down to whisper to Veronica, “There’s going to be a tiny poke, but it won’t hurt long.  All right?”  The little girl nodded slightly.  Then Marie pushed the end of the IV into Veronica’s arm.  She double-checked everything to make sure it flowed smoothly.
 
   From there she had nothing to do but try to figure out how to get out of here.  She went to the window, which overlooked the bay.  If she and Veronica could get on a boat—
 
   She abandoned this line of thought when she saw a man walk along the edge of the bay.  He didn’t appear to be one of the monsters, but he did carry a machine gun.  With a sigh she collapsed onto a leather armchair to wait and plan.
 
   ***
 
   Despite all the other changes in the timeline, Mrs. Chiostro’s parlor remained the same as Emma remembered.  With her vision still obscured by green and purple blobs, Emma staggered over to the sofa to sit down.  She closed her eyes to wait for the blobs to fade away.
 
   They had made a stop along the way to St. Joseph’s to drop Dan off.  This time they left him by the front door before they both took off.  Emma had wanted to stay with Dan, but Mrs. Chiostro insisted they go.  
 
   “I don’t know how you can travel like this all the time,” Emma said with a groan.
 
   “We don’t go this way all the time.  Only when it’s necessary.”  Mrs. Chiostro patted Emma on the shoulder.  “I’m sure a nice cup of tea will bring you around.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   Emma’s vision had finally cleared up from all the bright flashes that accompanied the witch each time she vanished.  She followed Mrs. Chiostro into the kitchen, where she found Sylvia at the table—or at least she assumed the redheaded girl at the table was Sylvia.
 
   While the change of the timeline had not affected Mrs. Chiostro at all, somehow it had turned Sylvia into a teenager.  Emma remembered the long, dark red hair from when she had first met Sylvia at the Plaine Museum, but now her face was free of wrinkles and her plumper cheeks dotted with pimples.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro clucked her tongue.  “You shouldn’t be out of bed yet, dear.”
 
   “I’m not an invalid,” Sylvia snapped, though her voice was higher than its customary growl.
 
   “I know, dear, but you’ve been through a traumatic experience.  You need to rest.”
 
   “I’ll rest when I’ve found that bitch.”
 
   “You mean Marie?” Emma asked.  She sat down across from Sylvia while Mrs. Chiostro went over to the stove for the teapot.
 
   “Yeah, her.  I can’t believe I let her do this to me.”  Sylvia buried her pimpled face in her hands.  “I’m such an idiot!”
 
   “‘Let her?’  That didn’t happen from the timeline change?”
 
   Sylvia looked up from her hands.  “No.  She did it with that stupid eye of hers.”
 
   “She changed you into a teenager?”
 
   “No, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She set a cup of tea down in front of Emma and then sat down next to her to sip at her own cup.  “She made Sylvia relive a memory from her youth.  The memory was so powerful Sylvia’s body changed to fit with it.”
 
   “What kind of memory?”
 
   “None of your business,” Sylvia growled.
 
   “Be nice, Sylvia.  Emma’s our friend.”
 
   “Some friend she turned out to be.  If she’d been doing her job, I wouldn’t have had to go after the little bitch in the first place.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said.  “I couldn’t.  My parents—”
 
   “Whatever,” Sylvia said with the sullen whine of a normal teenager.  She pushed herself up from the table.  “I’m going back out there to do my job.”  
 
   Mrs. Chiostro took her sister’s wrist.  “You’re not going anywhere, dear, except your room.”
 
   “You can’t tell me what to do.  You’re not my mother.”
 
   “I’m the eldest and at the moment I’m also the only one who seems to be thinking clearly.  Now sit down.”
 
   Sylvia glared at her sister for a moment, but then she sat back down.  She slouched down in her seat and crossed her arms over her chest.  “So what’s she doing here?  She need a dress for her honeymoon or something?”
 
   “No.  Emma’s husband was attacked by some nasty creatures.  They nearly tore him to ribbons.”
 
   Sylvia sat up in her chair, her sullenness gone.  “What sort of nasty creatures?”
 
   “They had claws and sharp teeth and yellow eyes,” Emma said.
 
   “Demons,” Sylvia said.  “Sounds like Class-4s.”
 
   “Class 4s?”
 
   Sylvia explained, “There are five classes of demons.  The first two classes are more like babies than anything.  They can’t take animal or human form.  They’re too weak to do more than whisper nasty thoughts in your head.
 
   “The Class-3s can occupy simple animal forms.  You remember that snake in the Garden of Eden?  That’s like a Class-3.  They’re more spies than anything.  The ones you ran into sound like Class-4s.  They can take more complex animal shapes, including humans, at least for a short time.  But they don’t have the ability to possess a human.  That’s your Class-5s.  They’re the nastiest ones.  They can do everything the others can do, but they can possess any living creature to occupy its body for as long as they want.  And they don’t have tells like those yellow eyes either.  Makes them a real bitch to hunt down.”
 
   “So Dan and I were attacked by demons?”
 
   “Sounds like it.”  Sylvia leaned back in her chair and smiled.  “That really takes me back.  That’s how I cut my teeth in the coven, back when I looked about like this the first time.  Hisae and I used to go on demon hunts.  Vampires too.  Those were the days.  Haven’t had much call to do that in the last couple of centuries.  The monsters have gone to ground for the most part, but I guess now they’re up to something.”
 
   “What do we need to do?” Emma asked.
 
   “Kill them.  Hunt all the little bastards down and wipe them out.”  Sylvia sneered at her.  “Sorry, princess, I know how you feel about that, but these aren’t people.  They’re monsters.  Think of them like rats or cockroaches.”
 
   “But you said the Class-5s can possess people.  Could one have possessed Marie?”
 
   “It’s possible.  Don’t know why they’d want her, even with that eye of hers.”
 
   “You said they’d gone to ground for centuries.  Why would they come out now to try and kill Dan and I?”
 
   “Beats me.  You’re the genius.  You figure it out.”
 
   “Sylvia, be nice,” Mrs. Chiostro snapped.  “Just because you look like a teenager right now doesn’t mean you have to act like one.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   Emma took a sip of her tea and then sighed.  “I guess the first thing is I need to get the armor.  I can’t fight any demons like this.”
 
   “I don’t know, I think it’s an improvement.  At least with your hair,” Sylvia said.  “If we change things back, you should let me curl it like that for you.  It’s cute, in a Little Orphan Annie kind of way.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” Emma said.  She stood up and then went into the parlor.  “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum,” she whispered to summon the magic armor.
 
   Nothing happened.  The red case didn’t appear in the parlor.  She tried it again, but still the armor wouldn’t appear.  “Just great,” she grumbled.
 
   She returned to the kitchen.  “No luck with the armor?” Mrs. Chiostro asked.
 
   “I don’t know what’s wrong.  I said the words.  Marlin said I’m still the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “I suppose you’ll just have to go there yourself.  Would you like a lift to the museum?”
 
   “Actually I think I should go underground for this.  I don’t suppose I could borrow some boots?”
 
   “I doubt we have anything that’ll fit those feet,” Sylvia said.
 
   “I can make do.”
 
   “Fine.”  Sylvia got up and then took Emma’s hand.  “Come on, we’ll go get you fixed up.  I’ve still got some of my old demon-hunting supplies in the vault.  You’re going to need them from the sound of it.”
 
   ***
 
   Officer Lottie Donovan crammed another donut into her mouth.  These nighttime patrols were always the worst.  All the loonies in the city came out at night, especially in the park.  As bad luck would have it, she and Lois had drawn the short straw tonight and been assigned to patrol Robinson Park.
 
   Not that anyone ever went into the park.  That would be suicide.  Between the gangs, the bums, and the freaks, any cop who went into Robinson Park would be outnumbered ten-to-one.  Donovan wouldn’t have lasted this long on the force if she’d gone up against those kind of odds.
 
   She reached into the box for another donut, but came away empty.  “You up for some coffee?” she asked Lois.
 
   “You eat that whole dozen already?  You’re not going to fit in the car before much longer.”  For emphasis, Lois patted Donovan’s gut.  “The lieutenant said they’ll fire you if you get over two hundred.”
 
   “I’d like to see him try,” Donovan grumbled.  “And it’s not even two hundred yet.”
 
   “It’s got to be damned close.  You eat like a goddamned whale anymore.  Did you even chew that last one or just inhale it?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe I should try your weight loss secret.”  Donovan breathed in deep through her nose.  “If you’re getting a little strung out we can probably find a dealer in the park.”
 
   “Shut up.  I haven’t been on that junk in months.”
 
   “More like hours from the way you keep wiping your nose.”
 
   “Oh yeah?  Maybe we should get out of the car and settle this.  If you can even get out of the car.”
 
   Donovan had to swallow her reply as a body landed in the road in front of them.  Lois stomped on the brakes to bring the car to a stop just in front of the body.  Despite what Lois had said, Donovan bolted from the car with no problem.  She waddled over to the body and knelt down beside it.
 
   It was obvious from the paleness of the man’s body and the glossiness of his eyes that he was dead.  The gashes across his neck and midsection made the cause of death obvious as well.  The real questions were who had done it, why they’d done it, and why they’d chucked the body in the street, in front of a police car.
 
   From the red warm-up jacket and baggy pants, Donovan knew this man had belonged to one of the gangs in the park.  A gang war maybe?  She reached to her hip for her gun and then looked up at the wall of the park just as another body flew over it.
 
   The body landed about two feet away from her.  The young man had the same lacerations as the first one.  His jacket was blue, which meant he belonged to another gang.  There must be something big going on in the park.  Much bigger than her and Lois.
 
   Even as Donovan considered this, another body flew over the wall.  It slammed into the windshield of the car.  Lois screamed from inside and then turned on the lights, as if that would do any good.  “What the hell is going on?” she shouted.
 
   “I don’t know,” Donovan called back.  “Get some backup here, ASAP.”
 
   While Lois got on the radio, Donovan hurried back to the car.  She tugged the body free from the windshield.  From his shabby attire, he was one of the bums.  An innocent bystander caught in the crossfire?
 
   Something else came over the wall, but it wasn’t a dead body.  This one was very much alive.  At first Donovan couldn’t see more than a vague outline of it from the darkness of its skin and clothes.  When it landed about a yard from the cruiser, she got a better look at it in the car’s blue-and-red lights.  It was a man, but he had six-inch claws and teeth like a tiger or some other predator.
 
   Donovan tried to raise her pistol, but the man batted it away.  He pointed a clawed finger at her.  “Consider this a warning, Tubby.  The park belongs to us now.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “You’ll find out.  Until then, if you don’t want to end up like these fools, you best stay far away from this place.”
 
   Donovan didn’t need to be told twice.  She dropped into the passenger’s seat of the cruiser.  She hadn’t even closed the door when Lois floored the accelerator.  “What was that?” Lois asked.
 
   “No idea, but I sure as hell don’t want to find out.”  Let the SWAT team deal with it; she had two years left until she could retire and she planned to make it.
 
   By the time they made it a block away, the radio came to life with reports of clawed freaks all over the place:  Executive Plaza, the financial district, the harbor, and even in the old industrial section of the city.  “What the hell is going on?” Lois asked.
 
   “It’s an invasion.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Mrs. Chiostro left Emma a block from the Plaine Museum.  There was a storm drain nearby that would lead into the main sewer.  That sewer would lead to the sub-subbasement of the museum.  It would be simpler if she could wait until morning to go through the museum, but by then these demons might have destroyed the whole city.
 
   “Good luck, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “You too.”  Then Emma covered her eyes as the witch vanished.
 
   Her feet screamed with protest when she ran over to the storm drain.  She had managed to cram her feet into a pair of Sylvia’s combat boots, but they were about five sizes too small for her huge feet.  Sylvia had also let her borrow a green tank top and pair of camouflaged pants, both of which were too baggy on Emma’s shorter frame.  Mrs. Chiostro had supplied Emma with a handkerchief to tie over her mouth and nose, for which she was grateful as she descended into the sewers.  Once she reached the bottom, Emma turned on her flashlight.  She almost dropped the flashlight at what she saw.
 
   It was another statue.  This one was much different from the ones in her timeline.  Instead of being made from garbage or scrap metal, it was composed entirely of bones—human bones.  The bones varied a little in their color, which meant they had been scrounged from different bodies at different times.  Joined together, the bones depicted a screaming man with one hand raised as if to claw at her.
 
   She realized this was not a statue; it was a scarecrow.  Like the rag dolls left in fields to scare away crows, this figure was meant to scare away humans who might intrude on the Sewer Rat’s domain.  Emma took a deep breath of the foul air to steady herself.  She only needed to go a hundred yards or so and then she would reach the ladder up to the sub-subbasement.  Given the size of the sewers, she doubted the Sewer Rat could intercept her in that amount of time.
 
   The Sewer Rat wouldn’t need to intercept her.  When she shined her flashlight down the sewer, she saw a dark mass—some of his “friends.”  There had to be hundreds of them.  She doubted they would be friendly either.
 
   Emma broke into a run, or as fast as she could run through the sewage in the tight boots.  The dark mass separated into numerous shapes.  She recognized one of the rats by the silver stripe along its back.  The striped rat raced ahead of the others, its teeth bared.
 
   She didn’t have anything to use as a weapon.  All she had were two cans of air freshener Mrs. Chiostro had given her.  Perhaps that would be enough if these rats were as sensitive as their master.  Emma dropped the flashlight to take one can in each hand.  She lowered the cans and then depressed the button on each.
 
   Immediately the scent of flowers pervaded the air.  The striped rat let out a screech.  It scurried back a few feet.  The others followed suit, repelled by the floral smell of the air freshener.
 
   That delay was all the time Emma needed.  She raced towards the ladder to the sub-subbasement.  She leaped up to grab one of the rungs and then began to climb up.  As she did, the rats regrouped.  One of the rats nipped at the sole of her boot as she climbed up the ladder.  She kicked at it, but the rat remained on the ladder.  She saw it was the striped one.  “Persistent, aren’t you?” she grumbled.  It clawed at her foot again.  She knew one way to shake it free; she opened the hatch.
 
   The moment she did, a mudslide roared down into the sewer.  Emma had already gone through this before; she knew to flatten herself against the ladder, hold her breath, and wait for the mud to stop.  The striped rat didn’t know this.  With a screech it tumbled away from her, back into the sewer.
 
   After a couple of minutes the flow of mud stopped.  Emma wiped some mud away from her eyes.  She looked down, but couldn’t see the rats.  They had hidden themselves, but in a few minutes they would regroup.  She wouldn’t give them that much time.  Emma climbed up the ladder the rest of the way, into the sub-subbasement.
 
   There was still plenty of mud up there, just like the first time she came down to the sub-subbasement to find the armor.  She hoped everything else would be the same.  She closed the hatch to make sure none of the Sewer Rat’s friends could follow her and then began to slog over to what she hoped was a fake wall.
 
   She pressed her hand against the wall.  Just as it had the first time, the wall gave way to reveal an opening.  Emma bent down and then crawled through it.
 
   The Sanctuary looked the same as the first time she’d entered it, right down to Marlin, who hovered over her.  “About time you got here,” he grumbled.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I’m going to fix things.”
 
   “Well you’d better hurry.  We haven’t got all night.”
 
   “I know.”  She found the red case in the corner.  As she bent down, angelic faces appeared on the case to welcome her.  At her touch the case opened.  She reached inside and felt the armor.  She found the helmet and removed it from the case.  This was it; as soon as she put the armor on, there would be no going back.  She would be the Scarlet Knight again, which meant she would have a duty to stop the demons and Marie.  Then she thought of Dan with his stomach nearly torn open.  She couldn’t let them finish him off or do the same to anyone else.
 
   “Are you going to keep dawdling?”
 
   “No,” she said and began to don the armor.
 
   ***
 
   Veronica stirred but didn’t wake up.  Marie bent down to feel the little girl’s forehead.  It felt cooler than before, but still warm.  With a sigh she sat back down on her chair.  There had to be something else she could do besides sit here and wait.
 
   The door to the bedroom opened.  The fat man the Watchmaker had called Douglas came in with a tray of food.  “Dinner is served,” he growled as he dropped the tray on the top of a dresser.
 
   “I’m not hungry,” Marie said.
 
   “What do I care?  I ain’t supposed to be no goddamned maid.”
 
   Marie saw an opportunity to escape.  She shook the hair back from her special eye and then focused on Douglas.  “You should have been part of Don Vendetta’s organization, but you fouled up your initiation.  It was supposed to be a simple convenience store robbery—”
 
   Douglas seized her by the throat with one meaty hand.  He pressed down on her windpipe.  “They told me about you, kid.  Said you can use some kind of hocus-pocus with that freaky eye of yours.”  With his other hand he held up a switchblade and popped out the blade.  “Won’t do you any good if I cut that thing out, will it?”
 
   “You…can’t,” Marie said.
 
   “Yeah?  Why’s that?”
 
   “He…needs me…alive.  With…the eye,” she managed to get out as Douglas continued to press down on her windpipe.
 
   “Maybe I don’t care so much about that.  Maybe I can find some other freaks to pay me.”
 
   “They’ll…kill…you.”  Her vision began to dim as she ran out of air.  Another minute and she would pass out, if he didn’t kill her first with the knife.
 
   “That’s enough, Douglas,” the Watchmaker said from the doorway.
 
   “Little bitch tried to hypnotize me.”
 
   “That’s not unexpected.  I think you’ve made your point.  Hasn’t he, my dear?”
 
   Marie nodded slightly.  Stars exploded in what remained of her vision.  She didn’t have much longer.  What would happen to Veronica then?
 
   The grip on her throat eased.  Marie collapsed into a heap on the floor.  She heard another thud beside her.  “Veronica?” she wheezed.
 
   “Your little friend is fine,” the Watchmaker said.
 
   Through the bright dots that obscured her vision, Marie saw Douglas on the floor beside her.  Blood gushed from his throat to pool around him.  The Watchmaker squatted beside the corpse and held up a hand with bloody claws at the end of it.  “I do not tolerate disobedience,” he said.  “From anyone.  That includes you.  Perhaps you think you are too valuable for me to hurt, but your friend there isn’t.  One little cut and she’ll be dead again.  Do you understand?”
 
   Marie nodded.  The Watchmaker took her hand to yank her back to her feet.  “You’re…one of…them?”
 
   “Not just one of them.  I’m the CEO of this little enterprise.  I trust you’ll keep that in mind for the future.”
 
   Marie nodded again.  Her vision had cleared and her breath came easier.  The Watchmaker helped her to sit on the end of the bed.  Marie turned to make sure he hadn’t hurt Veronica yet.  The little girl continued to sleep as if nothing had happened.
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   “I’m going to need your help with one last thing.  Then you and Veronica can go wherever you please.”
 
   “What is this thing you want?”
 
   “I need you to unlock a door for me.  A very special door.”
 
   “What door?”
 
   “I’ll explain in time.  For now I trust we won’t have any more problems?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.  I can have Dr. Torrence come in to examine you if you’d like.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   The Watchmaker nodded and then stood up.  He stepped over Douglas’s body.  “I’ll have someone come in to clean up this mess.  We wouldn’t want darling little Veronica to wake to such a horrible sight.”
 
   Marie waited until the door closed before she curled up in the leather armchair and began to cry.  What had she done?  She had only wanted to help Veronica, but she had inadvertently made a pact with the devil.  The nuns had been right about her:  she was a child of Satan.  This eye of hers had brought nothing but trouble.  She ought to tear it out herself.
 
   Then she heard Veronica whisper her name.  Marie uncurled herself to leap off the chair.  Veronica stared up at the ceiling, her eyes unfocused.  “Marie?”
 
   “I’m here, sweetie.  I’m here.”
 
   The little girl nodded and then fell back to sleep.  Marie wiped the tears from her eyes.  Her eye had at least done one good thing:  Veronica was still alive.  Marie would keep it that way no matter who she had to make a pact with.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Emma had gone back into the sewer, but with the armor on the rats wanted no part of her.  Once at street level, she knew she needed a faster mode of transportation than hopping along rooftops.  She saw what she needed by a parking meter:  a motorcycle similar to her own except it was pink.  As she got on the bike, she heard a woman shout, “Hey, what are you doing?”
 
   It was Constance Reuben.  She was much younger than the one in the original timeline, younger even than Emma.  The biggest difference besides her youth was this Mrs. Reuben’s hair matched the pink of the bike.  “I’m sorry, Mrs. Reuben.  I need to borrow your bike.”
 
   “Who’s Mrs. Reuben?”
 
   “Could you give me the keys please?”
 
   “You’re carjacking me?”
 
   “It’s an emergency.  I promise I’ll return it here in a day or two.”  Emma doubted she would need to follow through on this promise.  In any case it didn’t seem to assuage Mrs. Reuben’s anger at all.  “Please don’t make me hurt you.”
 
   “Fine.  This stupid city.  Full of weirdoes.”  She reached into the pocket of her leather pants and produced the keys.  She tossed these to Emma.  “Try not to wreck it.”
 
   “I won’t,” Emma said.  Then she started the bike.
 
   From there it was like old times.  She raced along the streets on Mrs. Reuben’s motorcycle; she veered onto the shoulder or even the sidewalk if she needed to.  She wasn’t sure where to go, at least not until she saw the police car flipped over about six blocks from Robinson Park.  A half-dozen of the Class-4 demons advanced on the car.
 
   Emma drove the bike straight at them.  At the last moment she flipped the bike sideways and leaped from it.  As the bike scattered the demons, Emma used the cape to drift down behind the overturned police car.
 
   She found two officers beside the car.  The scrawny one with stringy red hair she recognized as Officer Early.  The obese one with dark hair looked like Becky in the other timeline, but beneath the flab Emma realized it was Lieutenant Donovan.  She certainly sounded like Lieutenant Donovan as she said, “Who the hell are you?”
 
   “I’m the Scarlet Knight,” Emma said.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I’m a superhero here to save you.”
 
   “Yeah, right, a superhero,” Early said with a snort.  “Whatever you’re on, kid, give me some.”
 
   “You’ll see,” Emma said.  “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.”
 
   She scurried out from behind the car.  She pulled out the Sword of Justice as she ran.  The demons had regrouped from her sneak attack with the bike.  They stood in a semi-circle to face her.
 
   One of the demons bared his sharp teeth.  “This is the Scarlet Knight?” he said.
 
   “Go home and play with your dolls, kid,” another said.
 
   As with Niccione and his goons, the demons required a demonstration.  Without a word, Emma tossed the Sword of Justice into the air and then somersaulted towards the demons.  She came out of the roll to sweep the legs of the nearest demon.  At the same time, the Sword of Justice pierced through the shoulder of another.
 
   Emma found her shorter frame in this timeline actually gave her more agility.  Combined with the augmented strength from the armor, she had no problem with the demons.  Sylvia had told her to think of them as vermin like rats or cockroaches, but she still couldn’t bring herself to kill them.  Once they were unconscious, she went back to the police cruiser.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Donovan said.  “I guess you ain’t just some nut in a costume.”
 
   “Thanks,” Emma said.  She reached into a pouch on her belt to take out four pieces of string Sylvia had given to her.  The strings were straight with a trio of knots tied in them.  Sylvia had said the knots would keep the demons from changing shape.  “Those guys are going to wake up in a few minutes.  Make sure you keep one of these strings on them at all times.  Understand?”
 
   “Strings?  What good are strings?” Early asked.
 
   “These aren’t ordinary thugs,” Emma said.  “They’re demons.  These strings will keep them from changing shape and getting away.”
 
   “Demons?  Are you high or something?”
 
   Donovan took the strings from Emma.  “Makes as much sense as anything,” she said.  She really wasn’t like Lieutenant Donovan as she patted Emma’s shoulder.  “Thanks for the assist, kid.”
 
   “Just doing my job,” Emma said.  Then she went to retrieve her bike.
 
   ***
 
   By five in the morning, as the first rays of sunlight appeared on the horizon, the demons finally retired for the night.  Throughout the night, Emma had thwarted fifteen separate attacks, but that was only a small fraction of the total.  When she didn’t hear of any new reports on the news, she decided to call it a night—or a morning.
 
   She didn’t go back to the Rampart Arms or to Parkdale.  Instead, she went to the hospital.  She left the pink motorcycle in an alley, propped behind a dumpster.  She hoped that would be an effective enough camouflage for now.  Otherwise she would have to find a new bike to steal.
 
   She left the armor beside the dumpster, though she knew from experience it would soon vanish back to the Sanctuary to wait for her.  Only then, clad in Sylvia’s clothes, did she go into the hospital to see her husband.
 
   At the front desk for the emergency room she asked the nurse for Dan Dreyfus.  “They moved him up to intensive care,” the nurse said.
 
   “Oh.  Thank you.”  Emma hurried to find the nearest elevator and then took it up to the third floor for intensive care.
 
   The nurse at that front counter said, “Only family is allowed in right now.”
 
   “I’m his wife,” Emma said.  She held up her wedding ring for emphasis.
 
   “That’s beautiful,” the nurse said.  She pointed down the hall.  “He’s in room 306.  He’s doing fine.”
 
   Emma nodded and then walked down the hallway as fast as she could.  She paused at the door for 306 and took a deep breath.  Some honeymoon, she thought.
 
   As befitted a man as wealthy as Dan, he had a private room.  He lay on the bed, asleep, with bandages on his midsection.  Machines beeped and hummed around him.  Emma checked the readouts to confirm what the nurse had said.  Dan was in no danger, unless those demons came back.
 
   She collapsed onto a chair next to him and reached for his hand.  No, the demons didn’t care about Dan.  They only cared about her and the red armor.  Even in this timeline she had put him in danger.  “It’s not fair,” she whispered.  “Why can’t we be together?”
 
   She contemplated this for a few minutes.  Then his eyes fluttered open.  He groaned a little and then turned to her.  Despite everything that had happened, his smile remained the same.  “Hey, babe,” he said.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Not the honeymoon you had in mind, was it?”
 
   She chuckled.  “No, I guess not.”  She leaned over to kiss him on the cheek.  “We can take another honeymoon later.  For now you just rest.”
 
   “How did I get here?  What happened to those…things?”
 
   “Someone from hotel security came in and scared them away,” Emma said, yet another lie she’d been forced to tell him.  Just as she could never keep him out of danger, she could never be truly honest with him either.
 
   “Well, that’s lucky.”  He peeked beneath his gown at the bandages.  “They didn’t get anything important, did they?”
 
   “No.  You’re going to be fine.  It’ll just take a few weeks for those cuts to heal.”
 
   “Great.  This wasn’t what I planned for our wedding night.”
 
   “I know, but the important thing is you’re alive.”
 
   “Sure.  I just wanted this to be really special for you.  I mean, you were really looking forward to this.”
 
   “All I care about is having you.”  She gave his hand another squeeze.  “The rest of it doesn’t matter.”
 
   He tried to sit up, but got only a few inches before he groaned again.  She leaned down to kiss him on the lips.  It wasn’t quite as passionate as their kiss in the hot tub, but she didn’t care.  She was grateful to still have him.  But for how much longer?  
 
   ***
 
   Marie snapped awake when she heard Veronica call her name.  The little girl sat up in bed; she clutched her doll to her chest as she shivered.  “Marie?”
 
   “I’m here, sweetheart,” Marie said.  She put an arm around Veronica’s shoulders.  With the other she turned on the light.
 
   “Where are we?  Where’s Mama and Papa?”
 
   “We’re at a friend’s house.  He has a doctor to make sure you get better.  Then I’ll take you to Mama and Papa.”
 
   Veronica continued to shiver.  Marie felt the girl’s forehead.  It was slightly warm, but not dangerously so.  “Are you thirsty?”  Veronica nodded, so Marie poured a glass of water for her.  That still didn’t seem to settle the girl down.  “What’s wrong, sweetheart?  Did you have a bad dream?”
 
   “Yes.  I dreamed there were awful monsters all around us.  They were black and they had wings and yellow eyes.  They chased after us.  Then we got separated.  I kept calling and calling, but I couldn’t find you.  Then one of the monsters landed in front of me.  He was going to kill me, but I woke up.”
 
   Marie pressed Veronica’s head to her chest and stroked her hair.  “It’s all right, sweetheart.  It was just a nightmare.  There aren’t any monsters here.”
 
   “I want to go home!” Veronica blurted out.  “Can’t we go home now?  I feel better.”
 
   “Not yet.  We have to wait until we’re sure you’re better.  We don’t want you to have another relapse.”
 
   “What’s a relapse?”
 
   “It’s when you get sick again.  That’s what happened.  Your fever relapsed.”
 
   “Will it relapse again?”
 
   “I hope not, but we have to be very careful.  You have to stay here and do what the doctor says.  Understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   There was a knock on the door.  Before Marie could answer, the Watchmaker burst in.  He grinned at them.  Veronica whimpered and snuggled closer to Marie.  “I see the little one is up and around again.”
 
   “Where’s the doctor?”
 
   “Dr. Torrence will be here soon.  In the meantime, I thought I’d bring you a present.”
 
   Marie shuddered as she imagined the Watchmaker would hold up the head of Douglas on a stick.  Instead, another large man wheeled in a television on a cart.  “I thought this might help little Veronica in her recovery.”
 
   “That’s very thoughtful.  Isn’t it, Veronica?”
 
   “Yes,” Veronica squeaked.  “Thank you.”
 
   “It’s nothing at all, darling girl.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other business to attend to.”  He left them with the large man, who didn’t so much as look at Marie as he got the television hooked up.  Word of what had happened to Douglas must have trickled down to him.
 
   The man left without a word.  He did leave the remote on Veronica’s bed.  Marie scooped it up and flipped through the channels until she found some cartoons for Veronica to watch.  As they sat there on the bed, Veronica pressed against Marie; it was easy enough to imagine everything was perfectly normal.  Maybe if they could find a way out of this, things could be like this all the time.
 
   Veronica fell asleep again after an hour of television.  Marie flipped through the channels again and stopped on a news station.  The headline at the bottom of the screen screamed, “Terror Shakes Rampart City.”  Marie went over to the television and put her ear near the speaker so it wouldn’t disturb Veronica.
 
   “Reports are coming in all over the city of mysterious attacks against police and government officials.  Police Commissioner Kramer and Mayor Lintner have refused to comment on the identity of the attackers and no terrorist organization has taken credit for the attacks so far.  But our sources indicate the police have a number of the terrorists in custody.”
 
   Marie looked to the door.  She knew who the attackers were:  those “co-workers” of the Watchmaker.  His demon army was on the march to take over the city.  But why?  What did he want?  And more importantly, why did he need her?
 
   On the screen came a blurry image of a pink motorcycle with a red figure atop it; a streak of gold trailed behind the figure.  “Numerous reports have also come in of a female vigilante in red armor riding a pink motorcycle.  Again there’s no official comment, but sources within the Rampart City Police Department indicated the vigilante calls herself the Scarlet Knight.  She’s believed to be armed and extremely dangerous.  Anyone who sees this vigilante should immediately contact the police.”
 
   Marie changed the channel.  There was little doubt in Marie’s mind that Emma Earl was the Scarlet Knight in this timeline as well.  She must have tried to stop the demons last night.  Marie looked back at the bed, at Veronica.  How long before Emma showed up here?  What would Marie do then?
 
   With a sigh she curled back up in her armchair to wait.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Emma didn’t know when she’d fallen asleep, but she awoke to a hand on her shoulder.  Her mother smiled down at her.  “Hello, baby.  How are you holding up?”
 
   “I’m fine.”  She looked over at the bed.  Dan was still asleep.  “Has the doctor been in?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  We just got here.”
 
   “Daddy’s here?”
 
   “And your sister.  They’re in the waiting room.  The nurses don’t want too many people in the room at once.”
 
   “Oh, right.”  Emma yawned and then got to her feet.  She patted Dan’s hand.  “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she whispered to him.
 
   As her mother had said, her father and Becky were in the waiting room.  Becky shot over to Emma to wrap her in a hug.  “Oh my God!  I’m so sorry, Em.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’m fine.”
 
   Becky leaned back a bit and frowned.  “Where did you get those clothes, Rambo’s garage sale?”
 
   “A friend let me borrow them.”
 
   “What friend?”
 
   “No one you would know.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  Well, Mom and I will get you some clothes from home.  Something that actually fits.  And some makeup.  You look awful, kid.”
 
   “Now, Becky, your sister’s been through enough already.  To think some burglars would break into her room on her wedding night.  People in this city have no shame.”
 
   “You should sue that damned hotel.  What kind of security do they have there to allow those burglars right up to the penthouse?”
 
   “It’s fine, Daddy.  They didn’t get anything and Dan will be all right.”
 
   “It’s still not right,” her father grumbled, but he got up to join them in a group hug.  “How about you, kiddo?  How are you?”
 
   “I’m all right, Daddy.  I’m just tired.”
 
   “Maybe you should go home—”
 
   “I can’t.  Dan will wake up again soon.  I have to be here.  He’s my husband.”
 
   “Yes, well, I suppose that’s true.  I guess your sister and I should go home to fetch you some things.”
 
   “We’ll bring you some lunch too,” Becky said.  “This hospital food is shit.”
 
   After one last squeeze, Becky left with Emma’s father in tow.  Mom gave Emma a squeeze of her own.  “I suppose we can go back to the room now.”
 
   They sat by Dan’s bed for over an hour without much conversation.  The doctor finally showed up to confirm what Emma already knew:  Dan’s cuts needed some time to heal, but otherwise he would be fine.  The doctor estimated Dan could leave the ICU by the end of the day.  After another few days of observation, he could go home.
 
   “That’s good news.  Thank you,” Emma said.
 
   When the doctor had mentioned “home” Emma grimaced.  She assumed they would live in Dan’s mansion in the Heights.  If he lived there.  She hadn’t checked on that.  Nor had she considered what it would be like to share a house with him.  She remembered how nervous she’d felt last night at the thought they might sleep together in a hotel; a private bedroom would be much more awkward.
 
   That was if they got that far.  She had little doubt those demons would return again tonight.  Perhaps this time they would kill her.  Even if they didn’t, she still had to find Marie and sort things out.  When she did, everything would go back to the way it had been.  Her parents would be dead again and Dan would be back in Egypt with no memory of her.
 
   “What’s the matter, baby?” her mother asked.
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing.”
 
   “I know this is a bad situation, but he’s alive.  That’s the important thing.”
 
   “I know.  Thanks, Mom.”
 
   “Why all the long faces?” Dan asked.
 
   Emma bolted to her feet to wrap him in a gentle hug and kiss him on the lips.  “How are you feeling?  Any pain?  I can call the nurse—”
 
   “I’m fine, babe.  It doesn’t hurt that much.”
 
   “Hey, you two, take it easy,” Becky said from the doorway.  Emma’s father stood behind her with a suitcase.  “We got plenty of stuff in here to last a few days.”
 
   “I don’t know, I kind of like this look on Em,” Dan said.  “She’s one bad mama.”
 
   Emma playfully slapped him on the shoulder.  “I have to get out of these boots at least.  They’re killing me.”
 
   She took the suitcase into the bathroom to change.  Becky had brought an assortment of Emma’s tube tops and shorts.  Emma picked one of each at random.  Then she slipped her feet into a pair of tennis shoes that were far more comfortable than Sylvia’s combat boots.
 
   The rest of the afternoon felt almost normal, except they were in a hospital room.  Emma and Becky joked around with her parents.  Dan slept much of the time, but joined in when he was lucid enough.  It was hard to believe last night had actually happened.
 
   As the doctor had said, they moved Dan upstairs to the fifth floor, into another private room.  “The décor isn’t any better,” Dan grumbled, but he smiled.
 
   “A couple more days and you’ll be out of here,” she said and kissed him on the cheek.
 
   “I can’t wait.  But you might have to carry me over the threshold.”
 
   “I don’t think I could without a forklift,” she joked.  Or without the scarlet armor, she thought to herself.  That prompted her to look out the window.  It was almost sunset.  The demons would probably start to come out soon.
 
   “You can go home if you want,” Dan said.
 
   “No, I shouldn’t.”
 
   “You look like you need some sleep.  I’ll be fine.  Really.”
 
   “If you’re sure—”
 
   “You get some rest, babe.  You’ve earned it.”
 
   She bent down to kiss him again.  “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.  Now get lost.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”  She kissed him one last time on the cheek, just in case she didn’t get another chance.
 
   Her parents and Becky were in the waiting room still.  “You guys should probably go.  Visiting hours are almost up,” Emma said.
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’m going to stay here, just in case.”
 
   “Look, Em—”
 
   “It’ll be fine.  The chairs are really comfortable.”
 
   She managed to smile even as she hugged her parents and told them goodbye.  As with Dan, she kissed them each on the cheek in case she didn’t get another chance.  “I’ll see you in the morning, baby,” Mom said.
 
   “Make sure you get home before it gets too dark.  Those attacks—”
 
   “We know, kiddo,” her father said.  “You make sure to get some rest.”
 
   “I will, Daddy.”
 
   They hugged a final time and then her family piled into the elevator.  Emma waited a few minutes to make sure they got to the ground floor before she punched the button.  As much as she wanted to stay with Dan and to get some sleep, she had work to do.
 
   ***
 
   The first bout of nausea came just after breakfast.  Marie had been so unprepared for it that Veronica had thrown up all over her comforter and sheets before Marie could carry the little girl into the bathroom.  Marie had attributed that to the sensitivity of Veronica’s stomach after her fever.
 
   But the second bout an hour later, Marie couldn’t explain.  Veronica hadn’t eaten anything since that first time.  She’d only drank some water.  The doctor couldn’t explain it either.  “It’s possible she’s having a reaction to the antibiotics.  We might need to adjust her dosage.”
 
   When that still didn’t help, they tried to add some other medicine to Veronica’s IV to settle her stomach.  The doctor had someone bring up some herbal tea as well.  Yet twenty minutes later, Marie again had to carry Veronica into the toilet.
 
   The little girl’s face had turned red and sweaty.  Marie put a hand to her forehead and felt it was warmer than earlier.  The fever had returned, but this time it was even worse.  “What’s wrong with me?” Veronica asked.
 
   “I don’t know, sweetheart.  But I’m sure the doctor will find out.”
 
   “I want to go home,” Veronica whined.
 
   “I know, but you’re still sick.”
 
   Veronica didn’t say anything; she just rolled over in bed to face away from Marie and cry.  With a sigh, Marie went over to her armchair to rest.  She hated this part, when there was nothing she could do but wait.  It was worse because she didn’t know what to do.
 
   She must have fallen asleep, because she woke up to a hand on her shoulder.  She looked up to see the Watchmaker.  He shook his head.  “The poor child.  Dr. Torrence says she’s quite ill.”
 
   “This is your fault,” Marie growled.  “You did something to her.  You put something in her IVs so she won’t get better.”
 
   “Why would I do that, my dear?”
 
   “So you can keep us here—keep me here.”
 
   “You overestimate your importance, and my cunning.  I’m not the one making your friend ill.”
 
   “Then who is?”
 
   “Who knows?  Perhaps it’s a vengeful god.”
 
   “You have to have some way to cure her.  You or your friends.  There has to be something you can do.”
 
   “Us?  I’m afraid not.  You?  That’s another story.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “My dear, you’ve only scratched the surface of your potential.  That eye of yours can do so many more things than pry out dark secrets or see into the past.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I want you to look at Veronica.  Look into her.”
 
   Marie stood up.  She brushed the hair away from her special eye.  She didn’t want to use it on Veronica, but she didn’t see where she had a choice at the moment.  As she stared at Veronica, the little girl’s past played out before her.  There were no dark secrets there, just a few childish tantrums and the like.
 
   “Now, I want you to look deeper.  See past the memories.  See all the tiny cells that make up her body.  Concentrate.  Focus.  Veronica’s life is at stake.”
 
   Marie tried to do what the Watchmaker suggested.  Nothing happened at first.  Then Veronica began to cough violently.  Her body wracked with spasms each time she coughed.  Soon yellow bile spat from her mouth to land on the floor.
 
   Marie wanted to rush over to the girl’s side, but the Watchmaker held her back.  “Focus.  Look into her body.  She’s counting on you, Marie.  You’re her only hope.”
 
   As Veronica coughed again, Marie felt her special eye burn.  She no longer saw Veronica’s past.  Instead, she saw Veronica’s body.  It was as if she saw Veronica through a microscope, first at the pale cells of Veronica’s skin.  She forced herself to go deeper, until she could see the blood that ran through Veronica’s veins.  She watched the little girl’s heart beat, each pump slower than the last.
 
   Veronica was going to die.  That much was clear.  “Find the diseased cells, Marie.  Go on.  You can do it.  She needs you to, Marie.  She’s depending on you,” the Watchmaker whispered.
 
   Marie swept her eye over Veronica’s chest.  Then she saw a few black cells in Veronica’s blood.  She found more and more of them, the closer she looked.  These were the diseased cells, the ones that spread the fever through Veronica’s tiny body.
 
   “I see them,” Marie whispered.
 
   “Good.  Now for the last step.  Focus on those cells.  Focus on them reverting back to their healthy state.”
 
   “I can’t—”
 
   “You have to.  It’s the only way to save Veronica.  You know that.”
 
   Marie nodded.  She trained her special eye on the black cells.  Her eye burned even more, until Marie feared she might lose the eye.  But as Veronica’s body shook with another dry heave, Marie saw the black cells begin to change.  Within seconds, they looked the same as Veronica’s healthy cells.
 
   With a cry, Veronica woke up.  Marie broke contact and then sagged onto the bed.  She lay there and panted, until she felt arms around her neck.  “Marie?  Are you all right?” Veronica asked.
 
   Marie brushed her hair forward to cover her special eye.  It still burned, even through her hair.  With her good eye, she could see she had done more than change Veronica’s diseased cells back.  From the looseness of Veronica’s nightgown and the plumpness of her cheeks and midsection, Veronica’s entire body had gotten younger.  She was probably five or maybe even four at this point.
 
   Veronica wagged a sleeve that went down past her hands now.  “Marie, I feel odd.”
 
   “You’re all right, sweetheart.  Everything’s fine.”
 
   The Watchmaker put a hand on Marie’s shoulder.  “Very good, my dear.  Now I have something else you can help with.”
 
   Marie wanted to argue, but she knew she didn’t have a choice.  “I’ll be back soon, sweetheart.  You stay here and get some rest.”
 
   “Then can I go home?”
 
   “Soon.  I promise.”
 
   She gave Veronica a hug and then trudged after the Watchmaker out of the room.  She wondered if she would ever see the little girl again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   The motorcycle was still where Emma had parked it in the alley.  She checked to make sure there was no one around before she called for the armor.  She put it on as quickly as she could; there wouldn’t be much time until the demons reappeared, at least if they followed the pattern from last night.
 
   Without the police radio from the Sanctuary, she had to search for the demons with her own eyes.  It helped when Marlin showed up.  The ghost easily cruised beside the motorcycle.  “So you’re back again?  Thought they might have scared you off.”
 
   “Don’t start,” Emma growled.  “I’ve only slept about two hours all day.”
 
   “You get used to not sleeping after a while,” Marlin said.  “Though it does get a bit dull.”
 
   “Do you know where the demons are or not?”
 
   “I think I’ve got a bead on some of them.  They’re over by the park.”
 
   “Robinson Park?”
 
   “What other one?”
 
   Emma said nothing.  Many of the demons she’d tangled with last night had operated near Robinson Park as well.  Perhaps they had some kind of nest in the park where they could hide during the day.  She would have to search the park tomorrow, so long as she survived tonight.
 
   With Marlin’s guidance, she sped off to the northwest entrance to Robinson Park.  It didn’t come as a surprise to see a half-dozen of the Class-4 demons there.  They had cornered a group of nuns, who held up rosaries and chanted in Latin.  Emma was fluent enough in Latin to understand the nuns were trying to cast the demons back into Hell.  It hadn’t worked so far.
 
   “Back, you foul creatures!” a nun shouted in English.  “Return to the dark pit that birthed you!”
 
   So far the demons seemed bemused by this display.  One of them came forward with claws bared.  “You foolish woman.  You think some beads and prayers can stop us?”
 
   “The power of Jesus—”
 
   The demon swatted the beads from the nun’s hands to interrupt her.  With one clawed foot, the demon crushed the beads into powder.  “Leave this place if you value your lives.  We will not be so generous again.”
 
   “We will not leave this place to hellspawn like you.”  The nuns chanted louder in Latin.  Emma finally got close enough to park the motorcycle and take out the Sword of Justice.  She let it fly while at the same time she used her cape to approach unseen towards the demons.
 
   As the demon was about to strike down the nun, the Sword of Justice clipped off one of its wings.  The demon cried out in pain.  Emma continued to guide the Sword of Justice to stab the leg of another demon.  
 
   Then she dropped the cape so she could launch herself at another of the demons.  She caught it in the midsection to double it over.  She had to duck before another of the demons took off her head.  She got it with an uppercut to its pointed chin.
 
   Another of the demons was about to hit her, when it tripped on something.  Its arms flailed like a silent movie comedian until it collapsed onto its back.  Emma saw the demon had stepped on a rosary one of the nuns had thrown.  She took care of the last demon and then distributed more of the strings to immobilize them.
 
   “Thanks, ladies,” Emma said to the nuns.  “But I think you’d better get out of here.”
 
   The leader of the nuns took Emma’s hand.  “You’re doing God’s work, young lady.”
 
   “I do what I can.  I don’t suppose any of you has a cell phone to call the police?”
 
   One of the nuns produced a phone from her robes.  Emma hadn’t imagined nuns would embrace such technology.  “We will call the police,” the nun said.  “You must be on your way.  There are foul things everywhere it seems.”
 
   “Thanks.  You ladies should really get back to the cathedral.  It’s not safe out here.”
 
   Emma retrieved the Sword of Justice and then climbed on her motorcycle.  She got two blocks before she saw another pack of demons.  These ones had cornered an old man and a young woman.  Except when the woman turned, Emma saw it was Marie Marsh.
 
   The demons sprang away from Marie to throw themselves at Emma.  She realized from the way Marie nervously stood back with the old man that Marie hadn’t been cornered by the demons; she was in league with them.
 
   ***
 
   Marie didn’t understand what the Watchmaker wanted until she saw the Scarlet Knight approach.  As she watched the four demons with them charge at Emma, Marie knew the Watchmaker had brought her here to kill the Scarlet Knight.  She was the only one with the power to stand in his way, the one who had thwarted some of his minions last night.
 
   From the way Emma easily dispatched the four demons, Marie could see why the Watchmaker wanted her here.  Even these monsters couldn’t stand up to the strength and speed of the Scarlet Knight.  Within a minute, all four demons had reverted back to human form, where they lay unconscious on the sidewalk, strings placed on their bodies.
 
   Emma put her sword away and then flipped up her helmet’s visor so Marie could confirm it really was her.  As Emma came closer, Marie noted Emma seemed shorter than before, much closer to Marie’s height.  “This has gone far enough, Marie.”
 
   “That is not Marie’s decision,” the Watchmaker said.
 
   “Who are you?” Emma asked.
 
   “You may simply call me the Watchmaker, Mrs. Dreyfus.”
 
   “So these creatures belong to you?”
 
   “Quite so.”
 
   Emma took her sword out again.  She held it up to the Watchmaker’s throat.  The sword began to glow bright yellow.  The Watchmaker only grinned back at Emma.  “It’s time for you to send these things back wherever they came from.”
 
   “I’m afraid we can’t go back there yet.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’ll find out.  Should you live long enough.”
 
   “You aren’t in any position to make threats.”
 
   “I’m in the perfect position, next to Marie Marsh.”
 
   “Marie, what are you doing with this man?  What did you do to change the timeline?”
 
   Before Marie could answer, the Watchmaker said, “She saved her friend.  With my help.  That’s more than you’ve ever done for her, isn’t it?”
 
   “What friend?  Marie, what’s he talking about?”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand,” Marie mumbled.
 
   “Try me.”
 
   “There’s a little girl.  I could see her in the past.  I knew she was going to die from a fever, but the Watchmaker helped me to bring her here, so I could save her.”
 
   “How long ago was this?”
 
   “1876.”
 
   Emma shook her head.  “Marie, do you realize what you’ve done?  Do you know how much damage you’ve done to the timeline?”
 
   “Don’t you lecture me.  You would have done the same thing if it were someone you cared about.  Like your parents.”  Marie shook the hair away from her special eye.  She trained it on the Scarlet Knight.  She forced herself to look past the angels she usually saw, to see into Emma’s life.  “Your parents are alive.  You could have tried to stop me earlier, but you didn’t want them to die again.  So you do understand.”
 
   “I do, but things have gone too far now.  These demons are hurting innocent people.  A group of them almost killed some nuns.  You have the power to stop this, Marie.  You can make things right again.”
 
   “If I do, then Veronica will die.  I won’t let that happen.”
 
   “Marie, you said yourself that I do understand.  I don’t want my parents to die again either, but I can’t allow innocent people to suffer.  I know that’s not what you want either.”
 
   “How do you know what I want?”
 
   “What about Veronica?  What do you think she wants?”
 
   “I’m not taking her back there so she can die again.”
 
   “All right.  I’ve tried to reason with you.  Now I guess we’ll have to do it the hard way.”  Emma flipped down the helmet’s visor.  She tightened her grip on her sword.
 
   “No!” Marie shouted.  She felt her special eye begin to burn again.  As she’d done with Veronica, she bored inside Emma, until she could see her individual cells.  Marie’s eye turned warmer as she focused on those cells.  She didn’t want to make them healthy; she focused instead on causing the cells to decay.
 
   Emma’s grip on the sword loosened.  The sword clattered to the sidewalk.  Her back hunched forward and she began to wobble on her feet.  The Watchmaker took advantage of this to shove her backwards.  Emma landed on the sidewalk, next to her sword.  She tried in vain to stand up, but she couldn’t.
 
   Emma’s hand trembled as she lifted the visor of her helmet.  Marie saw the wrinkled face of an old woman.  Her eyes had turned cloudy, like those of her Aunt Gladys back in the nursing home.  “Marie, stop this.  Please!”
 
   “So you can take Veronica from me?  I won’t let anyone hurt her again!”
 
   “Marie—”
 
   Marie focused even harder.  The lines on Emma’s face deepened.  It wouldn’t be much longer until her body became so ancient it would shut down.  
 
   “That’s enough,” the Watchmaker said.
 
   “No!” Marie shouted.
 
   He put a hand on Marie’s shoulder.  “If you kill her, someone else will take her place.  Leave her like this, too feeble to interfere with us.”
 
   Marie considered this for a moment.  Then she nodded.  She brushed her hair forward to cover her eye.  Emma tried again to get to her feet, but she couldn’t.  She attempted to crawl away, at least until the Watchmaker kicked her in the midsection.  She cried out in pain.
 
   Marie saw the sword next to Emma wobble.  She tried to get it into the air, but the Watchmaker was quick to step on it.  “Marie, go free our friends over there.  Then we’ll take the Scarlet Grandmother back to the safe house.”
 
   “Marie, don’t,” Emma pleaded.  Her voice crackled like old newspaper.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Emma,” Marie said.  She stepped over Emma to hurry over to where the demons lay.  She plucked the strings from their bodies to allow them to change back to their demon forms.
 
   Marie couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sadness as the demons tore the armor off of Emma’s body.  The Watchmaker ripped the helmet off to reveal a head of curly white hair.  He motioned to two of the demons, who hefted Emma to her feet.  She had to be at least eighty years old now, if not older.
 
   The Watchmaker patted one of Emma’s wrinkled cheeks.  “We’ll have to get you something more appropriate to wear.  This look is far too young for you.”
 
   “Marie,” Emma whimpered.  “Help me.”
 
   “I can’t,” Marie said.  She stood back to watch the demons carry Emma back to the car.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   Emma would have liked to see where Marie and her new friend took her, but her eyes couldn’t see more than a foot in front of her.  She could only see a large brown shape, probably a house.  From the size of it, they were probably in the Heights, near where Dan lived.  “Whatever you’re going to do, it’s not going to work,” Emma rasped.  
 
   “Who’s going to stop us?” the Watchmaker asked.  “The police?  They haven’t made much of an impact so far.  And you, young lady, are in no shape to kill a housefly let alone a city full of demons.”
 
   “Marie, don’t let them do this.”
 
   “I don’t have a choice,” Marie said.  “I won’t let you hurt Veronica.”
 
   “I know you love Veronica, but this isn’t right.”
 
   The demons dragged her up a set of stairs.  “Take her upstairs.  Marie can find Mrs. Dreyfus something more appropriate to wear.”
 
   The demons didn’t bother to lift Emma up enough so her feet would clear the steps.  Her feet thumped against each step; she groaned with pain each time, much to their amusement.  “Are we hurting you, Granny?” one sneered.
 
   They finally reached the top of the stairs and then carried Emma down a hallway.  One of them opened a door while the other hurled Emma to the floor as if she were a sack of grain.  She landed hard enough that she heard something snap and then felt a sharp pain in her left hip.
 
   She couldn’t keep track of how long she lay on the floor in a haze of agony.  Finally a warmer, non-clawed hand helped Emma onto a bed.  Marie’s face came close enough for Emma to make it out.  “I’m sorry about this, Emma.  I promise when the Watchmaker’s finished, I’ll make you younger.  Not twenty-one again, but maybe sixty-five or so.  Young enough that you can still get around on your own.”
 
   “Marie, this is madness.”
 
   “Here, I’ll fix that hip for you.”  A few moments later, the pain in Emma’s hip faded.  “Better?”
 
   “Marie—”
 
   “I’m sorry, Emma.  I wish there was another way.”  Marie patted Emma’s shoulder.  “You stay right here.  I’m going to find you something to wear.”
 
   Emma heard Marie open a closet door.  Emma tried to push herself off the bed, but her muscles were too weak and her bones too brittle.  After a minute she felt as exhausted as if she’d climbed ten flights of stairs.
 
   Something warm and heavy draped over Emma’s shoulders.  She raised one arm to see a white cardigan sweater.  “I found some slacks for you too,” Marie said.  “They might be a little big.”
 
   The slacks were harder to get on.  Emma had to lie back on the bed like a baby as Marie pulled up the pants to her midsection.  “There, now you look very pretty.”  Marie pressed something into Emma’s hand.  She realized with a start that it was a black umbrella, still folded up.  “I couldn’t find a cane or walker, so I thought this might work to give you some support.”
 
   “That’s very thoughtful of you,” Emma grumbled.  With the umbrella in one hand and Marie on her other side, Emma got to her feet.  She was able to toddle forward a step at a time. 
 
   By the time she reached the bedroom door, Emma needed to rest.  Marie patted Emma’s hair and in a too-chipper voice said, “That’s fine, Mrs. Dreyfus.  You’re doing great.”
 
   “Marie, stop treating me like I’m an old lady at the nursing home.”
 
   “But you are an old lady, silly,” Marie said.
 
   A few moments later, Emma got a good look at herself in a handheld mirror.  She looked old enough to be her own grandmother, or possibly even great-grandmother.  She held up a liver-spotted hand to touch her wrinkled cheek.  As she thought of what her parents or Dan would say, she began to cry.
 
   “It’s all right, Mrs. Dreyfus.  You’re still very pretty.”
 
   “Why are you patronizing me like this, Marie?”
 
   Even with her feeble eyes, Emma could see Marie blush.  “I’m sorry.  I’m just trying to help you adjust.”
 
   “I don’t want to adjust!  I want to go home to my husband and—” she had to pause to cough until phlegm sprayed from her mouth, “my parents and my sister!”
 
   “I know, but you can’t.  Not right now.  In time—”
 
   “In time they’ll be dead!  He’ll kill them.  Him and those demons of his.  Don’t you understand that?”
 
   “I think you’d better lie down and get some sleep.  You’ll feel better in the morning.”
 
   “I don’t want to lie down and sleep!”  Emma tried to swat at Marie with the umbrella, but instead she collapsed onto the floor.  Her hip broke again; another wave of pain ran through her.  She sobbed on the floor until she finally blacked out.
 
   ***
 
   Marie wrestled Emma onto the bed and then allowed herself to cry.  She hated to see Emma so frail.  When Marie looked at Emma with her special eye, she still saw the angels inside of her.  She was a good person, too good to deserve tortured like this.
 
   Still, Marie knew she couldn’t let Emma interfere with the Watchmaker.  She still didn’t know what the Watchmaker intended to do, but without the Watchmaker and his demons, Marie would be unable to keep Veronica here.  Then Veronica would die again.
 
   After she settled Emma into bed and fixed the old woman’s hip again, Marie went into Veronica’s room.  The little girl was asleep.  She looked so peaceful now, her body healthy and robust again.  Marie couldn’t resist the urge to kiss Veronica on the forehead.
 
   “Well, you’ve certainly realized your potential,” the Watchmaker said from behind her.
 
   “I did what I had to so I could save her.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I think there’s something you need to see, my dear.  Follow me.”
 
   Marie didn’t want to leave Veronica or Emma, but she knew she didn’t have much choice in the matter.  She followed him down the hallway and then down to the first floor.  They passed some of the Watchmaker’s demons and a few of his human minions along the way.  He motioned her into a study with walls lined by books.  On the desk lay a single book, the one the Watchmaker had taken from the past.
 
   “Come, my dear, sit behind the desk.  Tell me what’s in the book.”
 
   Marie sat in the leather armchair behind the desk.  She looked down at the book.  “The pages are blank.”
 
   “Try to read it with your other eye.”
 
   Marie brushed the hair away from her special eye again.  She stared down at the pages.  Symbols came to life, all of them written in dark red ink that glittered like the pentagram in the Watchmaker’s vault.  She recognized some of the symbols from the floor of the Watchmaker’s vault.  “What is this?”
 
   “It’s sort of a tutorial.  Or perhaps a history book.  It describes how we can reopen the door to our world.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Many years ago, the gateway between our world—the dark pit as your priests would say—and your world was sealed.  For millennia we’ve sought a way to reopen it.  But without the book of lore it was impossible.”
 
   “That’s the book you took from the past?”
 
   “Yes, but as I’ve learned, even with the book it would be quite impossible.  There’s one ingredient we’ve been lacking until now.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You, my dear.  You truly are a rare and magnificent talent.  It makes me proud to see how you’ve grown.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You are the key to reopening the gateway, Marie.  That eye of yours.  It’s the only thing that can open the gateway.”
 
   “What happens then?”
 
   “Then the rest of my friends will return here.”
 
   “So you can kill everyone?”
 
   “Not everyone.  Only those who oppose us.”
 
   “Like Emma?”
 
   “No, Mrs. Dreyfus is much better off as she is.  Once we’ve eliminated all resistance, we can dump her in a nursing home where she belongs.”
 
   “What about Veronica?”
 
   “We have no desire to kill children.  Unless it becomes necessary.”
 
   Marie stared down at the floor.  A chill ran through her.  She truly had made a pact with the devil.  “What if I can’t do it?”
 
   “Of course you can do it.  You’re only beginning to understand your power.  In time, you’ll become the greatest demon of all, even greater than myself.”
 
   “I’m not a demon!”
 
   The Watchmaker came over to kneel before Marie.  He looked into her eyes—or rather, her eye.  “You never knew your father, did you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s because he died shortly after you were conceived.  I should know—I killed him.”
 
   “What?”
 
   The Watchmaker shrugged.  “He had no further use to me.  So I had him run off the Tenth Street Bridge.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Even without the book, I knew we needed someone of exceptional power.  But we demons can’t reproduce, not like humans.”
 
   “Are you saying…are you my father?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking.  I possessed the man who donated his sperm for the cause.”  The Watchmaker tapped Marie’s left temple.  “That’s where that came from.”
 
   “I don’t believe you!”  Tears came to both of Marie’s eyes.
 
   “The proof is right here, in the book,” the Watchmaker said.  “As you saw, only a demon’s eyes can read the pages.  An eye like yours.”
 
   “No, that’s not true.  You’re lying!”
 
   She tried to run, but the Watchmaker seized her with both hands.  “Marie, it is true.  You should be overjoyed.  All these years you’ve wondered who you are, what you are.  Those accursed nuns filled you with all those lies, but now you can see the truth.  You’re one of us.  Not just one of us, but the greatest of us.  When we open the gateway, all of this will be yours.  You’ll be a queen, Marie.  And Veronica will be your little princess.  Isn’t that what you’ve wanted all this time?”
 
   “I just wanted to save her.”
 
   “You have.  And when you unlock your full potential, she’ll never suffer again.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this now?”
 
   “Because you have to understand, Marie.  You still think you’re one of them, but you’re not.  To them, you’re just a freak.  They locked you up in a mental institution.  Why?  Because you saw the truth.  You saw what animals they are and they imprisoned you for it.  Then they put you in that halfway house and forced you into a menial job to clean bedpans and hand out pills.  All they’ve ever done is try to keep you down.  But now that you know the truth, now you can embrace your destiny.  We can rule over these animals, together.  Don’t you understand?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “It’s a lot to take in.  Why don’t you go upstairs and get some rest?  Think about it.  In time you’ll realize the truth.”
 
   The Watchmaker helped Marie up.  She toddled away as if she were as old as Emma at the moment.  She made it up to the second floor and then locked herself in the bathroom, so Veronica wouldn’t have to see or hear her cry.
 
   ***
 
   When she awoke, Emma hoped to find herself in bed with Dan, or at least his hospital room.  As soon as she felt the aches in her feeble limbs, she knew she was still in the Watchmaker’s house.  “Good morning, Mrs. Dreyfus,” Marie said, though she didn’t sound so chipper now.
 
   Something cold and heavy pressed against Emma’s eyes.  She realized it was a pair of glasses.  She opened her eyes to find she could see at least ten feet in front of her before everything became blurry now.  “I know they aren’t the right prescription, but they should be a little better,” Marie explained.  “They also found one of these for you.”
 
   Marie gestured to a walker beside the bed.  “Now you’ll be able to get around on your own without that silly umbrella.”
 
   “Splendid,” Emma grumbled.
 
   Marie helped Emma off the bed.  Emma reached out to grab the walker.  She sagged against it, but managed to stay upright.  She wasn’t much faster than with the umbrella, but at least she didn’t need to lean against Marie as she hobbled across the bedroom.
 
   The Watchmaker’s minions had found a floral print housedress Marie helped Emma into, followed by the white cardigan.  Between the clothes, the glasses, and the walker, Emma looked like a normal old woman.  Even her own mother probably wouldn’t recognize her now.
 
   “Now what?” Emma asked.  “Time for a nap?”
 
   “No, silly.  I want you to meet Veronica.  I think you’ll like her.  And I think she’ll like you.  It’s been so lonely for her.  All she’s had is me and that doctor.  She could use some more company.  As far as she knows, you’re my grandmother, all right?”
 
   “You’re going to lie to a child?”
 
   “It’s for her own good,” Marie said.  
 
   “Marie—”
 
   “Stop trying to make me seem like a monster!  I’m not!  I’m not.”
 
   Emma prepared herself for Marie to unleash that eye of hers again to make Emma even older, perhaps a pile of dust.  Marie’s hand rested on her temple, as if to brush back her hair, but then she lowered it.  “I’m sorry,” Marie said.  “It’s been a very difficult time.”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   It was a slow walk down the hall to another bedroom.  While Emma rested, Marie tapped on the door.  “Veronica?  Are you awake?”
 
   “Marie?” a tiny voice said.
 
   “It’s me, sweetheart.  I brought someone to meet you.”
 
   “Oh boy!”
 
   The door opened a few seconds later.  A plump little girl with dark curly hair stood in the doorway.  Her eyes brightened as she looked around, but immediately her mood turned somber as she saw Emma.  “Who’s this?”
 
   “This is my grandma, Mrs. Dreyfus,” Marie said.  “She’s come to visit and to help me look after you.”
 
   “Oh.  Hello,” Veronica said.  She actually curtsied in her pink nightgown to Emma. 
 
   Marie tousled the girl’s hair.  “You don’t need to be so formal, silly.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right.  Now come on, help me get Mrs. Dreyfus to a seat.  Then I’ll leave you two alone while I fetch some breakfast.”
 
   Veronica took one of Emma’s hands to pull her into the room.  Emma had to struggle not to topple over.  She wanted to sob at the thought a little girl could outmuscle her right now.  “Careful, sweetheart.  Mrs. Dreyfus is very old.  She can’t move so well anymore.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Veronica said.  “How old are you?”
 
   “That’s not a very polite question, young lady,” Marie snapped.
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said.  She forced herself to smile.  “I’m very, very old, dear.  Almost as old as dirt.”
 
   The little girl giggled at this.  She looked down at Emma’s hands.  “What are all those blue lines?”
 
   “Those are veins.  For my blood.”
 
   “Why doesn’t my hand look like that?”
 
   “It will when you’re an old woman like me.”
 
   Emma finally made it over to an armchair, where she gratefully plopped down.  Little Veronica snatched a doll from off her bed.  “This is Lucy.  Isn’t she pretty?”
 
   “Very pretty.  Like you.”
 
   “Mama said my grandmother made her for me when I was a baby.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  That was very nice of her.”
 
   Marie cleared her throat.  “Since you two are getting along so well, I’ll go down and get breakfast.”
 
   Once Marie had gone, Veronica threw herself on the bed.  She played with her doll’s black hair and stared at Emma.  “Did you make Marie a doll when she was a baby?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “I never saw my grandmother.  Mama said she went to Heaven when I was a baby.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Emma cleared her throat.  “Where is Mama?”
 
   “At home.  Marie says I can see her when I get better.”
 
   “Better?  From what?”
 
   “I had a fever.  I felt a little better and Marie took me to see the angels, but then I got sick again and she took me here and this ugly doctor gave me some medicine.  It just made me more ill.  Then Marie fixed me.”
 
   “She did?  How?”
 
   “With her pretty eye.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”
 
   “But I feel very strange.”  Veronica flapped a sleeve of her nightgown, which was too long for her arms.  “Before she fixed me, my nightgown fit, but now it’s too big.”
 
   “Really?  How old are you, Veronica?”
 
   “Seven, but I don’t feel seven anymore.”
 
   Emma nodded.  If she had had to guess, she would have pegged Veronica at closer to five than seven.  That explained how Marie had fixed the little girl; she had made Veronica younger, much the same way she’d made Emma older.
 
   To Emma’s surprise, Veronica began to cry.  Emma wished she could get up to comfort the little girl, but she was far too feeble at this point.  “What’s the matter, dear?”
 
   “What am I going to tell Mama and Papa when I go back?  They’ll think I’m a baby again.”
 
   “I’m sure they won’t think that.”
 
   The little girl seized the initiative and climbed up onto Emma’s lap.  She rested her head against Emma’s chest.  “I miss them so much.  It’s not fair.  Marie said I can go back when I’m better.  I’m all better now.”
 
   “I’m sure Marie will take you home soon, dear.”
 
   “It’s been so long already.  What if they forgot about me?”
 
   “Oh, I doubt they could forget about such a pretty little girl.”
 
   Veronica smiled at her.  “You’re much nicer than that old man.  I don’t like him.”
 
   “I don’t like him either.”
 
   “Marie doesn’t like him either.  She’s scared of him.”
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Would you like to get away from him?  To go back home to Mama and Papa?”
 
   “You can do that?”
 
   “I think so, but I’ll need your help.”
 
   “What do I have to do?”
 
   “I need you to help me out of this chair.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   Veronica might only be a toddler, but she was strong enough to help Emma out of the chair.  Emma leaned against the walker.  She had to take a few deep breaths after so much effort.  Then she mumbled, “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum.”
 
   The case of red armor appeared at her feet.  Veronica let out a gasp at the sight of it.  “It’s all right, dear.  It won’t hurt you.  Open it.”  Emma hoped the case would let Veronica open it.  Otherwise Emma would have to awkwardly try to do it herself.
 
   Perhaps the armor understood enough of the situation that it yawned open at Veronica’s touch.  “What is this?” Veronica asked.
 
   “It’s a set of magic armor,” Emma said.  “It will help us escape.  Be a good girl and grab the yellow cape for me.  Don’t try to put the rest on.  It’s much too big for you.”
 
   “All right.”  The girl did as Emma instructed.  She rifled through the case and finally pulled out the golden cape.  “Now what?”
 
   “I need you to lean against me.  Then we need to wrap the cape over both of us.”
 
   In order for it to work, Emma had to abandon the walker.  Since it was magic, the cape stretched enough to cover both Emma and Veronica.  As yet another embarrassment, Emma had to lean against the toddler for support.
 
   Then they began to shuffle towards the door.  They made it halfway down the hallway before they saw Marie approach with a tray of food.  Emma put a finger to her mouth to indicate Veronica should remain quiet.  After Marie passed by, Emma and Veronica continued.
 
   “Veronica?  Sweetheart?  Where are you hiding?” Marie called out from the bedroom.
 
   “We have to hurry,” Emma said, though she couldn’t hobble along much faster.
 
   The stairs proved the biggest challenge.  Not only did Emma’s legs have difficulty with the steps, but by then Marie had alerted the guards Veronica and Emma weren’t in the room.  They had to flatten themselves against one wall as guards pounded up and down the stairs.  “They have to be here somewhere!” Marie shouted. 
 
   The good thing about the guards being alerted was they left the door open to run out into the yard to search.  This allowed Emma and Veronica to get through the door without the risk of opening it.  Once they got through the door, Emma motioned Veronica to help her to the right, over by some hedges.
 
   Emma knew they could never get through the front gate.  There would certainly be video cameras that would be able to see through the cape.  She just hoped the next phase of her plan worked.
 
   She collapsed to the ground and then whispered, “Marlin?  Where are you?”
 
   “Who’s Marlin?” Veronica asked.
 
   “He’s a ghost.  A nice ghost.”
 
   “Like Marie when she used to visit me?”
 
   “I suppose so, dear.”
 
   Emma hoped she didn’t have to wait too long.  Surely by now the ghost would have realized she’d called for the armor.  It shouldn’t take him too long to find them out here.
 
   “What the bloody hell have you gotten into this time?” Marlin asked.  Emma barely managed to put a hand over Veronica’s mouth before the girl yelped in surprise.
 
   “Marie did this to me,” Emma said.
 
   “It’s not much of an improvement, is it?”
 
   “Listen, we don’t have much time before they find us.  You have to get Mrs. Chiostro or Sylvia to come get us.”
 
   “I suppose I can manage that.  Try not to have a heart attack or stroke while you’re waiting.”
 
   The ghost zipped away before Emma could think of a comeback.  She settled the cape tighter around herself and Veronica.  Not far away, she heard guards pounding up and down the stairs.  Emma recognized the Watchmaker’s voice as he said, “How could you let an elderly woman and a toddler escape?”
 
   “I don’t know what happened,” Marie said.  “I only went to get them breakfast and when I came back, they were gone.”
 
   As the Watchmaker and Marie continued to argue, Emma heard something rustle the bushes.  She poked her head out enough from the cape to see a canary had landed on top of the hedge.  The canary hopped down; its wings fluttered as it landed beside Emma.
 
   Again Emma had to keep Veronica quiet as the canary changed into Mrs. Chiostro.  “Hello, dear.  My, don’t you make a handsome old woman?”
 
   “We have to hurry,” Emma said.  “They’re almost here.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  Here we go.  Take my hand, dear.”  The last sentence was addressed to Veronica.  The girl’s eyes were wide from shock, but she obeyed.
 
   Then they disappeared in a flash of light.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   The next time Emma woke up, she didn’t feel the aches and pains as before.  A hand touched her shoulder before she could sit up.  “Careful, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “You’re probably going to be disoriented for a few minutes.”
 
   Emma closed her eyes as the light came on.  When she opened them, she was relieved to see her hands were no longer wrinkled or liver-spotted.  Mrs. Chiostro held out a mirror so Emma could see herself as a young woman again.  Though from the pimples on her cheeks and her longer hair, she suspected that like Veronica she was a couple of years younger than she was supposed to be.
 
   “I’m sorry, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “These potions aren’t an exact science.  We can have Sylvia do something about your hair.  I have another potion that might get rid of that acne—”
 
   “No, that’s fine.  We wouldn’t want to use too much magic, would we?”
 
   “Very true.”  Mrs. Chiostro sighed.  “I have to say, it was nice not to be the oldest woman in the house for a change.”
 
   “Yes, well, you weren’t the one who had to use a walker.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  It must have been very trying for you.”
 
   “It was.”  Emma shook her head.  “I never thought Marie could do something like that.  I thought despite everything she was a good person.”
 
   “Don’t be too hasty to judge her.  She’s only trying to protect that little girl.  I can see why.  She’s such an adorable little thing.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “In the parlor, with Sylvia.”
 
   “You’re letting Sylvia babysit her?”
 
   “You’d be surprised how well she can get along with children.”
 
   Emma expected to find Sylvia showing Veronica how to clean a handgun.  Instead, the witch—who still looked about as old as Emma—sat next to Veronica on the sofa.  Lucy was between them, the doll suspended in midair.  As Emma watched, the doll began to dance.  Veronica giggled at this.  She batted the air above the doll to search for strings.  “How are you doing that?”
 
   “It’s magic, kid,” Sylvia said.
 
   The doll curtsied to Veronica and then dropped into her lap.  Sylvia looked up at Emma and Mrs. Chiostro.  “About time you woke up.  Looks like you overdid it on the Inner Child potion.”
 
   “You of all people know that’s a very difficult potion to brew.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   “Who are you?” Veronica asked.
 
   “It’s me, Mrs. Dreyfus.  Mrs. Chiostro made me young and pretty.”
 
   “Can she make me seven again?”
 
   Sylvia tousled the girl’s hair and said, “You don’t want her to try it.  You’d probably end up an old lady like her.”
 
   “Oh.  All right.”
 
   “You two behave yourselves,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “Emma and I are going into the kitchen for some tea.”
 
   They left Sylvia and Veronica to play while they went into the kitchen.  Mrs. Chiostro already had a pot of tea ready for them.  “You must have had a feeling I’d wake up soon.”
 
   “And I’m glad I was right.”
 
   They sat down at the table.  Emma kept her voice low as she asked, “How bad are things out there?”
 
   “There were a lot more attacks last night.  Once they knew you were out of the picture, they really pressed their advantage.”
 
   “It’s going to get even worse now that they know I’m back.”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  This might be too much for us to handle.  Perhaps it’s time I go to the coven for help.”
 
   “That might be a good idea.”
 
   “It could take a while to round up everyone.  We’re pretty spread out these days.”
 
   “Any help you can bring would be welcome.”  Emma took a sip of her tea and then shook her head.  “I don’t know what they’re planning, but it involves the park.  I’ve got to get over there and check it out.”
 
   “That might be difficult.  The police have sealed the whole park off.”
 
   “Even during the day?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  They’re probably looking through it already.”
 
   Sylvia cleared her throat.  “Look, this seems pretty easy to me.  We go back to that house they took you and we level the place.”
 
   “I doubt they’ll be there much longer now that they know we escaped.  This Watchmaker doesn’t seem like the type to sit around and wait for us to come knocking.”
 
   “So, what, we just sit around and wait?”
 
   “I’ll go to the park and look around.  Maybe there’s a clue there.”  Emma held up a hand.  “I’ll use the cape so they won’t see me.”
 
   “If you think that’s wise, dear.”
 
   “Is there a place you can take Veronica?  It’s not safe for her here.”
 
   “I suppose I could take her with me to the archives.  She should be safe enough there,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “What am I supposed to do?  Sit on my hands?” Sylvia asked.
 
   “You should stay here and rest,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “You’re still not at full strength yet.”
 
   “Neither is Emma, in case you haven’t noticed.”
 
   “If you want to do something useful, you can go to Milton’s and fetch Hisae.  The two of you know more about demons than anyone in the coven.”
 
   “I was afraid you’d say that,” Sylvia grumbled.  She reached out to pat Emma’s shoulder.  “Try not to get into too much trouble while I’m gone.”
 
   The witch vanished in a flash.  Right on cue, Veronica trotted into the kitchen.  “Where did Sylvia go?”
 
   “I’m afraid she had to run an errand,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “But how would you like to go on an adventure with me?”
 
   “What sort of adventure?”
 
   “We’re going to go somewhere very far away.”
 
   “Can’t I go home to Mama and Papa?”
 
   “I’m afraid not yet.  It won’t be safe for you there.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro and Emma looked to each other.  “It’s hard to explain, dear.  Your friend Marie is with some very nasty people.  They might look for you at your mama and papa’s house.  So we’re going to take you to a place they won’t look.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “It’s a big cave in Ireland.  Doesn’t that sound fun?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Emma took Veronica’s hand and looked the girl in the eye.  “I know this is difficult to understand, sweetheart, but you have to go with Mrs. Chiostro.  We’re going to do everything we can to get you back to Mama and Papa, but first we need to convince Marie to stay away from that nasty old man.”
 
   “But why can’t I go home?”  The little girl began to cry.  She stamped her foot and shouted, “Everyone keeps saying they’re going to take me home eventually, but they never do.  I want to go home now!”
 
   “That’s enough, young lady.  I’m sure if your mother were here, she’d give you a good thrashing for that,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “Emma is going to do everything she can to convince Marie to take you home.  Until then, you’re coming with me.  Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Veronica mumbled.
 
   “Good girl.  Now, let’s find you something pretty to wear to Ireland.  I think I have the nicest pink dress—”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro led Veronica back into the parlor to search for clothes.  With a sigh, Emma finished her cup of tea.  Then she called for the armor.
 
   ***
 
   She was surprised to find the bike by Mrs. Chiostro’s curb when she went outside.  With a shrug, she hopped on and set out for the park.  Emma left the pink motorcycle a few blocks away from Robinson Park and then walked.  She usually didn’t go out in the daylight in the armor, but she didn’t see where she had much of a choice.  The demons would return tonight, if they weren’t here already.
 
   With the cape around her body, she slipped through the southeast entrance and then began a meticulous search of the grounds.  She had to walk nearly as slow as when she’d been an old woman so she wouldn’t trip over the cape.  She didn’t know what she hoped to find, but there had to be some reason the demons continued to attack anyone who got near the park.
 
   It was three o’clock in the afternoon before she reached the center of the park.  She had seen a few police officers around, but none had come too close to her.  She paused at the pond where she and Aunt Gladys had swum so long ago.
 
   Emma squinted as she stared at the pond.  The water was a lot lower in the pond in this timeline than in hers.  No, that wasn’t right.  The water level wasn’t usually low; from the water that soaked the grass around the pond, someone must have drained the pond.
 
   She made her way towards the edge of the pond.  She had to be careful not to get her boots stuck in the mud as she got close.  If any of the police looked closely, they would find her tracks in the mud too.  Still, something told her the pond was the key.
 
   She dropped to her knees at where the shore of the pond had been.  From what she could see, most of the water had already been drained.  They had been careless to leave so much water around the edges of the pond.
 
   The question was:  for what purpose?  Emma squinted at the water, which from this vantage she could see was only a couple inches high now.  She couldn’t see anything below the water that might be worth the trouble.
 
   She was relieved when Marlin floated up next to her.  “There you are.  And no longer among the geriatric set, I see,” he said.
 
   “Can you go down into the water and see what’s below it?” Emma asked.
 
   “What, not even a hello?  Or a please?”
 
   “Please could you go down into the water?” Emma asked.  “We’re kind of on a tight schedule here.”
 
   “Well, if you put it that way, I suppose I can manage it.”
 
   Emma watched as the ghost floated out to the middle of the pond.  He sank down into the water, until he disappeared beneath it.  Given the level of the water, he must have gone beneath the floor of the pond, underground.
 
   The ghost returned a few minutes later.  He floated back over to Emma.  “All I see is dirt and earthworms,” he said.  “And a few fish who aren’t long for this world.”
 
   “You’re sure there wasn’t anything there?  No tunnels or doorways or anything?”
 
   “Not a bloody thing.  What did you expect there to be?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  She suspected she would find out tonight.
 
   ***
 
   Marie lay on her cot in the abandoned factory and sobbed.  Veronica was gone.  Somehow Emma, even as an eighty-year-old invalid, had managed to smuggle Veronica out of the “safe” house.  None of the guards had seen either of them.
 
   Once they had done a complete search of the grounds, the Watchmaker had forced everyone to this backup safe house in the industrial sector.  It was a far cry from the opulent house in the Heights, but Marie didn’t care.  No house would feel like home with Veronica gone.
 
   The Watchmaker patted Marie on the back.  She knew it was him because no one else here paid her any attention.  Most of them seemed to actively ignore her.  Maybe they blamed her for Emma and Veronica’s escape, and thus the abandonment of the safe house.
 
   “We’ll find her,” the Watchmaker said.  “I have my people out searching.”
 
   “I should be out there.  I can find her.”
 
   “That’s not a good idea.  It’s you Mrs. Dreyfus and her friends really want.”
 
   “I can’t just stay here.”
 
   “You won’t be here much longer.  We’re going to open the gateway tonight.”
 
   “What?  But what about Veronica?”
 
   “My dear, when we open the gateway, we’ll have all the resources we need to locate your friend.”
 
   “We will?”
 
   “If nothing else, your friend Emma is bound to show up there.  This time you can make sure she doesn’t escape.  Then she can tell us what they did with Veronica.”
 
   Marie considered this.  She supposed the Watchmaker made a good point.  If they did open the gateway, the Scarlet Knight would have to show up to stop them.  That was if Emma had been able to make herself young again.  She must have; how else could she have gotten out of the house with Veronica?
 
   Marie grabbed her pillow and kneaded it with both hands.  How dare she!  Veronica was Marie’s friend, practically her daughter, and Emma had kidnapped her.  What had she done to Veronica?  Had she knocked her out?  Did she have Veronica tied up to a chair in a basement?
 
   Or maybe she had promised Veronica she could go home.  Despite how much Marie had done for her, Veronica still wanted her mama and papa.  She was so attached to them—
 
   “Wait, I know how to get to Emma.”
 
   “What are you talking about, my dear?”
 
   “Her parents.  They’re still alive.  Emma is bound to visit them.  And her husband.  If you take me to the hospital, I’m sure she’ll be there.  Then I can get her to tell me what she did with Veronica.”
 
   “We’re on a very tight schedule, my dear.  It would be best to open the gateway first.  Then we can deal with your friend.”
 
   “She’s not my friend!  Not anymore.”
 
   “Be that as it may, the gateway should be our priority.”
 
   “You just want me to open your stupid gateway.  You don’t care about Veronica at all.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t care about Veronica, but I do care about you, my dear.  You would be far more exposed at a hospital than in the park.”
 
   “I don’t care.  Take me to the hospital or I won’t open your gateway for you.”
 
   They locked eyes for a minute.  Finally the Watchmaker sighed and nodded.  “Very well.  But I’ll accompany you to make sure there aren’t any slip-ups this time.”
 
   “There won’t be,” Marie growled.  This time she would make sure Emma didn’t escape.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Again Emma left the motorcycle behind a dumpster, followed by her armor.  She hoped once more the bike would still be there when she got back.  This time she didn’t plan to be gone as long, at least not if she could help it.  She only needed time enough to say goodbye.
 
   In the waiting room on the fifth floor, she saw her father, Becky, and a newcomer in Aunt Gladys.    Emma hurried over to give her aunt a hug.  “You didn’t have to come here,” Emma said.  “You barely know Dan.”
 
   “But I do know you,” Aunt Gladys said.  She patted Emma’s pimpled cheek.  “At least I thought I did.  What happened to your face?”
 
   “Just stress, I suppose.”
 
   “You look as bad as you did for your picture in tenth grade,” Becky said.
 
   “Leave your sister alone,” Daddy said.
 
   “I’m only kidding,” Becky said and began to sulk.
 
   Emma looked around the waiting room.  “Is Mom in the room?”
 
   “She went to get some coffee,” her father answered.  “She should be back in a few minutes.  Unless she got lost in this maze.  I don’t know why they can’t have the coffee machine a little closer.  As bad as it tastes, it’s not worth walking a mile for.”
 
   “Don’t start that again, Dad,” Becky said.
 
   “I’m only saying they should make the coffee a little more convenient for those of us who are stuck here.”  Her father stopped and grimaced.  “I’m sorry, kiddo.  I don’t mean stuck—”
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said.  “I really appreciate you being here.  All of you.  I’m sure Dan does too.”
 
   To emphasize the point, she gave her father a hug, followed by Becky.  She barely stopped herself before she started to cry.  “I’m so lucky to have you all.  I know I haven’t always been the easiest to live with, but you’ve always stuck by me and supported me.  I love you all so, so much.”
 
   They all came together for a group hug.  Emma wished her mother and Dan had been around for it as well.  She would have to say separate goodbyes to them.  One way or another, everything was going to end for her life in this timeline tonight.
 
   After she managed to untangle herself from her family, she forced herself to smile.  “I better go see Dan before I lose it completely.”
 
   “You want us to come with you?” her father asked.
 
   “No.  I’ll be fine.  I’ll see you guys in a few minutes.”
 
   She plodded down the hallway to Dan’s room.  She tapped on the door in case he was indisposed at the moment.  No one answered.  She opened the door a crack to stick her head inside.  The room was dark.  He must be asleep.
 
   She crept across the room, over to his bed.  He was asleep and otherwise seemed in good shape.  Too bad she couldn’t let things go for a few days longer so they might go home together.  But she couldn’t do that; things had gotten too far out of hand already.
 
   She took his hand and gave it a squeeze.  “I’m sorry for all the pain I’ve caused you,” she whispered.
 
   “The pain’s not finished yet,” Marie Marsh growled.
 
   ***
 
   As the light in the room came on, Emma grabbed the nearest object handy, which turned out to be a bedpan.  She hurled it at Marie, who had popped up from the opposite side of Dan’s bed.  Marie managed to duck the bedpan, but that was the distraction Emma needed to lunge forward and grab Marie around the neck.
 
   Without the armor, Emma struggled to bring Marie down.  Though she didn’t look it, Marie possessed a wiry strength from her work at the rest home, which often required her to turn over or otherwise support patients much bigger than her.  They grappled for a minute, until Emma finally managed to wrap a leg around Marie’s and then kick it out from under her.
 
   With her arm still in a sleeper hold around Marie’s neck, Emma kept Marie’s face pointed at the ceiling.  Despite all this commotion, Dan was still asleep, which Emma took as a bad sign.  “What did you do to him?”
 
   “I just gave him something to help him sleep,” Marie said.  “I didn’t want him to interrupt us.”
 
   “What were you planning to do?  Make me an old woman again and take me to another safe house so I’d be out of the way when your friends finish whatever they’re doing in the park?”
 
   “Maybe.  I might have let you go if you told me what you did with Veronica.  What did you do to her?  How did you get her out of the house?”
 
   “She got me out of the house.”
 
   “She couldn’t have.  She wouldn’t leave me.”
 
   “She wants to go home, Marie.  To her parents.  She doesn’t belong here with you.”
 
   “Yes she does!  She would be dead without me.  I saved her.”
 
   “Marie, you have to stop this.  I know you care about Veronica, but this has gone too far.  You need to take her home.”
 
   “No!  I won’t ever let her leave!”  Despite that she was in a sleeper hold and barely able to breathe, Marie smiled.  “There’s nothing you can do about it, either.  I’m the only one who can send her back and I won’t do it.  No matter what you do to me.”
 
   “I’m not going to do anything to you, Marie.  I know you’re still a good person.  I know you don’t want to hurt anyone.  And I know in the end you’ll do the right thing because you love Veronica and you want what’s best for her.”
 
   “What’s best for her is to stay here.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “Yes.  She’s safe with me.  Or she will be, once everything else is settled.”
 
   “You mean after your friends have taken over the world?  How safe is she going to be then?”
 
   “Very safe.  They wouldn’t hurt one of their own.”  Marie began to laugh the kind of laugh reserved for the truly deranged.  Maybe she had finally gone around the bend with Veronica gone.  “Don’t you see, Emma?  I’m not a good person.  I’m one of them.  A demon.  The only salvation for me is to open the gateway and let them in.”
 
   “What gateway?”
 
   Marie’s smile faded.  She must have realized she’d said too much.  “I won’t tell you anything else.”
 
   “Indeed she won’t,” the Watchmaker said from behind Emma.  She heard the distinctive click of a pistol’s safety.  She turned around and gasped.
 
   In front of the Watchmaker, positioned as a human shield, was Emma’s mother.
 
   ***
 
   Emma jerked Marie up to her feet to use as a shield of her own.  “Mom!  Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine, baby, but I think you should get out of here.”
 
   “She’s not going anywhere,” the Watchmaker said.  “Not until she gives me young Marie.  Then the two of you can go free.”
 
   “I doubt that,” Emma said.  “As soon as I let Marie go, you’ll shoot both of us.”
 
   “Now, young lady, you know I don’t want you dead.  I might just have Marie use that eye of hers on you.  Perhaps this time you two could share a crib?”
 
   “Emma, what’s he talking about?  Who is this man?”
 
    “This man calls himself the Watchmaker.  He’s responsible for those attacks across the city.  Marie is helping him.”
 
   “What do they want with you?”
 
   “Mom, there’s something you should know.  Have you heard about that vigilante on the news?  The one they’re calling the Scarlet Knight?”
 
   Mom’s eyes widened.  “You?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m sorry, Mom.”
 
   “It’s all right, baby.  Everything will be fine.”
 
   Emma had heard her mother speak in that same overly calm voice before, in their wrecked car that night thirteen years ago.  That night her mother had left her in the car to call for help.  She had done that despite she knew she would probably die, in order to draw the criminals away from Emma.  But this time she wouldn’t die.  This time Emma would save her.
 
   She tightened her grip on Marie’s neck.  “Drop the gun or I’ll kill her.”
 
   The Watchmaker sneered at this.  “An obvious ploy.  You can’t kill Marie.  The Scarlet Knight does not murder innocent people.”
 
   “She’s not innocent.  And from what she says, she’s not people either.  Are you, Marie?  It would just be disposing of another of your demons, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Perhaps, but we both know you aren’t the killing sort.  You might as well let her go and beg for mercy.  If you’re convincing enough I might let you remain old enough to talk.”
 
   Emma met the Watchmaker’s eyes for a moment.  Then she sighed.  “I’ll let her go, but only if you let my mother go.”
 
   “So she can alert the police?”
 
   “What difference will it make?  They can’t stop you.”  She loosened her grip on Marie’s neck and then shoved the girl to the floor.  Marie lay in a heap and gasped for air.  “Now, let my mother go.  You don’t need her anymore.”
 
   The Watchmaker shrugged and then shoved Emma’s mother to the floor.  Emma bent down to help her up.  As she looked up, she found the Watchmaker’s pistol aimed at her face.  “It occurs to me that it would take some time to find another Scarlet Knight.  Much too long to interfere with our plan.  So, I suppose your usefulness is at an end.”
 
   The gun fired, but Emma didn’t feel any pain.  It wasn’t until her mother sagged against her that she saw the hole in her mother’s chest.  Warm blood gushed from the wound, to soak into Emma’s clothes and coat her hands.  “Mom?”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby,” her mother whispered.  “I love you.”
 
   “Don’t go, Mom.  Don’t go.  Please.”
 
   But it was already too late.  Her mother’s body went still.  The Watchmaker had taken this scene in, but now he aimed his gun at Emma again.  “So touching, but so pointless.”
 
   Emma leaped to her feet faster than if she had the scarlet armor on.  She slapped the Watchmaker’s pistol away with one hand and then tackled him.  He tried in vain to protect himself, but there was little he could do as she hit him time and again.  Blood stained his nose and jaw, both of which she had probably broken.  Her own hand was cracked and bloody, but she didn’t notice the pain.  She might not have been able to avenge herself on Estima and French, but this time nothing would stop her.
 
   Then the Watchmaker’s eyes changed into the yellow eyes of a demon.  With a roar, he threw her off of him, into the wall.  As she lay in a heap, she saw the Watchmaker get to his feet.  His body began to change, his frame becoming wider and taller until the seams of his clothes tore open.  His skin turned scaly and then dimmed until it was black.  His face was the last to change; his jaw narrowed and teeth sharpened.  A pair of horns like those of a ram sprouted from his head.  A tail uncurled to coil up on the ground; the tail ended with a point that looked deadly.  Lastly, claws extended from his fingers and toes.
 
   “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum,” Emma mumbled.  The scarlet case appeared at her feet.  She didn’t have time to put the armor on, so she opened the case and found the Sword of Justice.  The sword glowed in the Watchmaker’s presence.
 
   His yellow eyes narrowed at her.  Then a pair of leathery wings unfolded from his back.  “Another time,” he growled.
 
   He grabbed Marie with one clawed hand and then burst through the window of the room.  Emma hurled the Sword of Justice, but she was too late.  By the time she got over to the window, she saw only the bat-like silhouette of the Watchmaker heading for the park.
 
   Emma called the Sword of Justice back to her hand.  She dropped it on the floor as she knelt beside her mother.  “I’m sorry, Mom,” she whispered.  “I let it happen again.  I’m so sorry.”
 
   Someone pounded on the door.  The Watchmaker must have locked it on his way in.  “Emma?  What the hell is going on in there?” Becky shouted.
 
   Emma stood up and then went over to the case of armor.  They still hadn’t gotten the door open by the time she had put it on.  She collected the Sword of Justice and then went over to Dan’s bedside.  He looked unhurt.  Thanks to whatever Marie had given him, he’d slept through the whole thing.
 
   She bent down to kiss him on the lips.  “Goodbye,” she whispered.
 
   Then she threw herself out the window.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   Sylvia wished she had brought a jacket before she had left home.  She’d forgotten how damnably cold Switzerland could be, even at this time of year.  Up in the mountains it hardly ever got warm, not warm enough to melt all the snow.
 
   She grumbled to herself what a stupid idea it was to locate a boarding school up here.  Then again, Milton’s School for Girls hadn’t always been a school.  It had originally been a monastery.  That was until the monks of the order had disbanded in the 18th Century.  Against all common sense—at least in Sylvia’s mind—Regina Milton had swooped in to buy the place and turn it into a boarding school.
 
   Sylvia tramped through the snow and muttered a string of curses.  She had never liked this place, not even during the brief period she had taught here in its early days.  The cold and remoteness of the location was made even colder and more remote by Regina.  Sylvia didn’t look forward to the conversation they would have this time.
 
   She felt a warm hand on her shoulder.  She spun around, already prepared to unload on whoever had snuck up on her.  But there was no one there.  She turned back around and gasped.
 
   An elderly Asian woman stood in front of her.  “Damn it, Hisae, you scared the shit out of me.”
 
   “Your reflexes have dimmed.  You have not been keeping up with your training.”
 
   “I’ve been a little busy lately.”
 
   “There is always time for a warrior to keep her body in shape.”  Hisae squeezed Sylvia’s left bicep and then touched Sylvia’s hair.  “You look as you did when they first brought you to me:  young and soft, yet determined.”
 
   “I don’t suppose we could have this conversation someplace warmer?”
 
   “If you wish.”
 
   In a flash they vanished to a room that contained a single bed, a few artifacts from Hisae’s native Japan, and not much else.  It was at least warmer.  Hisae sat on a cushion and then motioned for Sylvia to sit across from her.  A pitcher and two cups appeared between them.  Hisae poured some brown liquid into each cup.  The old woman stopped and then smiled.  “You may drink.  It’s sake, not tea.”
 
   “Thanks.  I could use a little pick-me-up,” Sylvia said.  She sipped from the cup of warm rice wine.  She began to cough from the strength of the alcohol.  “How old is this stuff?”
 
   “It predates that misguided attack on Hawaii,” Hisae said.  “I have been saving it for you.  It’s been too long since we spoke.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It’s just the way we left things—”
 
   “You do not need to apologize.  I know of the pain in your heart.”  Hisae set her cup down.  “Now, what brings you here?”
 
   “I’m sure you already know.  There are demons running wild in Rampart City.  It’s gotten too big for Agnes and I to handle.  Too big even for the Scarlet Knight.  We need some help, and who better than you?”
 
   Hisae stared at Sylvia for a moment and then nodded.  “I will help you, but it is not the demons we need fear the most.  It is the girl.”
 
   “You know about her?”
 
   “Have you and Agnes not realized yet you cannot keep secrets from the coven?  We know of Marie Marsh and what she’s done.”
 
   “And you didn’t think to do anything about it?”
 
   “There was no need, but now, as you say, things are worse.  I fear she has become lost and that makes her very dangerous.”
 
   “So what do we do?  Run a stake through her heart?”
 
   “We will know what to do, when the time is right.  For now, let us enjoy this sake and then we will go to your city.”  She raised her cup.  “Once again we will fight side-by-side against great odds, like the samurai.”
 
   “Yeah, great,” Sylvia grumbled.
 
   She stiffened when she heard a knock on the door.  Hisae patted Sylvia’s arm.  “Do not worry, it’s only your sister.”
 
   It turned out Hisae was right.  Agnes poked her head through the door and smiled.  “Hello, dears.  Is this a bad time?”
 
   “What are you doing here?  I thought you were going to the archives?”
 
   “I’m afraid I had to tell a little white lie for Emma’s benefit.”
 
   Sylvia saw the sense in this.  If Marie used that eye of hers on Emma again, it would be best if Emma didn’t know where they’d actually taken the girl.  “You’re getting tricky in your old age.”
 
   “Thank you, dear.”  She turned back and said in a higher voice, “It’s all right, dear.  No one in here will hurt you.  These are my friends.”
 
   Agnes led Veronica into the room.  The little girl clutched her doll like a life preserver.  “You remember Sylvia, don’t you, dear?  And this is our friend Hisae Chiu.  She’s from very far away, in Japan.  Did your teachers ever show you where that is in school?”
 
   Veronica nodded, but didn’t say anything.  Sylvia wondered if the girl had ever been this close to an Asian woman before.  Rampart of her day hadn’t been the most multicultural place yet, especially for a girl of privilege.  Agnes patted the girl’s shoulder and said, “Don’t be shy, dear.  Everything is all right.”
 
   “Hello,” Veronica mumbled.  She looked up at Agnes.  “Mrs. Chiostro, can we go home now?”
 
   “Not yet, dear.  Once Marie comes to her senses, then she’ll take you home to your mama and papa.”  Agnes led the girl over to a cushion so she could sit down.  Agnes sat beside her and then turned to Hisae.  “Regina thought it would be best if Veronica stays in your room.  That way none of the students will see her.”
 
   “Cheap bitch couldn’t even give her a guest room?” Sylvia said.
 
   “We both thought that would help keep Veronica’s presence here to a minimum.  Unless that will put you out, Hisae.”
 
   “No, Sylvia and I will be returning to Rampart shortly.  The girl is welcome to stay here as long as she wishes.”
 
   “I don’t suppose Regina or any of the others volunteered to come with us?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  She promises if things get out of hand—”
 
   “By then it’ll be too late,” Sylvia grumbled.  “I always knew she was a coward.  The whole lot of them.”
 
   “Do not scorn those who do not have the warrior’s heart,” Hisae said.
 
   “Yeah, fine.  We don’t need their help anyway.”  Sylvia pushed herself up off the floor and then went over to hug her sister.  “We’ll try to keep Emma out of any more trouble.”
 
   “Keep yourself out of trouble too, dear,” Agnes said.
 
   Sylvia only snorted at that.  She bent down to look Veronica in the eye.  “You take good care of my sister while I’m gone.  Got it?”  Veronica nodded and Sylvia tousled her curly hair.  “That’s a good girl.”
 
   Then she and Hisae vanished back to Rampart City.
 
   ***
 
   Emma used the cape to slow her descent enough to land safely on the sidewalk.  She startled a couple of orderlies on a smoke break; they tossed their cigarettes and ran.  Emma followed after them, though only as far as the alley, where she found the motorcycle still parked where she’d left it.
 
   By now the Watchmaker and Marie would be almost to Robinson Park.  She wished at times like this Merlin had thought to add flight to the Scarlet Knight’s abilities.  It would certainly make it easier to get around the city that way.
 
   She kicked the bike to life and then roared out of the alley.
 
   She got a block before she stopped the motorcycle.  Overhead she saw a swarm of demons arranged like a flock of Canada geese.  They were all headed to Robinson Park.  Somehow she would have to get through them if she wanted to reach Marie and end this.
 
   She put the motorcycle back into gear and continued towards the park.  Another block later, she heard the police sirens.  She managed to pull over in time for a swarm of police cars to stream past, including a SWAT team van.  She had little doubt they were also on the way to Robinson Park.
 
   She decided to risk the police would be too focused on the demons in the park to worry about her.  After the last police car had gone by, she put the bike into gear again, this time as high as the engine could take.  She ripped past the line of police cars, who as she’d hoped, paid no attention to her.  At the rate she was moving, they might not have even noticed her as more than a blur.
 
   She reached the east entrance of the park well ahead of the police cars, but there were already more on the scene.  Officers stood in a ragged line near the entrance, hands on their holsters as they watched the demons stream into the park.  Emma saw Officers Donovan and Early on one end of the line.  
 
   With the help of the cape, she got close enough to Donovan to tap her on the shoulder.  The chubby policewoman turned around and then frowned.  Before she could turn back around, Emma whispered, “It’s me.  You can’t see me, but I’m here.”
 
   “I kind of figured you wouldn’t sit this one out.”
 
   “Who are you talking to?” Early asked.
 
   “A figment of your imagination,” Donovan said.
 
   “She’s here, isn’t she?  That punk—”
 
   “That punk who saved our lives,” Donovan said.  She clamped a hand on her partner’s shoulder.  “What do you want us to do, kid?”
 
   “Just keep a perimeter outside the park.  Don’t let anyone else in there.  Things are going to get messy in a few minutes.”
 
   “Fine with me,” Donovan said.  “A lot safer out here.”
 
   “Thanks,” Emma whispered.  She started to inch away from Donovan and Early, towards the entrance.
 
   “Give ‘em hell, kid!” Donovan shouted.
 
   Hell was certainly the right word, Emma knew that much.  Before long, she sensed Marie was going to unleash a lot of it on Earth.  Unless Emma could reach her first and try to get her to see past her devotion to Veronica.
 
   She took a deep breath and then stepped through the park’s gates.
 
   ***
 
   After a few yards, Emma heard the sounds of combat.  Some of the police must have already blundered into the park.  They would be easy prey for the demons, especially with so many demons in the park.  She picked up her pace as she heard a woman cry out.
 
   Then she saw it wouldn’t be necessary.  She recognized Sylvia more by her outfit than anything.  The older Asian woman, Emma didn’t know, but it was obvious from the way she and Sylvia stood back-to-back they were on the same side.  A trio of demons already lay at their feet.  Sylvia took out the feet of another while the Asian woman leaped over the other demon and then flipped it onto its back.
 
   The two women stepped back.  A burst of flames spewed from their hands to incinerate the demons.  Only a pile of ashes remained on the grass.  Sylvia turned and growled, “About time you got here.”
 
   Emma flipped up the visor of her helmet so she could look Sylvia in the eye.  “Did you see Marie?  She’s with one of the demons, the head one, I think.”
 
   “Yeah, we saw that big one come through here a couple minutes ago.  We were on our way there when these suckers tried to jump us.”  Sylvia gestured to the Asian woman.  “This is Hisae Chiu.  She was my mentor back in the day.  No one knows more about demon killing than her.”
 
   “It is an honor to meet you,” Hisae said and bowed a little.  “You are much younger than I imagined for such a duty.”
 
   “That’s Agnes’s potion at work,” Sylvia said.  “It’s always a crap shoot with those.”
 
   “Indeed.  But I sense you are up to the challenge, are you not, young one?”
 
   “I hope so.”  She gestured ahead of them.  “Marie will be at the pond in the middle of the park.  They’ve been draining it for days now.  There’s something they want in that area.  Marie said something about a gateway.”
 
   “Shit,” Sylvia said.
 
   “What?”
 
   Hisae said, “Your friend Marie means to open a gateway between our world and the realm of the demons.  Our forebears closed that gateway millennia ago.  Only those demons who had already gone through remained in our world.  We have tried to root them out since, but it is a difficult task.” 
 
   Sylvia added, “If she really can get it open, then all Hell is going to break loose.  I mean that literally.  There’ll be classes of demons we haven’t seen yet, ones that are bigger and nastier.”
 
   “Then we’d better get to Marie before she can open it,” Emma said.  “Can you vanish us to the pond?”
 
   “I could, but it’ll be swarming with demons.  We just drop in there and we’re likely to get our throats slit before we can say hello.”
 
   “That’s true,” Emma mumbled.  “I suppose we’ll walk then.”
 
   “Yeah, nothing like a stroll through the park,” Sylvia grumbled.  She reached down to her hip for a revolver, an antique by the looks of it.  “I wish I still had my old crossbow.  This’ll have to do.”
 
   “Can’t you two just conjure up some more fire to wipe them out?”
 
   “Not enough to get them all.  Maybe if the rest of the coven weren’t so damned scared—”
 
   “Do not worry, young ones.  We have all the weapons we need.”
 
   Hisae turned and started to walk towards the pond.  Sylvia rolled her eyes and then followed after.  Emma flipped down the visor of her helmet and then followed suit.
 
   ***
 
   Emma thought of what they usually said in movies, that it was quiet—too quiet.  Despite that the Black Dragoon had killed off most of the criminal element in Robinson Park, the park had never been as quiet as it was now.  Usually there was the sound of homeless people as they rooted through the trash or young couples as they made love in discreet places.  Now there wasn’t even the sound of any birds; Emma could only hear her, Sylvia, and Hisae Chiu breathe.
 
   Though Emma’s helmet allowed her to see in the dark better than anyone, Hisae was the one who called for them to stop.  She motioned for them to duck behind some bushes.  Sylvia tried to ask something, but Hisae shushed her.  “They are here,” she said.
 
   Emma wrapped the cape around herself and then eased away from the bushes to find Hisae was right.  An army of demons had made camp in the park, between them and the pond.  There had to be thousands of them of all the different classes Sylvia had mentioned.  
 
   Emma knelt down beside the witches.  “There’s too many of them,” she whispered.
 
   “The numbers do not matter to a true warrior.”
 
   “There are thousands of them and three of us.”
 
   “You fail to see the forest among the trees, young one.  Most of this rabble does not matter.  It is only the young woman who concerns us.”
 
   “We can’t get to Marie through all that.  Not even with my cape.  There are too many.”
 
   “Hisae’s right,” Sylvia said.  “All we need to do is create a distraction.  Hisae and I will draw them off and you go in to fetch Marie.  If you can’t get her, then throw that sword and ram it through her damned heart.”
 
   “I can’t—”
 
   “I know you don’t want to kill anyone, sweetheart, but it’s better that than to unleash Hell on Earth.  One life versus billions.  Think of it that way.”
 
   “I’ll try.  How are you going to draw them off?”
 
   “That’ll be pretty easy.  You just stay back and wait for our signal.”
 
   Emma nodded.  She stayed behind the bushes as Sylvia and Hisae hurried away as fast as they could while still in a crouch.  The witches split up, Sylvia to the right and Hisae to the left.  Emma watched Sylvia dart behind a park bench.  A chilly breeze came in through the joints of Emma’s armor.  Within seconds the temperature in the park had dropped by at least twenty degrees.
 
   With the sudden drop in temperature, fog rose up.  It didn’t take long before even Emma’s visor couldn’t see more than ten feet in front of her.  She sensed what the witches planned to do now.  Now that the demons were all but blind, it was time to strike.
 
   It started with a column of flame that rose into the air.  Emma heard demons screech and hiss.  A second column of flame rose up from the other side of the park; Hisae’s work, no doubt.  Through the fog, Emma saw a flash of light.  Then came the sound of a pistol.
 
   Emma took that as her cue.  She wrapped the cape around herself and then trotted into the fog.  She kept her other hand on the Sword of Justice in case she ran into any trouble.  The biggest problem at the moment was not to run into the demons as they scattered in search of the witches.  “Come and get it, you sons of bitches!” Sylvia shouted.  Another shot from the pistol followed this.
 
   A demon, much slighter and without the wings of the Class-4s bumped into Emma.  It bared its teeth and then reared back to swat at where she stood.  She ducked to avoid the swipe and then catapulted herself forward to knock the demon to the ground with her head.  Before it could get her, she rolled off of it and then ran as fast as she could.  
 
   The demon screeched something to its fellows.  More of them turned her way.  If too many got close, she would have no choice but to drop the cape.  Then it would be much harder to get to the pond and Marie.
 
   She didn’t have to worry about that.  There was a flash of light to her left.  Hisae Chiu appeared in the midst of the demons.  “Are you looking for me?” Hisae asked, as politely as a tourist who needed directions.
 
   Then she set to work on them.  More than the fog, Hisae’s speed made it impossible to see her.  Emma saw the demons fall to the ground one at a time.  It was over in less than a minute.  Hisae turned to her and said, “Go, young one.”
 
   “Sorry,” Emma whispered and then broke into a run again.
 
   After a few minutes, she finally neared the pond.  Marie stood at the edge of it, the Watchmaker next to her.  Emma decided there was no more time for subtlety; she dropped the cape.  “Marie!  Don’t do this!”
 
   Marie turned to her.  She already had the hair pulled back from her face to expose her left eye, the demon eye.  “I’m sorry, Emma.  I have to.  For Veronica.”
 
   She turned back to the pond.  The pond began to shake as if from an earthquake.  What little water remained drained away as the floor of the pond shattered.  From the cracked ground rose a slab of black stone, almost like the material of the Black Dragoon’s armor case.
 
   “Marie, no!”
 
   The Watchmaker turned to her.  His eyes glowed yellow.  He snapped his jaws like a hungry wolf and then growled, “It’s time to finish things.”
 
   He charged at her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   As Mrs. Chiostro had suspected, there wasn’t much for Veronica to do in Hisae’s room.  Even by Victorian standards the place had little in the way of entertainment.  All the little girl could do was look at Hisae’s various knickknacks.  She picked up a bird carved out of jade.  “What is this?”
 
   “I don’t rightly know,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “I don’t think Ms. Chiu would like you handling her valuables.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “That’s all right, dear.”  At least to this point Veronica had been generally well-behaved.  She was much like Mrs. Chiostro’s granddaughters, the last of whom had died over a century ago.  Children from that era had been so much more polite.  They’d known their place, not like the children of today with their skateboards and video games and tantrums if they didn’t get what they wanted.  Of course most children today didn’t have to worry about a thrashing if they misbehaved.  “Well now, let’s put it back before—”
 
   Even as Mrs. Chiostro said this, the figure tumbled out of Veronica’s hand to shatter on the floor.  Mrs. Chiostro was about to scold the girl, but Veronica dropped onto the floor as well.  Her entire body shook.  “It’s all right, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “I’m not angry with you.”
 
   But when the little girl rolled over, Mrs. Chiostro realized Veronica was not afraid of punishment for the figurine.  Her face was red and bathed in sweat.  Then the girl screamed.
 
   Her body began to change.  Mrs. Chiostro watched in horror as Veronica’s body became longer.  Her chubby midsection caved in as the fat stretched like taffy along her taller frame.  Her neat mass of curls unraveled into a stringy mess that went past her shoulders.  She looked older now, seven or eight perhaps.
 
   Through the pain, Veronica whispered, “I don’t feel good.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro put a hand to the girl’s forehead.  The skin felt like a tea kettle about to whistle.  “Oh my.”  She forced herself to smile.  “It’s going to be all right, dear.  I’m going to take you to get some help.”
 
   There was only one place Mrs. Chiostro could think of to take Veronica.  She scooped the little girl up and then whispered, “Close your eyes, dear.  We’re going on a trip.”
 
   They vanished from the boarding school and reappeared in the basement of Mrs. Chiostro’s house.  She set Veronica down on Sylvia’s styling chair to rest while she hurried over to the vault.  She scanned the rows of drawers inside the vault, until she found what she needed:  a gray vial marked “Restoration.”
 
   Veronica had begun to thrash in the chair.  Mrs. Chiostro put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.  “Veronica, please, you need to take this medicine.  It will help you feel better.”
 
   “Marie?” she whispered.
 
   “No, dear, I’m Mrs. Chiostro.  I’m Emma’s friend.  You remember?”
 
   “Marie!”
 
   “I’ll get Marie, dear.  I just need you to swallow this first.  Can you do that?”
 
   The girl became lucid enough for a few moments to gulp down the potion.  She made a disgusted face.  “It tastes awful.”
 
   “I know.  Come on, I’ll put you to bed so you can rest.”
 
   “What about Marie?  She promised to take me home.  I want to go home!”
 
   “I’ll find Marie, dear.  Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it.”
 
   She tucked Veronica into the bed.  She did what she could to mop up the sweat on the girl’s face, though it was unlikely to stay dry for long.  That was unless the restoration potion worked.  Mrs. Chiostro had her doubts about that at the moment.  What had happened to Veronica in Hisae’s room was not natural; there was magic at work, a magic greater than her own.
 
   She tried not to betray her fears as she patted Veronica’s cheek.  “I’ll be back with Marie soon.  I promise.”
 
   She went out into the hallway to vanish herself.  She didn’t know where exactly Emma and Sylvia had gone, but she remembered Emma had wanted to check out Robinson Park.  One of her feelings told her Marie would be there as well.
 
   She emerged in the middle of the park, almost in time to get beheaded by a demon.  Mrs. Chiostro ducked just in time.  She used a static charge spell to repel the demon; it flew back a good ten yards.  The demon had plenty of friends around; Mrs. Chiostro had walked right into the middle of a war zone.
 
   “Agnes?  What the hell are you doing here?” Sylvia shouted.
 
   Her sister fired her pistol into the head of another demon that wanted to kill Mrs. Chiostro.  Then Sylvia seized Mrs. Chiostro by the arm to yank her into the ladies room.  Sylvia locked the door; Mrs. Chiostro doubted that would hold for long.
 
   “I know I’m not as good at the offensive magic as you are, dear.  There’s been a problem with Veronica.  I fear she’s taken a turn for the worse.”  Mrs. Chiostro described what had happened in Hisae’s room.  “I gave the poor dear a restoration potion, but I don’t think it will work.  She wants Marie to take her home.  Is she here?”
 
   “She’s by the pond.  Emma went to get her.  You might want to hurry before Emma has to kill the little bitch.”
 
   “I don’t think Emma would do that, dear.  You know she doesn’t have your penchant for violence of that sort.  Not that you’re a bloodthirsty maniac—”
 
   “I know what you mean.  You should go home.  I’ll get Emma and bring her back.  It’s too dangerous for you here.”
 
   A window in the restroom shattered.  Clawed hands began to work at the wire mesh inside the window.  “I suppose you’re right, dear.  Best of luck to you.  And to Hisae and Emma.”  
 
   Mrs. Chiostro embraced her sister and then kissed her on the cheek.  She might never get another chance for that.
 
   ***
 
   Emma tried to pull the Sword of Justice from its sheath, but she was too slow.  Just as she’d gotten it out, the Watchmaker slapped her arm.  The sword hit the ground a few feet away.  Before Emma could call for it, the Watchmaker batted her in the opposite direction.  She smashed through a tree to land on her back.  The armor kept her safe, but if she survived this, she would have some nasty bruises in the morning.
 
   She staggered to her feet and wrapped the cape around her body.  The Watchmaker leaped from where he had been, all the way over to the fallen tree.  He looked around with his yellow eyes.  “There’s nowhere to run, my dear.  Once Marie opens the gateway, this will be our world.”
 
   Emma kept silent.  She held in her breath as she attempted to circle behind the Watchmaker.  The Watchmaker must have anticipated this.  His tail twitched and then lashed out like a whip.  The forked ends hit Emma in the left knee.  She collapsed to the ground and lost her grip on the cape.  The tail came back around to whip Emma in the face.  She tumbled onto her back.
 
   She looked up to find the Watchmaker over her.  His demon face managed a very human sneer.  “Such a disappointment.  I expected more from the vaunted Scarlet Knight, especially after what your predecessor put me through.  Perhaps the next one will be stronger.”
 
   “I’m sorry to disappoint you,” Emma said.  A moment later the Sword of Justice tore through the Watchmaker’s wings.  She had tried to hit a more vital spot, but he had moved at the last second.  Still, he howled in pain, which gave her the opportunity to kick him in the midsection and then hop to her feet.
 
   She hit him in the jaw to knock him backwards.  Another kick finally toppled him.  She called the Sword of Justice back to her hand; the sword sliced through the Watchmaker’s tail on its way back.  The blade glowed in her hand as she glared down at the Watchmaker.  “Tell Marie to stop trying to open this gateway.”
 
   “You can tell her yourself.  I don’t think she’ll listen.  Not unless you give her the girl.”
 
   Emma had to concede the Watchmaker was right.  Without Veronica, Marie would not stop.  Yet if she surrendered the girl, Veronica would never go back home.  The Watchmaker began to laugh, an awful stuttering hiss, like a cartoon serpent.  “You fool.  You’ll have to kill poor little Marie.  But we both know you won’t do that.  You might as well just leave this park and witness the end of your world with the rest of your feeble people.”
 
   Before Emma could reply, a swarm of pigeons descended from the sky.  Like kamikaze bombers in World War II, they dove right at Emma.  She ducked under the first one, but the rest adjusted their course.  One after another the birds slammed into her.  They didn’t do any damage, but that wasn’t the point.
 
   The point was to provide a distraction for the Watchmaker to get to his feet.  He punched Emma in the midsection, which sent her through a park bench.  She tried to get to her feet, but a flock of sparrows swarmed her.  “Some of my friends are not the strongest physically, but they are still quite versatile,” the Watchmaker said.  “Especially when they are provoked.”
 
   He raked his claws across her midsection.  The claws tore through the armor, into Emma’s flesh.  She let out a scream and then dropped to her knees.  The Watchmaker kicked her in the side.  She collapsed onto the ground.  As she lay there and coughed up a wad of blood, she heard the cape tear away from her armor.  “No disappearing this time, my dear,” the Watchmaker said.  “I should kill you now, but then you wouldn’t get to witness the true measure of your defeat.  Don’t worry, it won’t be long in coming.  The gateway is nearly open.”
 
   He grabbed her by the arm and dragged her towards the pond.  At the moment she was as weak as when she’d been an old woman.  She tried to call for the Sword of Justice, but one of his fellow demons stood on the blade to keep it pinned down.  For the moment she could do nothing but let the Watchmaker drag her back to the pond.
 
   The black slab had risen out of the ground, into the air.  Marie continued to stare at it with her eye.  Though she couldn’t see anything, Emma knew the eye controlled the slab.  The Watchmaker left Emma in the mud at the edge of the pond so she could watch as Marie tilted the slab onto one end.
 
   The slab completed its journey when it embedded one end into the mud.  It now sat there like a door—a gate.  A fiery pentagram flared to life on the stone.  The fiery glow became brighter and brighter, until Emma had to close her eyes. 
 
   She heard a roar that shook the ground around her.  She opened her eyes and saw the entire slab glowed now.  Inside of it appeared a hideous monster, like a giant hookworm only with a half-dozen eyestalks atop it.  The hookworm opened a mouth full of sharp teeth as it roared again.  It surged forward to slither through the gateway.
 
   “Now the age of demons begins,” the Watchmaker said and began to laugh.
 
   ***
 
   Marie collapsed onto the ground beside Emma.  She didn’t care at this point if she sat in the mud.  Her entire body felt as if it were filled with concrete.  Never before had she used her special eye for that much or for that long.
 
   As she panted on the ground, the giant worm continued to ooze through the gateway.  Marie shivered at the sight of it.  She tried not to think about the sort of creatures that would come after it.  They would surely be the stuff of nightmares.  Yet if she could believe what the Watchmaker said, they were her brethren.  She was one of them, just another demon, albeit a very special one.
 
   “Do you realize what you’ve done, Marie?” Emma whispered.
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “I know that’s not true.  He’s tricked you, Marie.  He’s manipulated you every step of the way to do this for him.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “What about Veronica?  What’s going to happen to her now?”
 
   “She’ll be safe with me.”
 
   “For how long?  Now that you’ve opened his gateway, the Watchmaker won’t need you.  He’ll kill you and then Veronica.”
 
   “He wouldn’t do that.”  She turned to Emma, who lay in the mud; her blood seeped into the dirt.  “He’s my father.  He created me.”
 
   “He used you.”  Emma paused to cough up more blood.  “If he was really your father, then where’s he been all these years?”
 
   “That’s not important.”
 
   “Marie, you can still stop this.  You can close the gateway—”
 
   “No!  Not unless you give Veronica back.”
 
   There was a flash of light.  Marie blinked away blobs of purple and green to find a woman with dark red hair beside Emma.  Marie remembered the young woman as the pizza delivery girl who had tried to kidnap Veronica.  The witch.
 
   The witch put up her hands.  “I’m not here to kill you, kid.  It wouldn’t do much good at this point anyway.  I have a message for you.”
 
   “What message?”
 
   “Veronica is dying.  Whatever you did to her, it didn’t take.  My sister says the kid doesn’t have long.”
 
   “You’re lying!  She was fine when you took her from me.”
 
   “If you don’t believe Sylvia, then use your eye.  Look inside her,” Emma said.
 
   “Go ahead,” the witch said.  “Use that eye on me again.”
 
   Marie nodded.  She took a few deep breaths to help calm herself down.  Then she trained the eye on Sylvia.  She focused on the woman’s most recent memories.  She saw an older woman, a grandmotherly woman with pretty blue eyes.  A conversation played out before Marie.  The old woman repeated what Sylvia had said, that the changes Marie had worked with her eye had worn off.  Veronica probably didn’t have much time left.
 
   “No!  She can’t die now.  She can’t!”
 
   Marie leaped to her feet.  She began to climb out of the pond.  A clawed hand pressed down on her shoulder.  “Where do you think you’re going?” the Watchmaker asked.
 
   “I have to go.  Veronica’s dying.”
 
   “You can’t leave now.  You have to remain here to make sure the gateway stays open.”
 
   “She’s going to die.  I have to save her.”
 
   The Watchmaker tightened his grasp on her shoulder; his claws dug into her flesh.  She whimpered in pain.  “Then let the little bitch die.  I have waited millennia for this moment and I will not have it ruined because of a pathetic toddler.”
 
   “She’s not a pathetic toddler.  She’s my friend!”
 
   “Soon you can have all the friends you want.  You can fill this city full of Veronica’s if you desire.  But for now you will remain here.”
 
   “No!”  She tried to shake the Watchmaker off, but she couldn’t.
 
   A ball of white light smacked into the Watchmaker’s side.  He tumbled to the ground; Marie fell along with him.  An old Asian woman appeared beside him.  Her hand shimmered with fire.  “Release the girl.”
 
   The Watchmaker did as he was told.  His claws pulled out of Marie.  She rolled away from him and moaned from the pain.  The Asian woman looked over at Emma.  “Call for your sword.   It is safe now.”
 
   The Sword of Justice tumbled through the air.  It ended up in Emma’s hand.  With Sylvia’s help, Emma got to her feet.  She limped over to Marie.  “It’s over now, Marie.  Close the gateway and then we can go find Veronica.”
 
   “No!” the Watchmaker roared.  Faster than Marie thought possible, he got to his feet.  He batted the Sword of Justice from Emma’s hand.  She ducked beneath his clumsy left hook and then grabbed the stumps of his wings.  With the strength of the armor, she was able to hurl him towards the gateway.
 
   He didn’t make it through the gateway.  The giant hookworm opened its mouth.  It devoured the Watchmaker in one swallow.  Marie heard the Watchmaker scream from inside the beast for a few moments.  Then there was nothing.  He was gone.
 
   The Asian woman helped Marie up.  She looked Marie in the eye.  “It is time for you to put childish things away.  You must take responsibility for your actions.  Only you can end this horror.”
 
   Marie wanted to argue, but she needed only to look at the awful worm that had nearly made it through the gateway to know the woman was right.  She was responsible for this.  She was the only one who could make it right.
 
   “I don’t think I can close the door with that thing in the way,” she said.
 
   “We’ll take care of it,” Sylvia said.  She and the Asian woman turned to the worm.  Fireballs leaped from their hands to pound the creature’s sides.  It roared at them, but they were too far away for it to do anything.
 
   With the worm distracted, Emma brought the Sword of Justice to bear on the creature.  The sword passed from one side of the monster to the other with little difficulty.  The worm roared.  It was still alive, even though it was nearly cleaved in two.  As another round of fireballs pummeled it, the Sword of Justice came back around to finish the job.  The creature let out one last roar and then its forward half collapsed to the ground.
 
   As Marie turned to the gateway, she heard more cries of rage behind her.  Emma put a hand on her shoulder and smiled a little.  “We’ll hold them off.  You just close this door.”
 
   Marie focused as hard as she could on the gateway to close it before another awful monster tried to get through.  Behind her, she heard the sounds of combat.  She didn’t dare turn around to get a look.
 
   The head of a demon landed at her feet, but she forced herself to stay in place.  The glow from the gateway had faded.  After another minute the pentagram faded away.  As it did, she thought she heard a scream of rage from the other side.
 
   Once she’d set the slab back into the ground beneath the pond, she turned to find Emma and the witches surrounded by demons.  Even without their leader and without reinforcements, they intended to keep the fight alive.  Sylvia stepped back to take Marie’s hand.  “It’s time to go, kid.”
 
   In a flash they were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   Marie found herself in a parlor that would have looked at home in Veronica’s time.  An old woman sat on a sofa.  She motioned to a tray of tea on a table in front of her.  “Would you care for some tea, dear?”
 
   “Where’s Veronica?”
 
   “She’s upstairs.  She’s resting.”
 
   “I want to see her.”
 
   “I’m sure you do.  But let’s have some tea first.”
 
   “I don’t want any tea.  I want Veronica.”
 
   The old woman clucked her tongue.  “You needn’t act like a child, dear.  There’s plenty of time to see her.  I just thought we could talk like two civilized people.”
 
   Marie brushed the hair back from her special eye.  She trained it on the old woman.  Like Sylvia and the Asian woman, she was a witch.  Agnes Chiostro.  She was Sylvia’s sister, but she still kept her husband’s name.  “Your husband’s been dead for over a century, but you still miss him.”
 
   “I do, dear.  Very much.  I miss my sons and granddaughters too.  Would you care to discuss them?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Perhaps you’d like to talk about my mother.  I tried everything I could to save her.  Just as I’ve tried everything I can to save Veronica.”  Mrs. Chiostro took a sip of tea.  She motioned to the spot next to her on the sofa.  “Please, sit down.”
 
   Marie could see her eye wouldn’t have any effect.  Mrs. Chiostro was too in tune with her feelings for that.  She didn’t have the sensitive spots her sister, Emma, and others had.  With a sigh, Marie sat on the couch.  She took a cup of tea.  She sniffed at it.
 
   “You know I didn’t poison it.  You looked inside me already.”
 
   “The nuns at the orphanage used to drink tea like this.”
 
   “They didn’t share it with you, did they?”
 
   “No.  We drank water most of the time.”
 
   “I’m sure it was an awful place.  You poor girl.  You’ve been so alone in the world.  First not to have any parents and then that eye of yours.  It must have been terribly difficult for you to ever feel at home anywhere.”
 
   “I know what you’re trying to do.”
 
   “What’s that, dear?”
 
   “You’re trying to tell me that I’ve clung to Veronica because of the orphanage and my eye.”
 
   “It’s true, isn’t it?”
 
   “No,” Marie said, but even she didn’t believe that.  She looked into her cup of tea.  “She’s my only friend.  She understands me.”
 
   “I’m sure she does, but that doesn’t give you the right to abduct her and keep her here against her will.”
 
   “She just needs time to adjust.  Eventually she’ll realize she’s better off here.”
 
   “For that you’d make the girl an orphan?”
 
   “I’m not.  She still has me.”
 
   “But you’re not her mother.  You’re her friend.  There’s a difference, especially to her.  She loves her mother and father very much.  She wants to go home to them.  You know this.”
 
   “I don’t care.  She has to stay here, where she’s safe.”
 
   “Safe?  I don’t think the girl’s been safe here for a single minute so far.”
 
   “That’s because you tried to steal her back.  And then Emma came along and the Watchmaker.  If everyone would leave us alone, things would be fine.”
 
   “Perhaps.”  Mrs. Chiostro took another sip of her tea.  “She’s a lovely girl.  I understand why you care about her so much.”
 
   “Then why don’t you want me to save her?  Why do want me to send her back?”
 
   “It’s where she belongs.  Not only is she unhappy here, but that fever keeps coming back.  That’s why you used that eye of yours on her, isn’t it?  You made her younger.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to.”
 
   “It worked for a time, but it didn’t take.  She’s back the way she was.”  The witch took Marie by the arm before Marie could get up to rush to Veronica’s side.  “Please, we need to talk about this.  You can go up there and use that eye again, but it still won’t work.  Even if it did, what would you do?  Would you keep her as a toddler forever?  Would you really torture the girl that way?”
 
   “It’ll work this time.  I’ll change her back and then we’ll go away.  We’ll find a place where no one can bother us.  Then we’ll be happy.”
 
   “I’m sure you believe that, but it’s not true.  Some things are just meant to happen.  Veronica is meant to die of that fever.  She can either do it here or back in her time, with the people she loves.”
 
   “That’s not true!”
 
   “I know how you feel, dear.  You’ve looked inside me, so you know.  I’ve lost a great many people:  my mother, my sister, my husband, my sons, and my grandchildren.  That’s on top of a number of friends and my fellow witches.  It’s never easy to lose someone, especially someone you love.”
 
   “I don’t have to lose her.”
 
   “I could have saved my husband, sons, and grandchildren.  I had the power to keep them young and healthy forever.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you?”
 
   “Because it wouldn’t be right.  Living this long is more of a curse than a gift.  You see everyone and everything you care about destroyed.”  Mrs. Chiostro set her cup of tea aside.  “I shouldn’t wish that for my worst enemy.  So I let them go.  Someday I’ll see them again.  Not even witches live forever.”
 
   “I don’t want to wait that long to see Veronica again.  I want her to stay here.”
 
   “Very well.  Let’s go upstairs then.  You can ask Veronica what she wants.”
 
   “She can’t make that decision.  She’s too young to understand.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  You know what’s best for her now?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro shook her head.  “Perhaps you really are one of those demons.  But from what Emma told me, I thought you were a good girl.  You just needed a chance to prove yourself.”
 
   “There’s nothing good about letting her die.”
 
   “No matter what you have to do to keep her alive?”
 
   “That’s right.”  Marie stomped up the stairs.  Since she’d looked inside Mrs. Chiostro, she knew where Veronica was.  She opened the door to the guest bedroom and found Veronica on the bed.  
 
   As the witch had said, Veronica had gotten older again and the fever had returned.   The little girl shivered beneath her blankets while her face was covered in sweat.  Marie knelt down beside her and took her hand.
 
   Veronica’s eyes blinked open.  “Marie?”
 
   “I’m here, sweetheart.  I’m going to make you better now.”
 
   “Are you going to make me little again?”
 
   “I might, but I’ll try not to.”
 
   “I don’t want to be little again.  I want to go home.”  She paused to cough; her entire body shook as she did so.  She collapsed back onto the bed.  “I want Mama and Papa.”
 
   “We can’t go home yet.  Not until you’re better.”
 
   “Please?  I promise I won’t make them sick.”
 
   Marie smiled and then tousled the girl’s sweaty hair.  “I’m sure you wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “Then why can’t I go?”
 
   “It’s complicated, sweetie.  Now, you just rest—”
 
   Veronica coughed again.  Marie patted her on the back until she calmed down again.  The little girl whimpered and then said, “Marie?”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “I can see the angels.  They’re so pretty.”
 
   “Don’t go to them yet, Veronica.  Please.  Don’t leave me.”
 
   She focused her special eye on Veronica.  As before she burrowed through the memories, to focus on the girl’s cells.  She could see the black ones that represented the sick ones.  There were so many of them.  Marie had her work cut out for her this time.  She focused on them; she focused to turn those cells healthy again.  Nothing happened.  No matter how hard she tried, the cells stayed the same.
 
   “No!  This has to work.  It has to.”
 
   “Marie?”
 
   “Yes, sweetie?”
 
   “I can see Mama and Papa.  They’re with the angels.”
 
   “Veronica, no.  Don’t go.  Not yet.  Please?”
 
   But it was too late.
 
   ***
 
   For a moment Marie held Veronica’s hand and sobbed with her head against the little girl’s chest.  Once she was certain Veronica was really dead, she lifted her head to scream, “No!  It’s not fair!”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “It’s not over yet,” Marie said.
 
   She focused her eye on Veronica.  As before, her eyes began to burn as she burrowed into Veronica’s cells.  Yet still the little girl didn’t come back to life.  She felt Mrs. Chiostro touch her shoulder, but she shook the old woman away.
 
   Marie focused even harder.  She looked through the cells, deeper inside Veronica.  Then something strange happened:  she seemed to be looking down from the ceiling.  It was like an out-of-body-experience.  At first nothing happened, but then she noticed Mrs. Chiostro’s hand touch her shoulder again only to drift back on its own.
 
   It took Marie a moment to realize time had started to move backwards, like a movie played in reverse.  Marie watched as Veronica came to life again.  Then she was back in the parlor again with Mrs. Chiostro.  They spoke backwards for a few moments before Marie returned to Robinson Park.
 
   Everything began to go backwards faster.  She watched herself as she took Veronica into Robinson Tower and then the thrift store and then McDonald’s.  Veronica fell back to sleep as the fever took her again.
 
   And then Marie stood in the Watchmaker’s vault.  She sat on the chair in the center of the room with the pentagram drawn in Steve Scherr’s blood.  Becky lay on the floor at her feet, bound and gagged.  The Watchmaker stood beside the chair.  He put a hand on Marie’s shoulder.  “Concentrate, my dear.  Focus very hard.”
 
   Marie looked up at the Watchmaker.  He was human again, not that awful demon he had been at the end.  Yet he wasn’t human, not really.  He was always a demon.  “Concentrate.  It’s the only way to save Veronica.”
 
   “You don’t care about saving Veronica,” Marie said.  “You just care about your stupid book.”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “The book that shows you how to open the gateway.  You want the book so you’ll know where it is.  Then you’ll want me to open it.”
 
   “That’s a very good story, my dear, but—”
 
   “It’s not a story.  I’ve already seen it happen.”  Marie took pleasure in how the Watchmaker’s mouth opened with shock.  “I’ve been to the future.  I know what you’re going to do.  I know everything that will happen.”
 
   “Then you must know if you don’t take me back for the book, I’ll scatter Miss Beech’s brains all over this vault.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want that,” Marie said.
 
   Since she had already done it once, it was easy enough for Marie to open the window into the past.  It was easy enough as well to make sure she didn’t take Becky with her this time.  Becky wouldn’t want to go where Marie planned to go.  
 
   She didn’t get off the chair this time when she found herself in the root cellar.  Instead, she waited for the Watchmaker to step away from her.  Then she seized his hand.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “What I should have done from the start.”
 
   Marie focused her eye again.  The root cellar soon disappeared.  They were actually underground now.  This was before the city of Rampart existed, before anyone lived in this place.  Still Marie continued farther back into the past.  She traveled farther and farther back until there was nothing around her but lava and rock.
 
   “What the hell have you done?” the Watchmaker shouted into her ear.
 
   “Wait here long enough and you’ll find your book,” Marie said.  Then she let go of his hand.  He tumbled away from her, towards the ground.  He tried to change into his demon form, but he was too late.  He disappeared into a pool of lava with a scream.
 
   ***
 
   Marie returned to 1876 and made her way to Veronica’s bedside.  The little girl stirred beneath her covers.  “Marie?”
 
   “That’s right, sweetie.  I’m here now.”
 
   “Are you here to take me to Heaven?”
 
   “No, of course not.”  Marie reached into her pocket.  She felt the pills there.  She could give the pills to Veronica again, but what good would they do?  She had contracted the fever again.  But maybe this time, with the Watchmaker gone, Marie could do things right.  She could give the pills more time to work.  If that didn’t work, she could use her eye—
 
   “Marie?”
 
   “What is it, sweetie?”
 
   “Can you get Mama and Papa?”
 
   Marie stared at Veronica for a moment.  She remembered what Veronica had said at the very end last time.  She had seen her mother and father.  They were the ones she wanted to be with at the end.  Marie brushed hair away from Veronica’s face and then nodded.  “I will, sweetheart.  You just stay right here.  I’ll be back soon.”
 
   She kissed Veronica on the forehead before she left the room.  She crept down the hallway to where Veronica’s parents slept.  As they lay in bed, Marie used her eye for a few moments.  They were good people.  By 21st Century standards they were a bit strict, but they loved their daughter.  They would love her so much they would leave this place after she died because they couldn’t bear the memories.
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Windham?  Wake up.  Your daughter needs you.”
 
   They both sat upright, as if they’d woke from a nightmare.  Veronica’s mother looked over at Marie, but she kept herself within the shadows of the doorway.  “Who said that?  Who’s there?”
 
   “It’s me, Marie.  Veronica needs you.”
 
   Marie hurried back down the hallway.  She concentrated with her eye to place herself outside of space and time again.  It was like back at the halfway house, when she’d been a ghost.  She watched as Veronica’s parents rushed into the room.  They knelt beside their daughter.
 
   It hurt just as much this time to watch Veronica die.  This time at the end, the little girl turned to her.  She actually smiled a little.  “Don’t worry, Mama.  Marie’s here.  She’s going to take me to the angels.”
 
   Those were her last words.  Marie didn’t stay long; she let Veronica’s parents grieve in peace.  She floated away, no destination in mind.  It dawned on her she could go anywhere—any time—she wanted.  There was nothing to hold her back anymore.
 
   But there was one last stop she needed to make in the present.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
   Emma didn’t understand it.  One moment she and Hisae had been in Robinson Park to try and finish off the demons.  Emma had just punched a Class-4 in the face.  A smaller one, probably a Class-3, made to claw out her throat.
 
   And then everything changed.  The next thing Emma knew, she stood in the old Gluck & Lehman plant, Don Vendetta’s goons spread out around her.  Though she probably shouldn’t, she took off her helmet.  She ran a hand through hair that was perfectly straight now.  She didn’t feel any pimples on her face either.
 
   She quickly put the helmet back on as she heard a door creak open.  French peered out through the door.  “What the hell?” he said.
 
   That was a good question.  Emma didn’t understand it herself.  There was only one possibility:  Marie had changed the timeline back.  That meant everything was as it had been.  Emma’s parents and Aunt Gladys were dead.  Dan was in Egypt with no memory of her.  She was here to interrogate French and Estima, to find out if they had murdered her parents.
 
   This prompted her back into action.  She stomped into the foreman’s office.  She shoved French against a wall, next to Estima.  “You two have some information I need.  You’re going to tell me, or else.  Understand?”
 
   “We told you, we didn’t kill no one!” Estima shouted.  “Please, don’t kill us.”
 
   Emma watched them cower and shake with fear.  She remembered what Mr. Graves had told her what seemed like months ago.  When he had found the man who killed his friend, Mr. Graves had looked into the man’s eyes and realized he was just a man, not a monster.  Emma looked at French and Estima now and saw the same thing.  She had seen real monsters:  demons, the Watchmaker, and that awful hookworm creature.  These were just two petty criminals.
 
   “I’m not going to kill you,” she said.  “I’m going to take you to the police.  Make sure you ask for Lieutenant Charlotte Donovan.  She’s been looking forward to seeing you.  And she’s about the only one not on Don Vendetta’s payroll.  Understand?”
 
   They nodded.  Emma didn’t have any handcuffs on her.  She looked around the old factory until she found a bundle of rope.  She tied up Don Vendetta’s goons first so they couldn’t get away or get to French and Estima.  The latter two she left in the foreman’s office.  She tied them to the desk to make it harder for them to get away.
 
   As she finished, she noticed something different.  On the wall, someone had written some graffiti in dark red lipstick.  The fact it was lipstick meant it had been recent.  What kind of vandal used lipstick for graffiti?  Stranger yet was what they’d written:  Schulman Jewelers.
 
   Emma closed her eyes.  She thought back to the first time she’d been in this room.  She definitely had not noticed that graffiti.  Maybe she had missed it in her rage at French and Estima, but she doubted this.  There was one conclusion she could draw:  Marie had left her a message.  Maybe Marie had come back a few days earlier or maybe she’d just stopped time for a few seconds to write it; Emma didn’t know the extent of the girl’s powers by now.
 
   She used an old rag to smear the graffiti so no one else could see it.  Before she left the office, she bent down to glare at French and Estima.  “If you lie to Lieutenant Donovan or try anything, I’ll find you again and the next time I’ll let Vendetta have you.  Got it?”
 
   They nodded.  She stood up and then went outside to where the goons were still tied up.  She rifled through their pockets until she found a cell phone on one that could get on the Internet.  She did a search to find where Schulman’s Jeweler’s was.  Apparently the store had been closed for a long time, as there was no current listing.  She did find the address of a Samuel Schulman.  That might be the best place to start.
 
   Emma used the phone to call Lieutenant Donovan.  The woman picked up on the sixth ring.  “What is it?”
 
   “It’s me,” Emma hissed into the phone.  “The don’s been busy.  I have some of her friends at the old Gluck & Lehman plant.  French and Estima send their regards too.”
 
   “You found them?”
 
   “Just before the don.”
 
   “She’s there?  You have her?”
 
   “She got away.”
 
   “Why didn’t you stop her?  What kind of superhero are you?”
 
   “I was a little busy with two-dozen of her goons.  They’re waiting for you to pick up.”
 
   “Fine.”  Lieutenant Donovan sighed into the receiver.  “This still doesn’t mean I like you.”
 
   “I know.”  Emma hung up and then went out to where her motorcycle—her red motorcycle—waited.  Then she went to find Samuel Schulman.
 
   ***
 
   It turned out she didn’t need to find Schulman.  Apparently he lived above the old jewelry store.  The place looked abandoned with boards over the windows and doors.  Yet the door was open.  Emma put one hand to the Sword of Justice.  
 
   If Marie had left that message, there was a very real chance this was a trap.  Marie could want her to come in here so she could use that eye on Emma again.  The last thing Emma wanted was to end up ninety years old again, or worse yet, nine months old.  
 
   Her fears were realized when she heard Becky shout, “Help!  Someone!”
 
   The sound came from downstairs, in the basement.  The perfect place for a trap.  So that was Marie’s game.  She would lure Emma to this old jewelry store, into the basement, where she had Becky hostage.  She would force Emma to surrender herself to save Becky’s life.  And then Marie would take off with her little friend Veronica again.  What would happen this time?
 
   Emma wrapped the cape around herself and then started down the stairs.  She froze as one stair creaked beneath her weight.  “Hello?  Is someone there?” Becky called out.  “Please, someone help me!”
 
   Emma took a deep breath and then made her way down to the bottom of the stairs.  Instead of a basement, she found a vault.  The door had been left open, so she could see Becky on a chair, in the middle of a pentagram drawn in blood.  Her friend had her hands and feet bound. 
 
   It pained Emma to be inches from Becky and yet to remain invisible.  She couldn’t reveal herself yet, not until she made sure Marie wasn’t around.  She tiptoed around the room, but there was no sign of Marie or the Watchmaker.  They were alone in the vault.
 
   Emma finally let the cape drop.  Becky gasped in surprise.  “What the hell?  How long have you been there?”
 
   “A couple of minutes.  I had to make sure Marie wasn’t here.  Where’d she go?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Her and that old guy just vanished.”
 
   “Vanished?”
 
   “All I saw was a flash of green light and then they were gone.  That was probably an hour ago.  Now are you going to untie me or what?  I really need to pee.”
 
   “Oh, sure.”  Emma used the armor’s strength to free Becky, rather than risk a cut with the Sword of Justice.  She helped her friend to her feet.  “You’re sure Marie is gone?”
 
   “Yeah.  Why?  What is it?”
 
   “It’s a long story.  We’ll talk about it later.  Let’s get you home.”
 
   Though Becky insisted she could walk just fine, Emma carried her friend up the stairs.  Emma offered to drive Becky home, but Becky refused.  “It’d be pretty tight on that bike of yours.  And I have to take Steve’s car back.”
 
   “Good point,” Emma said.  She gave her friend a careful hug.  “You just be careful.  Marie could still be out there.”
 
   “She’s really got you freaked, hasn’t she?”
 
   “You’ve no idea.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Emma left the motorcycle at the top of the hill and then walked down to the band shelter.  As she walked, she looked around her, but no demons popped out of hiding.  She saw a sparrow hop on a branch and glared at it for a few minutes until it flew away.
 
   While she knew that had all been in another reality, she couldn’t help but look at the park in a different way.  When she had passed by the pond, she had paused for a moment to stare at the water.  She thought of the slab that lay somewhere beneath the pond.  Marlin hadn’t seen it, but then the slab might exist in another dimension.  Then she remembered the time she had swam in the pond with Aunt Gladys, how she had imagined a monster in there with them.  How right she’d nearly been.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan waited for her on the stage of the band shelter.  She must have been there for a while because there were already three cigarettes strewn on the stage.  A fourth would soon join them.  “About time you got here,” she growled.
 
   As often happened these last few days, Emma had a moment of double-vision where she saw Lieutenant Donovan and the fatter Officer Donovan side-by-side.  She had to make herself focus on the real one.  “I’ve been busy.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure.  Your friends French and Estima sang like canaries.  They couldn’t confess everything fast enough.  Turns out they knocked over Third National and skimmed a bit more for themselves than they should have.  That’s why the don had a hit put on them.  They hadn’t even stolen as much as she put out in reward money.”
 
   “She wanted to make an example of them.”
 
   “Yeah, I suppose.”  Her cigarette joined the other three on the stage.  Lieutenant Donovan reached into her jacket for a fifth.  “Made us all look like jackasses to make an example out of them.”
 
   “Did they say anything else?  About that murder?”
 
   “Oh, that.  I did some checking around.  They were being booked in a jail upstate the night that happened for drunk and disorderly and public urination.  They had fake IDs and no one bothered to run their prints.  They spent the night in the drunk tank, got a slap on the wrist, and told not to show their faces again.  I faxed the sheriff up there the mug shots.  They were a match.”
 
   “Oh,” Emma said.  She hoped her disappointment didn’t show.  After all these years, she thought she would finally learn who had killed her parents.  She thought she could finally make it right.  But as Mr. Graves had said, it wouldn’t have really made it right anyway.  Her parents would still be dead.  Maybe Marie Marsh could bring them back, but she still hadn’t turned up.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan threw her cigarette away again.  “That was another part of her brilliant scheme.  She uses a prison snitch to plant that story to turn the heat up on them.  Plus she gets us—and you—looking for the bastards.  So we do her dirty work for her.  I can’t wait to get my hands around her neck.”
 
   “She has a lot to answer for,” Emma said.
 
   “Yeah.  I’m sorry about all this.  Still, we got those shitbirds back behind bars, where they belong.  That’s something, isn’t it?”
 
   “I guess so.  Is there anything else?”
 
   “Got another kind of odd one.  Friend in Missing Persons told me about it.  An old guy disappeared.  They searched his basement and found this crazy devil worshipping stuff on the floor.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.  Old guy’s name is Sam Schulman.  Used to own a jewelry store.  Not sure if they used him for some kooky ritual or what.  If you hear anything, let me know.”
 
   “Sure.”  Emma nodded to Lieutenant Donovan and then started back up the hill.  She couldn’t tell the detective she knew who had made Samuel Schulman disappear.  The only questions were what Marie had done with him and why she’d done it.
 
   As she reached the top of the hill, Emma saw she would have the chance to ask.  Marie Marsh sat on the seat of the bike.  Somehow she’d disabled the security system.  Emma reached for the Sword of Justice.  “You don’t need to do that,” Marie said.  “I’m only here to talk.”
 
   There was something different about Marie.  Her hair was cut in a short bob that allowed Emma to see both of her eyes.  Both of her brown eyes.  She wore a white dress Emma recognized as a flapper dress.  Marie patted her hair and smiled.  “I’ve been visiting the Roaring Twenties.  It was quite a time.  All those speak-easies and gangsters.  Good thing the Scarlet Knight wasn’t here then.”
 
   “What happened to your eye, Marie?”
 
   “Oh, that.  It’s a contact lens.  I had someone make it for me about twenty years from now.”
 
   “Twenty years from now?  You’ve been to the future?”
 
   “Sure.  It’s not too different.  I ran into your daughter.  She’s got your eyes.”
 
   “My daughter?”
 
   “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.  I won’t tell you who her father is or any of that.  We have to let some things be a surprise.”
 
   Besides the clothes, hair, and eye, there was something else different about Marie.  Her entire attitude was different.  She was far more confident than she’d used to be.  No longer was she the shy, child-like girl Emma had known from the nursing home.
 
   Marie must have seen inside Emma with her eye, because she said, “I am different.  For one thing, I’m older than you now.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   She reached into her purse to pull out a digital watch.  “I got this in the future too.  It’s called a quantum chronometer.  It helps me keep track of the time.  According to it, I turned twenty-seven yesterday.”
 
   “Happy birthday.”
 
   “Thanks.  You’re probably wondering why I’m here, aren’t you?”
 
   “It had crossed my mind.”
 
   “I wanted to thank you.  And to apologize.  I put you through so much.  I already paid Sylvia a visit.  I let her do my hair before I went back to the Twenties.  You think it makes me look more grown up?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Anyway, I know I can just say I’m sorry, but I had a better idea.  I’d like you to take my hand, Emma.  Don’t worry, I won’t make you an old lady again.  I don’t want to hurt you, not anymore.”
 
   “Do I really have a choice?”
 
   “Of course you do.  Like I said, I don’t want to hurt you.  I’m just trying to make amends.  That’s one of the twelve steps.  I’m not an addict, but I remember people at the halfway house talking about it and it seemed like a good idea.  I want to do something for you, Emma, to make amends for what I did.”
 
   “Like what?  Are you going to bring my parents back to life?”
 
   “No, I know better than that.  Now, I mean.  It took a while, but I finally realized you and Mrs. Chiostro were right.  It was wrong to try to save Veronica.  It was selfish of me.”
 
   “Can you tell me who killed them?”
 
   “I could, but do you really want me to?  After what happened with French and Estima, you know it wouldn’t matter.”
 
   “No, I guess it wouldn’t.”
 
   Marie reached into her purse again.  Though it seemed impossible for such a tiny purse, she pulled an entire dress out of it.  Emma recognized the dress as the red-and-gold one she’d worn to the opera with Dan Dreyfus.  “You’re going to need this.  We’re going to the opera house.”
 
   ***
 
   Emma gasped as she looked around her.  From the cars, the clothes, and hairstyles, she knew Marie had taken her back in time about fifteen years.  She gasped again when she saw herself as a little girl.  Her father held her hand as they mounted the steps to the opera house.  “Come on, kiddo,” her father said.
 
   Emma turned to Marie, who stood next to her.  “I thought you said—”
 
   “They aren’t going to die for about a year yet.  You could try to warn them, but it wouldn’t do any good.”
 
   “Then why are we here?”
 
   “Don’t you remember this night?”
 
   When Emma didn’t answer, Marie pointed to a sign by the front doors.  There was a poster for a charity concert that benefited famine relief efforts in Africa.  Now Emma remembered this night.  It was one of her mother’s last performances with the symphony before she died.
 
   “Why did you bring me here?  To remind me they’re dead?  So I can feel that pain again?”
 
   She wanted to call for the armor, but Marie put a hand to her lips.  “Don’t be silly.  I know how much you miss them.  I know you especially miss hearing your mother play the cello.  I thought, what better way to apologize than to let you hear her one last time?”
 
   Marie pulled her finger back so Emma could whisper, “Oh, Marie, I’m sorry.”
 
   From her seemingly bottomless purse, Marie took out a recording device.  “And we’ll make sure to get this one on MP3 for you.”
 
   “I can’t thank you enough for this, Marie.”
 
   “It’s no problem.  Now come on, we don’t want to miss it.”
 
   Emma had changed into the formal dress—Marie had also produced shoes to go with it—and with Marie’s help put her hair up.  She didn’t look too out of place among everyone else from this time.  Marie looked far more out of place in her flapper dress, but no one seemed to mind.  “They can’t see me,” Marie said.  “Not unless I want them to.”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “I could make you a ghost if that would make you feel better.”
 
   “No, this is fine.”
 
   “Good, because you need to be in reality to use the recorder.”  Marie passed the device to Emma to keep in her purse.
 
   They had seats two rows back from where young Emma sat with her father.  She heard herself ask, “Daddy, where’s Mom?”
 
   “She’s backstage, kiddo.  We’ll see her later.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “You were so sweet,” Marie said.  Though she apparently didn’t really exist, no one sat in the chair she occupied.  “You still are, which is I guess why you’re the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   Emma shot her a dirty look.  Marie shrugged.  “No one can hear me.  Even if they did, there’s no Scarlet Knight right now.  And if I said your name they’d think I meant a seven-year-old kid.  They’d probably send me back to the institution.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right.  Have you…have you done anything like this with yourself?”
 
   “You mean drop in on myself?  Not really.  That would be depressing.  I see Veronica sometimes, when I want to remember her.”
 
   “Isn’t it lonely to live like this?”
 
   “It’s always been lonely.  Now I’ve learned to have a little fun with it.  I’ve seen all kinds of things.  Not that long ago—for me anyway—I talked to Clarissa Robinson.  She really is like how everyone says.  Such a classy lady.”
 
   The curtain went up on the stage.  The first performance was by the entire orchestra.  Her mother was in the back row, hunched over the cello as she played.  Though she couldn’t tell from here, Emma knew Mom had her eyes closed while she played.  She always had the music memorized so she didn’t need the sheets in front of her.
 
   After the orchestra did Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, the orchestra returned backstage.  The first solo performance was by the lead violinist.  Both Emmas craned their necks to look for Mom, but she was still backstage.  It would be four more solos before she would come on stage.
 
   When Mom finally did come out, both Emmas applauded louder than anyone.  Ahead of her, Daddy put little Emma on his shoulders so Mom could see her.  She gave them a little wave before she took her seat.
 
   Emma made sure the recorder worked as her mother began to play.  She recognized the piece as the same Elgar concerto her mother had played at Emma’s wedding.  Ahead of her, little Emma snuggled against her father as she listened.  Emma could only lean forward in her seat to watch as her mother played.  She was tempted to close her eyes, but she wanted to take in everything about these moments, to remember them forever.  
 
   The music ended far too soon for Emma’s liking.  Her mother bowed to the audience and then left the stage.  Marie nudged Emma in the ribs.  “You want to meet her?”
 
   “What?  I thought you said—”
 
   “There’s no point warning her, but you can talk to her.  Just say hi.”
 
   “It seems risky.”
 
   “You’ll hate yourself if you don’t.”
 
   Marie was right about that.  Emma nodded and then slunk down the row, out of her seat.  Marie tapped her shoulder.  “I’ll make it so no one can see us.  Just walk right backstage.”
 
   They walked down the aisle and then up to the stage.  No one seemed to notice them as they darted backstage.  Emma saw members of the orchestra as they lounged around.  Since this was before anti-smoking laws, some of the orchestra smoked as they waited.
 
   Mom sat away from the others.  She tended to her instrument, its case open at her feet.  Marie tapped Emma on the shoulder again and then nodded.  Emma cleared her throat and then said, “Hi.  Can I help you with that?”
 
   Mom looked up at her in surprise.  “Oh, hello.  I don’t remember seeing you on the stage.”
 
   “I wasn’t.  I’m just an admirer.  Would you like some help with that?  I know it’s heavy.”
 
   “If you don’t mind, that would be great.”
 
   Emma helped her mother lift the cello and then set it in its case.  Her mother held out a hand to her.  “Louise Earl.”
 
   “Um…Marie Marsh,” she said as she looked at Marie.
 
   “That’s a pretty name.  And that’s such a pretty dress.  I think I remember seeing one like it in a magazine.  One of Clarissa Robinson’s?”
 
   “A friend made it for me.”
 
   “So you’re a fan of the symphony?”
 
   “I especially like the cello.  I always wished I could play it, but my fingers can’t manage it.”
 
   Mom nodded.  “My daughter has the same problem.  Poor little dear tried her heart out, but it’s not for everyone.”
 
   “No, I guess not.”  Emma didn’t know what else to say.  There was so much she wanted to say, like not to take Emma to the planetarium that night a year from now, but she knew better.  Her mother would think she was a lunatic.  “I don’t suppose I could get an autograph?”
 
   “That’s no problem at all, Marie.  Let me just get a pencil out of my purse.”
 
   “I’ve got one,” Emma said.  She took a pen out of her purse, along with a slip of paper from her address book.  Her mother scribbled a message down and then handed it back.  “Thank you so much.”
 
   “It’s no trouble at all.  I hope you keep supporting the symphony.  Music adds so much beauty to our world.”
 
   “It really does.”
 
   It took every ounce of strength for Emma not to hug her mother.  She had to settle for a handshake.  As they shook hands, Emma’s mother looked her in the eye.  Emma couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as if a look of recognition came across her mother’s face.  Mom smiled a little and said, “It was good to meet you, young lady.”
 
   “You too, Mrs. Earl.”
 
   “Before you go, what is it you do, Miss Marsh?”
 
   “I work at the museum.  The Plaine Museum.”
 
   Mom nodded as if she’d already known this.  “I don’t remember seeing you there before.  My daughter loves the museum.”
 
   “I work upstairs.  I’m a researcher.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  She’d really love to meet you then.  She wants to be a scientist when she grows up.  Do you have any advice for her?”
 
   “Just tell her to keep at it and work hard.  Don’t let anything stop her from reaching her dreams.”
 
   “That’s good advice.  Maybe next time we’re at the museum we can talk.”
 
   “I’ll look forward to it.”
 
   Then they said goodbye.  Marie led Emma through a back exit.  But instead of an alley, they wound up back at Emma’s motorcycle in the present.  Emma looked around and saw the band shelter below.  Lieutenant Donovan had already left.
 
   “Did that really just happen?” Emma asked.
 
   “I don’t know, why don’t you check that piece of paper in your hand?”
 
   Emma looked down at the slip of paper in her hand.  In her mother’s handwriting was written, “To My Greatest Admirer.”  Her signature followed it.  Tears came to Emma’s eyes.  She leaned forward to hug Marie and was glad Marie allowed herself to exist enough for Emma to hug her.  “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.  Your mom seemed like a real nice lady.”
 
   “She was the best.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re going to be as good of a mother someday,” Marie said and winked.  Then she pried Emma off and took a step back.  “I’ve got to go.  There’s a wicked Halloween party at Rampart State in 1969 I want to check out.  I think I’ve got a pretty good costume, don’t you?”
 
   “It’s great.”
 
   “You want to come with me?  You’ve got a decent costume too.”
 
   Emma chuckled at this.  “No, I don’t think so.  Thanks anyway.”
 
   “Before I go, I want you to know that things aren’t always going to be easy.  Sometimes things are going to seem really bleak.  It’s important you don’t lose hope.  Keep at it and work hard, all right?”
 
   “I will.  Thanks.”
 
   As suddenly as she appeared, Marie disappeared.  Emma sat on the bike for a few minutes to take everything in.  Then she tucked the slip of paper with her mother’s autograph into her purse and called for the armor.  
 
   The Scarlet Knight still had plenty of work to do here in the present.
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Prologue
 
   Beneath the sand lay whole other worlds.  Many of these worlds were thousands of years old; they had existed before Jesus Christ ever drew his first breath.  By sifting through the sands, one could go back in time to a world without cell phones, computers, and automobiles.  In some cases it might even be a world without the wheel.
 
   Dan Dreyfus’s job was to uncover these worlds.  He had braved the heat in Egypt for three years in search of an ancient civilization.  Up to this point he had only turned up a few bits of pottery and simple tools.  He was close to something, he knew it.  It wouldn’t be long until he made a major discovery.
 
   He told himself this every morning when he woke up and reminded himself again every night before he fell asleep.  This answered those other pesky questions, such as why he lived in a tent with no air conditioning, decent food, or a comfortable bed.  Back home the mansion he had inherited had central air, a personal chef, and forty-three bedrooms.  But it couldn’t provide the adventure that came from a discovery of something no one had seen in thousands of years.
 
   Of course it might not be much longer before he was back in the States even if he didn’t make a discovery.  The Plaine Museum, which had funded his work these last three years, was impatient.  The last time he checked his Email, he had found a note from the director that politely informed him that due to budget cuts, the museum couldn’t afford to fund his research for more than another three months.  The director subtly added that the situation might change if he produced something that might convince more donor support.
 
   Dan ran a hand over the beard he had grown in the last two weeks.  Three months wasn’t much time in archaeology, not with the amount of ground they had to cover.  He might spend another three years out here and not find more than a few bits of pottery and simple tools.  Some scientists had spent their lives out here without a major discovery.
 
   He supposed he had spoiled the Plaine Museum when he found Karlak II’s tomb five years ago.  That exhibition had gone on to be one of the museum’s most popular; it had run for a year in Rampart City before it went on the road across the world.  It was no surprise the director thought more would come soon after.
 
   There was no point to explain these things to the director.  She was a politician, not a scientist.  At one time she had been a biologist, but this was a long time ago, when Dan was still a child.  Years of galas and photo opportunities had dulled her memory about the difficulty of fieldwork.  It was like roulette; you could only put your money down and hope the ball landed on your number.
 
   When he started out three years ago, he had a whole team of assistants, many grad students who wanted experience to help earn their degrees.  As time went on and the director cut back on Dan’s budget, the size of his team shrunk, to the point that he had just one assistant:  Isis Nazif.  Like many of the others she was a grad student, but unlike the others she had stayed because Egypt was her home.
 
   As was usually the case, Isis was already hard at work on their latest site.  There was no need to ask the young woman if she had found anything yet.  “Get any sleep?” Dan asked instead.
 
   “A little,” Isis said.  “How about you?”
 
   “Some,” Dan said.  In fact Dan had not gotten more than two hours of sleep any night in Egypt.  Whenever he went to bed, he found himself haunted by strange nightmares.  They usually involved a black monster with claws for hands and a redheaded woman.  The woman was familiar to him, a fellow scientist at the Plaine Museum.  Emma, that was her name.  Dr. Emma Earl.  They had met briefly before Dan left for Egypt.  “They say we might get a sandstorm today,” Dan said.
 
   “Should I cover up the equipment?”
 
   “Probably a good idea.”  The storms came up with little warning and often covered everything in a thick layer of sand.  The last one had popped up so quickly, Dan and Isis had time only to dive into the nearest tent.  It had taken two days to find their own simple tools.  
 
   While Isis packed up the heavier equipment to move to safety, Dan began to dig about ten feet from where Isis had been.  The work was slow and tedious, as he had to sift through each shovelful to make sure there was nothing of interest.  Most people would have gone insane after a day of it, but Dan had always enjoyed it.  Not so much the work as the hope he might make a new discovery. 
 
   No sandstorms had come through by one o’clock, when Dan and Isis retreated to a tent for their lunch.  As usual they ate cans of beans and soup; canned food worked best since they didn’t have a reliable generator and were fifty miles from the nearest market.  As he ate, Dan tried to get the satellite link to work, so they could access the Internet.  But the satellite hookup had proven less reliable than the generator; Dan soon gave up with a sigh.  “No news today.”
 
   Isis peeked out through the tent flap; her brown eyes widened.  “Here it comes!” she said.  Dan stuck his head out of the flap in time to see the sky darken from sand.
 
   With most of their equipment already in storage, they didn’t need long to get everything under cover.  Dan spread a tarp over his worksite, not that it would be any easier to find after two inches of sand covered it.  Isis did likewise and then they ducked into Dan’s tent to wait.
 
   The wind howled as if a pack of wild dogs were outside the tent.  Dan and Isis could do nothing more than sit silently and wait for it to stop.  It was too dark to read and Dan didn’t want to waste his batteries on the flashlight.  He had been through enough of these to know how to survive them.
 
   The winds began to die down, which indicated the storm had nearly blown over.  “Looks like we survived another one,” Isis said.
 
   Dan opened the tent and then crawled outside to take a look around.  As expected, the storm had rewritten the landscape around them and created dunes that rose higher than the tents.  Without a word, they started to clear the sand away from their campsite so they could begin again.  The director would have to wait a while longer for any good news.
 
   ***
 
   When Dan began this expedition, he had a pair of mercenaries to serve as bodyguards.  Despite they were literally in the middle of nowhere, there was also the possibility thieves or wild animals might attack while they slept.  With only the two of them now, they took turns on watch.  Dan took the first shift, which went until one in the morning.
 
   He sat outside, an old .38 revolver in his lap.  He didn’t really know how to use the gun, but he hoped that its presence would scare anything away.  Isis slept inside the tent, her back turned to him so that when he occasionally peeked inside to make sure she was safe, he could only see her glossy black hair.  As he always did, he tried not to think about how beautiful she was.  Her nose was a little hooked and her eyebrows a bit thick by American standards, but she had a lithe, soft body with everything in good proportion.  More than that, she was smart, almost as knowledgeable about ancient Egypt as he was, and she worked hard.
 
   He forced himself to turn away from the tent; he stared up at the sky instead.  Out here in the desert there wasn’t light pollution, so he could actually see the stars, unlike in Rampart City, where only the lights from skyscrapers were visible in the night skies.  He could stay out here for the rest of his life.  With a sigh, he wondered what he would do if the director told him to come home.  He could always quit his job and work independently; his father and stepmother had left him more than enough money that he could fund digs for another decade.  Or he could try to find another museum or university to fund his work—
 
   A whimper from inside the tent interrupted his thoughts.  He opened the flap and then shone the flashlight inside.  Isis had rolled over to face him, though her eyes were still closed.  She whimpered again and her entire body jerked with a spasm.  He played the flashlight around the tent, but didn’t see any animals inside, unless a scorpion had gotten into her sleeping bag to sting her.  It was probably a bad dream.  
 
   As he debated whether to wake her up or not, her eyes opened.  There was something strange about them:  not only were her eyes opened extremely wide, but the irises looked black.  “Isis?  Are you—?”
 
   Before he could finish, Isis crawled out of the sleeping bag, towards the flap.  As she came closer, he could see more clearly that her eyes had indeed turned black.  Had she been poisoned?  He tried to remember from his zoology classes if scorpion or snake venom could do that to a person.
 
   Isis brushed past him and then got to her feet.  She had worn her boots to bed precisely to ward away any insect bites to her feet, which came in handy now as she wandered out into the desert.  The way she walked was the unnatural, lurching gait of a zombie in the movies.  Had she finally snapped?
 
   He had heard that it wasn’t a good idea to wake up a sleepwalker, so he tucked the gun into his pocket and followed her into the desert.  He hoped she didn’t intend to go too far.  She didn’t.
 
   Isis knelt down in the sand and then began to dig.  Dan didn’t remember this spot, but with the sandstorm it was difficult to remember anything of the landscape.  He watched with fascination as Isis clawed at the sand with her hands; she threw handfuls of it behind her like a dog.  She continued this for about five minutes, until she stopped.
 
   He thought maybe she had woke up, but when she turned to him, her black eyes still bulged.  The voice that came from her throat was a low hiss, almost like a snake.  “She is here,” Isis said.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “She is here,” Isis repeated and then pointed at the hole.
 
   Dan peered down into the hole, but reeled back when he saw a face looking back at him.  It was a woman’s face, rendered in some kind of black stone—onyx, obsidian, or jet he couldn’t be sure.  The detail on the woman’s face was incredible; the artist had rendered everything down to the tiny wrinkles around the eyes and mouth.  It was far more detail than any ancient artist had ever achieved.  Even stranger was how similar the woman’s face looked to Isis’s.  
 
   Dan began to furiously scrape around the woman’s face to reveal a head with lifelike hair the same color black as the face.  He didn’t realize Isis had left until she returned with two shovels.  Together they dug out the rest of the statue to uncover slender shoulders, a narrow waist, and coltish legs.  The woman wore no clothes, but had spread hands over her breasts to preserve some of her modesty.
 
   Isis threw down her shovel to reach out to the statue with both hands as if she intended to hug it.  The moment Isis touched the statue, it was as if a current of electricity ran through her:  her hair stood up on end, her body shook violently, and a scream came from her lips.  He tried to pull her away, but her hands remained glued to the black surface of the statue.
 
   Thirty seconds wore on; Isis continued to shake as if being electrocuted.  Then as suddenly as it began, it was all over.  Isis collapsed to the ground in front of the statue.  Dan knelt beside her to feel for a pulse.  To his relief, she was still alive.  From the look of it, she was no worse for wear either, at least on the outside.
 
   He picked her up and carried her back to the tent.  He had no idea what had happened, but one thing he did know:  the Plaine Museum had its discovery.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1
 
   The door to the old house opened and immediately Emma Earl found herself smothered by a hug.  The old woman who had delivered the hug pulled back to give Emma a grandmotherly smile.  “Congratulations, dear.  We just heard the wonderful news.”
 
   “Oh, thanks,” Emma said.  She was about to ask how Mrs. Chiostro had found out, but then she saw the spectral form of a bearded man with a pointed hat in a corner.  Emma did her best to glare at the ghost.  “Blabbermouth,” she chided.
 
   “Knowing your modesty, I didn’t think you’d get around to mentioning it,” Marlin said.
 
   “Now, you two, don’t argue,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She led Emma through the foyer, into a parlor converted into a dress shop with patterns tacked to the wall, material stacked on the floor, and a mannequin that stood before a window.  The old woman patted Emma’s shoulder.  “You should be very proud, dear.”
 
   “I am.”  Only an hour ago she had been called into the director’s office, where she was offered the position of assistant director for the Plaine Museum.  It was a promotion unheard-of for a twenty-four-year-old, one Emma herself had not expected.  There were any number of people at the museum with far more experience than her, especially in the administrative side of things, though she had managed the geology department for nearly the last five years.
 
   “I’m sure it’s very exciting.”
 
   “It is,” Emma said, though at the moment she didn’t feel excited.  Terrified was more the word for it.  Assistant director for the entire museum—not only the actual museum building but also the various research stations around the world—was far more responsibility than a single department.  She didn’t know if she could handle it.
 
   “Don’t worry, dear, everything will work out fine.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   The old woman’s body stiffened for a moment.  “Rebecca is coming up the front steps.  Why don’t you go let her in?”
 
   “Sure thing.”  Emma hurried back through the foyer to open the front door an instant before Becky’s knuckle could rap on the wood.
 
   “I wish she wouldn’t do that,” Becky grumbled.  A moment later her chubby face brightened with a smile.  “I heard about your good news.  Congratulations, kid.”
 
   “Thanks,” Emma said.  She wondered if there was anyone Marlin hadn’t told yet.  The former wizard’s apprentice could be a real busybody sometimes.
 
   “How much more do you get for this?”
 
   “I’m not really sure yet.”  Emma did know, but she didn’t want to talk about it yet.  Since it was much more than what Becky made as an assistant to Councilwoman Napier, Emma didn’t want any jealousy to spoil what was Becky’s day.  Emma said, “Did you and Steve find anything?”
 
   “Oh, sure, there’s a nice old house down the road from here.  Needs a little work, but not too much.  A lot more solid than one of those McCondos in the suburbs.”
 
   “This is a nice area,” Emma said.  The historical district was the one neighborhood visited infrequently by the Scarlet Knight.  For that reason, Emma had encouraged her friend—who was dead set against living in the suburbs—to look for something there.  Since it was such a nice neighborhood, anything Becky and Steve could afford would be in need of some repair.
 
   They reached the parlor, where Mrs. Chiostro waited with two dresses.  The one on the right was lavender with ruffles along the shoulders and the base of the long skirt.  This dress Mrs. Chiostro handed to Emma.  When she pressed it against her body, Emma could already tell it was tailored perfectly for her.
 
   As for the other dress, it was white with puffed sleeves and a flowing lace skirt—a wedding dress.  Mrs. Chiostro tried to give this to Becky, but the younger woman was too in shock to take it.  Tears bubbled up in her eyes and fingers went to her lips.  Emma knew what her best friend was thinking.  In all her life, Becky had never expected to be a bride.  Ever since they were little girls, it was assumed that Emma would be the one to marry a handsome prince while Becky would be the bridesmaid.  In a week, the opposite would happen.
 
   Becky finally snapped out of her shock to take the dress.  As if in a trance, she shambled behind an antique screen to change.  This process resulted in several minutes of grunts and muffled curses.  “Would you like some help, dear?” Mrs. Chiostro asked.
 
   “I’ve got it,” Becky said.  She stepped out from behind the screen a minute later in full bridal regalia.  “What do you think?”
 
   “You look beautiful,” Emma said.  Mrs. Chiostro had done a masterful job to tailor the dress to hide the stubborn bulge in Becky’s midsection.  Everything from the waist to the sleeves had been done to make Becky appear slimmer.  When she raised the veil, even Becky’s face seemed thinner; Emma wondered if perhaps Mrs. Chiostro had used a little magic to achieve this effect.
 
   “You really think so?”
 
   “See for yourself.”
 
   More tears came to Becky’s eyes when she looked at herself in the mirror.  “Oh my God,” she breathed.  “It’s unreal.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro put a hand on Becky’s shoulder.  “I assure you, dear, it’s very real.”
 
   “Thank you.”  
 
   In spite of herself, Emma joined in Becky’s tears.  She had never seen her friend look so happy as she did at that moment.  She gave Becky a hug for support.  “Steve is going to love it.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “I know so.”  They hugged again, this time longer, lost in the joy of the moment.
 
   ***
 
   As Emma expected, her dress fit perfectly.  This was in large part because Mrs. Chiostro had tailored a half-dozen dresses for Emma over the last five years.  She wasn’t sold on the lavender color, but Becky had insisted on it.  Purple had always been Becky’s favorite color but she obviously couldn’t wear it to her own wedding, so her bridesmaids would be her proxy.
 
   Emma stepped out from behind the screen for Becky’s inspection.  Her friend smiled and then clapped her hands.  “It’s perfect,” Becky said.
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Just like how I imagined.”
 
   “It is nice,” Emma said.  She looked at herself in the mirror.  As she continued to study the way the dress fit, the opening to Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony rumbled out of her purse.  She knew what this meant even before she scooped the BlackBerry out of her purse.  The ominous tone meant the Scarlet Knight had received a message.
 
   “Trouble?” Becky asked.
 
   Emma nodded.  Only one person had the anonymous Email address for the Scarlet Knight: Lieutenant Lottie Donovan of the Rampart City police force.  The Email address was Donovan’s link to the Scarlet Knight; Emma had programmed the ominous ring tone so she would instantly know when her alter ego had mail.
 
   “Urgent!  Meet me as soon as you get this.  DD,” the message read.  Below that was an address for one of the many abandoned warehouses along the waterfront.   As the Scarlet Knight, Emma rarely went around in the daylight.  There was little more conspicuous even on the streets of Rampart City than a woman in red plate armor.
 
   “I’ve got to go,” she said.  “Something’s wrong.”
 
   “Now?” Becky said.
 
   “I’m sorry.  It’s important.”
 
   Becky sighed.  “At least change out of the dress first.  I don’t want my maid of honor showing up in rags.”
 
   Emma hurried back behind the screen.  After she took off the dress, she said, “Mekka lekka weep ninnebaum.”  An instant later, a red case appeared beside her.  There were no handles on the case, but it yawned open at her touch.  Inside was a set of red plate armor that gave the Scarlet Knight her name.  After five years of practice, Emma could strap on the leg and arm pieces and breastplate in less than a minute. 
 
   As always, she saved the helmet for last.  With a deep breath, she settled it on her head to become the Scarlet Knight.  When she stepped out from behind the screen, she saw that Becky looked down at the floor.  “I’m sorry,” Emma said again.  She lifted the visor enough to give her friend a peck on the cheek.
 
   “Give ‘em hell,” Becky said.
 
   Emma’s red motorcycle waited outside where she had left it.  Had anyone been foolish enough to try and steal it, she had wired the seat with 5,000 volts, enough to disable any would-be thief.  She deactivated the security system and then kicked the bike to life.
 
   Emma didn’t get to the waterfront too quickly, as the heavy concentration of vehicles on the road and pedestrians on the sidewalk made things more difficult than at night.  Though she knew the helmet concealed her face, she couldn’t help but feel conspicuous in the red armor with the golden cape flapping behind her.  Her face turned warm beneath the visor as a pair of boys in a minivan waved at her.
 
   She skidded to a stop in front of the warehouse.  Like many of the buildings along the waterfront, this one had fallen into disrepair to become a nest for transients and criminals.  If it were up to Emma the buildings would all be torn down, but most of them were owned by holding corporations that through a complex series of transactions belonged to Don Vendetta, the head of organized crime in the city.  The don in turn used the buildings as meeting places for dealing drugs, weapons, and other illegal goods.
 
   Emma pulled the golden cape around herself as she approached the front of the warehouse.  She and Lieutenant Donovan usually met at the band shelter in Robinson Park, but that would be occupied in the daytime.  Still, there was a small chance someone else might have figured out the Email and sent a fake message to trap the Scarlet Knight.  She didn’t want to be unprepared.
 
   “There’s no one else inside,” Marlin whispered in her ear.
 
   “Did you look at the screen?” she asked him.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “That could have been private.”
 
   “Oh yes, it could have been from one of your countless admirers.”
 
   “Hush,” she snapped more out of habit than anger.
 
   As Marlin had reported, there was no one else in the warehouse.  Lieutenant Donovan sat on a pile of rotten crates, an ever-present cigarette in her mouth.  “You made it,” she said and tossed the cigarette away.  Emma knew it wouldn’t be long until she pulled another one out of her jacket.
 
   “What’s the emergency?”
 
   “Sorry, were you polishing your breastplate or something?”  Despite five years of working together, the lieutenant and Scarlet Knight still did not have a cordial relationship.  Lieutenant Donovan frequently lamented how she needed the help of a “goddamned vigilante” to help contain crime in the city.  Emma understood this enough not to take offense.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   As expected, the lieutenant reached into her jacket for another cigarette.  “Tonight’s the night.  We’re going to nail that bitch this time.”
 
   “Don Vendetta?”
 
   “That’s right.  I’ve got it from my sources that she’s going to be receiving a shipment of computers.  Real high-end ones.  We think she’s going to try getting into the information business.  These babies are top-of-the-line with the best encryption.  God help us if she turns them over to Al-Qaeda or someone worse.”  She went on to describe the place where the meet would go down, a similar warehouse no more than a half-mile away.
 
   “And you want me to stay away?”  The last time the police had closed in on Don Vendetta three-and-a-half years ago, Lieutenant Donovan had asked Emma to stay away.  The deal had turned out to be a ruse.  Since then, the lieutenant had worked slowly for another chance.
 
    “Not this time.  This time I want your help.”
 
   “What do you need me to do?”
 
   “Nothing much.  When she tries to run, make sure she doesn’t get far.  That’s all.  Just let us make the arrest.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “The less she sees of you the better.  Give her lawyers less to work with.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Lieutenant Donovan tossed her latest cigarette away.  “This is going to be it.  I can feel it.”
 
   “Let’s hope so.”  With that, Emma wrapped the cape around herself and disappeared.
 
   ***
 
   Emma would have preferred to go back to Mrs. Chiostro’s house to check on Becky; they still had a lot of plans to finalize before the wedding.  Instead, she sat atop a silo used for cement.  With the amplified vision of her visor, she could see the warehouse where Don Vendetta would be, despite that it was a half-mile away.
 
   She wasn’t the only one with eyes on the warehouse, of course.  The police had already set up their trap.  Boats cruised the harbor; the officers on board used high-powered binoculars to watch the warehouse.  Other cops disguised as dockworkers milled around the area, ready to rush in as soon as Lieutenant Donovan gave the word.
 
   If Emma could spot these, she wondered if Don Vendetta would as well.  The don had proved to be a slippery foe in the last five years, always a step ahead of both the police and the Scarlet Knight.  Much of this was because the don had moles within the department who fed her information about any possible raids.  Lieutenant Donovan and internal affairs had rooted out some of these, but there were certainly more they hadn’t discovered.  Would one of these notify Don Vendetta of the trap?
 
   Though she was usually an optimist, Emma couldn’t help but feel trepidation about all of this.  She had fought crime in Rampart City for five years, which had taught her not to get her hopes up, especially when it came to Don Vendetta.  She wouldn’t believe it until she saw the don in a jail cell with her own eyes.
 
   Marlin appeared at her shoulder.  “Becky is fine.  She’s going home to meet her beau.”
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t talk about them like that.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Sarcastically.  Becky and Steve deserve to be happy.”  Especially Becky, who had endured years of physical and mental abuse from her mother.   That Becky had turned out even remotely normal was a miracle in itself.  That she could find someone like Steve Scherr was even more so.
 
   “I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “You implied it.”
 
   The ghost grunted at this.  As a spirit for four thousand years, his perspective on relationships was warped.  He frequently told Emma about romance in his day; back then you knocked your beloved over the head with a heavy stick and then ravished her behind some bushes.  “I don’t know why it took them so long.”
 
   “Steve was finishing his doctorate.”
 
   “There’s a good excuse.”
 
   “They weren’t ready to settle down until he found a job.”  That job was at the Plaine Museum, where he would come to work in the botany department.  Despite what Becky thought, Emma had not pulled any strings at the museum to get him the job; he was brilliant enough on his own.
 
   “Likely story.”
 
   Emma decided to ignore the ghost and concentrated on the warehouse.  It was dark outside, but the visor turned the darkness as bright as daytime.  She spent another five hours huddled atop the silo.  At last she saw a pair of heavy-duty trucks rumble into the warehouse.  The visor couldn’t see into the vehicles, so there was no way to know how many goons might be in the truck.
 
   Two men emerged from the trucks to mill around inside the warehouse.  These were probably the merchants with the computers.  Or they might be puppets meant to confuse the police—and the Scarlet Knight—while the real transaction occurred somewhere else.
 
   Another hour went by before Emma saw the limousine pull into the warehouse.  She saw a half-dozen large men get out of the vehicle.  They encircled a much smaller woman—Don Vendetta.  She never seemed to run out of bodyguards.  No matter how many Emma put in jail, more always remained.  Despite the risk of jail time, the rewards were still too good for those with a lot of brawn but little brain to pass up.
 
   The warehouse door closed, which left Emma unable to see anything.  She studied the outside of the warehouse.  The police began to move in; the dockworkers suddenly shirked their responsibilities and the boats pulled into port.
 
   Then came the SWAT team van, followed by a line of police cruisers.  These approached without lights of any kind; they proceeded slowly so no one inside would hear them.  Emma’s body tensed as a part of her wished she could be in the middle of the action.  But she had promised Lieutenant Donovan to be as inconspicuous as possible, which meant she couldn’t drop into the fray and take out the don’s henchmen.
 
   She could only watch as police emerged from the SWAT vehicle and cruisers.  The undercover officers closed in as well to form a perimeter around the building.  With any luck, Emma would get to sit this one out and be home in time to see Becky before she went to bed.
 
   A few minutes later, Don Vendetta ran from the warehouse.  She ran not to the limousine, but to one of the heavy trucks.  Emma had already jumped from the silo before the truck started towards the front doors.
 
   As she plunged towards the ground, the golden cape billowed up to become like a parachute.  With a snap she was jerked upwards for a moment before she coasted down.  The don’s escape played out through her visor as she made her descent.  
 
   One thing Lieutenant Donovan hadn’t counted on was the need to stop a two-ton military-issue truck, especially one with a head of steam.  Not even the SWAT machine guns could do much against the truck.  While Emma watched, the don crashed through the police barricade in front of the doors.  The don stepped on the gas and pushed the truck even harder in an attempt to put as much distance between her and the police as possible.
 
   There wouldn’t be time for a pretty landing.  Emma reached up to bring down the cape, which caused her to plunge towards the ground.  She curled her legs up before she impacted hard enough to crack the pavement.  A normal person would have shattered both legs, but the red armor protected Emma from injury.  
 
   She rolled to her feet and took off after the truck.  The armor augmented her speed, but not enough for her to catch the vehicle.  Her motorcycle was too far away to reach; by the time she got it, the don would have escaped. 
 
   Instead, she bounced slightly on her boots.  The rubber soles of the boots propelled her forward through the air.  She continued this pattern until she could see the truck.  While she continued to run, she reached down to the belt on her hip.  From this she produced a golden sword—the Sword of Justice.  The blade glowed in the night air as she hurled it towards the truck.  
 
   The sword sliced through the air, guided towards its target by Emma’s mind.  Five years on the job as the Scarlet Knight had given her enough control that she could guide the blade and continue the pursuit at the same time.  With another jump, she came closer to the vehicle, enough to read the license plate through the visor.
 
   Since it was a military-issue truck, the vehicle’s tires were bulletproof and could even survive a mine hit.  What they couldn’t survive was the Sword of Justice, which could cut through any material on Earth.  The golden blade cut through the rear tire on the driver’s side as if it were butter and then continued forward to do the same to the front tire.
 
   Emma called the blade back to her hand.  It caught up with her in midair as she made the final leap onto the top of the truck.  She came down on the rear of the vehicle as the truck still managed to grind along, despite the lack of two tires. 
 
   With a short hop not assisted by her boots, Emma landed on the front of the truck.  Then Emma plunged the Sword of Justice into the engine of the truck.  It might have been able to plow along without two tires, but it couldn’t survive without an engine.  The truck lurched to a halt, which nearly threw Emma in the process.
 
   For a moment she stared at Don Vendetta.  She badly wanted to tear the don out of the vehicle, maybe even make a quip appropriate for the occasion.  But she remembered what Lieutenant Donovan had said; she had probably made herself too conspicuous already.  She tossed the don a mock salute, and then the Scarlet Knight bounded away into the night.
 
   From atop an old army-navy surplus store, Emma watched Lieutenant Donovan approach the truck.  For a moment Emma wondered if Don Vendetta might try to go down in a blaze of glory or perhaps even commit suicide.  She didn’t.  She put up her hands as Lieutenant Donovan approached.  Emma wondered what the lieutenant said, probably the kind of quip Emma had wanted to deliver.
 
   Emma was certain Lieutenant Donovan took great pleasure to shove Don Vendetta against the hood of the vehicle and then cuff her.  Years of hard work and dedication had finally paid off—the city’s most notorious criminal was in custody.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Emma didn’t return to the apartment until four in the morning.  Once word of the don’s capture hit the streets, numerous petty thugs decided to fill the vacuum.  Emma had put down six robberies, three carjackings, and a street battle between two rival gangs.  By the time she made it up the fire escape, she could do little more than take off the armor and then collapse on her bed.
 
   The alarm went off three hours later.  Emma had grown used to these late nights with little sleep, though she still didn’t like them.  She rolled out of bed to get ready for work as if it were an ordinary day.
 
   Becky sat at the kitchen counter, surrounded by boxes.  Most of the kitchen appliances and utensils would go with her, except for the blender Emma used for her morning protein shake.  A mug of coffee already waited for her to gulp down while she put the shake together.  Becky nodded towards the television in the living room.  “Your handiwork?”
 
   On the screen, a grim-faced reporter stood in front of police headquarters.  The headline at the bottom of the screen read, “Don Vendetta Arrested.”  Footage showed a middle-aged blonde woman being led up the steps of the station by Lieutenant Donovan.  “Not really,” Emma said.  “I just kept her from escaping.”
 
   As if on cue, the reporter said, “When asked about the involvement of the Scarlet Knight in Don Vendetta’s capture, Lieutenant Charlotte Donovan said, ‘The police department does not cooperate with vigilantes.’”
 
   “Ingrates,” Becky said.  “They can’t give you a little credit?”
 
   “It’s not important,” Emma said.  “She’s behind bars—that’s what counts.”
 
   “What happens now?  You going to retire?”
 
   “Now there will probably be a war to see who comes out on top.”
 
   “So things are going to be even busier for you?”
 
   “Probably.”  Emma didn’t have a lot of experience with mob wars, but she assumed Don Vendetta’s empire was like any other and that with their leader gone, the lieutenants would battle each other for control.  In a way it was almost better to have the don around to maintain order.
 
   Emma made her shake and took it to the couch, which at the moment was wrapped in plastic.  Most of the furniture would also go with Becky to the house she would share with Steve after their wedding.  Emma had willingly given this to Becky, since she didn’t have much need for furniture or kitchen supplies.  Most of her time in the apartment she spent unconscious on her bed.
 
   The items Emma would really miss—other than Becky herself—were the picture albums and other mementoes.  The photos in the albums dated back to when Emma and Becky were little girls, right up through to when they moved into their second apartment.  These could not be replaced and copies were a flimsy substitute.  Along with the pictures were old toys, books, and souvenirs from a trip to Florida when they were in first grade.  Becky had offered to divide these, but Emma thought they would be better off in Becky’s house.  In the empty apartment they would only emphasize the loneliness sure to hang over the place.
 
   The idea of another roommate had occurred to Emma, but that would be difficult with her secret life.  The fewer people who knew about the Scarlet Knight’s identity the better.  It would be almost impossible to find someone Emma trusted as much as Becky to keep such a secret.
 
   The news went to commercial and Becky cleared her throat.  “I don’t suppose you’ve done any planning yet for my bachelorette party what with capturing mob bosses and all?”
 
   “I’ve been working on it,” Emma said.  In fact she had given the task to her secretary, which was a breach of museum rules, but Emma simply didn’t have the time for such things with her new duties as assistant director and as the Scarlet Knight.  
 
   “I hope it’s not anything too wild.”  The sarcasm was evident in Becky’s voice.  Emma had given her secretary the vague instruction to book something tasteful, not one of the many strip clubs, most of which were fronts for Don Vendetta and other, smaller operators.
 
   “Maybe one of your sisters—”
 
   “Come on, kid, I’m teasing.  You know I’m not into that stuff.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  Steve’s not even having a bachelor party.”
 
   “So he says,” Emma said.
 
   “You’re spending too much time with that ghost.  He’s a bad influence on you.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You’d better hurry up.  Don’t want to be late on your first day, Madame Assistant Director.”
 
   Emma gave her friend a quick hug.  “I’ll see you later.  I hope.”
 
   “Take good care of him for me.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Don’t bust his chops too much.  Or whatever you nerdy scientists do for hazing.”  With a wink, Becky was out the door and Emma was alone.  That was something she would have to get used to.
 
   ***
 
   One benefit to her new position was a parking space on the ground floor of the garage.  Emma left her motorcycle in this spot and then started towards the entrance to the building.  Some of her coworkers found it odd she rode a motorcycle; she claimed she wanted to conserve gas usage.  Before she reached the front door she took off the helmet and then shook out her hair.  She usually stopped in the bathroom on her way in to pull her hair back to project something like a professional appearance.
 
   Today she didn’t get far before she saw Steve Scherr on a bench with a briefcase on his lap.  People who met Emma and Steve often confused them for twins since they had the same red hair and blue eyes and looked younger than their age.  Apparently they shared the same sense of punctuality as well.
 
   “You’re early,” Emma said.  “Did you have any trouble finding a parking space?”
 
   “No, there was plenty of room.”
 
   “As long as you’re early.  By eight it starts to get crowded.”
 
   “I’ll try to be early then.”  Steve rose from his chair to shake Emma’s hand as if they hadn’t met before.  Emma supposed this was to appear as if he didn’t get his job through cronyism.  “Do you want me to wait here or—”
 
   “No, I can show you up to where you’ll be working.”  Emma motioned for him to follow her past the ticket counter, into the main gallery.  The signature piece of this gallery was Alex the mastodon.  The elephant-like creature’s skeleton had glared down at generations of visitors to the Plaine Museum.
 
   They passed Alex to the elevator.  Once inside, Emma pushed the button for the third floor.  “The second floor is devoted to our static exhibits, though we do change them from time to time.  The third floor is where you’ll be spending most of your time.  That’s for the research departments.  You’ll be working in the botany department with Dr. Bancroft.  He’s a nice man, lots of field experience.”
 
   “You work on the fourth floor now?”
 
   “That’s right.  In the administrative offices.  Of course if you ever need anything, you can pick up the phone and call.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Steve cleared his throat.  “Did you see Becky this morning?”
 
   “Yes, before I left.”
 
   “Does she seem all right to you?”
 
   “Fine.  Why?  Has she said something?”
 
   “No.  It’s that she seems a little nervous.  I’m starting to wonder if she might be getting cold feet.”
 
   “Oh, I doubt that.  Becky loves you.”
 
   “I know.  It’s just that getting married is a big step.  Maybe too big of one for her.”
 
   “I’m sure Becky will go through with it.”  The elevator doors opened onto the third floor.  “I can talk with her if you’d like.”
 
   “That would be great.”  Emma led Steve along the hallway to the botany department.  This path took her past the geology department, which she had managed for nearly five years.  The frosted glass on the door prevented anyone from seeing her as she passed by.  A part of her yearned to remain there, where she could continue her research on meteor fragments and the search for life from other planets.  The assistant director was far removed from hands-on work, the kind of work she enjoyed.
 
   Emma opened the door to the botany department.  Dr. Bancroft was already there, a large, jovial man who played Santa Claus at a homeless shelter during the holidays.  He crushed Steve’s hand hard enough to make the younger man wince.  “You’re our new man.  Good to meet you.”  Bancroft turned to Emma then.  “And you’ve met our illustrious new assistant director.  I hope she didn’t give you too hard of a time.”
 
   “No, sir,” Steve said.
 
   “There’s still plenty of time for that.  Before long she’ll be raining down memos about conserving paper clips and rubber bands.”  From someone else this might have seemed mean-spirited, but the twinkle in Bancroft’s eye clearly indicated this was a joke.
 
   “I’ll leave you two to get acquainted,” Emma said.  She beat a hasty retreat before Bancroft tried to shake her hand, which could make even the Scarlet Knight wince.  She took a last look back at Steve, who nodded slightly to indicate everything was fine—at least for now.
 
   ***
 
   Her new office on the fourth floor was twice the size of her old one and had a better view of the city.  She could see Executive Plaza and Robinson Tower, two of the city’s world famous landmarks along with Robinson Park.  From her slightly higher vantage the people below looked smaller, which reminded her of a maze she had once built for mice to run through.  How many of these mice were really rats that gnawed away at the city?  That was something she often contemplated when she scrambled along the rooftops as the Scarlet Knight.
 
   A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts.  Emma’s secretary stuck her head through the doorway.  “Dr. Earl, the director would like to see you.”
 
   “Oh, yes, thank you, Leslie.”  Despite nearly five years as an administrator, Emma had never really gotten used to having a secretary.  The thought of someone at her beck and call made her cringe.  “I’ll be right there.”
 
   Leslie nodded.  She slipped into the office then and closed the door.  “On that other matter, I’ve made the preliminary arrangements.  I think you’ll find them acceptable.”
 
   “I’m sure I will,” Emma said.  Leslie’s work was nothing if not exceptional.  This stemmed from her long history as a secretary at the Plaine Museum and the Louvre before that.  Emma considered herself fortunate to have someone so capable in her employ.  “I hope you don’t mind.  I’d never do something like that usually—”
 
   “I understand.  I’m happy to do my part.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma took a folder of papers from Leslie, inside which were reservations at a trendy restaurant, the kind of place an assistant director could afford.  There was also a menu for the tearoom at the Rampart Arms Hotel, one of the oldest in the city.  “That should be great.”  Emma put the folder on her desk and then felt her cheeks turn red as she asked, “Did you get your invitation to the wedding yet?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Good.  If you’d like to come to the bachelorette party—”
 
   “That won’t be necessary.”  The secretary smiled.  “I’m a little old for such things.”
 
   “Consider it an open invitation.”
 
   “I will.”  Leslie cleared her throat.  “Begging my pardon, Doctor, but the director is waiting for you.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  Thank you.”  Emma grabbed her briefcase and then hurried next door to meet her new supervisor.
 
   The director had an even larger window with a better view that included the harbor.  The sight of the water reminded her of the excitement last night when she had captured Don Vendetta.  She wondered how bad things would get tonight.  So wrapped up in this thought, she didn’t realize the director had said something until she said, “Have a seat, Doctor.”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” Emma said like a scolded child.  She focused on the director, whose brown eyes never betrayed anything.
 
   “I know it’s short notice, but with Dr. Armstrong’s sudden departure it’s become necessary to give you a baptism of fire, so to speak.”
 
   “What can I do to help?”
 
   “We’re holding a fundraiser gala Thursday night.  I’d like you to attend and be our point woman.  Unless you already have plans.”
 
   “Me?  No, ma’am.”  Emma knew part of her job as assistant director would be to attend such events and glad-hand donors—and prospective donors.  She hadn’t thought it would happen so soon.  She would have to get a new dress from Mrs. Chiostro, maybe see the witch’s sister Sylvia about her hair—
 
   “We have some very important people coming to this event.  With their help we’ll be able to fund the satellite museum in Westfield.”  A smaller museum in the suburbs had been an obsession of the director’s ever since Emma began to work at the museum.  The project had yet to break ground due to a lack of funds.  “I shouldn’t have to tell someone as intelligent as you, Dr. Earl, that the new museum will need a director.”
 
   “I understand, ma’am.”
 
   “Good.  The event starts at eight o’clock.  I will of course be attending as well, but I’d like you to personally make some of our more important guests comfortable.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Very good.”  The director shifted some papers on her desk to indicate the meeting was over.  Emma started towards the door when the director called out, “One more thing.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “We have a prodigal son returning today with some important news.  Can you make sure Dr. Dreyfus finds his way to my office?”
 
   Emma stared blankly at the director for a moment.  Time had frozen around her as she summoned Dan’s face to her mind.  He was back?  For how long?  She would have to find out.
 
   ***
 
   Though it was probably not appropriate for an assistant director, Emma couldn’t help but run down the hallway, to the elevator.  Once the doors closed, she studied her reflection in the metal of the doors.  She did what she could to tidy up her hair and smooth out any wrinkles in her suit.  The last thing she wanted was for Dan to think she was a slob.
 
   How could he be back?  She hadn’t heard from him in weeks.  Over a year ago she had heard he’d found an ancient statue in the desert.  The last she had heard, he was still in Egypt to excavate what appeared to be a temple from the same area.  She had assumed this work would take years, by which time she might be able to settle her feelings for him.
 
   Not a day went by in the last five years when she didn’t think of Dan and the brief romance they had shared.  That romance ended when she knocked him out and then injected him with a potion from Mrs. Chiostro that wiped Dan’s memory of his time with Emma.  She had also planted the suggestion that Dan go far away, which had taken him back to Egypt.
 
   The guilt she felt for this continued to haunt her.  She hadn’t wanted to do it, but after he confessed his love, she didn’t feel she had a choice.  As the Scarlet Knight, it was too dangerous for anyone to fall in love with her.  She had so many enemies, any of whom would kill for the chance to find an opening to get to her.  But a voice always told her that she had acted selfishly; she had sent Dan away because she didn’t want to take responsibility for him on top of everything else.
 
   She should have known this day would come, when he would return to the Plaine Museum.  What would she do now?  She could use another potion on him—Mrs. Chiostro might have one that would make him go away forever—but she had learned her lesson.  Magic was not something to fool with.
 
   The doors opened to the ground floor.  A few early visitors were already in the main gallery to stare up at Alex.  Emma hurried past them and wondered if perhaps she were too late.  Dan might already have gone up to the anthropology department to check in.  She chided herself when she hoped this was true so she wouldn’t have to meet him yet.  She’d already had five years to prepare for his return; what difference would another day or two make?
 
   She wasn’t all that surprised to find Dan on the same bench as Steve had sat on earlier.  The years in the Egyptian desert had given him a movie star tan and there were perhaps a few wrinkles around the eyes that hadn’t been there before, but those eyes were still the same ones she had fallen in love with five years earlier.
 
   “Dr. Dreyfus,” she said, her voice as tiny as a little girl’s.
 
   He smiled, that smile unchanged as well by those years in Egypt.  “You must be Dr. Earl,” he said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d remember me.  We met briefly about five years ago.”
 
   “Oh, yes.  I remember.”  She looked down at her feet and wished she could force herself not to blush like a teenager.  “The director wanted me to show you upstairs.”
 
   “Great.  I haven’t talked with her in person in a while.”  As they started towards the elevator, Emma didn’t narrate as she’d done with Steve; Dan might have forgotten her, but he shouldn’t have forgotten the museum.
 
   In the elevator, she tried to organize her thoughts.  He took her by surprise by asking, “Are you still in the geology department?”
 
   “Actually I was just made assistant director.”
 
   “Really?  That’s quite a coup at your age.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose it is.”  Emma wanted to hit the stop button to freeze the elevator between floors and then wrap her arms around Dan.  She wanted to shower him with kisses until she made up for all the years that had passed between them.  She didn’t.  She couldn’t.  Instead, she worked up her courage to ask, “What brings you back here?”
 
   “We’re wrapping up our work in the desert and getting ready to transport everything back here for an exhibition.  I’m here to lay the groundwork for that.”
 
   “Then you’ll be going back?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.  I’d like to, but my wife wants us to settle down.  Start a family—maybe.”
 
   Emma’s legs wobbled; she stumbled back against the rear of the elevator.  “Your wife?”
 
   He held up his left hand to reveal a gold wedding band.  “We’ve been married for a year now.  It’s been kind of rough living in a tent like Bedouins.”  
 
   “I guess it would be.”  
 
   The doors mercifully opened so Emma could lead Dan to the director’s office.  She left him there with a handshake.  When her eyes met Dan’s, she no longer saw the love in them for her.  Another had replaced her in his heart.
 
   ***
 
   For ten years Lieutenant Lottie Donovan had imagined what she would do when she finally got Don Vendetta into custody.  Many of these scenarios involved the use of a variety of primitive instruments to inflict the kind of pain on the don as she had ordered inflicted on countless citizens of Rampart City.  The old saying of “an eye for an eye” didn’t seem to go nearly far enough in this case.
 
   As she opened the door to the holding cells, Lieutenant Donovan steeled herself for her moment of triumph.  In the other cells were the usual assortment of drunks, junkies, and homeless, not to mention a few petty dope dealers, thieves, and wife beaters.  These made the usual whistles and catcalls as she strode down the corridor.
 
   It wasn’t standard practice to put a perp in her own cell, but in this case Lieutenant Donovan didn’t want to take any chances.  Don Vendetta had plenty of enemies, but she had even more allies within the criminal underworld.  Any of the dope dealers, thieves, or wife beaters might help her escape to have some credit to barter later with the don.  Or those who wanted to become a legend might stab the don with a homemade knife.  In either case, Lieutenant Donovan wanted to make sure she got Don Vendetta to her arraignment.
 
   A guard opened the door to the solitary cell so Lieutenant Donovan could enter.  She found the don of organized crime in Rampart City on the bed; she calmly stared up at the ceiling.  “How have they been treating you?” Lieutenant Donovan asked.
 
   “The Rampart Arms has nothing to fear from your accommodations.  Or your cooking.”  The don motioned to an untouched tray in the corner.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan wished she could take a cigarette from her pocket, but there was no smoking anywhere in the station.  She had to settle for a piece of chewing gum, which was no replacement for nicotine when it came to her nerves.  “You want a stick?”
 
   “No.  Why don’t you get to your point, Detective?”
 
   “If that’s what you want.  I came to give you some advice.  Things would go a lot smoother for all of us if you confessed now.  The DA is willing to make you a good deal, especially if you turn over the names of the rest of your crew.”
 
   “You want me to rat out those in my employ?”
 
   “We’ll catch up to them eventually.  It’s only a matter of time.  You could save a lot of that with your cooperation.”
 
   “I will have to consider that.  Thank you, Detective, for bringing that to my attention.”
 
   “You still think you’re going to wriggle out of this.  Trust me, you’re not.  We have you dead to rights this time.  You made it even easier by stealing that truck.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be so overconfident, Lieutenant.”  The don finally sat up to meet Lieutenant Donovan’s glare.  “I wouldn’t be here at all if not for your little red friend.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Of course you don’t.  I suppose if internal affairs searches your computer they won’t find any messages from you to an anonymous Email account.”
 
   “Is that a threat?”
 
   “I don’t make threats, Lieutenant.”  The don’s smile as she said this chilled Lieutenant Donovan to the bone.  “There may still be time to delete those messages if you hurry.”
 
   “You don’t have anything.  If you did, you’d already have done something.”
 
   “Maybe.  But then some predators enjoy toying with the prey before they strike.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan stepped back to knock on the door for the guard to let her out.  “See you at the arraignment, Don.”
 
   She didn’t get more than a step out of the cell when she ran into Captain Mitch Kramer.  The captain’s voice cracked like a boy’s as he asked, “What were you doing in there?  If you were working her over—”
 
   “I was trying to persuade her to cooperate.”
 
   “I’ll have your badge if you touched her—”
 
   “I didn’t lay a hand on her.  We just talked.  Like two rational grown-ups.”
 
   Captain Kramer stuck a finger out to poke Lieutenant Donovan’s chest.  “The next time you want to go shake down a prisoner, you had better get my permission first.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Perfectly, sir.”
 
   “I’m tired of you flouting the rules, Lieutenant.  You either start being a team player or you’ll be on the bench.  Understood?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Good.”  Captain Kramer spun on his heel and then strode away with the precision of a good martinet.  Lieutenant Donovan shook her head as she watched him go.  There was no such thing as a good team player on the Rampart City force, not when you considered much of the team was on Don Vendetta’s payroll.  It was only when she turned one of these corrupt cops that Lieutenant Donovan had been able to finally bring in the don.
 
   And with the Scarlet Knight’s help.  Lieutenant Donovan wondered if the don really knew about the Email messages to the masked vigilante.  In any case, the lieutenant wasn’t dumb enough to send these from her computer at the department.  She used her personal phone and laptop for those communications.  Internal affairs would need more than the don’s insinuation to get a hold of those.  
 
   Even if they did manage to search those, the messages would do little to implicate Lieutenant Donovan.  She never specifically mentioned the Scarlet Knight by name, leaving only the meet places and times.  And the Scarlet Knight never responded.  For all anyone who read the messages knew, Lieutenant Donovan might be meeting with her mother.
 
   The don wanted to rattle her cage.  It would take a lot more than that to shake Donovan up.  You’ll have plenty of time to think of something better, Donovan thought.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   For the rest of the morning Emma sat in her office, to get acquainted with her new duties as assistant director.  This kind of administrative work didn’t tax her mind much, which left her with plenty of brainpower to spare to think about Dan Dreyfus.  Married.  That word appeared in her mind over and over again.  Married to someone else.
 
   As a logical person, she knew it wasn’t so absurd to think Dan could fall in love with someone else, especially when he didn’t know he had once loved Emma.  She should have known it was possible.  She had never forced herself to contemplate that reality.  Now it was here to confront her.
 
   She wondered what his wife looked like.  She was probably beautiful, far more so than Emma.  She would have to be smart too; he wasn’t the type to fall in love with a bimbo, no matter how beautiful she looked.  
 
   She finished the last of her paperwork by one o’clock.  With a sigh she pushed away from her desk.  On her way out of the office, she told Leslie she was going to lunch.  The food in the cafeteria was nothing special, but a cup of tea might at least calm her nerves.  
 
   When she saw Steve in the cafeteria, in a corner by himself, she thought back to high school.  Unlike high school, the other staff at the museum probably hadn’t alienated him on purpose, as they didn’t alienate Emma on purpose.  That’s at least what she told herself.  She took her cup of tea and dreadful tuna sandwich over to his table.
 
   “How are things going?” she asked.
 
   “Fine,” Steve said.
 
   “Too easy for you?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “We’ll have to find something a little more challenging for you,” Emma said with a wink.  She sat down across from him at the table.  
 
   “How about you?  How does it feel being assistant director?”
 
   “It’s a little boring, truth be told.”
 
   “A mind like yours should be in a lab, not doing paperwork.”
 
   “My mind’s not that special.”
 
   “Becky says you’re up to fifteen languages now.”
 
   “Not fluently.”  Emma’s cheeks turned red as they always did whenever the topic turned to her brilliance.  She had heard such things from teachers, students, and coworkers in one form or another since she was four years old.  
 
   “Any lab in the country would be lucky to have you.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.”
 
   “Didn’t you ever want to work in a real lab?”
 
   “No.  I wanted to work here.”
 
   “You’re not just saying that because you’re the assistant director, are you?”
 
   “No, I mean it.”  She told him the story about when her parents had taken her to the Plaine Museum when she was three years old.  An old janitor named Percival Graves had moved aside a velvet rope so little Emma could touch Alex the mastodon’s tusk.  From that moment on she had dreamed of working at the Plaine Museum.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Steve said.  “I didn’t realize—”
 
   “It’s all right.  I haven’t told many people that story.”  She hadn’t even told that story to Dan, not that he would remember it now in any case.  “What about you?”
 
   “Promise you won’t get mad?”  Steve asked.  Emma nodded.  “I got offers from some research labs in California and Japan.  More money and better benefits than this one—no offense.  I didn’t tell Becky because she’d never leave the city.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “She doesn’t want to leave you.  Sometimes it seems she thinks you’re her daughter.”
 
   “I get that feeling sometimes too.”  Emma chewed on her tasteless sandwich and felt another surge of guilt.  She didn’t want to think she had held Becky and Steve back.  She didn’t want anyone to sacrifice anything for her.
 
   Guilt personified came to the table in the form of Dan Dreyfus.  “Dr. Earl,” he said.  “Would you mind if I join you two?”
 
   Emma deferred to Steve since it had been his table first.  She hoped he would make some excuse, but he didn’t.  “Go ahead,” he said.  Dan sat down next to Emma with a grilled chicken sandwich and chips.  The two men introduced themselves and then shook hands.
 
   “It’s good to finally get some real food.  Even this stuff isn’t bad compared to the canned stuff we had to eat in the field,” Dan said.
 
   “Didn’t you like your trip to Egypt?” Emma asked.
 
   “Sure, just the food was lousy.  Except when we went into the village.  They made the best kabobs in this one café.”
 
   “Is that where you met your wife?” Emma asked, the venom in her voice enough to cause Steve to push his chair back a couple of inches.
 
   “No, she was my assistant on the dig.  After we found the statue we celebrated and, well, one thing led to another.”
 
   “How nice.”
 
   “She’s a really great gal.  The smartest and most beautiful girl I’ve met.”
 
   Steve traded a look with Emma.  She said through nearly clenched teeth, “What does your wife do?”
 
   “She was getting her degree in Egyptology from Brown, but right now she’s on a leave of absence.  We’re still deciding if we should wait for a family.”
 
   “How interesting.”
 
   “She’s a fascinating woman.  Been all over the world.  The only place she hasn’t gone is Antarctica.”  Dan laughed as he added, “We were thinking of that for our honeymoon but they don’t really have any resorts there.”
 
   Steve laughed at this while Emma remained silent.  She had never felt hatred this powerful before, not even for the men she thought had murdered her parents.  She had never met this woman or even seen her, and yet Emma wanted to wring her neck, to snuff the life out of this usurper.  To fight back her irrational anger, she drained her tea in one gulp.  “I have to go.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” Dan said.  
 
   “I suppose I should be getting back to work too,” Steve said.  He reached across the table to offer Dan his hand to shake again.  “It was good to meet you.”
 
   “Likewise.”  As Emma stood up to leave, Dan asked, “Are you going to be at the gala on Thursday night?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Guess I’ll see you there.  You can meet Isis.  I’m sure the two of you will hit it off.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Emma hurried away to the elevator.  She took it not up to her office but down to the sub-subbasement of the museum.  Back in the 1950s the cavern beneath the museum had been converted into a bomb shelter that a decade later was forgotten, except by Percival Graves, the previous Scarlet Knight.  Mr. Graves had turned the bomb shelter into a hideout known as the Sanctuary, from which the Scarlet Knight could monitor the city for crime.
 
   Emma pushed aside a fake wall to enter the Sanctuary; with its expensive computer equipment she used to watch for crime in Rampart City.  At the moment she had little interest in the screens; instead she collapsed on the chair and turned to face the wall.
 
   Marlin drifted through the ceiling to stare down at her.  “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “Leave me alone.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  One of those problems.  Maybe it would help if I told you—”
 
   “Just leave me alone.  Please?”
 
   “Fine.  I was only trying to help.”  The ghost grumbled to himself as he disappeared back through the ceiling, which left Emma to cry by herself.
 
   ***
 
   She was surprised to find Becky at Mrs. Chiostro’s shop after work.  In addition, Becky had brought her two younger sisters, who were the other bridesmaids.  Despite being handicapped with the names Brandi and Bambi that sounded appropriate for strippers, Becky’s sisters were goodhearted girls, raised mostly by their older siblings.  Bambi went to Rampart City Community College for a nursing degree while Brandi worked as a barista in a coffeehouse while she waited for a publisher to take note of her poetry.
 
   Brandi was also the tallest of her three sisters, as tall as Emma.  Brandi usually dyed her hair some garish color, but for the wedding she had let it go back to its natural light brown.  She had even—no doubt with some elbow twisting on Becky’s part—taken the rings out of her nose and eyebrows.  It was Brandi who met Emma at the door with a scowl; Emma wondered if it would take more elbow twisting to get her to smile for the wedding photos.  “The others are in the back,” Brandi said, her voice so low that Emma almost didn’t hear her.
 
   In the parlor, Bambi tried on her lavender dress.  Despite Mrs. Chiostro’s best efforts, the gown didn’t really flatter Bambi, who shared her older sister’s chubby frame; while she didn’t weigh as much as Becky, Bambi was shorter so that she looked heavier.  Her arms especially looked big in the sleeveless dress.  If she noticed this, she gave no sign.  The baby of the Beech clan, Bambi had always had a cheery disposition to set her siblings at ease.  “Emma!  Isn’t it beautiful?” Bambi said.
 
   “It looks great on you,” Emma said.  Beside her, Brandi snorted at this.
 
   “Of course not nearly so good as it’ll look on you.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.”  Emma cleared her throat and then asked, “Have you seen Mrs. Chiostro?  I need to see her.”
 
   “She and Becky went to make some alterations to her dress,” Bambi said.  “I told her she looked fine, but she wouldn’t listen to me.”
 
   “You think everyone looks fine.  You think bums look fine,” Brandi growled.
 
   “I don’t think you look fine when you wear that leather vampire outfit of yours.”
 
   “It’s not a vampire outfit.  It’s Goth.”
 
   “Girls, please, don’t argue,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She emerged from a back room, followed closely behind by Becky, who was clad in her wedding dress.
 
   “Emma, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I needed to see Mrs. Chiostro about a dress.”
 
   “Is there something wrong with it?  It’s a little late—”
 
   “Not that dress.  There’s a gala at the museum.  The director expects me to go.”
 
   The old witch’s face lit up at this.  “A gala, how exciting!  Come, dear, let’s go find you something special.”
 
   Something special from Mrs. Chiostro’s inventory usually meant it was a gown some famous woman had died in.  The old witch guided Emma along rows of dresses, some of which dated back nearly a century.  Emma suspected Mrs. Chiostro—who was over five hundred years old—kept much older gowns in her attic for when they came back into fashion.
 
   On this occasion the old witch stopped at a silky white gown.  She held this up to Emma’s body and then clucked her tongue.  “I think that’s about your size,” she said.  As always, Mrs. Chiostro’s judgment was correct.  The white dress didn’t reveal much; it flowed from her neck to her ankles in classical lines that put Emma in mind of something in an ancient Greek statue.  “Simple and elegant.  Just like you, my dear.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Have I ever steered you wrong?”
 
   “No.”  Emma turned in the mirror and wondered what Dan would think of this dress.  When he saw her in it maybe he would remember how much he had loved her; maybe he would realize what a mistake it was to have married this Isis person.  Despite her best efforts, she began to cry again.
 
   “Is something wrong with the dress?”
 
   “No, I love it.”  Emma sank down on a stool.  “Have you ever been jealous of someone?”
 
   “Oh, certainly.  You don’t live as long as I have without meeting the green-eyed monster on occasion.”  The old woman put a hand around Emma’s shoulder.  “What’s the matter, dear?”
 
   Emma told her about Dan’s return to the city with this Isis person.  The old witch shook her head as she listened to this story.  “Now, dear, I told you when you used that potion it was going to come back to haunt you.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I thought it was for the best.”
 
   “It isn’t for us to make those kind of decisions.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right.”  Emma wiped at her nose and felt like a child again.  “What should I do?”
 
   “Be happy for him, dear.  It’s very difficult to find someone you love as much as Dan loves this woman.  You should know that.”  The old witch gave Emma’s shoulder a squeeze.  “I know it will be difficult, but you have to try.  Otherwise that jealousy will eat you alive.”
 
   As she thought back to lunch, Emma understood this.  She had become a different person, petty and cruel.  That was unbecoming behavior especially for the Scarlet Knight.  “Thank you.”  She stood up again.  “What do I owe you for the dress?”
 
   “Let’s go with our usual rate:  two hundred, which includes shoes.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Now, why don’t you go out there and show it to Rebecca and her sisters?” 
 
   Emma nodded and returned to the parlor, where Becky and her sisters had changed into their normal clothes.  As expected, Becky smiled at the sight of the dress.  “That looks great, kid.”
 
   “It does,” Bambi seconded.
 
   “It’s plain,” Brandi said.  That she didn’t say anything harsher Emma took as a compliment.
 
   “Thanks,” Emma said.  Though when she looked in the mirror again, she imagined herself in a veil along with the white dress.  Then she imagined Dan next to her.  She shook her head; this would be a difficult fight.
 
   ***
 
   After she said goodbye to Becky and her sisters—who were going out for dinner and then a movie since it was one of the rare occasions when they were all in the same place—Emma found a cure for some of her rage.  All she needed to do was put on the scarlet armor and then belt the first purse-snatcher she came across.  It gave Emma a perverse thrill to knee him in the crotch hard enough to make his eyes roll back into his head.  “Serves you right,” she growled as she tied him up for the police to take into custody later.
 
   After that, Emma searched elsewhere for crime.  She had never so badly wanted to find criminals.  Work was always a good way to deflect pain; it had served her well to cope with the murder of her parents.  If she focused on her duty as the Scarlet Knight, she wouldn’t have to worry about Emma Earl’s feelings towards Dan—and his new wife.
 
   As she jumped across one of the many alleys in Rampart City, Emma heard someone scream.  She threw herself off the rooftop and used the cape as she had the night before to parachute down to the ground.  By the time she reached the ground, she knew she was too late.
 
   A homeless man lay in the alley; his glassy eyes stared up at her.  Though not a medical doctor, Emma didn’t need any expertise to know the man was dead.  Whoever had attacked him had sliced the heart right out of his body and left a bloody hole in his chest.  Emma used the visor to look down the alley.  There were no prints, which was a surprise given the amount of muck in the alley.
 
   Then she heard footsteps running away.  Emma took off after the sound and closed the gap to see a shadow projected against one wall.  Even when she used her boots for a jump she couldn’t catch up to the murderer.  She never got a glimpse of anything more than that vague shadow on the wall.  The sound of footsteps retreated to leave Emma standing alone in the alley.
 
   She shook her head sadly.  She had seen more than her fair share of brutal murders, but nothing like this.  Why would anyone do such a thing?  But there was no answer.  She could only focus harder on her work to make sure it didn’t happen to anyone else that night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Thursday night came faster than Emma would have liked.  She hurried from work to the apartment to change into the white dress.  To complement the simple elegance of the dress, she wore her tiny diamond earrings and a thin gold necklace.  Becky helped her put her hair up and then sighed.  “You look great, kid.  I hope I look half as good next Saturday.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Becky wore a conservative black dress.  She and Emma would go with Steve in his car, a much better way to get there than Emma’s motorcycle and much cheaper than a cab.  “Are you sure it’s dressy enough?”
 
   “Come on, kid, when has Mrs. Chiostro ever steered you wrong?  If she says it’s good enough then it is, right?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “That’s the spirit.  Now let’s go.  You don’t want to be late for your big event.”
 
   “I thought it was good to be fashionably late.”
 
   “Not if you’re the hostess.  Let’s go.”
 
   The hostess.  Emma cringed at those words.  She had never been a hostess for anything in her life, content to always remain in the background.  The idea of being the center of attention was enough to give her hives.  She wished she could call for the scarlet armor and use the golden cape to make herself invisible.
 
   Steve waited for them down on the street.  His rusty Stratus didn’t make an ideal carriage for this event, but it would be good enough.  He leaned across the front seat to give Becky a kiss—a rather deep kiss.  Emma politely looked down at her feet, though she could still hear them.  Once they finished, Steve looked back at her in the mirror.  “You look great,” he said.
 
   “Thanks,” she said again.
 
   “Come on, honey, let’s get Cinderella to the ball.”
 
   Emma blushed again.  She might be Cinderella, but there would be no Prince Charming for her at the ball.  He was already married to one of the ugly stepsisters.  Emma chided herself for this thought.  She remembered what Mrs. Chiostro had said about being happy for Dan and Isis’s love.  She should be happy she had been able to bring them together.
 
   They arrived early; Steve parked the car in Emma’s spot.  The director waited for them inside the entrance.  She greeted Becky and Steve with a curt nod.  Then she took Emma by the arm to lead her away from her friends.  “I was beginning to worry you wouldn’t make it.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Never mind.”  She took Emma over to the ticket counter to deposit her there.  “Just wait here to greet our guests as they come in.  Make sure to give them a big smile.”  Emma tried a smile for the director, who clucked her tongue.  “Bigger, if you can.”  Emma smiled until her cheeks ached.  “That will have to do.”
 
   With this jaw breaking smile in place, Emma began to meet the guests.  She recognized many of them as the heavy hitters in business and politics in the city.  Among them was Councilwoman Napier, Becky’s boss.  She was an older woman, her hair a steel gray that along with the string of pearls and shawl gave her a matronly appearance.  This was largely for effect as the councilwoman didn’t have any children.  “Good evening, madam councilwoman,” Emma said.  She enunciated the words with difficulty through the terrible smile.  “I’m Dr. Emma Earl, assistant director of the Plaine Museum—”
 
   “Yes, I remember we met five years ago.  I can’t thank you enough for recommending Rebecca to me.  She’s been such a good assistant.”
 
   “Thank you, ma’am.  Becky has always worked hard.”
 
   “I’ll say.  I’m a little disappointed I’m going to lose her for a week.”  When Emma’s smile faded at this, Napier touched her arm.  “I’m kidding, young lady.  I’m very happy for Rebecca and Steven.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   “I ought to go and find them,” Napier said.  She shook Emma’s hand.  “It was good to see you again, Dr. Earl.”
 
   It took the better part of an hour for her to greet the guests.  With a sigh of relief she finally stopped smiling and put a hand to her sore cheeks.  Then the doors opened and there stood Dan—and his wife.
 
   ***
 
   Dan’s wife was everything Emma had feared.  She was beautiful, with lustrous black hair and glowing bronze skin.  She had put her hair up in a style very similar to Emma’s.  To make things worse, she too wore a simple white dress, one nearly identical to the one Mrs. Chiostro had picked out for Emma.  The only difference came with the shoes—the woman wore simple sandals to expose dainty feet with well-manicured toenails.
 
   Emma couldn’t bring herself to smile as Dan and his bride approached.  “Hello,” she said gloomily.  “This must be your wife.”
 
   “That’s right.  This is Isis.”
 
   The woman turned to Emma and for the first time Emma could see the woman’s eyes.  They were black, the irises seemingly darker than the pupils.  “Dan says you’re quite a brilliant girl,” Isis said.
 
   “He said the same thing about you.”
 
   “I’m sure he did.”  Isis’s flat tone indicated this was not a joke.  Emma felt her lip curl at this woman’s haughtiness.  She had probably found out what Emma planned to wear in advance to show her up.  A moment later Emma reminded herself there was no way for Isis to know about the white dress.
 
   “I hope you two have an enjoyable time,” Emma said.
 
   “We will,” Isis said.  As she pulled Dan away, Isis winked at Emma.  Emma had to clamp down harder on the edge of the ticket counter so she wouldn’t charge after Dan’s wife to fight her in the main gallery of the Plaine Museum.
 
   She was saved by the director, who took Emma by the arm again.  “Dr. Earl, there are some people you must meet.”  From the way the director tugged on her, Emma supposed she didn’t have much choice in the matter.
 
   One of those she had to meet was the CEO for the city’s largest brokerage firm.  Emma often suspected Don Vendetta used the firm to launder some of her dirty money, but as yet she had been unable to prove it.  “This is our assistant director, Dr. Emma Earl,” the director said.
 
   She chatted with the CEO for a few minutes about mortgage derivatives, a subject on which she seemed to know more than the banker.  “It’s all very technical,” the CEO said.  “You must have your share of technical issues around here, running the museum.”
 
   “I don’t really run the museum,” she said.
 
   “Yes, of course, you’re only the assistant director.  It’s only a matter of time I suppose.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.”
 
   The director swooped in to pull Emma away.  “Now, Henry, don’t plant ideas in the girl’s head or you’ll find me floating facedown in the harbor.”
 
   Emma paled at this, as she thought of Don Vendetta and her crew.  Were any of them facedown in the harbor yet?  She would have to find out later.  She didn’t get any more time at the present to consider it as the director pulled her away to meet a wealthy heiress who wasn’t more than Emma’s age.
 
   The heiress pouted when the director introduced Emma.  “Isn’t there anyone famous here?  This party is so boring.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said.  Before she could get another word in, the heiress began to detail a dozen much better parties she had attended in Los Angeles, London, and Paris.  Emma wanted to pull herself away from the tedious girl, but couldn’t with the director nearby.  She could only nod and smile as the director had instructed.
 
   This went on for over another hour, until at last Emma met up with Becky and Steve.  “You all right, kid?” Becky asked.  “You look like hell.”
 
   “I’m—”  Before she could finish, the band began to play a waltz and suddenly Emma felt much worse.  Dan was out on the makeshift dance floor with Isis.  The way they swept around the floor was like something out of a fairy tale, the effect so spellbinding that the other couples stood aside to let them dance.
 
   As she watched them, Emma couldn’t help but remember an alternate timeline over three years ago where she and Dan had been married.  They had glided around this very same floor, though perhaps not as elegantly as Dan and Isis.  Emma still remembered the warmth of his body pressed against hers—
 
   Like Cinderella, Emma bolted from the gala, though she didn’t lose a shoe.  Becky called after her, but Emma didn’t turn back.
 
   ***
 
   In a major victory for the legal system, the judge denied Lydia Vendetta’s bail request.  This meant Lieutenant Donovan would have unfettered access to the don, a privilege she planned to take advantage of.  She opened the door to the interrogation room to see Don Vendetta sat calmly in the chair.  Next to her sat a rat-faced woman who could only be the don’s lawyer.
 
   “My client isn’t going to tell you anything,” the lawyer said.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan shrugged.  She straddled a chair opposite the don to look the monster in the eye.  “That’s fine.  Maybe I’ll tell you a few things.”  Don Vendetta said nothing, as if she were catatonic.  “All right, if that’s how you want to play it.  We have a truckload of stolen computers.  We have you at the wheel of the truck carrying those computers.  It’s not looking good for you.”
 
   “Your evidence was obtained illegally,” the lawyer said.  “My client was assaulted by a vigilante known as the Scarlet Knight.  A vigilante in your employ.”
 
   “I’m not responsible for what any vigilantes do.  Care to explain why your client was meeting with two known felons who were in possession of those computers?”
 
   “We don’t have to tell you anything, Lieutenant.  Now, you can continue to waste my client’s time—”
 
   “She has plenty of time to waste.  She’s not going anywhere.  Not for a long time.”  Lieutenant Donovan smiled.  “No one’s going to spring you if that’s what you’re hoping for.  All your ‘friends’ are hiding now, covering their asses.  None of them are going to want to have anything to do with you.”
 
   “Lieutenant—”
 
   “I’m just explaining the situation to your client.  Even as we speak, those friends of hers are carving up her empire, fighting each other like a bunch of rats over a piece of cheese.  Even if you’re lucky enough to walk, there’s not going to be anything left for you.”  Lieutenant Donovan smiled.  “Of course by the time you get out of here, you’ll need a cane or one of those electric scooters like they advertise on television.”
 
   “Are you threatening my client?”
 
   “I’m trying to prepare her for the inevitable.  And it is inevitable.”  Lieutenant Donovan motioned to the lawyer.  “You and your mouthpiece can keep stonewalling, or you can start cooperating and maybe help yourself.  If you’re a good girl in the joint, you might even be able to get out before you need adult diapers.  How about it?”
 
   The don turned to her lawyer.  “Janice, would you give me a moment?”
 
   “Lydia—”
 
   “Now.”
 
   The lawyer left as quickly as one of the don’s henchmen.  Once the door closed, Don Vendetta smiled at Lieutenant Donovan.  Then she hocked a wet ball of saliva into the lieutenant’s face.  With a smile, the don said, “You can let my lawyer back in.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan was tempted to break the other woman’s face, but she held back.  The don wanted to unnerve her so she’d have a beef for police brutality.  Lieutenant Donovan wasn’t about to lose the don on a technicality now.  She wiped at her face with the back of her sleeve.  “I guess we’ll have to let the jury decide,” she said.  She stood up and then opened the door, where the lawyer waited.
 
   The woman bolted into the room as if on a spring.  “What did you tell her?”
 
   “Just a little girl talk,” Don Vendetta said.  Then she winked at Lieutenant Donovan.  The lieutenant hurried back to her desk while she grumbled obscenities.  She knew the don wouldn’t cooperate, but it was worth a try.  Rats weren’t known for their loyalty.  
 
   ***
 
   For the second time that week, the Sanctuary became Emma’s haven from her own pain.  She didn’t cry this time; she’d spent herself in the elevator on the way down.  She sat with her head in her hands and wished she could follow Mrs. Chiostro’s advice, but she knew she couldn’t.  The only way she could be happy for Dan was if Dan was with her.  
 
   In all her life she had never felt so ashamed of herself.  She had given Dan up and he had found someone else.  She had no right to feel so possessive of him and so jealous of Isis.  Despite that she knew this in her head, she couldn’t make herself believe it in her heart.  
 
   When Marlin floated down through the ceiling, she said, “Don’t start with me.”
 
   “Who’s that woman?  The one with Dreyfus?” the ghost asked.  His voice bordered on panic for the first time in her memory.
 
   “Her name’s Isis.  She’s his wife.”
 
   “Isis?”  Marlin floated around the Sanctuary in agitation for a moment.  He finally circled back around to face her.  “What do you know about her?”
 
   “Not much.  She was Dan’s assistant in Egypt.  He says she’s a grad student.”
 
   “She was in Egypt?”
 
   “Yes.”  Emma forgot her own pain as she saw the look of horror on the ghost’s face.  “What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “You don’t know anything else about this woman?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Marlin gestured to the computers.  “Why don’t you look her up on those machines of yours?  See where she came from.”
 
   “That’s an invasion of her privacy.  Has she done something wrong?”
 
   “No.  But she will.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  What are you trying to say?”
 
   The ghost floated down to within an inch of Emma’s face.  His eyes bugged as he screamed, “She’s evil, you bloody twit!”
 
   “Evil?  How do you know that?”
 
   “I can feel it.”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment.  Those black eyes, the way she looked through people, and the haughtiness in her voice.  Maybe she was up to something.  But evil?  That seemed a fair stretch.  Still, Marlin knew much more about these things than she did after four thousand years as a trainer of Scarlet Knights.  “You’re sure?”
 
   “If she’s who I think she is then she’s very bad news.”
 
   “All right, I’ll do a search for her and see what I can find.”  Emma hiked up the mud-splattered skirt of her white dress before she slid over to the computer.  It occurred to her she didn’t know Isis’s maiden name.  No matter, as it didn’t take her long to track this down through the identification Isis had used for her passport to enter the country.
 
   According to the state department records, her real name was Isis Nazif.  She was a citizen of Egypt, born in Cairo, but she had moved to Switzerland as a child to attend boarding school.  From a search of the Swiss records, Emma soon turned up school records from the boarding school nearby and employment records for a café, where she had worked as a waitress.  These records in turn indicated that Isis was an orphan, who had grown up in the custody of an aunt, who had since passed away—a story similar to Emma’s own.  She tried not to let this influence her.  After boarding school, she received a student visa to attend Brown University, where she earned a bachelor’s degree in three years.  She had been working towards her doctorate in ancient Egyptian studies when she went off to Egypt with Dan for some field experience.  At the present she was on a leave of absence, as Dan had said.
 
   She finally had to shake her head in defeat.  Based on the available information, Isis’s story checked out.  “There’s nothing suspicious about her,” Emma said with a sigh.  This in turn brought another wave of shame that caused her to blush.  She had badly wanted there to be something about Isis that waved a red flag.
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Yes.  There’s nothing wrong with her.”
 
   “So you’re not going to do anything?”
 
   “What can I do?”
 
   “Capture the little bitch and make her talk.  Find out what she’s really after.”
 
   Emma keyed up the cameras for the rest of the city.  “Isn’t there enough real crime going on for me to worry about?”
 
   “You don’t understand.  This isn’t some two-bit criminal.  This is worse than even the Black Dragoon.”  Marlin whispered these last two words.  They didn’t like to talk about the Black Dragoon, whose black armor had lain in the bottom of the harbor for the last five years.
 
   “Why?  Marlin, if you want my help, tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “I’d rather not get into all the gory details at the moment.  Suffice it to say she is nearly as powerful as my master and if she really has come back, we’re all in deep trouble.”
 
   “What’s she going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it won’t be pleasant.  For anyone, especially your friend.”
 
   Emma gulped.  Part of her wanted to leap out of the chair and hurry to warn Dan.  But what would she say:  a ghost had a bad feeling about his wife?  He would have her committed, or at the very least he’d never want to speak with her again.  Despite what Marlin said, she needed proof before she could do anything.  “I’ll keep an eye on her, all right?”
 
   “That’s it?  You’ll keep an eye on her?”
 
   “I can’t abduct her and torture her.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because that’s not how we do things.  You know that.”
 
   “That’s not how you do things.  Whatever happens is on your head.  Understand?”
 
   “Marlin—”  But the ghost was already gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   There was only one place in the city for Marlin to go at this moment.  He floated along the grubby streets and ignored several minor crimes that at another point the Scarlet Knight might have dealt with.  He continued until he reached the front door for Mrs. Chiostro’s house that also doubled as her dress shop.
 
   Marlin had never thought much of these witches.  They traded in potions, charms, and two-bit spells; they didn’t have the power of Marlin’s master.  Nor did they have the power of the evil that had arrived in Rampart City.
 
   There was a lot about this evil Marlin hadn’t mentioned to Emma before he left.  There was a lot he couldn’t say because it involved the deepest secrets of the Order.  These secrets were known only to Marlin and his master, who in turn had instructed Marlin not to reveal them until absolutely necessary.
 
   Marlin had decided at the moment it wasn’t necessary.  She hadn’t regained her power yet or she wouldn’t be in the company of someone as low on the proverbial totem pole as Dan Dreyfus.  For now she wanted to feel out this new world and evaluate her opportunities.  It would be a few days at least until she regained enough of her power to become a serious threat.
 
   For nearly four thousand years Marlin had waited for this time, when everything would be decided.  The apocalypse, Judgment Day, or the End of Days were how most people thought of it.  The Final Reckoning was the official term in the Order’s lore.  It was the time when the ultimate good and ultimate evil would collide in a final battle.  Whichever side won would determine the fate of the world for millennia to come.
 
   Marlin couldn’t be certain this was the Final Reckoning.  It could wind up being yet another skirmish between good and evil that led to another stalemate.  That had happened for the last four thousand years between the Order and the Black Dragoon.  The last time she had underestimated Marlin’s master, but she wouldn’t make that mistake this time.  She would be careful this time, continue to work quietly in the shadows until she saw the perfect opportunity to strike.
 
   That was why he sought out the witches.  He needed their help to find the only person who could defeat her.  That would take some work and then to convince him to return would be even more difficult.  Marlin had to try.
 
   He paused at the door to Mrs. Chiostro’s house.  There was no way for him to knock or ring the doorbell.  That proved unnecessary as the door opened on its own.  The old witch nodded when she saw Marlin there.  “I’ve been expecting you,” she said.
 
   “Then you already know.”
 
   “I know that’s what you think is going on.”
 
   “Do you really think I’d forget someone like that?”
 
   “Maybe you’re getting senile in your old age.”
 
   “Oh, you’re a fine one to talk about that.”
 
   The witch stood away from the door.  “Sylvia is beginning the preparations downstairs.”
 
   “Just great,” Marlin grumbled and then went inside.
 
   ***
 
   Mrs. Chiostro’s sister waited for them downstairs.  She was dressed in her typical Rambo fashion with an olive green tank top and camouflage shorts.  This perfectly fit the racks of automatic weapons around her.  It didn’t fit with the cauldron and table of bones, herbs, and dried animals.
 
   “A cauldron?” Marlin said.  “Isn’t that a bit theatrical?”
 
   “It’s how we do things, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “Don’t give me that ‘dear’ garbage.”
 
   “Force of habit.”
 
   “I don’t know why you want to go around looking like that in any case.  Can’t one of your little potions make you beautiful?”
 
   “Of course, but this puts people at ease.”
 
   “Are we going to do this or are you two going to yap all day?” Sylvia growled.
 
   “Don’t be so impatient, dear.”
 
   “Well, we are interrupting her beauty sleep.”
 
   “You want to have a go?” Sylvia said.
 
   “What, are you going to shoot me with one of your toys?”
 
   Sylvia didn’t pick up one of the machine guns on the racks.  Instead, she held up a piece of twine tied in a series of elaborate knots.  This she waved under Marlin’s spectral nose.  “What’s that supposed to do?”
 
   “Nothing—unless I say the right words.  Then you’ll end up in some suburban house in Texas.”  Sylvia continued to wave the twine and mumble some words to herself.  Marlin refused to flinch.  The witches could banish him to another neighborhood, but they couldn’t seriously harm him.  That required someone with real power, the kind of power his master possessed.
 
   “Stop fighting, you two,” Mrs. Chiostro snapped.  She turned to Marlin.  “If you want our help, float there in the corner and be quiet.”
 
   “Fine.”  Marlin drifted into a corner stocked with grenade launchers.  These would be about as much good against her as a bouquet of daffodils.  The weapons Sylvia kept around to sell to various groups of freedom fighters, but only those who actually fought for freedom.  The real weapons were in a vault at the back of the basement.  This included Sylvia’s collection of mythic weapons from a club used by Herakles to the bow of Robin Hood.  Not even these would be of much use.  Nor would all the potions, charms, and two-bit spells the witches possessed.  This required real magic.
 
   With a bemused smile, Marlin watched as the witches concocted their brew in the cauldron.  They tossed in herbs and then for some reason Sylvia picked up a stuffed rabbit and began to shake it as she danced in a circle around the cauldron.  It took all of Marlin’s strength not to laugh at this pitiful display.  Sylvia finished her little dance with a scream that would have curdled Marlin’s blood if he had any.  Then Sylvia threw the rabbit into the cauldron.
 
   Marlin grimaced when Mrs. Chiostro dipped a spoon into the cauldron and drank a spoonful of the brew.  “That’s about right,” she said.
 
   “What does any of this have to do with anything?” he asked.
 
   “Patience, dear.  It won’t be much longer.”
 
   Marlin forced himself to wait in the corner while the witches continued with their silly ritual.  His master would already have gotten through by now.  Then again, if the master were here, none of this would be necessary.
 
   The witches began a furious chant while they waved their arms in comical fashion.  As the chant reached a fever pitch, Sylvia produced a black dagger from her pocket.  This she used to prick her left ring finger.  A drop of blood spilled into the cauldron.  The brew started to bubble as if there was a school of sharks inside the cauldron.  Marlin backed away and wondered what might pop out from the brew.
 
   “Everything is ready,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “In you go.”
 
   “You want me to go in there?”
 
   “What, are you scared of getting wet?” Sylvia said with a wolfish grin.
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “Then get in.”
 
   “You witches and your brews,” Marlin grumbled as he floated over to the cauldron.  The brew continued to bubble; drops of it splattered onto the floor.  The stuffed rabbit bobbed along on the surface; its face seemed to glare at him.  Marlin was glad he couldn’t smell at this point—or taste either.  With a sigh he descended into the cauldron and disappeared.
 
   ***
 
   Sailors talked of the need to get their “sea legs” but it was far more difficult for Marlin to adjust to having legs in general after almost four thousand years of being a ghost.  He collapsed to the ground, surprised for a moment by both the feeling of ground and the pain from his fall.  For a moment he tried to will himself back into the air, but that was impossible.  “I guess we’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way,” he said.  He put a hand on the cool grass and then pushed himself into a sitting position.  From there he managed to get himself upright.  He wobbled before he righted himself.
 
   His first steps were as hesitant and uncertain as a baby’s.  After a few steps he got the hang of it as old instincts kicked in.  He paused long enough to bend down and retrieve his pointed hat.  He settled this on his head and then set out along the packed dirt trail.
 
   Of course none of this was real in the traditional sense.  The world around Marlin was merely a representation of reality.  In this case the world around him featured the lush green hills, forests, and meadows of Britain approximately four thousand years ago—Marlin’s home.  The air, gravity, and his own physical body were extensions of this false reality.  He was still dead, but on the astral plane so was everyone else.
 
   At least Marlin hoped this was the astral plane.  If those idiot witches had gotten their ingredients wrong or chanted the wrong words, there was no way to tell where he might have ended up.  This might even be the afterlife.  Marlin didn’t usually give much thought to the concept after so long as a ghost, but he supposed it was possible.
 
   The dirt path continued up a hill; Marlin’s climb became difficult as his legs burned from the effort.  He wished he could imagine himself a pair of wings or maybe one of those automobiles everyone back in the real world drove these days.  He stopped halfway up to take a break on the grass.  He had forgotten about such concepts as pain and fatigue; he gained a new respect for Emma Earl, who jogged five miles or more every day.
 
   Another old sensation occurred to him as he sat on the grass—thirst.  He needed a moment to identify the proper word to describe the dryness in his throat.  He needed another moment to identify the solution to this problem.  Water.  He needed to find some water.  A rumble in his midsection reminded him that he should find food as well.
 
   As he reached the top of the hill, Marlin saw the solution to both of his problems in the form of a hut off the side of the road.  A thin column of smoke rose from the hut to indicate someone was home.  Marlin pushed himself as fast as his unsteady legs could go.  As he closed in, he saw a few sheep milled about in front of the house.  Saliva flooded Marlin’s mouth as he remembered the taste of mutton.  Nice and crisp on the outside, tender on the inside, with some roasted potatoes on the side.
 
   He knocked on the side of the house.  The door flap opened to reveal a man who looked similar to Marlin with a long gray beard, only his was dirty and greasy.  The man wore a simple brown tunic; Marlin was grateful it covered up his naughty bits.  “Who be you?” the man asked.  He displayed a mouth with only a few rotten teeth left. 
 
   “My name is Marlin.  I am searching for my master.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Merlin, the greatest sorcerer ever.  You might have heard of him.”
 
   “Can’t say as I have.”
 
   “Don’t be daft, man, everyone’s heard of him.”
 
   “Not me.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Name’s Belt.”
 
   “Belt?  Who was your wife, Suspenders?”
 
   “Don’t have a wife.”
 
   “What a surprise.”  Marlin sighed.  “I have traveled far and would appreciate partaking of your hospitality.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Could I have some water?  And maybe a bit of food if you can spare any.”
 
   “Oh.  Fine.”  Belt held the flap aside so Marlin could duck into the hut.  There was little inside except a ring of stones for the fire and a straw pallet to sleep on.  A rabbit as dead as the one the witches had used in their brew hung from the roof, only this rabbit had been skinned and gutted.  “Dinner’s right there.”
 
   “Looks delicious.”  Marlin had always found rabbit to be too stringy, but at this point he couldn’t be choosy.  The water looked even less appetizing, as cloudy as Rampart City’s harbor.  At least it was wet, which quenched the dryness in Marlin’s throat.  “So, how long have you been here, Mr. Belt?”
 
   “Long time.”
 
   Marlin sensed he wasn’t going to get much in the way of conversation out of this man.  “What about your neighbors?”
 
   “Don’t know.”  
 
   “Mind if I ask how you came to be here?”
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “Great talking to you.”  Marlin leaned back against a dirt wall of the hut.  He turned away with disgust as Belt tossed the rabbit into the fire in order to cook it.  The smell of cooking meat caused saliva to again flood Marlin’s mouth.  He had forgotten how gross and yet delicious food could be.  As he waited for the rabbit to cook, Marlin wondered if there were any women nearby so he could satisfy another need he’d neglected in four thousand years.  A proverbial roll in the hay would be just the thing.
 
   Despite being blackened on the outside, the rabbit was still pink on the inside.  Marlin ignored this as he bit into the leg quarter Belt gave to him.  For a moment the food stuck in Marlin’s throat before his muscles remembered what they were supposed to do.  “Good,” he said.  Belt only grunted at this.  “I suppose I ought to be going soon.”
 
   “Good luck finding your master.”
 
   “Yes, thank you.  And thanks for the meal.”  Marlin ducked as he exited the hut.  He took a look back, but Belt did not emerge to wave goodbye.  “Such a friendly neighborhood,” Marlin grumbled and then continued along the path.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   It was Becky’s last day at work before the wedding and a week-long honeymoon in Costa Rica.  She would have her hands full at that point to keep Steve in the hotel room.  With so many plants and animals in the jungle, she wouldn’t see him again until it was time to leave should he escape from the hotel.
 
   This was only one of her many worries as she ostensibly prepared Councilwoman Napier’s schedule for the next two weeks.  Much of this schedule would be rendered moot if there were a crisis, as was almost certain to happen.  In Rampart City politics it never paid to plan more than three days in advance.  At least this would give the rest of the staff some idea of what to do when they didn’t have to manage whatever crisis came up.
 
   As she always did, Becky considered why she bothered to do this.  She had hoped in spite of herself that perhaps she could affect some change from within, but the city’s politics were as dirty as ever.  The only way anything got done was to grease enough palms.  Even Napier, who was better than most of the city’s politicians, took bribes in the form of free vacations for “conferences,” one of which was scheduled at the same hotel where Becky and Steve would honeymoon.  It was no wonder the city needed a masked vigilante to get anything done.
 
   That masked vigilante was another problem that distracted Becky from her work.  Emma had disappeared for much of the party and then returned hours later with mud on her dress and some flimsy excuse that she had needed some fresh air.  Becky had only pretended to buy this excuse; she knew the real problem was that the man Emma loved had married someone else.  There was no use to talk about the problem with Emma until she was ready to cope with it.  What would happen to the girl while Becky and Steve were on their honeymoon?  Becky didn’t like to leave Emma alone in such a delicate state, but her friend was twenty-four years old now, not a little kid.
 
   Becky sighed and shook her head.  In her mind Emma would always be that shy little girl Becky had met in kindergarten.  Emma was still so naïve and innocent, despite that for five years she’d seen the gritty underbelly of society as the Scarlet Knight.  No matter how magic the armor or sharp the sword she carried, there was always that sensitive core in Emma that hadn’t changed even after she lost her parents.  Becky hoped it never did change, because that’s what made Emma the person she was.  
 
   But, like any mother with a child about to leave the nest, Becky knew she couldn’t protect Emma from the world.  This had started when Emma left for college, first at Northwestern and then at Berkeley.  Those had been difficult years for both of them, lonely, painful years.  They had somehow managed to get through it with their friendship intact, but Becky had promised herself when her best friend returned to the city not to let her get too far away again.  Perhaps Becky couldn’t protect Emma from the world, but at least she could be there to pick up the pieces.
 
   “Excuse me,” a woman’s voice said.
 
   Becky looked up to see the woman responsible for the turmoil in Emma’s life.  “Can I help you?” Becky asked.
 
   “Yes, my name is Isis Dreyfus.  We met briefly last night at the museum gala.”
 
   “Oh, yes, I remember now.  Is there something I can do for you?”
 
   “My husband and I recently moved to the city.  I wanted to involve myself in some charitable endeavors.  When I spoke to the councilwoman last night, she said I should talk to you about it.”
 
   Becky frowned at this.  If this bitch wanted to really do a good deed she should divorce her husband and take the next flight back to Egypt.  “I’m not sure exactly what I can do,” Becky said.  “Did you have something particular in mind?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  Do you have any suggestions?”
 
   Becky swept aside some papers on her desk to retrieve an old campaign brochure.  “This lists some of the charitable causes Councilwoman Napier has been involved in.  Maybe one of these will interest you.”
 
   Isis took the brochure and tucked it into her purse.  Then she looked down at the floor meekly.  “Thank you, Ms. Beech, for your help.”
 
   “No problem.”  Becky waited a moment for the woman to leave, but she didn’t.  “Was there something else?”
 
   To her surprise, Isis burst into tears.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I don’t mean to embarrass myself this way.”
 
   Becky stood up from behind the desk to pat Isis on the back like a small child.  “It’s all right.  Come on, let’s go somewhere and talk.”  She led the woman into the break room.  The one intern at lunch beat a hasty retreat, which allowed Becky to close and then lock the door.  She sat Isis on one of the plastic chairs in the room.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing much.  I feel so lonely here.”  Isis dabbed at her eyes with a paper napkin.  “I don’t know anyone here.”  
 
   “I see.  Well, I’m sure you’ll get used to it in time.”
 
   “Yes, perhaps you’re right.  In time maybe I’ll make some friends and feel at home.”
 
   “Would you like something to drink?  A cup of coffee?”
 
   “Thank you.”  
 
   Becky poured two foam cups of coffee, which she supposed was a form of revenge in that the coffee in the office was lousy.  As she took these back to the table, a plan formed in Becky’s mind.  “My sisters and I are going out tonight for a party.  You could come along with us if you’d like.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to intrude—”
 
   “It’s not an intrusion.  We’d love to have you along.”  What Becky really would love would be to leave Isis in one of Rampart City’s worst neighborhoods and let her fend for herself.  But the second, far more ethical idea was that if Isis came along for the party, she and Emma might work out their differences.  Dinner, a few glasses of wine, and maybe they could come up with some kind of truce.  A truce Becky would broker, her most important political work yet.
 
   ***
 
   One perk of being an assistant director was Emma could take a longer lunch if she so desired.  She didn’t usually need more than a half-hour to eat a sandwich or drink a protein shake at her desk before she went back to work.  Today she decided to take a long lunch to visit Mrs. Chiostro and her sister.  Under her arm she carried the white dress from the night before.
 
   “Hello, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “Did something happen to the dress?”
 
   “It got a little dirty.  And there’s a tear in the skirt.”
 
   “Let me have a look at it.”  Emma followed Mrs. Chiostro into the parlor, where the old witch took the dress to examine it.  She clucked her tongue.  “What were you doing last night?”
 
   “I had to go visit the Sanctuary.  To check for any major crimes.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Mrs. Chiostro said in a tone that indicated she didn’t believe this at all.  Never a gifted liar, Emma was even less gifted when she tried to lie to the witch.
 
   “Dan’s wife was there.”
 
   “I see.  She must be the one Marlin was talking about last night.”
 
   “Marlin?  Did he come to see you?  He thought there was something wrong with her, but he wouldn’t say what.”
 
   “I’d keep an eye on that one if I were you.”
 
   “You think there’s something wrong with her too?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro said nothing for a moment as she straightened out the wrinkles in the dress.  “I can’t be certain.  Could be she’s exactly what she claims to be.  Or she could be something else.”  The old witch draped the dress over a mannequin.  She looked up to ask, “What do you think about her?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She seems a little off, but maybe that’s what I want to think.  Maybe I want her to be evil so she won’t be with Dan.”
 
   “That could be.”
 
   “What do you think I should do?”
 
   “It’s difficult to say, but I think you should listen to your head and not your heart.  Should be easy enough for you.”
 
   “I’ll try.”  This didn’t seem easy to Emma; in this case she found it extremely difficult to think logically.  She had last night down in the Sanctuary.  It had pained her greatly to do so.  She wanted Isis to be guilty of something, to be a monster like Marlin said.  Objectivity, she reminded herself.  That was part of the Scientific Method, principles that had governed her life since she was a child.
 
   “That’s a good girl.  Now, why don’t you go down and see Sylvia while I fix this dress up for you?”
 
   Emma went downstairs to Sylvia’s salon—bunker was more appropriate.  She expected Sylvia to say that Emma should stab Isis in the heart or beat her to a pulp.  Instead, the witch’s face turned sad as she ran the brush through Emma’s hair.  “Agnes is right,” she said.  “You have to think rationally.  Dan is happy with her, isn’t he?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said.  She blushed as she thought back to the gala and how happy they had looked as they danced.  “He loves her.”
 
   As she began to rinse Emma’s hair, Sylvia said, “Then you have to let them be.”
 
   From the pain in Sylvia’s voice, Emma wondered what the old witch was hiding.  “I understand.”
 
   Sylvia growled, “Find another man.  There’s plenty of them to go around.”
 
   “Not like him.”
 
   “Oh, right, love.  If you want my advice, forget about it.  Love is nothing but a pain in the ass.”  Sylvia jerked Emma’s head up so she could see into the mirror.  “What do you want me to do with it?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.”
 
   Sylvia took a handful of wet hair.  “How about we go with something a little shorter?  Make you look a little more like a grown up.”
 
   Emma considered this.  She had always worn her hair long, usually because she couldn’t be bothered to take time to get it cut.  Maybe it was time for a change, a break with the past.  “All right,” she said.  “Let’s give it a try.”
 
   They didn’t make much conversation as Sylvia worked.  Emma didn’t want to distract the witch as she worked with the scissors.  Instead, she thought about Isis and the situation with Dan.  Maybe the witches were right and she needed to think logically about this.  If she talked with Isis, perhaps they could hammer out their issues.  Their previous interaction had been brief and not gone well mostly, Emma hated to admit, due to her jealousy.  If she could keep it in check, then she might get an honest appraisal on the woman and the danger she posed.
 
   “All done,” Sylvia said.
 
   Emma looked in the mirror and fingered the shorter cut that brushed against her shoulders.  The witch was right that it did make her look more like an adult, more like the assistant director of a museum.  “It’s great,” Emma said.  “Thank you.”
 
   “I’ll make sure to dispose of all this hair for you.  Never know what someone could do with that if they were inclined.”  Sylvia and her sister were experts on that.
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma went upstairs, to where Mrs. Chiostro gushed over her new haircut.  She had repaired the slight tear and gotten out the stains on the dress so it was good as new.  
 
   “Make sure you take good care of it from now on.”
 
   “I will.  Thanks.”  With that Emma returned to her motorcycle.  As she put the helmet over her head, she noted how much more comfortable it felt.  That would probably be a good thing for later on when she donned her other helmet.
 
   Back at the museum, she found Dan eating his lunch on the museum steps.  He nodded to her.  “You must have got a haircut,” he said.  
 
   She blushed at this.  That he would notice this was a reminder of why she had loved him in the first place.  “I thought I’d try something new.”
 
   “It looks nice.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma stared down at her feet as she felt a surge of embarrassment.  “I better get back to work.  See you later.”  She hurried back to her office, where she dropped with relief into her chair.  She shook her head; it would take more than a haircut to fix things.
 
   ***
 
   Captain Kramer hated to work late.  He often told his wife he needed to work late but usually this was a cover to meet April at the Paradise Motel.  Those nights he really had to work late meant a phone call to an irate April, who would start to suspect him of an affair with his own wife.  That in turn would mean an expensive gift, though usually he could find something in the evidence locker of suitable value to win back April’s love.
 
   He didn’t have much choice this time.  The Vendetta case was the biggest in the history of the Rampart City Police Department.  Everyone from internal affairs, the state troopers, and the FBI were monitoring the case.  
 
   And there was that damned woman detective—Donovan.  She had watched him like a hawk since this whole thing started.  Then again, she always worked late.  She probably hadn’t been with anyone since she was in the academy.  The department had to literally force her to take a day off, no matter how many times Kramer complained she made the department look bad with her overzealous dedication to the cause.  He had said as much to the promotion board, not that they listened to him.
 
   To emphasize this point, she knocked on his door.  “Don’t you ever go home, Detective?”
 
   “Not until she’s in prison,” Lieutenant Donovan said.
 
   “That might not be for a while yet.”
 
   “Then I might stop paying my rent, sir.”
 
   Captain Kramer shook his head at this.  “Is there something you want?”
 
   “I want to interview her again.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To see if she’s ready to crack.  She might be more receptive now that she’s had a few days in here.”
 
   “Fine.  Just don’t leave any marks.  And I don’t want her lawyer in here screaming at me again.  Got it?”
 
   “I understand, sir.”  The lieutenant hurried away and closed the door behind her.  It didn’t stay closed for long.
 
   Kramer heard the creak of the door and assumed it must be Donovan again.  “Forget some—”  He looked up to see it was not Lieutenant Donovan but a young Middle Eastern woman, a very beautiful Middle Eastern woman.  “Can I help you?”
 
   “Yes, I believe you can,” she purred.  She approached his desk slowly; her hips shook in rhythm with her long hair.  “You are Captain Kramer, aren’t you?”
 
   “That’s right, Miss—”
 
   “You can call me Isis,” she said.  She came to sit on the edge of his desk, her breasts so close to his face that he could almost taste them.  Her hand reached out to touch his arm.  “Are you in charge of the Vendetta investigation?”
 
   This killed the erection in Kramer’s pants.  Was she from internal affairs, the state police, or the FBI to smoke him out?  Or maybe she was with the mob to assassinate him.  He wanted to reach into his desk for his pistol, but her hand clamped tightly around his arm.  “Let’s not be hasty,” she said.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Only your help.”
 
   “Who sent you?”
 
   “No one sent me.  I’m a concerned citizen making sure an injustice isn’t committed.”
 
   “Right.  Who are you working for?  IA?  The troopers?  The Feds?”
 
   “Of course not.”  She ran her hand up his arm and reached into his shirt to stroke his chest.  “I told you already:  I’m a concerned citizen.”
 
   The erection he’d lost started to build again as she gently caressed his chest.  “What do you want from me?”
 
   “Nothing much.  Just a teeny, tiny thing.”  She leaned forward until her lips touched his ear.  “The key to the evidence locker.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “The less you know, the better.”  Isis reached into her purse to produce what looked like a credit card.  It wasn’t until she pressed it into his hand that he saw it was a key to the Paradise Motel, the same place he took April.  “How about a trade?”
 
   “A trade?”
 
   “A key for a key.  You give me the key to the evidence locker and I give you the key for this room, where I’ll let you read me my rights.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad.  I was really hoping the three of us could have some fun.”
 
   “Three of us?”
 
   Isis took something else out of her purse.  This was a Polaroid of April tied to a chair, a gag in her mouth.  “It was so easy to convince her to let me tie her up.  I can only imagine what you two must do together in there.”
 
   “If you hurt her—”
 
   “I’m sure you can find yourself another whore.”  Isis’s fingernails dug into the flesh on Kramer’s chest.  “I’d much rather we keep things cordial.”
 
   “If I give you the key, will you let her go?”
 
   “Only if she wants me to let her go.  I think she rather enjoys it.”  This she said with such an evil grin that Kramer shivered.  It was only then he noticed her black eyes.  These seemed to mock him as he wrestled with the decision.  Of course all he had to do was shout for help and a dozen police officers would charge in.  But then they would find out about April and everything would be ruined.  His wife would leave him and take the kids with her.  He’d probably be fired, not long after which April would dump him too.
 
   “All right, but only if you swear she’ll be safe.”
 
   “Of course she’ll be safe.”  Isis let him take the key to April’s room.  He in turn took the key to the evidence locker off his key ring.  He dropped this into her open palm.  “Thank you.”  As a token of her gratitude she kissed him on the lips.  It was the best kiss Kramer had ever experienced, far more passionate than those of his wife or April.
 
   When Isis pulled away, Kramer was left to gasp for air.  Once he recovered his wits, he took off in a brisk walk to the parking lot.  With typical late night traffic it wouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes to get to the motel.  Though once he got there, he might take his time to let April go.
 
   ***
 
   Lydia Vendetta sat in the interrogation room with a cup of coffee.  Lieutenant Donovan listened to the don slurp from the cup and then checked her watch.  “We’ve still got about ten minutes until your ambulance chaser gets here.  Why don’t we pass the time with a little conversation?  We can talk about anything:  sports, politics, the weather, or your ties to organized crime in the city.”
 
   “Do you really think such an obvious ploy will work?  You drag me from my cell in the middle of the night with no lawyer and you think I’ll say something to incriminate myself?”
 
   “I thought you might have decided to cooperate by now.  Of course if you don’t want to, we can put you back in the cell.”
 
   “You might as well.  I’m not going to tell you anything.”
 
   “Come on, Lydia, I thought we were friends by now.  We’ve spent so much time together these last few days.”
 
   “It won’t be much longer until I’m out of here.”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on that.  I think you’re going to be our guest for a long time.”  The last syllables of this sentence hadn’t faded away when the fire alarm went off.  Lieutenant Donovan reached down to her belt, to take out the handcuffs she kept there.  She clamped one of these on Don Vendetta’s wrist and the other to the table leg.  “Stay here.”
 
   “What if the place is burning down?”
 
   “I’ll come back for you.  Wouldn’t want you to get to Hell before I’ve put you away.”  Lieutenant Donovan sprinted from the interrogation room and followed the line of cops on the way to the source of the fire.  Her stomach churned as they approached the evidence locker.
 
   Officer Lois Early, Lieutenant Donovan’s closest friend on the force, was already at the locker, a fire extinguisher in her hands.  She used this like a crowd control shield to keep her friend out of the smoky room.  “You’re too late,” Lois said.  “It’s gone.”
 
   “What’s gone?”
 
   “Your evidence.  The computers.  They’re all gone.”  Lois gestured to the burning room, which had started to come under control thanks to the sprinkler system.  “There’s nothing left in there.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I tried to get to them.”  Lois motioned with the fire extinguisher.  “It was too intense.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “No.  That can’t be.  It can’t be.  Not after all that work.  Goddamnit!”  Lieutenant Donovan seized the fire extinguisher from Lois and then charged into the evidence locker.  Though the flames had died down, there was still plenty of smoke, far more than even Lieutenant Donovan liked to ingest.
 
   She pulled up the collar of her T-shirt until it covered her mouth and nose.  This filtered out some of the smoke, though her eyes continued to sting.  Even with the smoke, she knew where the evidence for the Vendetta case was located; she could have found it blindfolded if needed.  She used the extinguisher to put out a few rogue pockets of fire as she made her way to where her case against the don was kept.
 
   Just as Lois said, it was all gone.  Nothing more than melted plastic and scorched metal.  All of the stolen computers were destroyed.  Lieutenant Donovan sank down to her knees, in part from despair and in part to escape the smoke.  She battered the scorched floor tiles with her fists as she screamed a stream of curse words, many of which hadn’t been invented until that moment.
 
   A hand touched her shoulder.  Lieutenant Donovan whirled around to see Lois behind her.  “Come on, Lottie, let’s get out of here.  There’s nothing we can do.”
 
   “It’s gone.  It’s all gone.”
 
   “I know.”  The grip tightened on Lieutenant Donovan’s shoulder.  “If we don’t go, IA will bring you up for tampering with a crime scene.”
 
   “Me?  Tampering with a crime scene?”  Lieutenant Donovan shrugged out of her friend’s grasp to get to her feet.  “Whoever did this is the one who tampered with a crime scene.  And I’m going to find out who it was if it’s the last thing I do.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan stormed out of the evidence locker, back to the interrogation room.  Don Vendetta sat there with a placid grin like the proverbial cat who had swallowed a canary.  The lieutenant banged a fist on the table.  “I don’t know who you put up to this, but I’m going to find them and then I’m going to nail your ass for obstruction of justice on top of everything.”
 
   “Does this mean I’m free to go?”
 
   “Get yourself out of here.  Or have one of your friends do it for you.”  Lieutenant Donovan turned on her heel to stomp out of the room.  She stopped at Captain Kramer’s office.  He had been there before she went to interrogate Don Vendetta.  Now he was gone.  From the look of it, he had left in a hurry.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan’s fists clenched.  She had found the mole in the department.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   Steve’s gold Stratus pulled up in front of the museum.  Becky was behind the wheel and Emma could see her sisters already in the backseat.  Emma supposed it was a little bit rude to make the bachelorette drive to her own party, but Emma and Becky’s sisters didn’t have a car.  Emma didn’t even get all the way down the steps before Becky called out, “What did that butcher do to you?”
 
   Emma patted her head.  “I like it,” she said.
 
   “You didn’t sell your hair for money, did you?”
 
   “No.”  Emma went around the front of the car to get in the passenger’s seat.  “You don’t like it?”
 
   “It’s fine.  I wish you’d have consulted me before you did something radical like that.  We have to take pictures tomorrow.”
 
   “She looks great,” Brandi said from the backseat.  “When did you become such a fashion Nazi?”
 
   “You better watch out.  She’s turning into Bridezilla,” Bambi said with a giggle.
 
   “Pipe down both of you.  You’re not too big that I can’t whip both your hineys.”  This only prompted more giggling from the backseat.  Emma shrank down in the front seat and waited to see what Becky would do.  Her friend muttered a curse and then started for the restaurant Emma’s secretary had reserved.
 
   It became clear as they approached that they should have rented a car.  The only cars to pull up to the restaurant were Mercedes, Jaguars, and BMWs.  Becky didn’t seem to pay any attention to this as she pulled up to the valet in Steve’s rusty, dented Stratus.  “Who’d you have to pay off to get a reservation?” Becky asked as she climbed out of the car.  She blindly tossed the keys to a valet.
 
   Before they could go inside, Becky pulled Emma aside.  “There’s something I need to tell you,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry about the haircut,” Emma said.  “I should have asked you—”
 
   “It’s not that.  I invited someone else to our party.”
 
   “What?  Who?”
 
   “Don’t get mad, please.  You promise?”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “That Isis woman.”  Becky braced as if Emma would punch her and Emma seriously considered it.  Their last night before Becky got married and she had invited the person Emma disliked more than any other in the world.  “Look, I know she married your guy, but she came to the office this morning.  She was crying because she’s having a hard time fitting in.  I thought maybe if you two got talking, you’d see she wasn’t so bad and maybe you’d become friends.  Or at least not enemies.”
 
   Emma almost laughed at the coincidence of this; she had thought of something similar herself at Mrs. Chiostro’s house.  She wished Becky hadn’t sprung it now without any warning.  “I understand.  I’m not mad.”  She forced a smile, though she doubted Becky would believe it.  “And it’s your party.  You can do what you want.”
 
   “Thanks.  I didn’t want you to go in there and see her and give her one of those kung-fu moves of yours.”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “I know.  I’m just kidding.”
 
   “Oh, right.”  Emma motioned towards the door.  “Let’s go inside.”
 
   Becky’s sisters followed them into the restaurant.  Isis was already inside, on a bench to the side of the waiting room.  She gave a shy smile and then walked towards the group.  “Dr. Earl?  I’m Isis Dreyfus.  We met at the party last night—”
 
   “I remember.  Dan’s said a lot about you.”
 
   “He’s mentioned you too.  He says you’re extremely gifted.”
 
   Emma instinctually blushed at this compliment.  “I don’t know about that.”
 
   “You two are getting along already.  Isis, these are my baby sisters Bambi and Brandi.  They’re my bridesmaids.”
 
   “You’re getting married?”
 
   “Tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s wonderful.  I’m very happy for you.”
 
   Emma cleared her throat.  “Let’s go in and order, shall we?”
 
   “Good idea.  I’m starving,” Becky said.  One of Emma’s greatest fears was assuaged when she found the maitre d’ had not lost their reservation.  He did give their eclectic group a raised eyebrow as he searched the list; he probably hoped they weren’t on it.
 
   They had a booth in the back, one of the best tables in the place.  Emma made a note to send Leslie a bouquet of flowers Monday.  “Would you like to see the wine list?” the waiter asked with a suspicious raised eyebrow.
 
   “I don’t think—” Emma started, but Becky cut her off.
 
   “Yes, please.  But only for three of us.  My sisters are still underage.”
 
   “Narc,” Brandi grumbled.
 
   “I’ll have water,” Emma said.  She rarely touched alcohol in order to stay sharp if she needed to suit up in the magic armor.
 
   “Could I perhaps choose something?” Isis said.  “I have some experience with this.”
 
   “You lived in Switzerland, didn’t you?” Emma asked.  “They probably drink wine there all the time.”
 
   She watched Isis’s face for hesitation or a trace of uncertainty, but there was nothing.  “Yes, we drank wine quite frequently, but not to excess.”  She scanned the list and then ordered an expensive red wine in French.  Emma, who was footing the bill for the party, stifled a gasp at this.
 
   “Excellent choice.  And would your young companions like water?”
 
   “I’d like a coffee if you have it,” Brandi said.
 
   “Water is fine,” Bambi said. 
 
   They were left to scan the menus, which like the wine list were written in French.  “Would you like any help in reading this?” Isis asked.
 
   “Emma knows French.  She taught me a little bit of it,” Becky said before Emma could say anything herself.  “I think I’ll have the fish.  What about you two?  Just remember they don’t have hamburgers here.”
 
   “We’re not children,” Brandi said.  Her sister nodded in agreement.  Brandi skimmed the menu before she said, “I think I’ll have the snails people are always talking about.”
 
   “Gross,” Bambi said with a giggle.  “I think I’ll have a salad.”
 
   “Watching your weight?” Becky asked.
 
   “A little late for that,” Brandi said.  Becky plucked a piece of bread from the basket as if to throw it at her sister.
 
   Isis ignored this and leaned over to Emma.  “Are you enjoying your new job at the museum?  What is it the assistant director does?”
 
   “Mostly it’s paperwork.  Administrative tasks.  It’s not very interesting.”  Emma noticed the haughtiness present when she had first met Isis had evaporated.  This Isis seemed reserved, even shy.  Emma wondered which version of the woman was genuine, or perhaps neither was.  Stop it.  Stop looking for reasons to hate her.  Be objective, she told herself.
 
   “Dan said he thinks you’ll be the director very soon.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.”
 
   Becky had finished with her sisters and beamed at Emma and Isis as if they were leaders from Palestine and Israel about to make peace.  “I knew you two would hit it off.” 
 
   The waiter brought their drinks and poured a glass of red wine for Isis and Becky.  Isis raised her glass in a toast.  “May you be blessed similarly on your wedding day.”  Emma tapped her water glass to Becky’s and then Isis’s; she felt like a passenger already.  Why did Becky have to invite her?
 
   The wine was exhausted before the entrees arrived.  Emma wasn’t sure exactly how this happened, but she did know Becky had drunk most of it.  Already Becky showed signs of drunkenness in the way she slurred her words as she thanked the waiter for her plate of halibut.  Emma tried to stop her friend from ordering another bottle of wine, but Becky said, “Come on, it’s a party.”
 
   “At least for you,” Brandi said.
 
   Becky started to cut her piece of fish with her fork.  The piece of fish rocketed off her plate, into the mostly-untouched basket of bread.  Becky guffawed at this as if it were the funniest thing she had ever seen.  Isis leaned over and said, “Let me help you with that.”  She cut Becky’s fish into small pieces and then put one on her fork.  She fed this to Becky as if Becky were a small child.
 
   “That is some good halibut.”  Becky guffawed again.  “Hally-Butt.  What a funny name.”
 
   “Are you all right?” Emma asked.
 
   “I feel great.  Just great.”
 
   “She’s happy, enjoying life before her big day,” Isis said.  
 
   Emma shared a concerned look with Becky’s sisters, both of whom had obviously noticed their sister’s strange behavior and sudden connection with Isis.  As they ate, Isis regaled Becky with stories about her married life, stories that while not dirty made Emma blush.  It should be her telling stories about being married to Dan.  But she had given Dan up.  It was her own fault.
 
   Emma was grateful when she could signal the waiter for the check, but unfortunately the night was still young.
 
   ***
 
   When Leslie had planned the evening, she had scheduled them to head to the tearoom at the Rampart Arms Hotel for coffee and dessert.  It made sense since three of the party wouldn’t be drinking and none of them wanted to dance.  When they arrived at the hotel, Becky pointed towards the ballroom, from inside which came the sounds of swing music.  “Let’s go in there,” she said.
 
   “We don’t have a reservation,” Emma said.
 
   “And you can’t dance,” Brandi seconded.
 
   “Dancing isn’t very difficult,” Isis said.  “I can show you how.  I took lessons when I was a little girl.”
 
   “In Switzerland,” Emma said.  She hoped that Isis might slip up after a few drinks.
 
   “That’s right, in Switzerland.  The school insisted we learn how.”  She took Becky’s hand and led her towards the ballroom.  Emma saw little choice but to follow them with Becky’s sisters in tow.  Despite not having a reservation Isis got them in with little difficulty.  “They needed a little persuasion,” she said with a wink.
 
   The music was far louder in the ballroom, enough so they had to shout to each other in order to be heard.  “What do we do now?” Bambi asked.
 
   “Come, let me show you,” Isis said.  She pulled Becky onto the dance floor.  Isis began a series of acrobatic maneuvers and to Emma’s surprise Becky followed along—for the most part.  On one particularly sharp twist Becky lost her balance and collapsed into Isis’s arms.  They laughed uproariously at this.  If Emma didn’t know the two people involved she could have sworn at that moment they would kiss.  To her eyes at least it looked as if Isis wanted to, but Becky pushed her back to resume dancing.
 
   Meanwhile, Emma and Becky’s sisters stood along one wall.  Emma hadn’t felt like such a wallflower since her senior prom in high school.  Though she could perform all sorts of acrobatic moves in the Scarlet Knight’s armor, she never could manage the same kind of agility to music.  Brandi, the reformed Goth girl, lamented the kind of music to which they danced.  “Fucking swing music.  From the ‘40s or something,” she said.  She stuck a finger in her mouth to indicate how she felt about this.
 
   “I think it’s cute,” Bambi said.
 
   “You would.”
 
   “She seems to be having fun.”
 
   “Sure, because she’s wasted.”
 
   “She is not.”
 
   “You saw how much wine she drank.  And wouldn’t let us drink any.”
 
   “What was she supposed to do, bring fake IDs?”
 
   “I already have one.”
 
   The two girls continued to argue while Emma studied Becky and Isis on the dance floor.  Becky’s behavior throughout the evening had been odd.  She rarely drank and she never danced.  In second grade when they had to square dance in gym class, Becky faked a stomach cramp to get out of it.  This wasn’t right at all.  And it had all begun when Isis had entered the picture.  As if Isis had bewitched her.
 
   Witchcraft.  That would explain Dan’s attraction to Isis and how they had gotten married.  She must have done the same thing to Dan that she was doing to Becky.  Perhaps it wasn’t even real witchcraft but some kind of pheromone she used to make herself attractive to prey.  But why hadn’t Emma, Brandi, and Bambi felt any effects of it?  Perhaps only certain people responded to it.  If only she had some equipment here, she might be able to measure it and locate the source.
 
   Emma stopped herself.  She was jumping to conclusions.  Becky wanted to enjoy her last night as a single woman.  Tomorrow she would be married, with all the responsibilities that entailed.  She wanted to savor her last hours of complete freedom.  And she had drunk quite a bit of wine.  
 
   As the music came to a stop, Isis and Becky fell against each other and laughed joyously.  Emma scowled at this.  Why couldn’t she be happy for them?  Why couldn’t she accept that Isis was a wonderful, friendly person?  Because she took Dan away from me.
 
   Even as these thoughts went through Emma’s head she knew they were wrong.  Her jealousy was the real unforgivable sin.  She was supposed to be pure of heart, a requirement to be the Scarlet Knight.  At the moment she didn’t feel pure of heart; she felt like a monster.  She felt like the Black Dragoon.
 
   With this in mind, she made a point to cross the dance floor to join Isis and Becky.  “That was great,” Emma said with a forced smile.  “I’ve never been able to get Becky to dance.”
 
   “She’s a natural,” Isis said.
 
   “A natural disaster,” Becky said.  She patted Isis on the shoulder.  “She carried me.”
 
   “Maybe she could show me some moves.”
 
   “Yes, I’d like that very much.  If Becky doesn’t mind?”
 
   “No, I think I’ll go get a drink.”
 
   The music started again.  Isis took Emma’s hand and then launched her into a break.  Only Emma’s well-honed reflexes kept her upright.  As the dance continued, it became apparent to her that Isis wanted Emma to fall.  Sweat poured into Emma’s eyes so she could hardly see anything around her as Isis launched them across the dance floor.  Isis didn’t sweat at all; she never seemed to tire.
 
   The music mercifully came to an end.  Emma felt as winded as if she’d run ten miles while Isis was as calm as if she’d stood still the entire time.  “You’re very good,” Isis said.  “Once you learn some rhythm you’ll be much better.”
 
   “Thanks.  You’re good too.”
 
   “I had exceptional teachers.”
 
   Becky slapped them both on the back.  “That was a-fucking-mazing!  I could hardly see you two you were going so fast.  You two need to go on some talent show.”
 
   “I don’t think we’re that good,” Emma said.  She was grateful when they drifted over to the bar so she could get an ice water—with extra ice.  She downed this and then signaled the bartender for another one.
 
   “Are you guys done jitterbugging?” Brandi whined.
 
   “We should be getting home.  Tomorrow’s a big day.”
 
   “Oh, don’t be such sticks in the mud.  There’s still plenty of time.”
 
   “I think they’re right,” Emma said.  “You don’t want bags under your eyes tomorrow, do you?”
 
   “I’ll be wearing a veil.  Live a little.”
 
   “Where do you want to go?” Emma asked her friend.
 
   “I have an idea,” Isis said.
 
   ***
 
   Another argument erupted over who would drive them to their mystery destination.  Isis had yet to get an American driver’s license.  Becky was too drunk to drive.  Emma had rarely handled anything larger than a motorcycle.  Bambi volunteered to drive to settle the argument.  Becky moved to the backseat, where she sat with her head on Emma’s shoulder.  Her snores began to fill the car, enough to blot out the music on the radio.
 
   “Maybe we should go home,” Emma said.
 
   “No,” Becky somehow said through her snores.
 
   As Bambi drove, Emma recognized the neighborhood from her nights out as the Scarlet Knight.  It came as little surprise to her when the car pulled up in front of the Plastic Hippo.  “Here we are,” Isis said.
 
   “All right!” Brandi said.  “Finally we can have some fun!”
 
   “This is a strip club,” Emma said.
 
   “It is?” Isis asked.  “I didn’t know that.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Becky roused herself.  “So what?  We’ll have some drinks and dance.  Don’t be so stuck-up.”
 
   Emma opened the door and then dragged her best friend from the backseat.  She recognized the thugs who stood around the front door and in the alley as Don Vendetta’s men.  She had probably put some of them in jail at least once.  They didn’t pay her any heed without her armor as she led Becky over beside the dumpster.
 
   “What’s your problem, kid?”
 
   “You know who owns this club.  I can’t go in there!”
 
   “Why?  She’s not going to recognize you.”  She reached out to stab Emma’s chest.  “If you don’t like it then you can go home.  Or you can do that other thing you do.”
 
   Emma put a finger to her lips to shush her friend.  “Quiet!  If they overhear you—”
 
   “Oh, like any of them will believe a skinny little thing like you could be her.  I have trouble believing it sometimes.”
 
   “Becky, you’re drunk.  I’m taking you home.”
 
   When Becky pushed her, Emma was too in shock to catch herself before she fell on her rear in the alley.  She heard the don’s goons snicker at this.  “If you want to be an old sourpuss then you go right ahead.  My new friend and I are going in there and you can’t stop us.”
 
   Emma could stop them, but she would have to reveal herself as the Scarlet Knight in front of the don’s henchmen.  “Fine.  I’ll go home.  I’m taking the car and your sisters with me.  You two can call for a cab when you’re ready to leave.”
 
   “You do that, you old mother hen.”
 
   Becky staggered over to where Isis waited in line.  Emma gave her a final concerned glance, but Becky had already turned away.
 
   ***
 
   They took a table near the back of the room.  Isis ordered two Long Island iced teas; she sipped hers while Becky guzzled hers.  “She can be such a goddamned prude,” Becky said.
 
   “She worries about you because she’s your friend.”
 
   “Her only friend.  Except for your husband.”  Becky laughed bitterly.  “She is so jealous of you, do you realize that?  She wanted to be the one who married Dan.”
 
   “Did they date?”
 
   “Oh sure, about five years ago.  They went out a few times.  The way she’s pined for him it’s like that book.  You know the one about the guy who goes away to a war and doesn’t come back for a really long time?”
 
   “The Odyssey?” 
 
   “Yeah, that one.  She’s like the girl.  Petunia or whatever her name was.  Sitting around waiting for him to come back.”  Becky finished her drink and then snatched Isis’s away.  “The stupid thing is she’s the one who sent him away.”
 
   “She did?  Dan never said anything of this to me.”
 
   “That’s because he doesn’t know.  She thought she was so clever.  Look how it bit her in the ass.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “She got a potion from this witch so she could wipe his memory.  Then she tells him he needs to take a long trip to somewhere.  That’s why he went off to Egypt.  Of course you weren’t supposed to bring him back here.  I’m not sure what the fuck she thought was supposed to happen, maybe that he would pine for her the same way she did for him.”
 
   “Why would she do such a thing?”
 
   “Because she was all worried he’d find out her secret and it would put him in danger.”
 
   “Secret?  What secret?”
 
   “I shouldn’t tell you.  It’s a secret!”
 
   Isis put a hand on Becky’s shoulder.  She leaned forward so that her lips brushed against Becky’s ear.  “Go on, you can tell me.  I’m your friend too.”
 
   “Well, all right, but you can’t tell anyone.”  Becky leaned forward until her head rested on Isis’s shoulder.  “Emma is the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The superhero or masked vigilante or whatever you want to call her.  Like one of those characters in the comic books.  You get those in Egypt, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She’s like that.  She found this box of magic armor and put it on and POOF!  Now she can leap tall buildings in a single bound and stop bullets and all that.  But she can’t fly.  So there.”
 
   “I never would have thought such a thing about her.”
 
   “Who would?  Sweet, shy little Emma is the last person anyone would think goes out at night beating people up.  Not that she enjoys it.  I mean, I’d enjoy giving these shits their just desserts but not her.  She empathizes with them, you know what I mean?”
 
   “That’s why she’s the hero.”
 
   “Yeah, I suppose.  It’s not fair.  Growing up she was always the smart one, the cute one and now she gets to be a superhero on top of it.  Meanwhile I’m just fat old Becky her best friend.  Her babysitter.  What a drag.”
 
   “But you’re getting married.  Isn’t that good?”
 
   “Oh, yeah.  Steve’s great.  He’s a really super guy.  If Emma ever wanted to stop being the Scarlet Knight he could probably do it.  He’s pretty much the same way.  Smart and sweet and a little naïve.”  Becky leaned closer to stage whisper, “And a virgin too.  They both are.”  She broke into hysterical laughter at this.
 
   “Why don’t I go get you another drink?”
 
   “Great.  I could use another one.”  The moment Isis took Becky’s head off her shoulder, Becky collapsed onto the table and began to snore again.
 
   Isis made her way to a table in the opposite corner, where a middle-aged woman sat alone and smoked a cigarette.  Two goons reflexively came to stand behind her as Isis approached.  “Who are you?” the woman said.
 
   “My name is Isis.”
 
   “I don’t do autographs.”
 
   “I would like to see your master.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Ms. Vendetta.  I want to see her.  Now.”
 
   The woman faced Isis for the first time.  She blew a cloud of smoke into Isis’s face.  “Get lost, bitch.  Otherwise we’ll have to teach you some manners.”
 
   “Tell the don I’m the one who freed her from jail.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “That’s right.  Now, go deliver the message.”
 
   The woman’s eyes narrowed, but she obeyed.  Isis remained at the table and glanced back at where Becky dozed on her table.  Everything had played out far better than Isis had hoped.  She had sensed something about Emma Earl the first time they met at the museum.  At the time she hadn’t been able to determine what it was she had felt, but now she understood.  Emma Earl was the Scarlet Knight, the only one with the power to stop her.
 
   “Not for much longer,” she whispered to herself.
 
   The woman returned.  “The don will see you now.”  She led Isis around to a side door, which led to a private room.  This looked more or less like a typical office, with desks and chairs and computers.  Lydia Vendetta sat behind one desk, her fingers tented in front of her.
 
   “So, you’re my benefactor?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I assume you can prove this?”
 
   Isis reached into her pocket.  The goons in the room reached into theirs to pull out vicious-looking handguns.  The don put up a hand to stop them.  From her pocket Isis produced a tiny gold key.  “The key to the police evidence locker.”
 
   “That could be the key to your diary for all I know.”
 
   “What kind of proof do you require?”
 
   “Start by telling me how you got in there without anyone seeing you.”
 
   “I’ll do better than tell you.  I’ll show you.”  And then Isis disappeared.  At least in the minds of the don and her henchmen Isis disappeared.  It was a simple trick to scramble the visual centers of their brains so they didn’t process the image of her in the room.  For all practical purposes she vanished.
 
   With a wave of her hand she reappeared—and took a step back to sag against the wall.  She put a hand to her head.  That trick in the police station had already taken a lot out of her.  She would need to feed again soon, to build up her strength.  It had been far too long since she had used her power.
 
   “That’s a nice trick.  You should be on the stage,” the don said.
 
   “Perhaps.  Now do you believe me?”
 
   “I’m starting to.  Tell me how you destroyed those computers.”
 
   “A conventional fireball.  Any novice can do it.”  It wasn’t quite that simple, but it wasn’t difficult.  At least it hadn’t been difficult when she was at full strength.  In her weakened condition she had needed to focus a full twenty seconds to conjure the fire.
 
   “I suppose I shouldn’t ask you to conjure fire in here.”  The don laughed at her own joke.  “So, maybe you’re the one who saved me from the cops.  I’d have walked anyway.  What is it you want?  Money?  Drugs?  A man?  A woman?”
 
   “More than that.  I need your organization’s particular skills.”
 
   “What skills would those be?”
 
   “I need you to eliminate someone for me.”
 
   The don smiled and nodded.  “That I think I can help you with.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   For a change it was Emma who heard Becky come in sometime during the night.  She heard the sound of the front door creak open, followed by heavy footsteps.  A lighter squeak indicated Becky had gone into her bedroom and a thud announced she had landed on the bed.  Emma rolled out of her bed and crept into Becky’s room.  Her friend lay sprawled on the mattress, still in her clothes.  Emma rolled Becky onto her side and then pulled the blankets up to her chin.  She backed out of the room and closed the door with a tiny click.
 
   She returned to her own bed but didn’t get much sleep.  The night’s events continued to bother her, especially when Becky agreed to go to the Plastic Hippo.  Five years ago a coworker had taken Becky to the club.  Becky had run away and become the target of a gang.  Only Emma’s sudden appearance as the Scarlet Knight had kept her friend from being killed.  Why would Becky choose to go back there?  
 
   On the way back to the trailer park in Parkdale, Bambi had voiced what they all thought.  “You think she’s getting cold feet?”
 
   “No, of course not,” Emma said.  “She’s blowing off some steam.”
 
   “I always thought she had a thing for women,” Brandi said.  “Typical closet case.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Emma said.  “Becky loves Steve.”
 
   “She loves you.  That’s why she’s marrying someone like you, only with a penis.”
 
   As she lay in bed, Emma started to worry not for herself but for Steve.  If Becky’s intentions were less than truthful, eventually he would be the one to pay the price.  From everything Emma had seen, Steve loved her madly.  He had even taken a lesser job at the Plaine Museum to keep Becky happy.
 
   These thoughts continued to spin round and round in her head until she finally fell asleep.  The alarm went off what seemed like minutes later, though it was eight in the morning.  Emma rolled out of bed and hurried over to Becky’s room.  
 
   “Becky, it’s time to get up,” she said.  Becky grunted but didn’t wake up.  Emma went over to the bed and gently shook her friend’s shoulder.  This only prompted Becky to roll onto her side with a groan.  Emma shook her again, this time far less gently.  
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “It’s time to get up.  It’s your wedding day.”
 
   “Oh shit.”  Becky rolled back over and then sat up.  She put a hand to her head and groaned.  “What happened last night?”
 
   “You had a little too much to drink.”
 
   “Yeah.  Fetch me some aspirin, will you?”
 
   “I think I have something better,” Emma said.  She returned to her bedroom and plucked a small vial off the nightstand.  She gave this to Becky, who stared at it.  “It’s one of Mrs. Chiostro’s potions.  I picked it up last night along with the dresses.”
 
   Becky stared at the bottle for a moment.  “Bombs away,” she said as she gulped down the vial’s contents.  Emma took a step back and waited to see what happened.  Becky shook her head and then smiled.  “I think that did the trick.  Did you notice anything weird?”
 
   “No, you look exactly the same.”
 
   “Good.  Thank her for me, will you?”
 
   “I will.”  Emma motioned to the corner, where Becky’s wedding dress hung in the closet.  “We’d better start getting you ready.”
 
   “Sure.  Can I take a shower first?  I don’t want to smell like a bottle of gin.”
 
   Emma laid out the dress while Becky took a shower.  After she took it out of the bag, Emma couldn’t resist the urge to hold the dress up to her body.  It was too big, but that didn’t matter; she could still imagine what she’d look like in the lacy white gown.  She would stand at the altar with Dan next to her and take his hand—
 
   Becky cleared her throat.  Emma’s cheeks burned with embarrassment; she set the dress on the bed.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right.  You’ll find someone eventually.”
 
   “I already did.  And I let him go.”
 
   “Look, kid—”
 
   “I’d better get a shower too.”  She stayed in the shower for a long time and let the warm water run down her back.  She knew she shouldn’t think of Dan on Becky’s big day, but when she saw the dress, she couldn’t help but think of what might have been.  If only she hadn’t sent him away.  If only she hadn’t heard the Call and found the red armor, she and Dan could have a normal life.  Instead he had a normal life with someone else.
 
   She trudged back to her bedroom to get into her lavender bridesmaid dress.  As she put it on, she told herself to be happy for Becky today; now wasn’t the time to mope over her own mistakes.  It was Becky’s day, a day she had dreamed of since they were little kids in Parkdale.  Emma didn’t want to ruin it by being selfish.
 
   When she returned to Becky’s room, her friend stood at the mirror and held the dress up to her body.  “This is really it,” she said.  “I’m getting married.”
 
   “Are you having any second thoughts?”
 
   “No.  I love Steve.”
 
   “And he loves you.”
 
   “He does, doesn’t he?  I can’t imagine why.”  She put a hand to her stomach.  “I’m not exactly anyone’s dream girl.”
 
   “You’re beautiful.”
 
   “On the inside, right?”
 
   “Yes.  And on the outside.”  Emma put a hand on Becky’s shoulder.  “They say ‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder.’  Well, Steve thinks you’re beautiful.  Isn’t that all that counts?”
 
   “I guess so.”  She turned away from the mirror to smile at Emma.  “We’d better get started.  It’ll take a while to wrestle me into this thing.”
 
   ***
 
   To put the dress on didn’t prove to be much of a challenge.  By the time they finished, Becky’s sisters had arrived—all three of them.  Emma stepped aside to let them apply Becky’s makeup and fix her hair.  Becky’s older sister Britney, who had gone to cosmetology school for a semester, worked on Becky while the other two sat in the ruins of the living room.  Brandi lit a cigarette and then put her feet up on a box of CDs.
 
   “So you’re going to be alone after this, aren’t you?” Brandi asked.
 
   “Yes, I guess so,” Emma said.
 
   “That’s too bad.  Are you going to find someone else?”
 
   “Not right away.”
 
   “You can probably afford to live by yourself, being an assistant director and all.”
 
   “Why don’t you leave her alone?” Bambi said.  “Emma can live by herself if she wants.”
 
   Brandi shrugged.  She snuffed out the cigarette with the same precision as Lieutenant Donovan.  “I was just curious.”  Brandi shifted in her dress.  “I’ll be glad when I can get this thing off me.  It’s going to be so annoying though to get repierced.”
 
   “You don’t have to get pierced again.  It’s gross,” Bambi said.
 
   “To a stuck-up bitch like you it’s gross.”
 
   Becky interrupted this argument when she swept into the living room.  She raised the veil enough so they could get a look at her face, which showed no signs of the previous night’s wild outing, due to Mrs. Chiostro’s potion and the ministrations of her sister.  “What do you think?”
 
   Not even Brandi had anything negative to say.  Emma had never seen Becky look so gorgeous before.  There was too for perhaps the first time in her life an inner glow of confidence as Becky realized she wasn’t the fat girl others had made fun of in high school.  “You look great,” Emma said.  Her sisters nodded in agreement.
 
   “Then I guess we should be going.”
 
   Emma took Becky in Steve’s car to St. Michael’s Cathedral in the heart of the city.  Becky had never held with any religion but had agreed to convert—at least for today—to Catholicism for Steve’s family.  The cathedral was the largest in the city, built fifty years ago after a fire ravaged St. Patrick’s two miles down the road.  Emma had never been inside the cathedral, though she had been on its roof a few times as the Scarlet Knight.
 
   She looked up towards the ceiling some two stories overhead.  Sunlight beamed through the stained glass to cast puddles of color about the floor and on the altar where Becky and Steve would soon be married.  The priest already waited for them, a nervous little man called Father Jacoby.  “You look wonderful, Ms. Beech.  And as you can see, God has blessed us with a perfect day for the ceremony.”
 
   “It certainly is nice outside,” Becky said with a touch of irony; she had wanted to hold the wedding outdoors.  Steve’s parents had insisted on the wedding in the cathedral and Becky had given in.  
 
   “If you’d like to follow me to the rectory, where you can wait until we’re ready to begin.”
 
   “Right, we wouldn’t want him to see me first.  That’s bad luck.”  Becky turned to Emma and said, “Can you make sure nothing goes wrong?”
 
   “I will.”  Emma gave her friend a parting hug, careful not to crush the dress, and then planted herself at the church’s doors.  As expected, Steve was two hours early; she had never expected him to get cold feet.  “She’s already here, in the rectory.”
 
   “Great.”  Steve adjusted the bowtie for his tuxedo.  “How is she feeling?”
 
   “She’s really excited.”
 
   “I didn’t get a wink of sleep last night.”  He dabbed at his face with a handkerchief.  “I hope I don’t screw anything up.”
 
   “You won’t.”
 
   “I hope not.  I know how much Becky has been looking forward to this.”  He cleared his throat as an older couple came up the steps.  The woman was heavier than Becky had ever been.  She leaned against a man who looked like an older version of Steve.  It was no surprise then when Steve said, “These are my parents.  This is Dr. Emma Earl.  She’s my boss at the museum.  And Becky’s best friend.”
 
   “Oh, you must be the one who got Steven that job.  Thank you so much,” his mother said.
 
   “I didn’t do anything.  He did it himself.  You’ve got a very talented son.”
 
   “Yes, that’s what we’ve told him,” his father said.
 
   An awkward silence followed this.  “Well, I think we should be going,” Steve said.
 
   “It was nice to meet you,” Emma said.  She shook his parents’s hands before they made their way into the cathedral.  It took another half-hour before the rest of the wedding party showed up.  Steve had recruited his cousins for ushers, none of whom seemed particularly pleased with this.  Emma remained at her station by the door to make sure everything went smoothly.  This unfortunately meant she had to watch Dan pull up in his car and then hurry around to open the door for his wife.
 
   Isis didn’t look any worse for wear after her night out with Becky.  If anything, Isis looked refreshed and rested.  “Hello, Dr. Earl.  I thought you would be back with Becky.”
 
   “Not yet.  I’m making sure there aren’t any problems.”
 
   “Yes, we wouldn’t want anything to ruin her big day.”  Isis said this with a smug grin that set off warning bells in Emma’s mind.
 
   “No, we certainly wouldn’t.”  She cleared her throat and then asked in a whisper, “What did you two do last night?”
 
   “Oh, we had a few drinks.  Shared a little girl talk.  Nothing interesting.”  The smug grin remained; Isis no doubt relished how she had split Becky from her best friend.  “Did she make it home all right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  I’d hate for anything to happen to her.”
 
   Dan came up the steps and flashed a smile at Emma before he kissed his wife on the cheek.  “I guess today’s the big day.  I hope it goes a little better than our wedding.”  Dan squeezed Isis’s hand before he continued, “We were getting to the vows when a sandstorm came up.  The priest had to shout the rest of the ceremony so we could hear it.”
 
   “That’s awful.”
 
   “It certainly made it memorable.”
 
   Isis leaned against her husband.  “We’d better not take up too much of Dr. Earl’s time.  We’ll see you inside.”  They turned away, but before they went inside, Isis looked back and winked.
 
   ***
 
   Through binoculars, Lieutenant Donovan watched as Captain Kramer kissed his wife and then patted his son on the head.  It was a scene from Leave it to Beaver, but Lieutenant Donovan wasn’t fooled.  She knew Kramer was up to something; she didn’t know what yet.
 
   She waited until he’d pulled his unmarked cruiser onto the road before she eased away from the curb.  She kept far enough back where he probably wouldn’t notice her unless he was paranoid, which may or may not be the case.  When he took a left turn at 41st Street it was obvious he wasn’t headed to the station.  As he continued to wind his way through traffic deeper into the city, she started to wonder what he was up to.  Maybe he had seen her and wanted to lead her on a wild goose chase or set her up for an ambush by internal affairs. 
 
   If IA found out what she was up to, she’d probably lose her badge.  To tail a superior officer without a warrant or some kind of proof was not something looked upon favorably by the department.  At the moment she didn’t have anything in the way of proof, just a hunch that Kramer was up to no good.  It wasn’t nearly enough to go to internal affairs for a warrant to search his office and home for more clues.
 
   She had called in sick today, the first time in fifteen years she had done so.  If anyone asked, she was out for a leisurely drive, which just happened to coincide with Kramer’s leisurely drive.  It was a flimsy excuse that wouldn’t hold up for more than a few seconds in any discipline hearing. 
 
   Despite this, she knew she had to find out what Kramer’s role had been in the evidence room fire.  It couldn’t be a coincidence he had disappeared moments before the fire started.  She had never trusted Kramer.  Maybe he was on the don’s payroll; there certainly were enough cops who already were.  It wouldn’t surprise her to find out a senior officer was as well; if anything it would explain how the don had managed to remain free all these years.
 
   Before she left the previous night and come down with a sudden illness, Lieutenant Donovan had reviewed the surveillance tapes.  These showed nothing.  One minute the evidence locker was fine and the next it was on fire.  The arson investigator was examining the scene, but Lieutenant Donovan didn’t expect him to find anything.  Someone who could find a way to infiltrate the room unnoticed by the cameras wouldn’t be dumb enough to leave a calling card.
 
   This left her to grasp at straws.  Or just one straw.  She didn’t expect Kramer to lead her to the fire starter, but he might at least confirm her suspicions about his ties to the don.  If her suspicions were correct.
 
   She started to doubt this as Kramer pulled off into the parking lot for a fast food joint.  She pulled off to the curb and got out her binoculars to watch him.  Kramer went inside; he returned a short time later with a bag of greasy food and a soda.  He ate these at a table outside.  
 
   She noticed how he checked his watch every few minutes as if he expected something to happen.  The answer to what that might be didn’t come until the call came over the radio.  Kramer was already in his car and on his way to the scene as if he’d known all along.
 
   ***
 
   Emma stood at the entry of the cathedral again, this time to stand next to one of Steve’s friends from Rampart State who served as the best man.  She didn’t know the best man’s name, nor at this moment did she care.  She was concerned not to trip over the skirt of her dress or collapse on the high heels as she walked down the aisle.
 
   And she kept an eye on where Isis sat in the middle of the cathedral.  That wink had remained in Emma’s mind, along with the smug grin and comments that she didn’t want anything to ruin the wedding.  She was up to something, but Emma couldn’t be certain of what.  Or perhaps she had read too much into the situation again.  Maybe her jealousy had colored things again, bent words and twisted gestures into something evil.
 
   At a time like this she wished Marlin were here.  But he didn’t venture into churches, especially Catholic ones, for fear some priest would spot him and try to exorcise him.  The exorcism wouldn’t kill him, only banish him for a short time until he found his way back.  Then Emma was certain he would complain about it for days on end.
 
   The first notes sounded from the organ to signal it was time to march in.  Becky’s sisters and the other groomsmen went in first to take up their positions on either side of the altar.  Emma waited until Brandi and her groomsman had gone before she took the best man’s arm and then stepped forward.  Her heels didn’t collapse and she didn’t trip over the hem of her dress as she awkwardly slid down the aisle.  The best man did nearly topple her when she paused at Isis’s pew.  The other woman winked at her again before she turned away to stare at the altar.
 
   Emma made it the rest of the way without incident and took her place beside Becky’s sisters.  They all turned to face the entrance to the cathedral as Steve appeared.  He proceeded as carefully as Emma had, obviously self-conscious in front of over a hundred family and friends.  When he took his place at the altar, he sighed with relief.
 
   The organist struck up “The Wedding March” as Becky reached the entrance to the cathedral.  On her arm was Percival Graves, who had been elected to give her away.  Becky didn’t know where her father was, nor did she have any male relatives who could fulfill the job.  Though she didn’t know Mr. Graves very well, she had agreed to Emma’s suggestion that he walk the bride down the aisle.  Mr. Graves had jumped at this chance.  “I might never get another chance to walk a pretty girl down the aisle.”  As the former Scarlet Knight, he of all people knew how unlikely it would be for Emma to get married, at least not until she retired from the duty.
 
   They walked slowly up the aisle; Mr. Graves clung to Becky so he wouldn’t put too much weight on his bad leg, a leg injured by the Black Dragoon on his last mission as the Scarlet Knight.  He wore a huge grin as he limped up the aisle with Becky; his wink to Emma prompted her to blush instead of shiver.  
 
   The priest waited until the bride and Mr. Graves reached the head of the aisle to ask, “Who gives this woman away?”
 
   “I do,” Mr. Graves said.  There would of course be no mention of Becky’s mother, who was barred from the wedding.  Emma wondered if perhaps Isis had invited her to ruin the ceremony.  Maybe that was what her winks and smug grin had been about.
 
   Emma didn’t focus on the rest of the ceremony.  She looked around the cathedral for any sign of trouble.  No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake off the bad feelings from her brief conversation with Isis.  Something bad was about to happen, she could feel it.  She fidgeted at her post next to Becky and wished she could put on the red armor to make sure nothing went wrong.
 
   The ceremony proceeded without incident.  Becky and Steve read the traditional vows and then exchanged rings.  The priest asked if anyone objected to their union.  Emma waited for someone to say something, but no one did.  She watched Isis’s face during the silence, but the woman betrayed nothing.
 
   “Then by the power vested in me, I pronounce you man and wife,” Father Jacoby intoned.  With a smile he added, “You may now kiss the bride.”
 
   Steve leaned forward to pull up Becky’s veil and kiss her on the lips, their first kiss as husband and wife.  Before his lips could touch hers, a shot rang out.  It was a muffled shot, more like a cough, but Emma knew what it was.  She threw herself into Becky to knock her to the floor.  They lay tangled for a moment as screams rang out in the cathedral.
 
   “What are you doing?” Becky shouted.
 
   “I heard a shot,” Emma said.  She checked her friend over, but saw no sign of a wound.  Maybe the shooter had missed.  Then she looked up and saw blood spread across the front of Steve’s shirt.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   The cathedral erupted into pandemonium.  Guests stampeded down the aisles.  The ushers quickly followed suit.  Only Percival Graves remained calmly in his seat, used to such crises.  Emma watched Dan take Isis by the arm and practically drag her towards the exit.  There was no look of shock on Isis’s face, more like a knowing look.  At least she didn’t wink before she disappeared into the throng that pressed through the exit.  
 
   Emma tried to keep Becky from seeing her new husband’s wound, but Becky wriggled from her grasp.  “Oh my God!” she screamed.  She pushed Emma away just in time to catch Steve as he collapsed.  “Someone call an ambulance!”
 
   Emma lunged forward to seize one of the guests.  “Where’s your phone?”
 
   “What?” the woman stammered.
 
   “Your phone?  We need to call for help.”
 
   The woman fumbled in her purse until Emma snatched it away.  She found the cell phone inside and then dialed 911.  She gave the dispatcher the cathedral’s address and told them briefly what had happened.  Then she pressed the phone into the woman’s hands.  “Stay on the line until someone gets here,” she said.
 
   Emma took off towards the entrance, but she didn’t go outside.  Instead, she opened the door to the stairway that went up to the balcony.  There was a chance the killer had already fled in the confusion of the stampede, but Emma didn’t think so.  From the angle of the shot, the assassin had set himself up in one of the balconies used for the choir or excess capacity.  Even if he had abandoned his weapon—this seemed unlikely unless he was a complete idiot—he would have needed time to get from the balcony to the front steps.  It seemed more likely the assassin would disassemble the weapon and then either wait until most everyone left to slip away or find a back way out.  If she hurried, she might still be able to catch him.
 
   Her hunch turned out to be correct.  In the west balcony she saw a figure hunched over the remains of a rifle.  Emma slipped out of her high heels so she could sneak up on him and have better balance during a fight.  As she closed in, the figure spun around to face her.  He wore a black ski mask so she couldn’t see the details of his face, only that he had brown eyes.  
 
   He didn’t waste any time to fling part of the disassembled weapon at her.  While she ducked this, he flipped over the railing of the balcony.  He had secured a rope to the rail, which allowed him to repel down the wall of the cathedral, down to the ground floor.  Emma took off towards the stairs again, though it seemed unlikely she would be able to catch up to him.
 
   She was a second too late; she opened the door as he ran through the entrance.  “Stop him!” she shouted, but no one heeded this.  Emma kept in pursuit along the sidewalk in her bare feet while she wished she had the magic armor.  With it she could execute a simple jump to land ahead of him or perhaps on him.  Or she might be able to hurl the Sword of Justice to cut one of his legs.  It would take far too long though to put on the armor.  She would have to do it the old-fashioned way and hope for the best.
 
   The assassin shoved through the crowd of dazed people who had fled from the cathedral.  Emma followed after him and pushed Steve’s parents out of the way.  “Sorry,” she called over her shoulder.  She forced her legs to find another gear as she plunged onwards.  The assassin didn’t seem to be tiring, which meant he was in terrific shape, a fact she’d already deduced from that leap off the balcony.
 
   He turned a corner into one of the network of alleys that ran throughout the city.  Emma followed, though since she ran barefoot she had to be careful not to step on broken glass or other debris in the alley.  The assassin pushed down garbage cans to make Emma’s pursuit even more difficult.  She hopped over a can only to land awkwardly on her left ankle.  She pitched forward into the muck on the ground.  Pain shot through her leg when she stood up, but she continued to hobble on.  
 
   She was too late.  Ahead, she saw the shadow of the assassin climb up a wall to drop over into another alley.  He paused for a moment to toss her a salute.  Then he disappeared.  Emma stood there for a moment, her fists clenched in rage and frustration.  She turned around to limp back to the cathedral.  There she would have to find Isis.
 
   ***
 
   Lieutenant Donovan followed Captain Kramer’s car to St. Michael’s Cathedral.  A call had come in two minutes earlier of shots fired at a wedding.  There was no word on the condition of the victim or who had fired the shots.  The captain didn’t seem bothered by any of this as he strode confidently up to a cluster of people.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan parked her car next to his and waited another minute for the captain to go inside the cathedral.  Then she got out of her car to follow him.  There was definitely something odd going on here.  A police captain was never the first one at a scene unless the crime happened in his presence and sometimes not even then.  You didn’t live long enough to get promoted by being the first one to charge into the fray.
 
   As she approached the cluster of people who milled around the cathedral, Lieutenant Donovan pulled out her badge.  “What’s going on here?” she asked.
 
   “They shot my son!” a middle-aged woman said.  She pressed against a man Donovan assumed was her husband.  
 
   “Who shot him?’
 
   “I don’t know.  Some man.”  The woman pointed away from the cathedral.  “He went that way!”
 
   “What did he look like?”
 
   The woman’s husband fielded this one.  “We couldn’t get a look at him.  He had on one of those ski masks.  He was wearing all black.”
 
   “Stay right here.  I’ll see if I can find him,” Lieutenant Donovan said.  She jogged away from the scene, though she was certain it was already too late.  Maybe if she retraced the killer’s steps she’d find some evidence he’d left behind.  She didn’t believe this, but it was a possibility.
 
   She rounded a corner and nearly ran into a disheveled Emma Earl.  The front of the woman’s dress was smeared with grime, as was her face.  Lieutenant Donovan couldn’t help but notice Earl was barefoot.  
 
   “You’re too late,” Earl said.  “He’s gone.”
 
   “You were chasing him?”
 
   “Someone had to.”
 
   “Where’d he go?”  Earl led Lieutenant Donovan back along the alley where she claimed the killer had gone.  From the trashcans thrown around either someone had tried to disrupt a pursuit or a family of raccoons had happened by.
 
   “He climbed over that wall.  I couldn’t follow him,” Earl said.  She sagged against a wall for support, clearly favoring her left foot.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan patted the young woman’s shoulder.  “You tried.  That’s commendable.” Lieutenant Donovan reached into her pocket for a cigarette.  Earl’s nose wrinkled as Lieutenant Donovan lit it.  “You want to tell me what happened?  Start at the beginning.”
 
   “My friend was getting married.  Becky Beech.”
 
   “I remember her.  Go on.”
 
   “It was as they were going to kiss I heard the shot.  It was silenced, so I don’t think anyone else heard it.”  Earl went on to describe the pursuit from the cathedral’s balcony into the alley.  She didn’t have anything to add on what the killer looked like.
 
   “I guess we should go back and take a look at that rifle.”
 
   “It’s not going to tell you anything.”
 
   “Probably not,” Lieutenant Donovan conceded.  “But maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll have gotten sloppy.”
 
   “There’s someone else we need to talk to.”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “Isis Dreyfus.  She’s the wife of a friend from the museum.”
 
   “You think she did it?”
 
   “No, she was in the crowd when it happened.  But she knows something about it.”
 
   “How do you figure that?”
 
   “She was acting suspiciously.  Like she knew something would happen.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan tossed her cigarette to the ground.  “Well, that’s not much to go on.”  She put up a hand before Earl could say anything.  “I’ll get her statement.  That’s the best I can do unless you have something tangible.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Isis Dreyfus turned out to be a beautiful young Arab woman.  She batted her big black eyes innocently at Lieutenant Donovan.  “I didn’t see anything.  I’m as surprised as anyone else.  I don’t know why anyone would want to hurt Steve.”
 
   “How well do you know the bride and groom?”
 
   “I met Becky at a museum party two days ago.  Then I visited her at Councilwoman Napier’s office.  I wanted some information on charitable programs in the city.  She invited me out for dinner and drinks with the rest of the wedding party.”
 
   “I can vouch for her whereabouts at the time,” her husband said.  “She was right beside me.  Everyone saw her.”
 
   “I’m sure she was.  I’m trying to ascertain if anyone saw anything suspicious.”
 
   “Isis wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”  Lieutenant Donovan jotted a few notes in her notebook and then snapped it shut.  “And I’m sure Ms. Beech will be able to vouch for your whereabouts last night?”
 
   “Yes,” Isis said.  She reached out to pat the lieutenant’s arm.  “This is a terrible tragedy.  I want to cooperate in any way I can.”
 
   “That’s very admirable of you, Mrs. Dreyfus.  I’ll give you a call if I need anything further.”  Lieutenant Donovan wanted to find Emma Earl again, but she ran into Captain Kramer instead.  
 
   “What are you doing here, Donovan?”
 
   “I heard the call on the radio.  Thought I’d check it out.”
 
   “This is my case.  You got that?”  He poked a finger into the lieutenant’s chest for emphasis.  “I don’t want anyone fucking it up.”
 
   “I understand, sir.  I was interviewing witnesses.  One of them said the shot came from the balcony.  She says the murder weapon is up there.”
 
   Kramer made a disgusted grunt at this.  “I’ll go check it out.  You keep interviewing the witnesses until someone else gets here.  Then I want your notes and I want you gone.”
 
   “Sure thing, sir.”  She waited until Kramer had gone to growl, “You’re not getting rid of me that easily, asshole.”
 
   ***
 
   Becky wanted to go with the ambulance, but they claimed not to have room for her.  “I have to go with him,” she said.  “I can’t leave him!”
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am,” one of the paramedics said.
 
   Becky leaned against the gurney so Steve could see her face.  His eyes were only half-open, but she knew he could see and hear her.  “Just hang on,” she whispered.  “Everything will be all right.  I love you.”  She managed a brief kiss on the cheek before he was wheeled away.  She flung herself after the gurney, but someone stood in her path.
 
   Percival Graves, the man who had walked her down the aisle, took her arm again.  “Easy now, lass.  Let them do their jobs.”
 
   “But I have to go with him.  I have to be with him—”
 
   “You can see him at the hospital.”  Mr. Graves tightened his grip on her arm.  “Let’s find someone to give you a ride.”
 
   Her sisters volunteered for this job.  She leaned against Brandi for support while her older sister Britney fetched her car.  
 
   “He’ll be all right,” Brandi said.
 
   “No he won’t,” Becky said.  “He’s going to die.  Alone!”
 
   “You can’t talk like that,” Bambi said.  “He’ll pull through.”
 
   Becky shook her head.  No, he wasn’t going to survive.  She had seen him slipping away as his eyes half-closed.  She had felt his skin turn cold, like that of a corpse.  And she had heard his last words whispered into her ear, “I’m sorry.”
 
   He wasn’t the one who should be sorry.  It wasn’t his fault.  His life would have been much better if he had never met her at school.  Since they had met she had already nearly gotten him killed once when that crazy Marie Marsh cut open his hand to drain some blood for some kind of ritual.  This time he would die.
 
   Why?  Becky couldn’t figure that part out.  Who would want to kill Steve?  He had never done anything to hurt anyone.  He didn’t gamble or use drugs.  He didn’t owe anyone money.  There was no conceivable reason for anyone to try and hurt Steve.  It couldn’t be a random act of violence, not something so calculated as to happen the moment they were to kiss and seal their pact.  This was obviously a deliberate act, but for what purpose Becky didn’t know.
 
   She still hadn’t figured it out as they reached the emergency room.  Britney and Bambi helped Becky from the car; they let her lean against them like crutches as they made their way into the emergency room.  The moment the doors opened, Becky pushed away from them to bolt for the nurse’s station.
 
   “I need to see my husband,” she said.  
 
   “Name?”
 
   “Steve Scherr.  He was shot.”
 
   The nurse checked her computer screens.  “He’s in surgery.  A doctor will be out to see you as soon as they’re finished.”
 
   Her sisters pulled her away from the nurse’s station, into a corner.  They sat on plastic chairs to wait for news.  As they did, Becky continued to try and think of why someone wanted to hurt Steve.  Poor, innocent Steve.  He had never hurt anyone in his life.  He had never put himself above anyone else; he’d gone so far as to stay in Rampart City with her when he could have gone to any lab in the world.  He loved her so much that he had shelved his dreams for her.
 
   If only she had married him sooner.  If only she had agreed to move to another city.  If she had pressured him to have the wedding outside instead of in that gloomy cathedral.  So many ifs that might have changed everything.
 
   She continued to torture herself with these ifs for another hour.  Then a middle-aged man in bloody scrubs came into the emergency room.  As he headed towards her, Becky wailed in anguish.  She knew from the grim look on his face that Steve was gone.  “I’m sorry,” the doctor said, which confirmed her fears.  “We did everything we could but—”
 
   Becky lunged forward and bowled the doctor to the ground.  “Don’t you tell me that!  Don’t you give me that bullshit!  You didn’t do everything.  You could have saved him!”  She tried to scratch at the doctor’s eyes, but her sisters pulled her back into the chair.  They pinned her there while the doctor made his escape.  Becky screamed at him in rage, a scream that broke down into sobs.  She buried her face into Bambi’s shirt and cried through her veil.  
 
   Just like that she had become a widow.
 
   ***
 
   By the time Emma reached the hospital it was already too late.  She recognized this when she saw Becky sobbing in a corner.  Emma wasn’t sure for a moment if she should approach or let Becky deal with her grief.  Finally she decided that as Becky’s best friend she had to be there at this moment.  She put a hand on Becky’s back.  “I’m so sorry, Becky.”
 
   Becky pulled her head away from her sister; when she turned to face Emma her eyes were clouded with rage.  “No you’re not.  You didn’t want me to get married.  You were jealous I was getting married and you weren’t.  I saw you with my dress.  I saw you!”
 
   “Becky, please, it’s not like that.”
 
   “You never wanted me to marry Steve.  You wanted to keep me around as your fat friend.  You couldn’t stand us being together.”
 
   “No, Becky—”
 
   “This is your fault!”
 
   “Me?  I didn’t—”
 
   “They wanted to shoot you.  Not him.  No one would want to shoot Steve.  Or me.  Or my sisters.  Or Steve’s friends.”  Becky pointed an accusing finger at Emma.  “You’re the only one with enemies.  Enemies who could pull off something like that.  You’re the one they wanted!”
 
   Emma didn’t know what to say to this.  What Becky said made sense.  It could very well be that the assassin had really aimed for her.  But for him to miss so badly that he hit Steve instead didn’t make sense.  From what she’d seen, the man was a trained professional; he’d had plenty of time to line up for a perfect shot on her.  He couldn’t have missed.
 
   “Becky, please, I know how it hurts—”
 
   “You don’t know anything!  You think because your parents were killed you know everything.  You don’t!  Steve was my husband.  The man I loved.  I was going to spend my whole life with him.  Now he’s gone.”  Her finger trembled in Emma’s face.  “Don’t you stand there and tell me you know.  You don’t know anything about this.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Emma took a step back.  At this point she knew there was nothing she could do for her friend.  Becky needed some time to work through her rage and sadness.  Then she would see that Emma was her friend and wanted only to help.  “I’ll wait for you at home.”
 
   “I’m not going back there.  I’m not going to live with you.  Murderer!”
 
   Emma nodded sadly.  She backed out of the emergency room.  As the doors closed, she saw Becky sobbing against her sisters again.   Emma’s fists clenched.  Maybe she couldn’t be there to comfort Becky, but she could find the man who’d taken away her husband.  She would find him and then figure out why they had tried to kill Steve.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   The armor appeared in the alley.  Emma usually didn’t like to change in a semi-public place, but she didn’t want to waste time by going to her apartment or the Sanctuary.  She used the Sword of Justice like a surgical tool to slice up the skirt of the lavender dress so she could get her legs into the armor.   Given what had happened she didn’t want to keep the dress as a reminder anyway.
 
   She didn’t know the assassin or who he worked for, but in Rampart City it was always a good bet to start with Don Vendetta.  The don herself would be holed up in the Plastic Hippo or her compound in the Heights, but there were plenty of her lieutenants available.  To find one of these would take a little effort.
 
   It would have been easier to go to the Sanctuary and use the computers there to find someone.  There was another way, one far more direct.  For that she needed to find the nearest of the don’s thugs and then work her way up the chain of command.
 
   She didn’t have to go far to find the needed thug.  There was a pawnshop a block away from the hospital used as a front to sell guns, jewelry, and other items taken from heists.  Emma wrapped the golden cape around her body so no human eyes could see her as she approached the rear of the store.  There were cameras mounted at the back entrance to give advance warning of what she was about to do.
 
   As she let the cape drop, Emma abandoned all attempts at subtlety.  She used the Sword of Justice to slash through the heavy steel door and then kicked the remnants aside.  She didn’t bother to duck as the counterman opened up with an Uzi.  The bullets pinged off the red armor to embed themselves in a set of drums, a kayak, and the head of a wooden ventriloquist’s dummy.  The counterman realized the futility of continued resistance and raised his hands in surrender.
 
   Another night Emma would have accepted this surrender and then gently asked him for information.  Tonight was different.  Someone had killed her best friend’s husband; she didn’t have long to find him before he skipped town and disappeared.  
 
   Tonight she seized the counterman’s right arm and then wrenched it behind his back until he cried out in pain.  To emphasize her point she slammed his head on the counter.  The man howled in pain; she let him sink to the floor.  She held the Sword of Justice beside his ear as if about to knight him.  The golden blade began to glow, which indicated she was in the presence of evil.
 
   “There was a murder this afternoon at St. Michael’s.  I want to know who did it.”
 
   “I don’t know anything.  I just work the counter.”
 
   Emma picked the man up by his collar.  “Give me the name of someone who would know.  Otherwise you’ll have to cash in your insurance policy on this place.”
 
   “I don’t know anything,” the man pleaded.  Emma slammed a gloved fist against the glass counter.  The glass shattered; some of it sprinkled onto the man’s head like snow.  “All right!  All right, damn it.  Talk to Jamie Moreno.”
 
   “Where do I find her?”
 
   “She’s usually at the Winchester, over on 56th.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She sheathed the Sword of Justice and then wagged a finger in his face.  “You should consider another line of work.  In another city.”
 
   “I was thinking the same thing.”
 
   Emma hopped over the counter to leave by the front door.  She primed her boots for a jump and then leaped onto the top of the building.  From there she ran and jumped from one building to another until she reached 56th Street.  Winchester’s was one of the higher-end bars in the city, frequented by those who preferred brandy to beer.
 
   She wrapped the cape around her body as she dropped to the rear entrance of the building.  The cape hid her as she wound her way through the kitchen.  She paused to avoid someone who carried a large pot of tomato sauce.  When a waiter scooped up a tray to take out to the dining room, Emma followed him.  
 
   It wasn’t hard to determine which one was Jamie Moreno.  Emma only had to locate the bodyguards who sat beside a middle-aged Hispanic woman.  As luck would have it, the waiter delivered three plates of pasta to the table.  He didn’t get a chance to drop the third plate in front of Moreno before Emma had grabbed the woman by the collar and began to drag her to the front door.  The bodyguards pushed away from the table and pulled their weapons, but there was nothing to shoot at.
 
   Out in the night air, Emma finally let the cape drop.  “You,” Moreno said.  She didn’t get any farther before Emma threw her into the bar’s dumpster.  Emma slammed the lid shut and began to shove it along the alley.  Moreno pounded and shouted curses from within the dumpster but Emma paid her little mind.  She pushed the dumpster along until she reached a wall.
 
   She opened the lid to look inside.  The mobster was covered in trash; she peeled a thick leaf of rotten lettuce away before she screamed, “When they find you, they’re going to kick your ass!”  She followed this with a stream of curses in Spanish.
 
   “You’re going to tell me about the hit at St. Michael’s,” Emma said in flawless Spanish.
 
   Moreno stared at her for a moment and then shook her head.  “I’m not going to tell you anything.  The don has promised death for anyone who talks.”
 
   “So the don is behind the hit.”
 
   “You already knew that or you wouldn’t be here, ruining my dinner.”
 
   “I suspected.  Thank you for the confirmation.”
 
   “That’s all you’re going to get.”
 
   “Maybe you’d like to stay here until the garbage truck arrives.  There are plenty of rats for you to befriend in the dump.”
 
   “You wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “You’re right.  I wouldn’t wait for the garbage truck to show up.”  Emma reached into the dumpster to grab Moreno by the front of her dress.  “Talk.  Now.”
 
   “Fine.  It’s not going to do you any good at this point anyway.  The don’s got him on her plane out of here.  You’ll never find him.”
 
   “Give me his name.”
 
   “Roberto Moreno.  He’s my brother.”  She smiled as she added, “He’s very good at what he does.  Never failed on a job yet.”
 
   “His only job from now on is going to be shelving books in the prison library.”  
 
   Moreno only laughed at this feeble threat.  “Try to find him, hero.  He’ll be long gone.  The don’s always a step ahead of you.  Just like that raid when you thought you got her.  She’ll always be smarter than you.”
 
   Emma could only say, “We’ll see.”  Then she slammed the lid of the dumpster to make herself feel better.  She’d leave it up to Moreno to find her way out.  In the meantime, Emma would find Moreno’s brother—Steve’s killer.
 
   ***
 
   Captain Kramer didn’t go back to the precinct after he wrapped up at St. Michael’s.  Lieutenant Donovan maintained her surveillance on him, more convinced than ever that her captain was up to no good.  She didn’t know why he had handled the Scherr murder, except that the don had commanded it.  With Kramer on the case any sensitive evidence—like the rifle taken from the scene—would mysteriously disappear.  Though she doubted even Kramer would be stupid enough to set fire to the evidence locker a second time.
 
   The captain wound his way through the heavy traffic; sometimes he turned on his siren to get through the congestion.  Lieutenant Donovan did what she could to maintain pace without using her siren so she wouldn’t alert him to a fellow cop on his tail.  With her binoculars she managed to follow his trail from Robinson Parkway onto Bower Avenue.  From there he parked in front of the main branch of the public library.
 
   Kramer didn’t go into the library.  He scurried along the front steps to an adjacent clothes shop.  He didn’t go into this store either.  Instead he went along the alley to the fire escape.  Whoever he was here to meet had opened a window on the third floor so Kramer could duck inside.  Lieutenant Donovan watched all this before she got out of the car.
 
   It was risky to climb the fire escape.  There was a good chance Kramer and his accomplice would hear her.  At that point they would scatter or she might find herself at the barrel of a gun.  But she might not get a chance like this again to catch the captain in the act of meeting one of the don’s flunkies.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan jumped onto the ladder at the bottom of the fire escape.  She made her way along it carefully to minimize any creaking or swaying.  As she climbed up the steps, she took her pistol from her jacket.  She wouldn’t hesitate to shoot Kramer if he was in the process of something illegal.
 
   She hadn’t elicited any undue attention by the time she made it to the third floor.  From beneath the window, she heard Kramer’s voice from inside, along with that of a woman.  The woman’s voice sounded deep, as if she used one of those throat boxes the doctor warned Lieutenant Donovan she would someday need if she didn’t quit smoking.
 
   “Then everything is proceeding as planned?” the woman said.
 
   “Yes,” Kramer said.
 
   “Excellent.  Does anyone suspect anything?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you certain?”
 
   “There’s this one pain in the ass.  I took care of her.”
 
   “Who?”  Lieutenant Donovan heard Kramer give her name.  She waited to hear what the mystery woman would say.  “Don’t worry about her.  You have performed well.  I may have more work for you in the future.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan didn’t hear what Kramer said; she was already on her way back down the fire escape.  She jumped from the ladder into the alley.  Her right ankle stung for a moment, but she managed to drag herself behind a trio of trashcans.  From there she watched as Kramer emerged from the window to climb down the fire escape.  He looked right and then left, but didn’t bother to check behind the garbage cans.  
 
   Lieutenant Donovan waited for an hour; at one point she had to shoo a curious rat away with her pistol, but the woman didn’t make an appearance.  Maybe the woman worked at the dress shop.  Even if she did, there was little Lieutenant Donovan could do about it; she couldn’t burst in and demand every female employee speak in a low voice.
 
   “I’ll find you,” the lieutenant said to herself.  “You don’t have to worry about that.”
 
   ***
 
   The trailer in Parkdale was crowded again, like when the Beech girls were kids.  Only now their mother wasn’t around, something for which they were all grateful.  Becky slept in her old room, which she had once shared with Brandi and Bambi, despite that it was hardly bigger than a closet.  She lay on her old twin bed, the comforter with its cigarette burns and whiskey stains pulled up to her chin.
 
   Her three sisters were out in the living room.  They had tried to comfort her; even Brandi had shared her condolences and volunteered to make some coffee and sandwiches.  For once in her life Becky didn’t want food.  She wanted only to lie down on her old bed and sleep.  She wanted to sleep forever so she could be with Steve.  Her sisters probably sensed this, as they’d kept a close eye on her ever since they left the hospital.
 
   In time she finally drifted off to sleep.  As soon as she did, she returned to the hospital.  Only this time there seemed to be no one around.  She walked the empty corridors to search for someone to tell her where Steve was.  She needed to see Steve.
 
   “I’m here,” she heard his voice call out.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Follow my voice.”
 
   She followed his voice down the hallway, to a stairway.  Steve’s voice directed her down the stairs.  She went down flight after flight, until she worried she might wind up in the center of the earth, surrounded by magma.  Finally, Steve told her to open the door.  A sign on the door read, “Sub-subbasement.”
 
   She walked along another corridor, the air so cold that she began to shiver.  She wrapped her arms around herself to stay warm.  “Steve?  Where are you?”
 
   “I’m in here,” he said.
 
   She saw a pair of metal doors ahead.  Steve’s voice called out from behind these.  She charged through the doors and barreled into the room.  At last she saw him.  Then she screamed.
 
   Steve lay on a gurney, his body white and his lips blue.  The gash that ran along his chest had been crudely stitched together.  Becky put a hand to her mouth; she felt an urge to throw up.  When Steve sat up, she screamed again.
 
   “Steve?  But you’re dead!  They said you died.”
 
   “I am dead, Becky.  You killed me.”
 
   “No!  I didn’t!  It was an assassin.  With a gun.”
 
   “You knew what Emma was.  You could have gone to the police.  You could have let them deal with her.”
 
   “I couldn’t.  She’s my best friend.”
 
   “You couldn’t and now I’m dead.”  Though Steve’s body was cold, his eyes burned with hatred.  “It’s your fault.”
 
   “No, Steve, don’t say that.  I love you.”  She wrapped her arms around him and tried to kiss him, but his lips were so cold and stiff.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “There’s something you can do.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Destroy those responsible.  Kill those who took me from you.”
 
   “Kill them?  But Steve—”
 
   “Don’t you love me?”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “You have to do this, Becky.  For me.”
 
   Becky thought about this for a moment.  Then she looked into Steve’s eyes, the eyes she had fallen in love with.  “I’ll try.  But how?”
 
   “Just follow my voice.”
 
   She sat up in bed; sweat poured down her body.  She looked around her childhood bedroom and wondered if it had all been a dream.  Then she heard Steve’s voice whisper to her, “Go to the harbor.  You’ll find your answers there.”
 
   The harbor?  She couldn’t imagine what she would find there.  Still, she couldn’t refuse Steve, the man she loved.  She rolled off the bed and got to her feet.
 
   Her sisters were gathered in the living room to watch the old television with a plate of sandwiches, as if it were a sleepover.  Becky turned to her older sister.  “I need your keys.  I’m going out.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “I don’t care what you think.  Give me your keys.”
 
   “Why don’t I drive you—?”
 
   “Just give me the damned keys!”
 
   Bambi stood up and put her hands up like a naturalist trying to soothe a grizzly bear.  “Becky, take it easy.  We want to help you—”
 
   “Shut up, you stupid little brat!  All I want is the keys.  Can’t you do that for me without all of this bullshit?”
 
   Bambi started to cry.  Another time Becky would have felt ashamed and stopped herself, but right now she didn’t care.  She had to get to the harbor—for Steve.  She pushed Bambi out of the way and then grabbed Britney by the front of her blouse.  “Give me the fucking keys!”
 
   Britney’s face paled and her eyes went wide.  She nodded and reached one hand into her pocket for the keys to the Omni.  Becky took these and then stomped outside.  As she opened the Omni’s door, she heard a metallic click behind her.  From experience, she knew someone had cocked a gun.
 
   She turned and saw Brandi with a revolver; she had probably bought it for protection, but now it was aimed at Becky’s chest.  “Put the keys down, Becky, and get back into the house.”
 
   “You’re not going to shoot me.”
 
   “I should.  It would serve you right for what you did to Britney and Bambi.”
 
   “My husband died.  What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Get back in the house.  We’ll look after you.”
 
   “You three?  You can’t even take care of yourselves.  Especially not you.”
 
   “I know how to take care of myself.”  To prove this, Brandi fired a shot into the air.  “That was a warning shot.  The next one will be in your knee.”
 
   “Go right ahead and shoot me.  But if you do, shoot me right there,” Becky said.  She pointed to her heart.  She locked eyes with Brandi for a moment, long enough to know her sister wouldn’t shoot her.  Brandi liked to look tough, but inside she had the sensitive heart of a little girl.  “I’ll see you later.”
 
   With that, she got into the car.  As she left, she looked in the rearview mirror to see Brandi on the front steps, staring sadly after her.  “I’m coming, Steve,” Becky whispered.
 
   ***
 
   The harbor for Rampart City stretched for miles.  There were the warehouses, the piers, and the seemingly endless rows of ships that ranged from tiny fishing boats to massive oil tankers.  Steve’s voice guided Becky through the maze, to an empty pier near the far end of the harbor.  There she stopped the Omni and got out.  “Go to the end of the pier,” Steve urged her.
 
   An ominous fog rolled in to shroud the end of the pier from sight.  Becky started to wish she’d brought Brandi’s gun for protection.  Steve’s voice wouldn’t guide her into a trap, would it?  He loved her too much for that.  Or did he?  What if it wasn’t really Steve’s voice?
 
   Becky stopped to look around her, but she didn’t see anyone.  This is stupid, she told herself.  She should go back to the trailer and apologize to her sisters.  Then she should call Emma and apologize to her too—if Emma was at home.  She was probably out after purse-snatchers or other petty thieves; anyone but Steve’s killer, the one she’d let get away at the church.
 
   “It’s all up to you, Becky,” Steve’s voice urged her.  She knew he was right; it was up to her.  But to do what?  She didn’t know how to fire a gun and she had never used a weapon on anyone before, not even her mother or her mother’s sleazy boyfriends, all of whom had surely deserved it.  She wasn’t a killer.  “Becky, please.  You have to.  For me.”
 
   Becky trudged on through the fog, until the end of the pier came into sight.  About the last person she expected to find there was Isis.  The woman smiled brightly at her and then held out her hands.  “I’m so sorry for what happened, Becky.  I didn’t know you long, but I know you loved Steve the way that I love Dan.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m here to help you.  If you’ll let me.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   Isis put a hand on Becky’s shoulder.  Her other hand she waved in front of Becky’s face.  “Just relax, Becky.  You can trust me.  I can help you find justice for Steve.”
 
   Becky wanted to argue, but she felt her entire body grow heavy.  Her eyelids drooped and a yawn escaped her lips.  She had to lean against Isis for support to stay upright.  Had Isis drugged her?
 
   “Don’t worry,” Isis hissed into her ear.  “In the morning this will all seem like a dream.  Now, go to sleep and we’ll begin.”
 
   With a contented sigh, Becky collapsed against Isis.
 
   The next morning she woke up in her bed in the trailer.  “Where did you go last night?” Bambi asked her at breakfast while the other two eyed her suspiciously—especially Brandi.
 
   Becky thought about this for a moment.  She remembered she’d gotten into the car and driven somewhere, but she couldn’t remember where she had ended up.  “I’m not sure,” she said.  “I think I just drove around.  To think.”
 
   “Did you have to be so dramatic about it?” Brandi snarled.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Bambi said.  “We understand.  Or most of us.”
 
   Becky shared a dry chuckle with Bambi and Britney and then her new life as a widow began.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Emma had been fooled.  The Scarlet Knight had arrived at the airport to find Don Vendetta’s private plane still in its hangar.  She waited around most of the night before she went back to the Sanctuary.  There she had hacked into the airport’s logs.  The don’s plane wasn’t scheduled for any flights in the next three days.  Moreno had lied to her.
 
   It was probable Moreno’s brother had already fled the city by car, train, or boat while Emma watched the hangar.  Steve’s killer had gone free.  It was Emma’s fault.  She shouldn’t have blindly trusted information from a hardened criminal, especially a hardened killer who was the sister of the assassin.
 
   She carried the stench of failure around for two days.  This stink made her eyes water as she parked in front of St. Vincent’s in Parkdale for Steve’s funeral.  His parents had insisted on a Catholic mass, but St. Michael’s was still a crime scene.  Emma thought that just as well as she didn’t want to return there any more than Becky would.
 
   Emma hadn’t spoken to her friend during these last two days.  She had talked with Bambi over the phone.  Becky’s sister mentioned Becky had stolen Britney’s car and then disappeared all night.  She returned the next morning without a word about where she had been.  Then she took the suitcase she’d packed for her honeymoon and moved into the house she and Steve had purchased.  Her sisters had tried to visit her there, but Becky refused to see them.  Bambi couldn’t be sure Becky would even show up to her husband’s funeral.
 
   The one person Emma least wanted to see at the funeral waited by the front door.  Isis wore a black dress that barely covered her panties.  Even more inappropriate was her smile as Emma climbed the steps.  “That’s a nice dress,” Isis said.  “Did you get it out of your aunt’s closet?”
 
   Emma ran a hand over the black dress she had bought for Sarah MacGregor’s funeral five years ago.  She had also worn it to Ian MacGregor’s funeral and then later to Aunt Gladys’s funeral.  Emma had hoped that would be the last time she ever had to wear it.  “Why are you here?” she asked.
 
   “Becky invited me.  I’m her new best friend.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “She doesn’t want to see you.  She told me to get rid of you if you showed up.”
 
   Emma’s body stiffened to challenge Isis to push her off the steps.  “I’m not going anywhere.  Where is Becky?”
 
   “Inside.  I wouldn’t go in there if I were you.  She’s still mad that you killed her husband.  It takes a while to get over something like that.”
 
   “I didn’t kill Steve!”
 
   “You didn’t try to save him either.”
 
   Emma looked down at her feet.  The stench of her failure came back to her.  “No.  I didn’t.”
 
   “Maybe you should slink out of here on that toy of yours.  I won’t tell Becky about it.”  Isis reached out to put a hand on Emma’s arm.  “She doesn’t need you anymore.  I’m going to take care of her now in ways you never could.”
 
   “We’ll see about that.”
 
   She stormed into the cathedral, which looked eerily similar to St. Michael’s.  Only this time in front of the altar was a coffin.  Even from the back of the room she could see Steve’s face inside.  From experience she knew the body would look stiff, pale, and unnatural despite the best efforts to make it lifelike.  She considered backing out of the church, but she didn’t want to give Isis the satisfaction.
 
   As Emma made her way slowly down the aisle, she saw Becky rise up from a pew in front.  She looked like an angry storm cloud as she rushed down the aisle.  Becky’s face turned the same shade of red as Emma’s armor as she approached her best friend—former best friend if Isis could be believed.  At this moment Emma was inclined to do so.
 
   “What are you doing here?  I told her not to let you in!”
 
   “Becky, please.  Steve was my friend.”
 
   “If you were his friend then you should have saved him instead of letting him die.”  Becky lowered her voice to hiss, “Instead of killing him.”
 
   “I didn’t kill him.”
 
   “He died because of you.”  Becky started to sob.  “I wish I never met you.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “I hate you!”  She shoved Emma back against a pew.  Other mourners turned to look at the scene, but none of them tried to intervene; perhaps they feared Becky’s wrath.  “I never want to see you again.  You understand?  It should be you in that coffin, not him!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Becky.  I really am.”  Emma turned away and walked quickly from the cathedral.  She didn’t give Isis time to gloat as she ran down the steps, back to her motorcycle.  With tears in her eyes, she kicked the engine to life and then roared away.
 
   ***
 
   Despite her sisters’s advice, Becky didn’t stay another night in the trailer.  Instead she moved into the house she and Steve had planned to share.  She had teased him that she would have to carry him over the threshold since she was heavier than him.  But now there was no need to worry about it.  Steve was in the ground and she was alone.
 
   The furniture still had the plastic wrap on it from the move.  Becky didn’t bother to take any of this off; she trudged upstairs to the master bedroom.  She lay down on the bed where she and Steve would have finally consummated their marriage, where they would have conceived their family.  All she could do now was bury her face into the pillow and scream.
 
   Eventually she fell asleep.  During the night she thought she heard footsteps.  She sat up and saw Isis beside the bed.  The younger woman smiled down at her and said, “It’s all right, Becky.  I’m here to help you.”
 
   “If you want to do anything, I’m not into that.”
 
   “No, I don’t mean that, Becky.”  Isis bent down and put a hand to Becky’s cheek.  “Just relax.  Sleep.”
 
   “Sleep,” Becky mumbled.  She tried to stay awake, but couldn’t.  Her eyes closed and her mind drifted into the darkness—
 
   “That’s good,” Isis whispered.  “Now, get up.  You have work to do.”
 
   Becky rolled out of bed and got to her feet.  Isis took her arm to guide her to the foot of the bed.  A black case lay there; its surface looked like neither metal nor crystal exactly.  “Open it, Becky.  Take what’s inside.”
 
   The surface of the case became studded with silver demonic faces as Becky touched this.  Inside she found a set of black armor much too narrow to fit her.  She hesitated a moment, until Isis put a hand on her shoulder and said, “It’ll fit.  Don’t worry.”
 
   The armor didn’t expand to fit her.  Instead, her body shrank to fit inside of it; the fat she couldn’t rid herself of in decades melted away in seconds.  Without a word, Becky began to don the rest of the armor.  The helmet came last.  Once she put this over her head, she felt her consciousness become smaller, pushed aside by new thoughts and a boundless reservoir of rage.
 
   The Black Dragoon turned to Isis.  “Master, you have returned.”
 
   “That’s right, my faithful servant.  It’s time for you to undertake your true purpose again.  Start with the one who wronged your host.  You’ll find him above a club on 56th Street.”
 
   The Dragoon nodded and then jumped out the window.  As he ran through the historical district, he kept to the shadows to remain unseen.  This became easier as he crossed into the more commercial areas of the city with their mazes of alleys.  He knew instinctively where the club was and whom the master wanted him to kill.
 
   With his claws he climbed up the side of the building; he ignored the sounds of the wretched drunks below.  The temptation to slaughter them was strong, but the master had given him a task and he would complete it.  He paused at a window for a moment to listen.  The sound of a television came from the back of the storeroom.  As he started towards the blue glow of the television, his claws grew from an inch to a foot each.  
 
   So focused on the television, he didn’t notice a shape move among the shadows to his left until he heard the bang of a gun.  The Dragoon grunted in surprise, but the bullet pinged harmlessly off the black armor to deflect into the ceiling.  Whoever had fired the weapon would pay dearly for that mistake.
 
   As he spun around, his vision turned red.  The dark storeroom became as bright as in daylight.  In that light he saw not the assassin who had killed the host’s husband but a middle-aged woman.  The woman held a vicious-looking pistol.  She fired another shot from it, but this too bounced off the black armor.  “What the fuck are you?” the woman shouted.
 
   “I am here for Roberto Moreno.  Where is he?”
 
   “What do you want with my brother?”
 
   “Your brother?”
 
   “That’s right.  I don’t know who you think you are, but when the don finds out—”
 
   The Dragoon lunged forward.  He sunk the claw on his left index finger into the woman’s shoulder.  The woman screamed in pain.  “Tell me where he is.  Now.”
 
   The woman turned towards the back of the storeroom.  “Roberto, run!  Get out of here!”
 
   With his claw still in the woman’s shoulder, the Dragoon spun around.  He saw a man burst out of the back of the storeroom and headed for a window and fire escape.  He held out his right hand and launched all five claws.  Four of these missed cleanly, but the one from his thumb clipped Roberto Moreno’s leg.  He collapsed in a heap on the ground.
 
   The Dragoon released the woman; bigger game was at hand.  Roberto Moreno pulled the claw from his leg, which left a bloody hole in his calf.  Then he began to crawl towards the window like the snake he was.  The Dragoon wanted to watch him squirm for a while, but the master would have far more important work to do.  
 
   He stomped forward and seized Moreno by the back of his shirt to hurl him into a sitting position.  “What do you want?” he said.  “Whatever it is, I can get it for you:  money, drugs, guns, whatever you want.”
 
   “There’s only one thing I want.  I want you to think of the man you shot at St. Michael’s.  Picture his face clearly in your mind.  Do you see it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.”  Then the Dragoon kicked him in the face.  The spike of his boot struck right between Moreno’s eyes.  Moreno’s body flailed around like a caught fish for a few moments and then it went still.  The Dragoon pulled back his foot to stare down at the corpse.  The master would be pleased. 
 
   On cue, the master’s voice said, “Take his heart.  Bring it to me.”  
 
   The Dragoon extended a claw.  He used this like a scalpel to slice open Roberto Moreno’s chest.  His heart had already stopped beating, but the Dragoon cut it from his chest anyway.  “Now, take the woman’s heart as well.”
 
   The Black Dragoon turned around and stomped over to where Moreno’s sister still writhed in pain on the floor.  The woman looked up with fear in her eyes.  “What are you going to do to me?” she asked.
 
   “You will share the same fate as your brother,” the Dragoon said.  Then he plunged the claw into the woman’s chest.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   Marlin had started to appreciate being a ghost.  Wandering the astral plane had left him with tired legs, a dry throat, and an empty stomach.  Then there was the need to expunge that awful rabbit from his system.  He had forgotten how awful that could be.  It was worse still without modern conveniences like indoor plumbing and toilet paper.
 
   He stopped at the top of a hill to rest.  Why did the astral plane have hills?  As an alternate dimension it shouldn’t have any topography at all.  He already knew what his master would say, that Marlin had created the hills in his mind and projected them onto the astral plane.  Everything from the hills to the trees to that Belt fellow was a figment of his imagination.
 
   No, not his imagination.  His master’s imagination.  He was the one who really projected his memory onto the astral plane.  Marlin was along for the ride.  And that meant he had to play by the rules his master made.
 
   With a weary sigh he got to his feet to continue.  Time was an even slipperier subject in the astral plane.  What might seem like years here might only be seconds back in the real world.  Or what might seem like seconds here might be years there.  By the time he emerged from this place—if he ever did—she might have already taken over the world.  That was unless Emma could stop her.  As much as Marlin had come to respect the latest Scarlet Knight, he doubted even she could last long against Isis at full strength.  The only hope lay in Marlin’s mission; his master was the only one who could put a stop to it.
 
   At the top of the hill, Marlin groaned.  In the distance he saw not only more hills but also a mountain, its top obscured by clouds.  This mountain had no place in even an imaginary projection of ancient Britain.  Marlin knew his master would be at the top of that mountain, to hide from both the imaginary world and real one.
 
   There was nothing he could do except climb the damned mountain.  That would be more difficult because he didn’t have any sort of climbing gear, not to mention a robe and sandals wouldn’t do much against the cold he would surely face up there.  Why couldn’t the master have done like most retired people and gone to a nice, warm beach?
 
   Marlin started down the hill, into a lush green valley.  The only inhabitants of this valley were a flock of sheep.  One of these bleated at Marlin as he closed in.  “I have no intention of eating any of you,” Marlin said.  After that rabbit he didn’t plan to eat anything ever again.
 
   Despite this, the sheep didn’t seem convinced; they backed away from him as he started across the meadow.  He supposed the animals probably hadn’t seen another creature in centuries.  Or at least he assumed he was the only one who’d come here to see the master.  
 
   At the edge of the meadow, he saw he wasn’t the only one in this part of the land.  In the grass he found a shepherd’s crook; not a smooth, curved staff like in the storybooks but a rough-hewn stick, more like a club.  This crook was stained with blood, probably from the last trespasser to come through here.  Marlin looked around to find the crook’s owner.  Something heavy crashed against the back of his head.  Marlin pitched forward into the grass.
 
   ***
 
   He opened his eyes and assumed he must still be dreaming.  A woman’s face looked down at him, her blond hair in dirty tangles and cheeks smudged with grime.  She wore only a sheep’s pelt, leaves and branches caught in the rough wool.  “Beaux?” he said.
 
   “About time you woke up.”  She poked him in the stomach.  “You’ve certainly been eating well since I last saw you.”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “I had a feeling you’d turn up here eventually.”
 
   “Yes, well, it wasn’t my first choice.”  Marlin sat up on the grass.  Of course Beaux wouldn’t have a bed, or even a straw pallet like Belt.  She lived like one of her flock.  “How did you get here?”
 
   “I asked Greetha to perform the ritual when I died.”
 
   “I see.  How long ago was that?”
 
   “About ten years after you left.”
 
   “I didn’t leave.  I died.”
 
   “That’s a convenient excuse.”
 
   “They chopped my bloody head off, woman!  What did you want me to do?”
 
   “That master of yours could have brought you back.”
 
   “He could, if he wanted to.  You know his feelings about that.”
 
   “I suppose I wasn’t important enough for him to bring you back.  I was only your mate after all.”  There was no ring to mark their engagement, only a tuft of gray hair on a string around Beaux’s neck.  This hair belonged to Marlin; because hair could be used in witchcraft it was considered a symbol of commitment to give something of such power to a mate.  “Tell me, did you even ask him to bring you back?”
 
   Marlin gulped; when it came to Beaux he wasn’t any better than Emma Earl at fibbing.  “There wasn’t any point in asking him.  I knew what he would say.  And he said he had big plans for me.”
 
   “Such grand plans as his slave.”
 
   “I am not a slave.  You’re looking at the Keeper of the Lore for the Order of the Scarlet Knight.  I’m the one who trains them, nurtures them.”
 
   “Nurture?  You?  You couldn’t be bothered to watch the flock for one night.  I came back the next morning and you’d let them all run off.  Where was your magic then?”
 
   “You don’t use magic to find a bunch of stupid animals.”
 
   “You don’t because you never could do any kind of magic.  That’s why the best you could do is be his assistant.”
 
   “Back to that again?  I’d say it’s a damned sight more important than keeping a bunch of sheep from getting eaten by wolves.”
 
   “You’d rather I sit at home in the hut all day, sewing your robes and nursing your disgusting sons?”
 
   “I wouldn’t want any sons from you.”  It amazed Marlin how after thousands of years they could so quickly launch back into the same old arguments.  “I should never have courted you.  I knew you were nothing but trouble.”
 
   “Courted?  You hit me over the head with a stick and took me to that filthy lair of yours.”
 
   “You didn’t think it was such a filthy lair when you were taking off that pelt of yours—”  Marlin discovered a pleasure he had missed in thousands of years as Beaux kissed him on the lips.  She didn’t stop there; she yanked the hat off his head and then yanked his robe off too.  Her garment was more difficult to remove, Marlin’s fingers unaccustomed to working the knots that kept the pelt tied around Beaux.  She snorted at his feeble efforts before she untied the knots herself.
 
   “Same old Marlin,” she said in a seductive whisper.  As Beaux pushed him to the ground, he decided there were some advantages to this place.
 
   ***
 
   “Same old Marlin,” Beaux said again, this time not as a compliment.  This came two minutes later, after Marlin learned the true potency of his imagination in this place.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.  “It’s been almost four thousand years.”
 
   “And you’re already in top form.”  Beaux rolled over on the grass to fetch her pelt.  “I don’t know why I thought anything might have changed.  Mum said I should have married Kildar the healer—”
 
   “That fraud?  He couldn’t heal a splinter let alone anything serious.”
 
   “Maybe, but at least he had his own hut—”
 
   “It was my hut.  Mother lived with me.”
 
   “Right.  He had his own herd of cattle too.”
 
   It was Marlin’s turn to snort derisively.  “He got those from Antch’s dowry.  You remember what happened to her?”
 
   “She died of a snake bite.”
 
   “Which your boyfriend couldn’t cure.”
 
   “He was asleep when it happened.  There wasn’t time.”
 
   “Oh, sure.  He probably let the snake in.  If you’d married him you’d have died on your wedding night.”
 
   “That’d be better than waiting for you.”
 
   “Why did you then?  Why didn’t you marry Kildar after I died?”
 
   Beaux looked away from Marlin as she said, “I don’t know.  I guess I thought you would come back and take me away from all this.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It wasn’t possible.  I wish it were.”
 
   She rolled over, her eyes bright with tears.  “Why did you come back now?”
 
   “I’m looking for him.  There’s a terrible evil being unleashed upon the world and he has to stop it.”
 
   “I should have known you wouldn’t have come back for me.”
 
   “Why would I?  I didn’t even know you were here.”
 
   “So you assumed I wouldn’t wait for you?”
 
   “I assumed you’d find someone else and go on with your life.”  Marlin looked down at the grass.  “The way we always argued, I thought you didn’t really care that much.”
 
   “I wish I didn’t.”
 
   They said nothing for a few moments until Marlin said, “I should probably go.  I have to go up that mountain.  That’s where he’ll be.”
 
   “Can I go with you?”
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “I don’t want to leave you again.  Maybe he can send me back with you.  We can be together forever.”
 
   “As what:  ghosts?  Don’t be ridiculous.”  Marlin took Beaux’s hand and then squeezed it.  “That’s no kind of life for you, love.  You’ll be a lot happier here, trust me.  You’ve got your sheep and your club.”
 
   “I should have known.  You don’t want me to go with you.  I’m just your whore.”
 
   “You’re not a whore.”  He cleared his throat; he’d never been good at romantic speeches.  “It’s lonely being a ghost.  Only a few people can see you, no one can touch you—”
 
   “But we’ll have each other.”
 
   “To do what?  Talk?”
 
   “That’s about all we did before.”
 
   “I’m being serious.  I don’t want that for you.”
 
   “Then stay here.  Let him go back alone.”
 
   “I can’t do that.  She needs me.”
 
   “She?  She who?”
 
   “The Scarlet Knight.  She’s just a young girl, a lot like you.”
 
   “Don’t try flattering me, you worm.”  To emphasize this, Beaux picked up her crook and leveled the chipped, bloodstained wood at him.  “That’s why you don’t want me around, so you can ogle this girl.”
 
   “No!  It’s not like that.  She’s more like a daughter, or maybe a niece.  A cousin at least.”
 
   “Like your cousin Maxne?”
 
   “You would bring that up.  We were ten summers old when that happened.”
 
   “She was thirteen.”
 
   “She was twenty stones too.  She practically broke my arm.”
 
   “What about this girl?  Is she twenty stones?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.  You follow her around like a ram in heat I bet.”
 
   “Damn it, woman, I am not in love with her!”  To prove this, Marlin made love to Beaux a second time; he lasted twice as long.  When he finished, he smiled at her triumphantly.  “Are you convinced yet?”
 
   “Then why don’t you want me to go with you?”
 
   “I told you, it’s a lonely life.  It’s not something for a girl like you.”
 
   “What kind of girl would that be?”
 
   He gestured to the sheep who milled about in the pasture.  “To a shepherdess.  You’d go mad in the city.  There aren’t any pastures—or sheep either.  What would you do?”
 
   “I see, you’re saying I’m not smart enough to be a Keeper of the Lore like you.”
 
   “You can’t even read!”
 
   “I could learn.”
 
   “I tried to teach you once.  You hit me with that stick and then smashed the tablet to bits.”
 
   “I could do something else.”
 
   “Be reasonable, love.  You’d hate it there and in time you’d hate me too.”
 
   Beaux said nothing for a moment and then sighed.  “Maybe you’re right.”  She touched his robe that lay in the grass.  “You can’t climb a mountain like that.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you know where there’s a goat I could ride up?”
 
   “No, but I know someone who can help.”  Beaux got to her feet and then began to tie the laces to keep her pelt in place.  “Get dressed.”
 
   “What about your sheep?”
 
   “They’ll be fine.  There hasn’t been a wolf here in ages.”  She tapped him on the rear with the crook to spur him on.
 
   “Just like old times,” he muttered.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Emma stared into her mug of tea and wished she had the power to see the future in the murky liquid.  Then she might be able to see if Becky would ever forgive her.  At the moment, that didn’t seem very likely.
 
   Becky had moved the last of her things from the apartment, into the house she was supposed to have shared with Steve.  When Emma had woke up that morning, the apartment seemed strangely quiet and empty.  The worst part came when she realized it would be like this for the foreseeable future.
 
   Emma had tried to call her friend after the funeral, but Becky refused her calls.  The voice mails Emma left remained unanswered, as did the text messages she sent.  She had been Becky’s best friend for the last twenty years and now she didn’t exist.
 
   Much as she wanted to believe this situation would change, that Becky would come to her senses once the pain dulled a little, Emma didn’t believe this.  This was far more serious than when Emma had accidentally decapitated Becky’s favorite doll in the second grade; the wound in Becky’s heart might never heal.  From experience Emma knew the difficulty in losing a loved one; for over ten years she had run from her pain until finally forced to confront it after she took up the Scarlet Knight’s mantle.
 
   “Having a bad day?” a familiar voice asked.  She looked up to see Dan with a sandwich and bag of chips.  “Mind if I sit down?”
 
   “No, go ahead.”
 
   He sat across from her and then smiled at her.  “You get some bad budgetary forecasts or something?”
 
   “I was thinking about Steve.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean—”
 
   “I know.  I was thinking about what’s going to happen to Becky now.  She’s so angry with me.  I’m not sure we’ll ever be friends again.”
 
   “Why is she mad at you?  There wasn’t anything you could have done.”
 
   Emma looked down at her tea as she tried to couch an answer to this that wouldn’t compromise her secret.  “She thinks I should have done something.”
 
   “That’s nonsense.  What could you have done?”
 
   Emma had given that question a lot of thought.  Sure, she had been at the altar as the maid of honor, but five years as the Scarlet Knight should have given her a sense about these things.  She should have known something would happen.  At the very least she should have taken some security precautions.  But she had been too complacent, too sloppy to assume anyone would ever try to hurt Steve.  Or her.
 
   She still didn’t believe Becky’s interpretation of the incident that the shooter had tried to shoot Emma.  Someone like Roberto Moreno wouldn’t miss that badly, or so she told herself.  Maybe he had.  Maybe something had spooked him at the last second so that his shot went wide.  But why would anyone want to shoot her either?  Unless they knew she was the Scarlet Knight, in which case, why hadn’t they tried again?  Why hadn’t they struck here, at the museum, where she was vulnerable?
 
   “I don’t know,” she finally said.  “She thinks I should have seen it coming.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I think maybe she’s right.”
 
   Dan shook his head at this.  “You’re smart, but you’re not that smart.  You’d need ESP to have seen that coming.  You aren’t psychic, are you?  If you are, maybe you could tell me some lottery numbers to pick.”
 
   Emma couldn’t help but smile.  “No, I’m not psychic.  I wish I were.  Then I could have saved him.”
 
   “Who would ever think anyone would want to kill Steve?  He was such a nice guy.”
 
   “I know.”  Emma took a sip of her now lukewarm tea.  There was no way she could fully articulate the problem to Dan.  She had promised herself that she would never put his life in danger.  Though he might be in danger at the moment anyway.  That awful wife of his—Isis.  “How’s Isis adjusting to life in the big city?”
 
   “She’s doing fine.  It was a little touch-and-go for a while, but I think she’s settling in now.”  Dan took a bite of his sandwich before he said, “I wanted to thank you and Becky for being so nice to her.  That’s really helped.  She didn’t have any friends here.”
 
   “I’m glad we could help,” Emma said, but she was unable to keep the sarcasm from her voice.  Dan didn’t seem to notice this.
 
   “She’s putting together a dinner party.  She wanted me to invite you.”
 
   “Oh, well, I’m not sure I can make it.  I’ve got a lot of work to do.”
 
   “I understand.”  He smiled at her again.  “Consider it an open invitation.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “I hope you can make it.  It’s the first time we’ve let anyone in the house since my stepmother died.  I’m sure you’d get a kick out of all the antiques we have.  It’s probably the best private collection of Egyptian artifacts in the western hemisphere.”
 
   Emma knew from her dates with Dan that most of these artifacts came from his stepmother’s trips to Egypt; on many of these she had taken young Dan along, which had piqued his interest in the ancient culture.  They had never gotten far enough along in their relationship for her to see the inside of his stepmother’s house; the scientific part of Emma’s mind did want to see what sort of things he had in there, but the rest of her wanted to stay far away from the house that might have been hers to share with Dan.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”  She checked her watch.  “I’d better get back to work.”  Emma hurried away to leave him alone at the table.
 
   ***
 
   Instead of returning to her empty apartment, Emma stopped off at Mrs. Chiostro’s house.  This time she hadn’t come about any dress alterations.  She needed to see Mrs. Chiostro in her other capacity.
 
   Emma found Mrs. Chiostro in the parlor; the witch tossed some things into a large purse.  “Are you going somewhere?” she asked.
 
   “I’m afraid we’ve got to take a little trip.  Both of us,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “I hate to leave you alone at a time like this, but there’s nothing we can do.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “That is a secret.”  The old witch put a hand on Emma’s arm.  “Trust me, dear, you’re better off not knowing.”
 
   “When are you going?”
 
   “Very soon.  I was going to call, but I had a feeling you would show up here first.”  Mrs. Chiostro shook her head.  “Look at me carrying on without asking what brought you here.  You need another pretty dress?”
 
   “No.  I was wondering if you had seen Marlin around.  I haven’t seen him in days.  I thought maybe he’d come back here or maybe you could summon him.  I could really use his help right now.”
 
   “I’m sure you could, dear, but Marlin’s gone on a journey.”
 
   “A journey?  I thought he couldn’t stray too far from the armor.”
 
   “That’s true—in the real world.  The place he’s going is outside that.”
 
   “You mean like the Twilight Zone?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “There’s no way of knowing.  It could be quite a while.”
 
   “What did he go there for?”
 
   “I don’t think I should say, dear.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain, even to someone like you.”
 
   “And now you’re going too.  With Sylvia?”
 
   “Yes.  Unfortunately.”  Mrs. Chiostro cleared her throat.  “I wish we could stay to help, but this is for the best.”
 
   “How long will you be gone?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  A few days probably.  These things can always be difficult.”
 
   “Can you at least tell me what this is all about before you go?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro looked around the room as if to make sure no one could hear them.  “I don’t want to get too far ahead of myself until I’ve met the others.  All I can say is that if Marlin is right, then we are all in very big trouble.”
 
   “It’s Isis, isn’t it?  That’s what you’re so worried about.”
 
   “Yes, dear.”
 
   “What is it about her?  Is she the Black Dragoon?”
 
   “No, dear, she’s worse.”  The way Mrs. Chiostro said this made Emma cringe.  The old witch forced a grandmotherly smile to her face.  “I’m sorry, dear.  I don’t mean to upset you.  It could be nothing.  In the meantime you keep an eye on her.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   The smile faded from Mrs. Chiostro’s face.  “But whatever you do, don’t try to fight her.  Not even the armor can protect you from her—if she’s what we think she is.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “We’ll be back as soon as we can.  In the meantime, don’t forget who you are.”
 
   Emma wanted to ask what this meant, but Sylvia came in with a duffel bag Emma hoped contained only clothes.  Sylvia gave Emma a brief hug, a definite signal things were not well.  “You stay safe until we get back,” Sylvia said.
 
   “I will.”  Emma took a step back and then the witches disappeared in a flash of white light.  Emma blinked a couple of times to find herself alone in the room.
 
   ***
 
   With Marlin and now the witches gone and with Becky still mad at her, there was only one other place for Emma to go for help.  She pulled up in front of the Park Glen Rest Home in Parkdale, only a few blocks from where she had once lived with her parents.  Years later she came to the rest home to visit Aunt Gladys, who had struggled with Alzheimer’s before she finally succumbed to it.  Emma had gone back to the rest home only a handful of times since then to visit her friend Percival Graves.
 
   Mr. Graves sat in his usual chair in the recreation room and looked up from a newspaper as she came in.  His face brightened as it always did when she visited.  His own family—a son and two grandchildren—never came to see him in the rest home.  “Hello, love,” he said.  “How are you holding up?”
 
   Emma pulled up a chair to sit across from him.  “Not well,” she said.  She told him about the situation with Becky.  “Maybe she’s right.  There had to be something I could have done.”
 
   Mr. Graves shook his head.  “Don’t be daft, lass.  Not even the Scarlet Knight can stop everything bad from happening.  Take it from one who knows.”
 
   “You’re probably right.  But maybe I brought this on her.  If I wasn’t her, then maybe this never would have happened.” 
 
   “Do you really believe that?”
 
   “I’m not sure what to believe anymore.  All I know is that Steve’s dead and Becky hates me.”
 
   “Come now, don’t start thinking like that.  Your friend is mad at you, but she doesn’t hate you, even if she said she did.  In time she’ll understand it wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “In the meantime you keep your chin up.”  He gave her a grandfatherly pat on the shoulder.  “Stiff upper lip, as they say.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “Good girl.  I don’t suppose there’s any other reason you came here?”
 
   “Oh, well, I hate to ask—”
 
   “Ask away, love.  That’s what friends are for.”
 
   “Well, Marlin’s gone on some kind of journey and now Mrs. Chiostro and her sister have gone too for some reason.  I thought maybe you could help me.”
 
   Mr. Graves tapped the leg he had injured in a fight with the Black Dragoon over thirty years earlier.  “I’m not sure how much good I would be to you.  I’m a broken down old man anymore.  Unless you need to hear some boring old stories of days gone by.”
 
   “You’re not a broken down old man.”
 
   “That’s sweet of you to say, but I’m far too decrepit to go running around anymore.”
 
   “Well, I thought maybe you could help me from the Sanctuary.  Sort of be my eyes and ears from there.”
 
   “I don’t know much about computers, lass.”
 
   “It’s mostly automated.  You just have to radio me if you see anything.  Please, there’s no one else who can help me.”
 
   Mr. Graves stroked his chin.  “I suppose, so long as I can sneak away from here.  The new security guards aren’t quite so understanding.  They might give me a shock from one of those joy buzzers of theirs.”
 
   Emma laughed at this as she tried to imagine someone using a Taser on Mr. Graves.  “I’m sure you can find a way.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose so.  What time do you need me?”
 
   “Probably about midnight.  If that’s not too far past your bedtime.”
 
   “For you, love, I’ll make an exception.”  He gave her another friendly pat on the shoulder.  “Now, I don’t suppose you’ll help me up?  I should take a nap before tonight’s shenanigans.”
 
   As Emma helped him up and then took him to his room, she hoped she hadn’t made a mistake.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   It hadn’t taken as long as Emma had thought to teach Mr. Graves the basics of the Sanctuary’s computer system.  As such, she left to search for Steve’s killer at only two in the morning.  For his part, Mr. Graves seemed to welcome the challenge; he didn’t so much as yawn after a long walk through the sewers.  “I think the Sewer Rat likes you,” Mr. Graves told her as he opened the hatch to the Sanctuary.
 
   “He doesn’t like anyone.  Anyone human at least,” Emma said.
 
   “He made a sculpture of you.  A real work of modern art.”
 
   “I know.  They’re probably a totem for his friends.”
 
   “Maybe.  Then again you are the only woman he’s seen in however long.”
 
   Emma blushed at this.  The Sewer Rat had been kind enough to her in the last five years, but she couldn’t imagine him as anything more than an ally.  She cleared her throat and then said, “Now, this is how the system works—”
 
   Once Emma finished for the night, Mr. Graves would have to make another trek through the sewers, though this one would be shorter.  Emma would give him a ride home from a spot near the Plaine Museum.  Then she would have to go to work, probably without much sleep.  It would be a long day.
 
   With a sigh she stopped her motorcycle in front of the Winchester bar.  She had already gone inside, but Jamie Moreno was not there.  Emma thought she would stake out the bar for a little while in case the mobster showed up.  Or maybe Emma would get lucky and Roberto Moreno would show up.  “Do you see anything?” she asked through the microphone installed in her helmet.
 
   “Nothing on the screens,” Mr. Graves said.  “I’d forgotten how boring these operations could be.”
 
   “You want me to bring you some coffee?”
 
   “No, this stuff you’ve got in the fridge is fine.  Really packs a wallop.”
 
   Emma smiled at the thought of Mr. Graves guzzling cans of Red Bull energy drink as if part of some commercial.  “OK.  Let me know if you see anything.”
 
   She circled around the building on her bike to look for another entrance Moreno might have used to get by Emma.  She spotted the fire escape on one side of the building.  As she followed this with her eyes, she saw the broken window.  It was possible someone might have broken the glass by accident or it might have been vandalism, but she doubted this.  “I’m going to check out something upstairs,” she said over the mike.
 
   “Be careful, lass.”
 
   “I will.”  Emma pulled the cape tight around herself so no one would see her as she approached the fire escape.  Instead of climbing up, which would force her to pull back the cape, she bounced on the soles of her boots until she generated enough lift to jump to the top of the stairs.  After she cleared aside a few stray bits of glass, she ducked through the window.
 
   It didn’t take long to find the bodies.  The one she recognized as Jamie Moreno, despite the bloody hole in the woman’s chest.  The other was a man who looked so similar to Jamie Moreno that Emma knew it was her brother—Steve’s killer.  The man also had a hole in his chest.  Grateful for the gloves of her armor, she reached inside the hole to feel around.  As she suspected, his heart was gone.  The rest of the nearby organs and bones all seemed to be there; the attacker had only taken the hearts of both victims.
 
   “I found him,” she told Mr. Graves.  “Someone already got to him.”
 
   “Police?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Probably a rival mob.”
 
   “This doesn’t seem like their style.”  She explained about the hearts that had been torn out.  
 
   “Maybe a new gang.  Or a random psychopath.”  
 
   “That’s what worries me.”  She began to search the storage room for clues.  She found the makeshift bed in the back where Roberto Moreno must have stayed while he was supposed to have flown away on Don Vendetta’s private jet.  As well she found holes in the wall, though they seemed too irregular for bullet holes.
 
   Before she could get any farther on the investigation, Mr. Graves said, “There’s something happening in the park.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I can’t see exactly, but it looks like a policewoman is running from someone.”
 
   “I’ll get over and check it out.”  Emma sprang out the broken window and let the armor cushion the impact as she landed in the alley.  She hurried over to the motorcycle and then kicked it to life.  “Where are they at in the park?”
 
   “Northwest entrance.”
 
   Emma opened the throttle up all the way and weaved her way through traffic.  “I’m almost there.  Can you see who she’s running from?”
 
   “No.  Whoever it is, he’s a clever bugger.”
 
   “Just what we need.”  Emma skidded to a stop at the northwest entrance to Robinson Park.  She didn’t bother to wrap the cape around her body; she didn’t want to restrict her movements.  If the officer really was in trouble, there might not be time for such subtlety.
 
   She was too late.  Emma watched as a shadowy figure stabbed the policewoman in the chest.  The police officer collapsed to the ground with the killer over her.  Emma pulled the Sword of Justice from its sheath.  She hurled this towards the murderer and used her mind to guide the blade.  This was also too late as the killer took off and soon disappeared into the darkness.  
 
   Emma knelt down beside the fallen police officer.  When she saw the woman’s face, she gasped.  She knew the officer from an incident five years ago.  After a hypnotic suggestion from the Black Dragoon, Emma had nearly gone mad.  While she searched for her dead mother, she was picked up by a kindly officer named Lois Early.  Lois now lay on the ground, bleeding to death from the deep gash in her chest.
 
   Then Emma heard voices.  “You’d better get out of there,” Mr. Graves said.  “The cavalry is coming.”
 
   ***
 
   Lieutenant Donovan snuffed out another cigarette in the ashtray of her car.  Kramer’s car hadn’t moved from in front of Robinson Park in two hours.  The man’s head remained visible in the front seat, which meant that unless he was a magician—or had an evil twin she didn’t know about—he was still in the car.  
 
   She didn’t have any idea what he waited for.  It could be a drug deal or payoff from one of Don Vendetta’s henchmen.  It might be another rendezvous with his mistress or even a second mistress.  She wouldn’t put anything past a sleaze like Kramer.
 
   Another possibility occurred to her as the time ground on.  He might have caught wind of her tail and decided to park here in order to throw her off the trail.  Once she grew tired of waiting, he would take off to carry out his real objective.  If that were his plan, he would have a long time to wait; she wouldn’t let him go that easily.
 
   The door of Kramer’s car opened; the captain practically leaped from the vehicle.  He ran into the park with his gun drawn.  Only a suicidal cop would enter the park at this time of night, even with a gun.  That was part of the reason Lieutenant Donovan—often described by the department shrinks as “reckless”—arranged to meet the Scarlet Knight in the park.  It was about the only way to guarantee no one from the department followed her to the rendezvous.
 
   Whatever Kramer was up to, she wasn’t about to let him do it unobserved.  She climbed out of her car, took the pistol from her holster, and then followed him inside.  It didn’t take long for her to see why Kramer had entered the park.
 
   A cop lay on the ground.  Lieutenant Donovan couldn’t see the officer’s face, only his or her shoes, which were police issue.  To reinforce this, she saw a police cap on the ground.
 
   Kramer squatted over the body as Lieutenant Donovan approached.  “I heard it over the radio,” he said.  “She’s still alive.  Barely.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan looked down and resisted the urge to scream when she saw Lois Early on the ground.  Lois bled from a gash in her chest, which must have missed her heart or else she would already be dead.  As it was, Lieutenant Donovan’s best friend on the force had already turned pale and her eyes glossy.  “Lottie,” she croaked.
 
   “Don’t talk, Lois.  An ambulance is coming.  You’ll be fine.”
 
   Lois shook her head.  As a twenty-year veteran of the RCPD, she would know a fatal injury.  She groped around until Lieutenant Donovan took her hand. 
 
   “Did you see who did it?” Lieutenant Donovan asked.
 
   “Black,” Lois said.  “Black.”
 
   “Hang on, Lois.  Hang on.  Please.”  Her friend’s head lolled to the side.  A final breath rattled out of her.  “Lois!”  It was too late.
 
   “I saw who did it,” Captain Kramer said.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “That Scarlet Bitch.  She was next to the body when I got here.”  Kramer pointed towards the band shelter where Lieutenant Donovan frequently met the Scarlet Knight.  “She took off running that way.”
 
   “That can’t be.  The Scarlet Knight doesn’t kill people.”
 
   “I tried to tell you she’s nuts.  She must have finally flipped.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan looked down at the wound in Lois’s chest.  A gash, like that made from a sword, a golden sword like the Scarlet Knight carried.  But why?  Why would she do such a thing after five years?
 
   “Hey, check this out,” Kramer said.  He motioned to Lois’s right hand.  Stuck to her bloodstained fingers was a clump of hair—red hair too light to belong to Lois.  She had probably torn it from her attacker in the struggle.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan took the pack of cigarettes from her pocket.  After she emptied it on the ground, she tucked the red hairs inside.  She had a good idea who these belonged to, but she would have to wait for the lab’s analysis.  In the meantime, she would have to tell Lois’s family  she had been killed in the line of duty—and that her killer would be brought to justice if Lieutenant Donovan had to search Hell itself.
 
   ***
 
   The Dragoon stomped out from underneath the bridge like a troll in a children’s story.  He broke into a run and loped along through Robinson Park.  While the gangs continued to avoid the park after what the last Dragoon had done to them, there were still plenty of vagrants and petty criminals around. 
 
   The Dragoon stopped in front of a bench, where an old man shivered beneath a blanket of newspapers.  The Dragoon seized the old man with one hand to lift him into the air.  The vagrant woke up, but got out nothing more than a yelp before a claw rammed through his throat.  The Dragoon’s eyes lit up.  “Vermin,” the Dragoon snarled.  With one claw, he sliced into the man’s chest as he had done to the Morenos.  In a single thrust the Dragoon tore out the man’s heart.
 
   He fell upon a half-dozen others in the park that night.  Only one managed to put up any resistance; he got off a shot that glanced off the Dragoon’s armor.  The Dragoon slaughtered them all; he yanked the still-beating hearts from their chests.  These he piled into an old milk crate to return to the master.
 
   The sun had started to come up in the park when the Dragoon finished his work.  “That will be enough—for now,” the master’s voice hissed in his ears.  “Bring them to me.”
 
   The Dragoon chugged out of the park, unconcerned about who might see him.  No one could stop him now.
 
   In the morning, Becky Beech woke up to her alarm.  As she ran a hand over her face, she couldn’t remember much of the dream, except it involved someone screaming.  With a shrug, she rolled out of bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   Even in a sophisticated, cynical city like Rampart City, the murder of a cop like Officer Early sent ripples of disgust through the populace.  Emma felt the disgust more acutely than anyone other than Lieutenant Donovan or Early’s family because she had been there when it happened.  If she had arrived a minute sooner, she might have saved Officer Early’s life.
 
   For that reason, she spent the next three nights without sleep to comb the city for any sign of the murderer.  Not even Don Vendetta’s henchmen could provide any leads this time.  If anything, the don’s organization seemed as baffled about the crime as Emma.  “Why would we want to bring down heat like that?” one of the don’s thugs asked.  
 
   That was a question Emma couldn’t answer.  The don was evil, cruel, and vindictive, but she wasn’t stupid.  To blatantly murder an honest cop would gain her nothing except contempt.  As well, it would motivate a jaded and corrupt police force to break with her.  Don Vendetta had nothing to gain with Officer Early’s murder and everything to lose.
 
   The only solution Emma could devise was that a rogue element of the don’s crew had set up the murder, perhaps as the prelude to a coup.  That or Mr. Graves’s theory of a lone psychopath.  Emma didn’t like either option; either case would make it difficult, if not impossible, to track down the killer in a city of millions.
 
   On top of this was a news item that didn’t receive much attention:  the murder of a dozen homeless men and women in the last three days.  The peculiar aspect to these killings was that each had his or her heart removed in the same fashion as the Morenos.  Worse yet, a half-dozen of the victims had died in Robinson Park on the same night as Officer Early while the police investigated their comrade’s murder.  This certainly gave credence to the lone psychopath theory.
 
   During what little spare time she could wrangle over the last three days, she studied up on serial killers.  Most operated in a similar fashion as who wags in the Rampart City Times had dubbed “The Heartbreaker Killer.”  They chose a particular type of victim and repeated the same manner of execution over and over again, perhaps to obtain a perverse thrill.  Or perhaps for some deranged moral reason.  In either case, Emma—with Mr. Graves’s help from the Sanctuary—had tried to monitor the city’s homeless population to find the killer when he struck again.  She hadn’t found anything yet, not even a footprint of the killer.  Meanwhile, the bodies continued to pile up.
 
   Emma sat now at her desk and faced a sea of paperwork.  She had become accustomed to little sleep, but after days with no sleep, she was at the point where no amount of Red Bull could keep her from yawning every two minutes.  Visions of stretching out on the couch in her office for a little nap rose in her mind.
 
   But she couldn’t; there was too much work to do.  Invoices, budgetary projections, and memos all beckoned to her.  They needed to be done or else the director would take away her promotion, if not fire her altogether.  That might not be such a bad thing.  A return to the geology department, where she could be a scientist again would be welcome at this point.
 
   The thought to ask for such a demotion occurred to her, but she quickly rejected that notion.  It went against her nature to give up on anything.  And it wasn’t as if the assistant directorship was a challenge; it was just horribly dull.  There was so much more she could—and should—be doing at this point.  The Heartbreaker Killer’s arrest was at the top of her list.
 
   In the middle of a yawn she heard a knock on the door.  Leslie stuck her head inside.  “Dr. Dreyfus would like to see you,” she said.
 
   “Oh, sure.”  Emma shoved some of the paperwork to the side of her desk and then straightened in her chair.  She gave herself a quick slap to the cheek in a vain attempt to wake up.
 
   The door opened and Leslie ushered Dan inside.  He sat down across from her desk with a concerned smile.  “Are you feeling all right?” he asked.
 
   “Just a little tired.”
 
   “I could come back—”
 
   “No, it’s fine.”  She stifled another yawn.  “Is this visit business or pleasure?”
 
   “A little of both.  You remember me saying my wife was planning a dinner party to show off the house?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She thought—we both thought—it would be good to invite some of the museum’s biggest donors.  Wine and dine them a little.”
 
   “I see.  This isn’t really a museum-sanctioned event, though.”
 
   “I know.  She thought—we thought—after the party we might donate some of the artifacts to the museum.  Temporarily, of course.”
 
   “That’s an interesting idea.  I’d have to discuss it with the director.  When are you holding the dinner party?”
 
   “A week from now.  Or so we hoped.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.  I can’t make any promises.”
 
   “That’s fine.  I’m sure you’ll be able to talk her into it.”
 
   Emma supposed it would be easy enough to convince the director of the idea’s worthiness; the director never turned down an opportunity to glad-hand the donors.  “I hope so.”
 
   She waited until Dan left before she rested her chin on a pile of papers for a little nap before she went to see the director.
 
   ***
 
   She woke up to another, sharper knock on her door.  From the time on the clock, she had been asleep for only five minutes.  She managed to get her head off the desk before Leslie opened the door.  “Dr. Earl, there’s a man here to see you.”  From the way Leslie clung to the edge of the door, Emma knew her secretary was trying valiantly to keep this man out.  “He’s very insistent.”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “He says his name is Mr. Graves.”
 
   “Percival Graves?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Oh, he’s an old friend.  You can let him in.”
 
   Leslie released her grip on the door to allow Mr. Graves to burst inside.  He waited until Leslie shut the door before he whispered, “We need to get out of here.”
 
   “What?  Mr. Graves, what are you doing here?”
 
   “I was down in the Sanctuary, trying to find that killer.”
 
   “What about the retirement home?”
 
   “They think I’m with my son.  Don’t worry about it.”  Mr. Graves went to Emma’s window to look down at the street.  “We have to get out of here.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The police are coming.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “To arrest you, lass.  For the murder of Officer Early.”
 
   “Me?  I didn’t—”
 
   “There’s more, I’m afraid.  They know you’re the Scarlet Knight.  They’re coming here with the SWAT team.”
 
   “Oh my God.”  Emma joined Mr. Graves at the window to look down for a sign of the police.  Her tired brain couldn’t keep up with all of this.  How had the police decided she was the killer?  And how had they pegged her as the Scarlet Knight?
 
   She thought back to the scene of Officer Early’s murder.  She had left before the police arrived on the scene, but maybe one of them had seen her.  She had been in her armor, so they wouldn’t be able to recognize her.  “You’re sure about this?”
 
   “I heard it on the police radio downstairs.  We’ve got to get out of here.”
 
   “All right, let’s go.”  Emma opened the door.  “Leslie, Mr. Graves is taking me out for lunch.  I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”  It pained Emma to lie to her secretary, but at this point she didn’t have time for the truth.  If Mr. Graves were right, the police would be here in a few minutes.  She could imagine Lieutenant Donovan at their head, ready to take Emma downtown for interrogation.  Given what Emma knew of the lieutenant, she expected it to be a very intense interrogation and at the moment Emma didn’t have many answers to give.
 
   With Mr. Graves behind her, Emma started towards the elevator.  She didn’t get far before she heard Leslie call out her name.  Emma went faster.  Leslie continued to shout her name.  When Emma felt a hand on her shoulder, she spun around and struck a defensive pose.  Her secretary took a step back to stumble into Mr. Graves.
 
   Leslie held out Emma’s purse; Emma blushed as she accepted the bag.  “I’m sorry.  Self-defense course.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
   Emma punched the button for the elevator.  She twitched impatiently as she waited.  Her body tensed as the elevator pinged to indicate its arrival.  She braced for the doors to reveal Lieutenant Donovan and the SWAT team, all of them armed to the teeth.  
 
   The doors opened to reveal only an empty car.  With a sigh of relief she stepped inside and waited for Mr. Graves before she punched the button to the ground floor.  “You’re not going to the Sanctuary?” Mr. Graves asked.
 
   “We want the cameras to see us leave.  Otherwise they’ll search the building—the whole building.”  Despite the sub-subbasement’s remote location and hidden walls, Emma had little doubt Lieutenant Donovan would sniff out the Sanctuary.  The only way to protect its location would be to not give her reason to search the building.  
 
   She wrapped her arm around Mr. Graves to tug him along as they hurried towards the front doors.  She watched the security guards to see if they had received any orders from the police to detain her.  One of them waved to her.  “See you later, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   ***
 
   They made it down to the front steps before Emma heard the first police sirens a few blocks away.  Though it was impossible to tell, she imagined Lieutenant Donovan at the head of the column to lead the charge.  She hurried Mr. Graves around a corner, past a little Turkish café.  One of the owners waved to her; she returned the wave.  That would help provide an even better clue to the police that Emma had left the museum.
 
   One of the city’s many alleys lay next to the café; Emma pulled Mr. Graves into this alley.  He waited while she pried off a manhole cover, always grateful the city didn’t bother to lock these down.  She let Mr. Graves go down the ladder first so she could replace the manhole cover behind them.
 
   She had also memorized the conduits around the Plaine Museum so she could always find her way to the Sanctuary without the need to ask the Sewer Rat for directions.  She wondered briefly if he would show up to harass them.
 
   He left them unmolested as they made their way to beneath the Sanctuary.  Mr. Graves kept a hand on her shoulder like a blind man.  “I can’t figure it out,” he said as they walked.  “How did they know you were the Scarlet Knight?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It might be a bluff.”
 
   “We can’t risk finding out, I suppose.”
 
   “No, I guess not.”
 
   They continued in silence to the ladder beneath the Sanctuary.  Emma went first to open the hatch that led into the Sanctuary.  She stood to the side then for Mr. Graves to go through so she could seal the hatch again.  As she did, Mr. Graves opened the hidden wall that led from the old bomb shelter to the Scarlet Knight’s hideout.  
 
   She had just tightened the hatch when she heard Mr. Graves scream.
 
   As she turned around, she faced a nightmare.  Mr. Graves collapsed on the ground beside the hidden door; a black blade stuck out of his chest.  A black shape ducked through the entrance to the Sanctuary and unfolded itself to its full height.  A pair of red eyes glowed at Emma.  The Black Dragoon had found the Sanctuary.
 
   The Dragoon raised the four claws that remained on his right hand.  “Now you will die,” the Dragoon rumbled.
 
   “Another will take my place,” Emma said.  She tried to sound courageous, but failed miserably.  She surveyed the bomb shelter to look for some way of escape.  It would take too long to open the hatch to the sewers or to call the elevator.  She was trapped.  And the Scarlet Knight’s armor lay behind the Dragoon, inside the Sanctuary.  She could call it to her, but she wouldn’t be able to put on the helmet before the Dragoon could run her through with one of his claws.
 
   “After I take the armor my master will finally be able to destroy it so there will never again be a wretched Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” Emma said, but it was a feeble comeback.  There was nothing she could do at this point but hope to draw the Dragoon away from the Sanctuary so she could dart inside.  If she could get the Sword of Justice, she might be able to at least force the Dragoon to retreat.
 
   Emma backed a few steps away to feign as if she were headed to the elevator.  Her body, so tired and lethargic earlier, discovered untapped sources of energy to bring her to full alertness.  She kept her eyes focused on the Dragoon to wait for him to strike.  But the Dragoon would probably play with her first to savor her pain.
 
   The Dragoon took a step towards her, his claws raised.  He fired one off the right hand; Emma easily ducked under this and saw the claw whiz overhead.  She heard something electric spark—the elevator controls.  This must be part of the Dragoon’s game.  “Why don’t you do it already?” she said.
 
   “In time,” the Dragoon said.  He took another step towards her.  A second claw leaped from his fingers.  Emma rolled through the mud; the claw embedded itself in the wall.  Before she had time to breathe, she had to roll back the other way to escape a third claw.
 
   As she rolled to her feet, Emma saw Mr. Graves begin to move.  He crawled into the Sanctuary and dragged his body along despite the claw that stuck out of his chest.  She knew what he had in mind—the same thing that had gone through her own mind.  If she could keep the Dragoon busy long enough, he might be able to do it.
 
   She didn’t have any more time for thought as a pair of claws screamed towards her.  Emma launched herself in a somersault to avoid the first of the claws.  She quickly changed direction and cartwheeled away from the second claw.
 
   She didn’t see the third claw.
 
   The third claw tore through Emma’s left shoulder—the same shoulder the Dragoon had stabbed her through the last time they fought.  She screamed with pain and dropped on her back to the ground.  She tried to remove the claw, but it had embedded itself too deeply for her to remove with her right hand.  With a groan she sagged back onto the ground and heard the Dragoon’s footsteps as he approached.
 
   “A noble attempt, but it was doomed to failure, as was your entire pathetic crusade.  There is no stopping me.”  The Dragoon stood over her; his red eyes burned into her.  There was nothing Emma could do but wait for death.
 
   “Go ahead and finish it,” Emma said.
 
   The Black Dragoon extended one claw to lengthen it into a spear.  He gripped this with one hand and aimed it between Emma’s eyes.  She braced herself for the downward arc that would end her life.  She closed her eyes and was grateful that at least soon she would see her parents again.  
 
   Instead, the Dragoon cried out in pain.  Emma opened her eyes to see the Sword of Justice whirl overhead.  Emma seized control of it to bring it down in her hand.  She pointed the sword at the Dragoon.  Blood oozed from a wound to the Dragoon’s neck.  He put a hand to the wound; his cry turned to a far more human wail.  “You haven’t won yet,” he said in a weaker voice—an almost female voice.
 
   The new Dragoon tore open the hatch to the sewers without the need to turn the knob.  Before he dropped through the opening, the Dragoon said, “I left you a little housewarming present from my master.”  The Dragoon touched the button on a remote that had appeared in his hand.  From inside the Sanctuary came a loud hiss.  A ball of fire shot through the opening of the Sanctuary to incinerate the still form of Percival Graves.  The Dragoon tossed a mock salute before he dropped down the hatch.
 
   Before the flames could engulf her, Emma managed to pick herself up and throw herself down the hatch after the Dragoon.  She landed face-first in the fetid water, but didn’t have the strength even to roll over.  She heard footsteps splashing towards her and braced herself for the end.  As her lungs filled with sewage, she gave in to the darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   It didn’t take long for Beaux to catch Marlin up on what she had been up to for the last four thousand years.  She led her flock to the pasture to eat and drink before she took them back to a rough pen at the edge of the forest for the night.  The highlight of her years came when she sheared the sheep or on rare occasions when she slaughtered one for dinner.
 
   By comparison, Marlin’s position as Keeper of the Lore for the Order of the Scarlet Knight gave him a wealth of stories.  As they walked along a path through the hills, he told her of the various Scarlet Knights he had met over the years.  He frequently had to stop in his stories to explain unfamiliar terms and places.  “France?  What’s that?” she asked at one point.
 
   “It’s a place far to the south, across a channel of water,” he explained patiently, glad to be the focus of attention.  He went on to describe how the scarlet armor had gone from France, far across an ocean to the United States of America.  Concepts like freedom and democracy required a separate explanation as Beaux was only familiar with two systems of government:  tribal law and anarchy—she preferred the latter.
 
   He went through Percival Graves’s tenure as the Scarlet Knight and then stopped at a tree to rest.  “How much farther is it?  We’ve been walking all day.”
 
   “It’s up in the foothills, in a cave,” Beaux said.  She sat down beside Marlin on a patch of moss.  “Now we are up to that girl of yours?”
 
   Marlin felt his cheeks turn warm, something that hadn’t happened in millennia.  “There’s not much to tell.  She’s a girl about your age who heard the Call and answered it.  That’s all there is to it.”
 
   “There must be more to it than that.”  Beaux smiled at him.  “You must really care for her the way your face has turned so red.”
 
   “It’s not her I care about.”
 
   “Oh really?”
 
   “I don’t care about her in that way.”  He cleared his throat to summon some intestinal fortitude now that he had intestines.  “There’s been no one else since you—and not just because I’ve been dead.”
 
   “No one at all?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s very sweet.”  
 
   Marlin readied himself for a kiss or perhaps even another roll in the grass, but she got to her feet instead.  “We’d better get going if we’re going to make it by nightfall.”
 
   The walk became more difficult as they started to go up, into the foothills of the great mountain where the master surely waited.  They lapsed into silence as Marlin focused on getting air into his lungs.  In a way this was a blessing as it meant he didn’t have to further discuss his time with Emma Earl.  Not that anything had ever happened with Emma or that he had ever felt those kind of feelings, but he knew even from his dated experiences that a woman never liked a discussion of a potential rival.
 
   They stopped at a cluster of boulders for Marlin to rest again.  He stared up at the mountain that loomed over them.  It would be a lot easier to reach the top if he were a ghost again.  Then he could simply float around to find his master.  He wouldn’t have to worry about oxygen in his lungs or that he might splatter himself on rocks like the one he rested against.
 
   “Let’s go,” Beaux said.  She wasn’t winded at all, which Marlin attributed to her being acclimated not just to the mountain air, but to breathing in general.  She wasn’t four thousand years out of practice with the organic processes of her body.
 
   “Right,” Marlin said, though he wanted to remain by the rocks for a while longer—a couple of days would do it.  Instead, he trudged after her and let Beaux navigate the narrow path through the foothills.
 
   She stopped at the mouth of a cave and waited for him to catch up.  “Here it is.  Inside is the one who will help us.”
 
   “Great.  Isn’t this place a little remote for a sporting goods store?”
 
   Beaux said nothing to this; she ducked inside the cave.  He followed after her and wished he had brought a torch so he could see his way in the dark.  Beaux didn’t have any problem with the darkness; she walked confidently through the cave.  She seized his hand to lead him around rocks and puddles he would have run into on his own.
 
   “How much farther is it?” he asked.
 
   “Not much farther.”
 
   Indeed it wasn’t as they went only a few more feet before Beaux came to a halt.  “This is it,” she said.  In a louder voice she said, “Greetha?  It’s Beaux.  I have brought him.”
 
   “Greetha?  That’s who you’ve brought us to see?  What’s she going to do, make a charm out of some chicken bones?”
 
   “Not exactly.”  Beaux reached into the belt around the waist of her pelt.  Marlin didn’t see what she took out from there until the stone dagger was already plunged into his chest.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” he shouted.  His head began to spin and his legs felt unsteadier than when he had first come to the astral plane.  He tottered forward a few steps before he collapsed to his knees on the cold stone of the cave.
 
   “I’m sorry, but this is the only way.”
 
   “Only way for what?”
 
   She didn’t have time to answer as a vaguely female biped emerged from the depths of the cave.  This creature could have given the Sewer Rat a run for the money in both looks and smell.  It wore a mask fashioned from the skull of an ox splattered with blood and other fluids.  From what Marlin could smell, it had dung smeared in the hair beneath the skull and in the mattered fur of the bear pelt it wore.  In one clawed hand it carried a rough staff topped by a lamb’s skull, pig’s feet, and wolf tails.  
 
   This was Greetha, an old priestess in the village.  She was ostensibly female, although few ever saw her without the accoutrements of her trade.  No one, not even Marlin’s master, ever dared try to sleep with her to determine her actual gender.
 
   Priestesses of “Mother Earth” had their usefulness even to those like the master.  The priestesses fashioned potions and salves from various herbs and animal body parts that sometimes cured various minor ailments.  They also worked as midwives, their skull-covered faces the first thing many infants saw, which Marlin always thought explained why newborns cried so loudly.  These duties freed a real sorcerer to focus on his craft so he didn’t have to rush out in the middle of the night to whelp some bastard.
 
   Greetha was the oldest known priestess in Britain; she had already been plying her trade when Merlin arrived in the village.  As such, she thought her charms and potions superior to Merlin’s magic, which prompted her to shriek challenges at the master whenever they came within earshot of each other.  He had humiliated her one time with a wave of his hand that had thrown her a good twenty feet.
 
   As Marlin bled on the stone, Greetha pranced around him and chanted her supposedly magic words while she shook her silly stick.  Marlin had no idea what she was saying, nor did he care at this point; he turned his eyes to Beaux, who knelt down next to him.  She took his hand and then leaned over him so he could look her in the eye.  “Why?” he asked.
 
   “You’re never going to get up that mountain otherwise.  Greetha can help you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “She’s putting a curse on you.”
 
   “A curse?”
 
   “So that your spirit lingers here.  You’ll be a ghost, just like back in that city of yours.”
 
   Marlin considered this for a moment.  It was feasible, if the curse worked.  Curses were another area where priestesses like Greetha excelled, though Marlin thought those were usually a self-fulfilling prophecy; the victim caused bad things to happen because he or she believed in the curse.  Marlin did not believe in curses, but that didn’t mean all these phony words and skulls couldn’t do something. 
 
   Even if he had the strength to argue, Marlin couldn’t have brought himself to do it at this moment.  Beaux was right that he would never climb up that mountain in his physical form.  The only way for him to get up there would be as a spirit.  It was the only way for his mission here to succeed.  “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”  As Marlin began to cough, Beaux kissed his cheek.  “Just a little longer and then it’ll be done.”
 
   Greetha’s chants became louder and more violent while the life drained from Marlin’s body.  As he took his last breath, the priestess hoisted her staff into the air and then let out a scream loud enough to bring the entire mountain down on top of them.  Marlin paid no attention to this; he was too fixed on Beaux.  There were no tears in her eyes, only a look of sadness for what she had given up, because once he died here, his physical being would be gone forever.  They would never be able to kiss or make love or even hold hands again.
 
   She bent down to kiss him and kept her lips there until the last breath rattled out of him.
 
   Marlin was dead—again.
 
   ***
 
   For three days they had vanished themselves all over the world.  Mrs. Chiostro and Sylvia had been to every continent except Antarctica to seek out their sisters in the coven.  They had some polite conversations, but no one seemed very interested to help them.  It took some arm-twisting to arrange a meeting of the entire coven to discuss the issue.
 
   That meeting wouldn’t be held for a few more hours.  Before that, Mrs. Chiostro wanted to talk privately with the head of the coven.  For that reason, she and Sylvia vanished to Glasgow, which Sylvia had once used as a base of operations for her arms business before she came to the New World.  
 
   Mrs. Chiostro had not been to the city before, so she had to follow her sister through the streets, to a ramshackle tavern.  Sylvia pushed her way through the crowd of drinkers and dart players and went up to the bar.  “I’m Miss Joubert,” she said.  “Is my table ready?”
 
   “Just a moment ma’am.  I’ll have someone wipe it down for you.  In the meantime, is there anything I can get you?”
 
   “A pint for me.  Club soda for my sister.”  After the bartender left, Sylvia shook her head.  “I don’t know why I even brought you.”
 
   “Now, Sylvia, you know there’s more to do at bars than get drunk,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She had given up liquor during Prohibition and found she didn’t really miss it.  She had rarely drank more than wine in any case, except for the occasional pint of ale bought by a handsome young man back in her early days.
 
   “Yeah, but getting drunk makes it more fun.”  The bartender indicated Sylvia’s table was ready, so they took their drinks over to the table in the corner.  This table fit Sylvia perfectly:  old, scarred, and shrouded in perpetual gloom.  Mrs. Chiostro sipped her club soda while her sister drained her beer in two gulps.
 
   Sylvia was on her third beer when an old woman appeared at their table.  Despite her baggy floral dress and barely combed white hair, she had the bearing and haughtiness of royalty.  “Hello, young ladies.  You mind if an old woman takes a load off?” she asked, her voice disingenuously weary.  She was the only one who could call Mrs. Chiostro and Sylvia “young ladies,” since she was over three millennia older than them.
 
   “Of course not,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She slid her chair over to give Glenda, the head of the coven, more room.
 
   Glenda waited until she had a pint of beer in front of her before she said, “I hear you two have been making friends recently.”
 
   “Something wrong with that?” Sylvia growled.
 
   “It is when one of those friends is with the Order.  You know I don’t like us associating with them unless necessary.”
 
   “It was necessary,” Mrs. Chiostro said, though her voice was far more pleading than she intended.  Only Glenda could make her feel like a child again.  “If we hadn’t helped her, we would have had to destroy her.”
 
   “Yes, she does seem to excel at getting herself into trouble,” Glenda said.  “Like when she almost unraveled the space-time continuum.”
 
   “That wasn’t her fault,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “And in the end she did the right thing.”
 
   “She needed some sense knocked into her,” Sylvia said.  She finished her third beer and then signaled for another.  “Emma’s a good kid.  She’s just unlucky.”
 
   “And now I suppose you want us to bail her out again.”
 
   “It’s not just her,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “It’s the whole world.”  She lowered her voice before she added, “We think the dark one has returned.”
 
   “Really?  How interesting.”
 
   “You probably already know about it,” Sylvia said.  “Probably could have stopped it too, but you didn’t want to interfere, right?”
 
   “You’re getting smart in your old age—finally.”  Glenda took a pull of her beer before she continued, “If this really is the dark one, there’s nothing we can do about it.  Her magic is too strong for us.  Merlin should have finished her off years ago instead of letting her linger.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro had never met Merlin—not even Glenda had in person—but now she could understand why Merlin’s armor had chosen Emma.  She had the same principles when it came to killing her enemies.  Poor Emma, whom they had left to fend for herself against this terrible threat.  Mrs. Chiostro shivered, feeling that something had gone wrong.  “We can at least help Emma.  She doesn’t understand what she’s up against.”
 
   “Isn’t that why she has the ghost?”
 
   “He’s gone,” Sylvia said.  “We banished him to the astral plane.”
 
   “Now why would you go and do a thing like that?”
 
   “Because he asked us to,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “He thinks his master will come back to help.”
 
   “He won’t come back.  Not until he needs to.”
 
   “You could have mentioned that,” Sylvia said.  “I’m sure you have someone or something spying on us.”
 
   “I don’t spy on anyone.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “I do like to stay well-informed.  But no I didn’t know that you were sending the ghost away.  If we’re lucky he won’t come back.”
 
   “Marlin is unpleasant at times, but he’s not that bad,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “Anyway, I think he’s softening now.  The girl is rubbing off on him.”
 
   “Yes, she is a sweet young thing,” Glenda said.  “Like a lost little lamb, which I suppose is why even this old goat has taken a liking to her.”
 
   “Who are you calling an old goat?” Sylvia said, though with a twinkle in her eye.  “You’re older than any of us.”
 
   “At least I can still maintain the proper perspective,” Glenda said.  “You both should realize she’s not your daughter or your granddaughter.  She’s just another mortal woman.  That’s how the coven is going to see it.”
 
   “You mean how you’re going to see it,” Sylvia said.
 
   “Not only me.”  Glenda finished the rest of her beer and signaled for another.  “If you go through with this, you’re not going to find much support.  The others share my opinion that we should butt out of the Order’s business.  Not to mention most of them still aren’t very happy with you two for flouting the coven’s rules—especially you, Mrs. Chiostro.”
 
   “This doesn’t have anything to do with me marrying Alejandro.  This is far more important than petty grudges.  The dark one could take over the whole world.  What are you and the others going to do then?”
 
   “There’s no sense getting angry with me, Agnes.  I’m only telling you what to expect.”  Glenda brushed back a sleeve to check a gold watch.  “We still have a couple of hours before the meeting.  Plenty of time to drink your sister under the table.”
 
   “Bring it on, old woman.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro sighed.  She left the two other witches to guzzle beer while she went up to the bar.  “Could I get a glass of white wine please?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   The director of the Plaine Museum leaned forward and tented her fingers.  “Believe me, Lieutenant, I have every intention of cooperating with your investigation,” she said.
 
   “Thank you, Director.  That’s very comforting.”
 
   “I can’t help saying I’m shocked by this.  Dr. Earl has been nothing but a model employee these last five years.  I personally recommended her for the assistant directorship.”
 
   “I see.”  Lieutenant Donovan reached into her jacket for a notepad.  She wished she could light up a cigarette, but the Plaine Museum was strictly non-smoking and the director didn’t look like the type to bend the rules.  “You’ve never noticed anything odd about her behavior?”
 
   “Nothing at all, but then my personal interactions with Emma were somewhat limited.”
 
   “But you recommended her for the assistant directorship?”
 
   “Yes, of course.  Her performance as head of the geology department was exemplary.  She increased productivity, maximized efficiency, and saved the museum thousands of dollars.  I would have been a fool not to give her the job.”
 
   “So from everything you saw, there was nothing odd about her?”
 
   “Not to my knowledge.”  The director leaned back in her chair.  “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.  You can be assured that we will cooperate to make sure justice is done.”
 
   “Thank you.  You won’t mind if I talk to some of her coworkers?”
 
   “Be my guest.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan shook the director’s hand; she found it cold and firm, like a piece of rock.  “Thank you for your assistance.”
 
   Emma Earl’s coworkers waited in a conference room on the third floor.  One-by-one Lieutenant Donovan planned to bring them to a separate conference room—one wired with recording devices—to interview them, to draw out any details that might shed light on why Earl might have killed Lois Early.  Ordinarily she might have left some of these interviews up to a subordinate, but not in this case.  For this one she planned to handle everything personally, to make sure no mistakes were made, no details missed.
 
   Leslie Mills was the first to be interviewed.  As Earl’s secretary for the last five years, she would be in the best position to know if there was anything off about her boss.  The older woman sat delicately on a chair and then composed herself to stare right at Lieutenant Donovan.  
 
   “You’ve been Dr. Earl’s secretary for the last five years, is that correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Since she became head of the geology department.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “After Ian MacGregor died.”
 
   “Yes, I regret to say.”
 
   “Did you find that odd?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean, Lieutenant.”
 
   “Well, she was only in the department for a couple of weeks and then MacGregor kills himself and she takes over.”
 
   “Dr. MacGregor’s family was murdered.  He was distraught.  As any of us would be.”
 
   “I see.  So you think it was a suicide?”
 
   “That is what your department determined, as I recall.”
 
   “Yes, it is.  You agree with that?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “You don’t think Dr. Earl might have killed him and made it look like a suicide so she could pave the way for her advancement?”
 
   “No, ma’am.  Dr. Earl would never do anything like that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “In the five years I’ve worked for her, Dr. Earl has never once raised her voice to me or anyone else to come into the office.”
 
   “Not once?”
 
   “Never.”  
 
   “You think that means she’s incapable of killing anyone?”
 
   “That’s my impression.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan checked her notes on the secretary.  “You’ve worked here for over fifteen years.  Before that you worked at the Louvre.  Fancy place.  Tell me, Ms. Mills, why would you leave a high-profile job like that?”
 
   “I don’t see how that is pertinent to this investigation.”
 
   “Consider me curious.  Why would you leave the most famous museum in the world to come here?”
 
   “The Plaine Museum is a fine institution.  I’m proud to work here.”
 
   “Yes, of course you are.  But why did you come to work here?”
 
   “If you must know, Lieutenant, I needed a change of scenery.”
 
   ‘“A change of scenery.’  I see.  Why’s that?”
 
   Mills’s face turned red.  For the first time she looked down at her feet.  Her voice turned quiet and soft, like that of a child.  “There was a man.  I loved him.  He didn’t feel the same.”
 
   “Well, Paris is the city of lovers.  So you came here to get away from him?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan reached over to pat the woman on the shoulder.  “It’s all right, Ms. Mills.  Do you need a tissue or anything?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “You can go.”
 
   The next ones up were those geologists Earl had worked with as head of the department.  They didn’t have anything different to say than Mills.  All of them praised Earl’s work ethic; they described her as the first one to arrive and last to leave.  Like Mills, they couldn’t remember Earl ever losing her temper.  The closest to a defect was one employee described her as often tired.  “She works herself hard,” one said.
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “She had a lot to live up to, being so young.  She wanted to prove she could do it.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan sat alone in the conference room after the last employee left.  She tapped a pencil against her lip as she thought back to shortly after Emma Earl had arrived at the Plaine Museum.  Not long after MacGregor’s wife and child had been murdered, Lieutenant Donovan had interviewed Earl for the case.  Then came the bombing of the geology department—the very one Earl worked in.
 
   The lieutenant had come to the same conclusion as Earl’s coworkers.  The woman seemed so sweet and innocent, more like a girl than a woman.  Could it all be an act?  There was one person who might have the answer.
 
   ***
 
   Lieutenant Donovan waited at the front door of the colonial house.  The place looked in terrible shape with chipped white paint, cracked steps, and tangled hedges.  From Lieutenant Donovan’s notes, she knew Becky Beech and her fiancé Steve Scherr—now deceased—had bought the house only a few days before their tragic wedding.  Despite that, there was no sign in front of the house to put it up for sale.
 
   Beech opened the front door; her plump face looked haggard and drawn.  She tried to brighten up when she smiled, but couldn’t pull it off.  “Good afternoon, Lieutenant.”
 
   “Good afternoon, Ms. Beech.”
 
   “Mrs. Scherr.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “Are you here about Steve’s murder?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  I’m here about a different murder.  Officer Lois Early.  She was killed in the park a couple of days ago.”
 
   “You think Emma did it.”
 
   “She’s our prime suspect at the moment.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “I’m not at liberty to divulge that.”
 
   “I see.  Well, if you’re looking for Emma she’s not here.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan tried to peer around Beech’s wide frame, but couldn’t.  “Would you mind if I took a look around?”
 
   “Not at all.  There’s not much to see, though.”
 
   Beech was right about that.  All of the furniture was still wrapped in plastic and scattered haphazardly.  Boxes sat in the closet; most of them belonged to Steve Scherr.  Lieutenant Donovan wondered why Beech hadn’t donated these to Goodwill, but she supposed it was too soon.
 
   Out of due diligence, Lieutenant Donovan checked the attic and basement.  There was no sign of Emma Earl, only spider webs and mouse turds.  They ended the tour in the living room; Beech collapsed with a weary sigh on the couch.  Lieutenant Donovan took a chair across from her.
 
   “You’ve known Emma longer than anyone, haven’t you?”
 
   “We’ve been friends since she was four.”
 
   “And you’ve been together ever since?”
 
   “Not exactly.  I couldn’t go with her to college.  I was still in high school.”
 
   “I see.  But you are her best friend, the one who knows her best?”
 
   “Yes.”  Beech sighed again.  “I can’t tell you anything about her.”
 
   “Can’t or won’t?  If you’d like to discuss this downtown—”
 
   “I can’t.  There’s nothing to tell.  Emma is perfect.  She always has been.  She’s the type who helps old ladies across the street, never tips less than twenty percent, and reports everything on her taxes.  If she was Catholic and performed a couple of miracles she could be a saint.”
 
   “Have you ever seen her lose her temper?”
 
   “No.  Wait—”  Beech rubbed her temples as she thought.  “There was this one time in third grade.  Jimmy Gates.  He was the class bully.  He was always stealing our lunch money and stuff.  One day we were reading under the slide like we usually did and he started to pick on her.  And then she snapped.”
 
   “Snapped?”
 
   “She knocked him over and started whaling on him.  Scared me shitless.  I ran to get the teacher before she did something crazy.”
 
   “You think she would have killed him?”
 
   “Emma?  No.  Not a chance.  But she did have this look in her eye I’d never seen before.  It was like seeing someone else.  A whole other person.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan nodded as she wrote this down in her notebook.  She made a note to locate this Jimmy Gates if possible to corroborate the story.  “What happened?”
 
   “He eventually knocked her off of him and pulled a knife.  Cut off a chunk of her hair.  He might have done worse if I hadn’t got the teacher.”
 
   “That’s the only time you remember seeing her act like that?”
 
   “Yes.  I guess with what all has happened to her that’s kind of a surprise.”
 
   “You mean her parents?”
 
   “Well sure.  They were murdered right in front of her.  If I’d seen that happen I think I might have snapped completely.  But not her.  She’s made of sterner stuff.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan flipped the notebook shut.  “Thank you, Mrs. Scherr.  You’ve been very helpful.  If you hear anything from Emma, I hope you’ll let me know.  She’s only making things worse by disappearing.”  Lieutenant Donovan showed herself to the door.  She paused there to look back at Beech.  “I don’t suppose you’d have any idea where she might have gone?”
 
   “Not really.  She doesn’t have any favorite hangouts other than that museum.  Unless—did you check her old house in Parkdale?”
 
   “We have a car from the Parkdale police watching the house.  There’s no sign of her there.  But we’ll keep looking.  Good afternoon, ma’am.”
 
   “Afternoon, Lieutenant.”  The door closed sharply behind Lieutenant Donovan.  She didn’t hurry back to the car, waiting to see if Beech might watch her go.  There was no sign of anyone looking out the window.  Maybe Beech had run to the nearest phone to call her friend and warn her the police were closing in.  The lieutenant paused to jot a note to ask for a warrant to tap Beech’s phone.  If Earl did call her best friend, then they would be able to move in for the kill.
 
   ***
 
   That night Lieutenant Donovan sat on the edge of the band shelter stage and idly smoked a cigarette.  She had used the band shelter in Robinson Park many times before as her meeting place for the Scarlet Knight.  Not that she expected the Scarlet Knight—Emma Earl—to show up here, despite the Email Lieutenant Donovan had sent to offer a truce so she could explain her side of things.  The woman was definitely not stupid enough to walk into an obvious trap.  Still, there was a first for everything.
 
   In case Earl was that stupid, Lieutenant Donovan had stationed the SWAT team outside the park.  She wasn’t sure how much good they would be against that magic armor, but it was better than nothing.  Lieutenant Donovan tossed her cigarette away to light another.
 
   It had been a long day.  First the interviews at the Plaine Museum, then at Beech’s house, and finally a side trip to Hamilton Maximum Security Prison.  It had taken a bit of doing to arrange the visit on such short notice, but the warden was a former RCPD detective and thus sympathetic to the lieutenant’s cause.  He arranged for the clearances in record time.
 
   James Edward Gates hadn’t stopped at cutting off a little girl’s pigtail.  After a stint in juvenile hall he moved on to bigger and better things like auto theft, drug dealing, and assault on deadbeat customers.  He didn’t work for Don Vendetta or any of the other major syndicates.  Gates was only a minor player, part of a small-time operation.  That explained why he was in prison and not still free thanks to the don’s expensive lawyers.
 
   It wasn’t hard to see the nasty little boy in the man guards escorted into the meeting room.  He still had the same arrogant grin and haughty bounce in his step.  “You’re the cop who wants to see me?  You’re better looking than any cop I’ve seen.”
 
   “Thanks for the compliment.”  She looked over at the guards.  “You can leave us alone.  I can handle him.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?” Gates said.
 
   “You want to find out?”  Their eyes met, which initiated a staring contest like between two dogs.  Gates looked away first.
 
   “What do you want?  I ain’t done nothing since I been in here.”
 
   “I’m sure.  I’m not here about you.  Do you remember a girl named Emma Earl back in the third grade?”
 
   “Which third grade?”  Gates laughed at his own joke.  He whistled as he tried to think back.  “Dorky Storky!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Dorky Storky.  That’s what I called her.  She was this little beanpole, walked around like one of those birds—a stork.  You know what I mean?”
 
   “Sure.  You got into a fight with her?”
 
   “Oh yeah.  I kicked her little ass.  Snatched one of her pigtails too.  I wanted to keep it for a souvenir, a scalp like the Indians, but that bitch teacher took it away from me.”
 
   “How disappointing.”  The lieutenant consulted her notes.  “From what I hear, she got in a few good licks on you.”
 
   “Little fucker took me by surprise.  That’s all.  I still got her.”
 
   “I’m sure you did.”  Gates seemed like the type of moron who would be proud to beat up a girl younger and smaller than him.  She considered a little police brutality to teach him a lesson.  But then she supposed enough people in Hamilton already did that for her.  “Would you describe her as a violent person typically?”
 
   “Shit no.  She was just some wimpy kid.”
 
   “When she took you by surprise, did you notice anything unusual about her?”
 
   “I guess.  She had this crazy look in her eyes.”  Gates lowered his voice.  His face took on a dreamy quality.  “When I was in juvie I used to think about her on top of me with that look and beat off.  For all that goody-goodness of hers, there was something wild in there.  Like one of those jungle cats you see on TV.”
 
   “You think it’s possible she could kill someone?”
 
   “We all could kill someone.  Law of the jungle and shit.”
 
   “Right.”  Lieutenant Donovan closed her notebook.  “Well, I guess that’s it.  Thank you for your cooperation.”
 
   “Sure.  You going to put a good word in for me with the AG?  Maybe knock a couple of years off my sentence?”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” Lieutenant Donovan said, though she had no intention to follow through.  Someone like Gates deserved to be locked up; the word ‘rehabilitation’ meant nothing to him.
 
   She had driven back from Hamilton to the office, where she sent the Email to the anonymous account and then waited.  It was past midnight now, well past when the Scarlet Knight usually showed up.  She threw a last cigarette to the ground and then started back for her car.  “Let’s pack it up,” she said into her radio.  “She ain’t coming.”
 
   Later, alone in her apartment, Lieutenant Donovan lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling as she tried to imagine that little girl pummeling Jimmy Gates.  Maybe the idiot was right and there was something inside the girl; maybe there was something inside everyone that made them capable of violence.  The only way to find out would be to track down Earl and look into those eyes herself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   She awoke to a weight on her chest.  She opened her eyes and screamed.  The foot-long rat scurried off into the darkness.  A cacophony of shrieks erupted as Emma sat up.
 
   She looked down and saw the tattered remains of her suit stained with blood, mud, and sewage.  Sewage.  She thought back to those last moments of consciousness.  The Dragoon had somehow gotten to the Sanctuary to surprise her and Mr. Graves.  Poor Mr. Graves.  He had been stabbed in the chest, but somehow he had survived long enough to hurl the Sword of Justice and ward off the Black Dragoon.  The Dragoon had triggered some kind of firebomb.  She had barely managed to crawl down the hatch—into the sewers.
 
   There was something else on her suit:  a bandage over her left shoulder.  From the slimy walls, the rats, and the smell she knew she was still in the sewers.  That could only mean the Sewer Rat had found her and applied the bandage.  The rat who had sat on her chest must be one of his followers.
 
   As if on cue, a humanoid figure clad in a fur coat emerged from the shadows.  His red-brown eyes, sharp nose, and buck teeth added to the impression that he was more rat than man—all he needed was the tail.  “You awake,” he said in a hiss that sounded like that of a rat.
 
   “Yes.  You found me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Was there anyone else?”
 
   “He got away.”
 
   “No, I don’t mean the Dragoon.  There was an old man up there with me.  Did you find him down here too?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Emma closed her eyes and thought back to those last moments again.  A wave of flame had coursed through the Sanctuary—yes, of course he was dead.  There was no way he could have crawled out of there in time.  Mr. Graves was dead.
 
   “He you friend?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He dead?”
 
   “Yes.”  She held back the tears, but just barely.  There would be plenty of time to mourn for Mr. Graves later.  For now she had to retrieve the red armor and find a way to stop the Black Dragoon.  She said the magic words that caused the case to appear at her feet, which scattered the Sewer Rat’s friends again.
 
   As she slid off her makeshift bed of newspapers and cardboard, a sharp pain in her shoulder prompted her to cry out.  The Sewer Rat planted a filthy, clawed hand on her other shoulder to keep her upright.  “Thanks.”
 
   “You hurt.  Need rest.”
 
   “I don’t have time to rest.”
 
   The Sewer Rat shoved her back down on the bed.  “Rest.”
 
   Emma did as he said; she saw no alternative short of trying to fight him and she hadn’t brought any cleaning products that would scare him off.  She eased back onto the bed.  There had to be something she could do.  As she watched the rats scuttle around the Sewer Rat, an idea came to her.  “I don’t suppose you could go up there for me and tell me if anything is still working up there?”
 
   The Sewer Rat considered this for a moment.  It was well known he didn’t leave the sewers, ever.  Not that the sub-subbasement of the Plaine Museum would be much of a trip.  “I go,” he said.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He left a half-dozen of his friends around the bed to watch over her while he and dozens of rats scuttled off towards the hatch to the sub-subbasement.  Emma watched her rat guardians carefully; she wondered if he had left them here for her protection or to make sure she didn’t run away.
 
   While she waited for him to come back, she tried to piece together the events of the morning.  How had the police determined she was the Scarlet Knight?  How had they pegged her for Officer Early’s murder?  It was true she had been at the scene of the crime, but only after the attack.  She thought back to the dark figure that had run away as she approached Officer Early.  A dark figure.  The Dragoon.  He had killed Officer Early.
 
   That still left the questions of how the police had determined she was the Scarlet Knight and how the Dragoon had found the Sanctuary.  There were only a few people who knew her secret identity:  Marlin, the witches, Mr. Graves, and Becky.  Marlin and the witches had gone away and Mr. Graves was dead.  That left only Becky.
 
   Emma didn’t want to believe it, but there was no other possibility.  Becky had betrayed her to the Black Dragoon and in turn the police.  Not intentionally.  Becky would never do that—even if she did blame Emma for Steve’s death.  It had to be an accident, a slip of the tongue.  The only way to know would be to find Becky and talk to her.  As soon as she could get out of here.  With a look at the rats who patrolled her bedside, she wondered if she would ever get out of here.
 
   ***
 
   As Emma turned over these terrible thoughts, the Sewer Rat returned, his presence announced by the vanguard of rats that preceded him.  The smell came not long after, before she saw the man himself.  He carried a box in his hands, a crate that had somehow survived the fire.
 
   This he set down gently next to her bed.  “You friend,” he said.
 
   Emma knew what she would find inside, but forced herself to look anyway.  As expected, she found Mr. Graves’s remains inside.  There was a skull with bits of seared flesh and hair still attached along with a pile of scorched bones in similar condition.  She put a hand to her mouth so she wouldn’t throw up at the gruesome sight.  “Thank you.”
 
   He put a hand on her shoulder again and bent down to look her in the eye.  Through the grime and greasy hair, she could see concern in his red eyes.  “Sorry,” he said.
 
   “It’s not your fault.  It’s mine.  I’m the one who brought him down here.  If I hadn’t asked for his help, he would still be alive.”  Now, though she tried to hold them back, the tears finally came.  She couldn’t help but think back to when she was three years old in the Plaine Museum, when Mr. Graves had lifted the velvet rope so she could touch Alex’s tusk.  He had introduced her to the wonders of the museum, which had made her want to become a scientist.  And she had repaid this kindness by getting him killed.  Yet another person she loved taken away to join her parents and Aunt Gladys.
 
   “No cry,” the Sewer Rat said.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  She didn’t know if she spoke to the Sewer Rat or Mr. Graves or perhaps the universe in general.
 
   The last thing she expected at that moment was for the Sewer Rat to lean forward and kiss her.  His buckteeth bumped up against her upper lip and his pointed nose nearly poked out her eye.  It was as clumsy a kiss as her first kiss after the senior prom when she was fourteen.  She pushed him away with her one good arm so that he landed on the crate that held Mr. Graves’s remains.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “Bitch!” he roared.
 
   She slid back against the wall and waited for him to kill her or have his minions do it.  The image of thousands of rats gnawing away at her ran through her head.  She closed her eyes to wait for the end.
 
   She heard only a splash followed by numerous smaller splashes that grew fainter.  When she opened her eyes, Emma realized the Sewer Rat had stomped away.  She sat on the bed for a moment and thought back to the kiss and the look in his eyes.  “Oh no.”
 
   With a wince she hopped off the bed.  With her one good hand, she managed to wrestle on the golden boots from the red armor so at least she wouldn’t have to walk through the sewers in her flats.  The helmet was even more difficult to put on with one hand, but once she did, she saw in the sewers as if someone had strung lights up.  She considered whether to bring the cape along too in case he changed his mind and did try to kill her, but decided against it.  She didn’t want to seem too defensive, not after what she had done.
 
   Each step brought a fresh stab of pain into her shoulder, but she had learned to tolerate pain during her time as the Scarlet Knight.  There was no way to follow the Sewer Rat’s tracks through the sewer, but she could follow him through his smell.  His stench permeated the background stink of the sewers to make the air unbearable.  Even with the helmet this smell managed to penetrate her nostrils.  But if she could tolerate the physical pain, then she could tolerate this as well.
 
   She remembered the statues the Sewer Rat had made of her.  One had been made of a sort of papier mache crafted from old newspapers as well as other garbage.  The other had been composed entirely of copper tubing.  She decided to try the nearest one—the papier mache one.  
 
   She hung her head in shame as she thought again of what she had done.  The Sewer Rat had allowed her to use his sewers to access the Sanctuary, had helped her save Mr. Graves from the first Dragoon, had made this sculpture to honor her, and had recently saved her life.  Like with Mr. Graves, she had repaid his kindness with cruelty.
 
   “I’m sorry!” she shouted into the darkness.  Her voice echoed through the sewers.  “I didn’t mean to hurt you.  I panicked.  I won’t blame you if you never forgive me for what I’ve done to you.  You’ve been a good friend to me and I haven’t been one to you.”
 
   The air thickened around her.  Through the helmet she saw him approach, only this time without any of his friends.  He came to a stop a good ten feet away from her, hands plunged in his jacket to possibly conceal a weapon.  If he did want to kill her, there was little she could do about it at this point.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said again.
 
   “I thought you different.  You not.  Like others.”
 
   “No, please, give me another chance.”
 
   “You go.”
 
   “There’s nowhere I can go.  The police are looking for me.”
 
   “What you do?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything, but they think I did.  I have to find a way to prove I didn’t.”
 
   “No care.”
 
   “I’ll go to prison.  Is that what you want?”
 
   “No care,” he repeated.
 
   “I know I haven’t been very nice to you.  I’ve taken you for granted.”  She let out a sigh.  “You’re right, I have been like everyone else.  I thought of you as some kind of monster, but I was the real monster.”  She put a hand on the sculpture of her.  “No one has ever done anything like this for me before.  It’s so beautiful.”
 
   “You beautiful.”
 
   Emma blushed at this compliment, though she supposed she didn’t have much competition down here.  “Thank you.  Do you think we can start over?  I promise this time I’ll treat you like a real friend.”
 
   The Sewer Rat considered this for a moment.  He took one hand out of his coat, to reveal an empty hand.  This he held out and took a step towards Emma.  She took the hand in hers; she tried not to flinch at the dirt and overgrown fingernails.  “Deal,” he said.
 
   “It’s good to meet you.  My name is Emma Earl.  What’s your name?”
 
   He tilted his head to the side as he considered this question.  She wondered how long it had been since he had used his real name, or if he even had a real name.  Perhaps he had been down here so long he had forgotten it or he had never had one.  “Jim.  Jim Rizzard.”
 
   “Well, Jim, I think this is the start of a beautiful friendship.”
 
   ***
 
   At first Emma refused the Sewer Rat—Jim, as she reminded herself to call him—when he offered to use his friends as spies.  Later she recanted; there would be no other way to find out what was going on in the city.  She couldn’t venture out even with the Scarlet Knight’s cape, especially with her injured shoulder.
 
   An ulterior motive came to her as she lay on the bed in her ragged suit.  As she’d told Jim, she’d have nowhere to go on the surface.  She could take shelter in an abandoned warehouse or factory like many other criminals in the city, but that wouldn’t be much better than the sewer.  In any event, she could use some clothes and other supplies.
 
   How the rats would get these items from her apartment she didn’t know, but Jim promised they could do it.  “Maybe I should go with them,” she said.
 
   “No.  Rest.”
 
   After the trip into the sewers to track Jim down, Emma felt tired enough that she didn’t put up much of an argument to this.  She lay back on her makeshift bed and tried to take it easy.  For the moment she was safe, unless the Black Dragoon decided to come back down here to search for her.  No matter how many rats Jim had trained, Emma doubted it would be enough against the Dragoon.  Nor did she give herself much of a chance with only one arm.
 
   As a student of languages she was fascinated to watch Jim address the rats.  He somehow managed to make the exact sounds using his human throat to replicate the language used by the rodents.  She listened closely to him to deduce what he told them.  She managed to catch the gist of it—a set of marching orders to a platoon of the largest creatures in Jim’s employ.  Whether she could ever master the language herself remained to be seen.
 
   “Not hard,” Jim said later when Emma asked him about it.  He screeched, which prompted a half-dozen rats to scurry over to him.
 
   “What did you tell them?”
 
   “Come.”
 
   Emma tried to imitate this noise, but hers sent the rats away.  “Was it something I said?”
 
   “You tell them, ‘You mother whore.’”
 
   “Oh.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “They get over it.”
 
   Emma decided it would be best to put off the rest of the linguistics session before she prompted the rats to attack her.  She cleared her throat and then asked, “How did you get here?”
 
   “Tired of people.”
 
   “How old were you?”
 
   “Three generations.”  Since the average rat lived around three years, this meant Jim was about nine when he came down here.
 
   “How long ago was this?”
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t keep track of time down here?”
 
   Jim thought about this for a moment.  “Seven generations?”
 
   This would mean Jim Rizzard had come down to the sewers at least twenty years ago.  “That’s a long time,” she said.
 
   “Not so long.”
 
   “Don’t you have a family?”
 
   “They my family.”
 
   “I meant a human family.”
 
   “No.”  The venom in his voice indicated she shouldn’t delve any further into this topic.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You family dead?”
 
   “Yes, my family is dead.”  With Mr. Graves gone the closest she had to a family now was Becky, who at present was angry with her and might have betrayed her to the Black Dragoon.   Dan was in love with Isis, the witches had gone to a meeting, and even Marlin had left on his “journey,” to leave her with no one.  The Sewer Rat was the closest person in her life at this moment.  Despite her promise of friendship, this thought made her want to cry again.  Everyone she cared about was gone.  “I’m alone.”
 
   “Never alone.”  With a keening sound he summoned a rat onto his lap.  The creature stood up on its hind legs and allowed Jim to pat its head.  He let the rat climb up into his hands, which he held out to Emma.  She fought back a wave of revulsion as she reached out to touch the rat’s head.  She had to admit it wasn’t much different from a cat or dog.
 
   “How did you tame them?”
 
   “Not tame.  Friends.”  Emma understood what he meant.  Jim hadn’t domesticated the rats of the sewers so much as negotiated with them.  By communicating with them in their own language he had brokered a truce with the first generation.  From then on the rats must have accepted him as one of their own.  And as the largest and oldest member of their society they viewed him as the leader.  
 
   It would make a fascinating paper for an anthropology journal, but she knew she couldn’t write an article.  To even discuss Jim in a scientific context would make him a freak.  It was better he remain an urban legend, unseen and largely unbothered by the world.
 
   The platoon of rats returned what must have been hours later—Emma’s watch had been broken in her battle with the Dragoon so there was no sure way to tell time.  To her amazement four of them dragged a bag filled with clothes.  Three others carried another bag with toiletries like a toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, and shampoo.  The platoon leader, a large rat with a silver streak along its back, reported back to Jim in squeaks and shrieks.  
 
   “They see no police.  Many items gone.”  From this she gathered the police had already ransacked her apartment in search of clues.  If there was a guard he was not in the apartment at the time, which allowed the rats to smuggle out Emma’s things.  Even if the police noticed the theft, it would be unlikely they would be able to determine the culprits.
 
   Emma rummaged through the bag and took out a T-shirt, sweatshirt, and sweatpants along with associated undergarments.  “Is there someplace I can change?”
 
   “Change here.  We go.”
 
   She waited for Jim and his companions to disappear into the darkness before she began to strip off her clothes.  Given the condition of her suit, she simply tore it away.  To put on the fresh clothes proved more of a challenge, especially with her injured arm.  She bit down on her lip to hold back a scream as she donned the T-shirt and then sweatshirt.  When she finished, she collapsed gratefully onto the bed.  She didn’t need Jim to tell her to get some rest this time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   In some ways, being dead was a welcome relief.  He no longer had to worry about tired feet or rumbling bowels or any of the other aches and pains associated with a corporeal body.  The only drawback was he couldn’t touch Beaux.  When he tried now, his hand passed through her.
 
   “You could have warned me,” he said.
 
   “Would you have agreed to go through with it then?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You really would have let Greetha curse you and me kill you?”
 
   “Yes,” he said less certainly.  
 
   “Liar.  I know you.  This was the only way.”
 
   “Still, you didn’t have to be so secretive.”
 
   “Of course I did.  You’re too much of a coward to do it another way.”
 
   “I am not a coward!”
 
   “You were the most cowardly man in the village.  That’s why you became his assistant.”
 
   They had left the cave at Greetha’s insistence—she waved her staff in a menacing fashion to indicate she might put another curse on Marlin—so Beaux now sat on a rock at the cave’s mouth.  She looked down at the valley spread before them.  “I should go home.”
 
   “You could come with me.”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, you’re right.  I wouldn’t like being a ghost in your world.  This is where I belong.”
 
   “Maybe you could adapt.”
 
   “Do you really think so?”
 
   “No, I suppose not.”
 
   “Then you better go.”
 
   “I guess.”  Marlin looked up towards the mountain’s peak and then back at Beaux.  “I’ll come find you before I leave.”
 
   “You do that.”
 
   Since there was no way for them to kiss goodbye, they had to settle for a simple wave.  Then Marlin floated up along the mountain; Beaux became smaller until she finally disappeared altogether.  Marlin continued his ascent, up through a layer of gray clouds.  
 
   Once through these clouds, he saw the peak.  It was not sharp or jagged as one would expect, but a round, flat expanse covered in scrub trees.  In the exact center of this was a crude cabin made of logs and sod.  A thin plume of smoke rose from the chimney.
 
   There was no way for Marlin to knock at the leather flap that comprised the door.  This didn’t matter as he heard the master’s voice for the first time in millennia say, “Come in, Marlin.  You will anyway.”
 
   Most drawings of Merlin pictured him as an old man with a gray or white beard.  In fact, because of the strength of his magic, Merlin still looked in his early thirties with a neatly trimmed black beard.  He wore not the pointed hat and robe like Marlin but a simple brown tunic made from a deer hide.  At the moment he was bent over a pot on the fire.  “I’m sure you don’t mind if I eat this in front of you,” the master said.
 
   “Of course not, Master.”
 
   “There’s no need for honorifics.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You have always been loyal.  To a fault, some would say.”
 
   “It’s been my privilege to serve you.”
 
   Merlin nodded at this.  He turned to face Marlin with a frown on his tanned face.  “I must ask you to continue serving me.  I hope you will respect my wishes.”
 
   “I will do what you ask, Master.”
 
   “Then I am afraid you are going to leave disappointed.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You’ve come here to ask me to return to the mortal world, to save it from her.  This I cannot do.”
 
   Marlin fought against his impulse to cry out an obscenity.  “I don’t mean to question your wisdom, Master, but why not?”
 
   “I trust you remember what happened last time?”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault.  It was her dark magic.”
 
   “All those lives lost, because of me.  I still see them in my dreams.  I hear their voices, crying out to me.  I can’t risk it happening again.”
 
   “Lives are already being lost.”
 
   “I know.”  Merlin turned back to the fire and removed the pot with his bare hand.  He carried the pot over to a low table, where he sat on a bearskin rug.  He dug a spoon into whatever stew he had made and nodded to himself as he sampled it.  “Not as many lives as the carnage that would surely follow my return.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “I am certain of it.”  The master ate another spoonful of stew.  “She is not at full strength yet.  There is still time to stop her.”
 
   “There’s no way for a mortal to stop her.”
 
   The master held up a finger.  “I’ve been watching this woman you’ve trained.  She is the finest of the Order, of that I’m certain.”
 
   “That may be, but she’s still an ordinary woman.  She can’t stand up to that kind of magic, even with the armor—and my help.”
 
   “She’s stronger than you think.”
 
   “With all due respect, Master, you can’t leave her to do this alone.  It’s not fair.”
 
   “The universe isn’t fair, Marlin.  Surely you’ve learned that by now.”
 
   If he still had jaws, Marlin would have gnashed his teeth together.  “I think Beaux was wrong.  I think you were the biggest coward in the village.  You ran away and you’re still running away.”
 
   He expected the master to get angry, but Merlin showed no signs at all of discomfort.  “The world doesn’t need me yet.  When it does, I will return.  Until then, tell the girl to listen to her heart.  When the time comes, it will tell her what to do.”
 
   “Should I tell her no help is coming?”
 
   “Tell her what I said.  That is all.”  The master set aside his pot of stew.  “Before you go, I should lift Greetha’s curse from you.”
 
   “I don’t fear her curses.”
 
   “Don’t underestimate her because of her appearance.  Haven’t you learned anything under my tutelage?”  The master traced a figure in the air with one finger.  “There you are, my loyal apprentice.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Dispelling primitive magic doesn’t require much effort.”
 
   “Thank you, Master.  I suppose I should be getting back.”
 
   “Don’t be bitter, Marlin.  I haven’t abandoned you—or her.”  The master cracked a rare smile.  “Say hello to Beaux for me.  And Mr. Graves.”
 
   This last remark stuck with Marlin even as he floated down from the mountain, back into the valley.  He easily found the pasture where Beaux’s sheep grazed.  She cooked one of her charges on a fire.  Across from her sat Percival Graves.
 
   ***
 
   Whenever there was a formal meeting of the coven, everyone assembled in the main hall of the archives.  It wasn’t really much of a hall, a circular chamber of rock carved beneath an ancient burial mound in Ireland.  Mrs. Chiostro had first visited the place when she was an apprentice of sixteen, to take the tests to become a novice.  She felt as nervous as she stood beside Glenda, the other forty-five witches of the coven in a circle around her.  If not for Sylvia beside her, Mrs. Chiostro might have run from all those eyes on her.
 
   Glenda cleared her throat to speak.  “Sisters, we have received an urgent request from two of our order.  Agnes and Sylvia have called for this assembly to discuss an issue they consider of grave importance.  I urge all of you to give them your full attention and wait until they have finished to ask any questions.”
 
   Sylvia had graciously—and with little protest—agreed to let her older sister lead the way.  For the moment Sylvia would provide little more than moral support in the circle, though if things got too heated she might be needed to clear an escape for them.  
 
   Mrs. Chiostro took a deep breath and wished she knew a spell to quell these butterflies.  All she could do was think of Emma, the sweet young woman who needed their help.  “Sisters, we face the gravest threat in the history of our order.  Before I get too much farther, let me put this in historical context.  Our lore says that over four thousand years ago, a goddess of terrible power threatened to take over the world.  She nearly succeeded in this, but was checked in a great battle with Merlin the wizard.”
 
   She paused here to wait out the murmurs that ran through the crowd.  “The battle destroyed a large portion of the African continent, what we think of today as the Sahara Desert.  Many lives were lost, but this goddess was imprisoned, her evil kept from infecting the world.
 
   “We have word that recently this goddess, the dark one, has escaped her confinement.  At the moment she has not shown herself and probably does not yet have her full power.  That is why we must act now, before she becomes too powerful to stop.  Therefore, my recommendation is for the coven to return in full to track her down and eliminate her.”
 
   “Is this a joke?” said a woman with the severe appearance of a school headmistress, which she was.
 
   “No, Regina it is not a joke.”  Mrs. Chiostro cleared her throat to signal for order before anyone else spoke.  “I wish I could bring you some kind of proof, but the only way to prove it for certain is to come with me.  We have little to lose by going to Rampart City but we will lose everything if we take this threat too lightly.  I hope, my sisters, that you will see the wisdom in this.”
 
   “There’s no evidence to back your claims?” another witch asked.
 
   “Only what Sylvia and I have felt.  There is a dark presence becoming stronger.”
 
   “Then why haven’t you rooted it out and destroyed it?”
 
   “We didn’t want to act too rashly.”
 
   “She didn’t want to act too rashly,” Sylvia said.
 
   “I didn’t want to ruin the element of surprise.  If we confronted her and failed, she would become aware of our presence and take precautions.  Sylvia eventually recognized the wisdom of this strategy.”
 
   Sylvia took a step forward to glare at the other witches.  “Look, if you old saps are happier sitting around playing shuffleboard and bridge then go back to your nursing homes.  We can find a way to get by without the help of a bunch of old cows.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro resisted the urge to slap her sister or groan in embarrassment.  She should have known better than to let Sylvia speak.  Then again, a challenge to their pride might spur the coven to action.
 
   Glenda needed only to lift her hand to silence the catcalls and insults.  “I would ask Agnes and Sylvia to leave so the rest of the coven can debate their proposal and vote on it.”
 
   ***
 
   Sylvia insisted they go back to the tavern in Glasgow, where she upgraded from beer to whiskey.  “What does she think this is, the House of Representatives?  Did you see any CSPAN cameras in there?”
 
   “I doubt that little stunt of yours helped our cause any,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  Against her better judgment she drank another glass of white wine.
 
   “Bunch of sissies.  They’re too comfy to get off their asses and do anything useful.”
 
   “You can’t blame them.  We should have gotten more proof.”
 
   “Not that it’d do any good.”  Sylvia finished her drink and then ordered another.  “I suppose our best chance is to hope Marlin has more luck with his master.”
 
   “I doubt he will.  If Merlin thought this was a serious threat he’d have already come back by now.”
 
   “Maybe he’s as lazy as the rest of them.”
 
   “That’s no way to talk about our sisters.”
 
   “You’re my only sister.”
 
   “Thank you, dear.”
 
   “The hell with the rest of them if they’d let Emma die while they sit on their hands.”  Sylvia finished this drink as well and slammed the glass on the table.  “I’ll fight the dark one myself if I have to.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “Don’t start lecturing me.  I’ve had it with these do-nothing pansies.  All they do is sit around letting their asses grow fatter.  I’m surprised we even got them to meet here.”
 
   “There’s no need to be so negative.”
 
   “Yeah?  If you’re so positive, why are you drinking?”
 
   “I feel like drinking.”
 
   “Right.  You know it’s hopeless.  We might as well go back and see how Emma is getting along.  If the poor kid hasn’t cracked completely yet.”
 
   “She’s not going to crack.”
 
   “She might not get the chance.”
 
   Tabitha, the youngest of the coven—only a hundred fifty years old, which made her a baby by the coven’s standards—came to fetch them back to the archives.  “Any good news for us?” Sylvia asked.
 
   “I can’t say.”
 
   “So that’s a no.”
 
   “No, I just can’t say.  Glenda made me promise.”
 
   “She wants to give the bad news herself.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro said nothing.  She hated to agree with Sylvia’s negativity, but she could see the defeat in Tabitha’s eyes.  It’s up to us then.  We’ll have to go it alone.
 
   Once they returned to the hall, Glenda signaled for attention.  Mrs. Chiostro leaned against a wall with Sylvia, ready to make a quick getaway should the need arise.  She didn’t want to think what Sylvia would say once they lost.
 
   “We have debated your proposal.  At Regina’s recommendation, we have tabled a vote on the matter.”
 
   “Pansies,” Sylvia grumbled.
 
   “If future events warrant it, we will reconsider the motion.”  Glenda turned to Mrs. Chiostro.  “This meeting is adjourned.”
 
   They didn’t head straight back to Rampart City.  Instead, they went back to Glasgow.  Mrs. Chiostro was more than happy to visit the tavern yet again; she badly wanted another drink or four.  She was on her second drink when Tabitha sat down at the table.  “You got another message from Glenda for us?”
 
   “No.  She doesn’t know I’m here.”
 
   “She always knows where we are,” Sylvia said.  “Trust me.”
 
   “The point is that I want to go back with you.  I want to help you fight the dark one.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro reached out to pat the younger woman’s hand.  “If it really is the dark one, it will be terribly dangerous.”
 
   “I know, but we can’t sit back and let her enslave the whole world.”  Tabitha lowered her voice and then leaned closer to them.  “Before I left, I went down to visit the archives.  I asked Red to give me whatever he had on the dark one.”  
 
   Tabitha pulled out a sheaf of papers.  “There’s probably not much here, but it’s better than nothing, right?”
 
   “You know Glenda could expel you for that,” Sylvia said.
 
   “I don’t care.  This is more important than Glenda’s rules.”
 
   “Now you’re talking.”
 
   They sat at the table to drink and go over the papers from the archives.  As Tabitha had said, there wasn’t much in there about the dark one.  About all the coven did know was that she was an ancient goddess and as such the coven’s magic could not harm her.  Only Merlin’s magic could destroy her, as it nearly had once before.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro said, “I don’t suppose there is much we can do.”
 
   Sylvia finished her drink and nodded.  “Yeah, but let’s give the kid a look at these.  You know she’s good with that kind of stuff.  Maybe she’ll see something we missed.”
 
   “Let’s hope so.”  Mrs. Chiostro had to lean against Tabitha so she wouldn’t fall down as they left the tavern.  She reminded herself that when they got back she’d have to take a potion for her hangover.  Because of this she let Sylvia, with her stronger tolerance for drink, vanish them back home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   With the armor over her chest and injured arm, Emma cut down the healing time for her wound.  After two days it had progressed enough to where she could walk without every step accompanied by a stab of pain.  In her mind, this meant she was healed enough to finally pay Becky a visit.
 
   “I go,” Jim said.
 
   “I should do this alone.”  Emma fished the golden cape from the red case of armor.  “No one will see me as long as I have this on.”
 
   Jim hissed, which Emma took to mean something negative in ratspeak.  “No safe.  I send someone.”
 
   Two of his rat friends appeared at his feet; this included the one with the silver stripe she had named Pepe after the famous cartoon skunk.  From what Jim said, the rats had names in their own tongue, but they were not pronounceable by humans.  She had made some headway with ratspeak, but still had trouble with the finer points.
 
   “I suppose that will be fine so long as they keep out of sight.”
 
   “Careful,” Jim said, though she wondered if he meant her or the rats.
 
   Clad in only the cape, boots, gloves, and helmet, Emma set out for Becky’s house.  She kept to the sewers as much as possible, so she wouldn’t need the cape as much.  Pepe and the other rat kept pace with her and came in handy as ambassadors when she came upon other tribes of rodents in the sewers.  From what Jim described, the sewers were like the city itself with various tribes who claimed different zones.  Most all of these accepted Jim as their leader, though there were a few rogue groups scattered around.  She was fortunate not to run into any of these along her route.
 
   The hardest part of her journey came when she had to climb up the ladder to street level.  With only one arm she had to make her way slowly; she grabbed hold of a rung above her with her good hand and then followed with the rest of her body.  More difficult yet was to get off the manhole cover.  This required her to lean into it with her undamaged shoulder and use the muscles of her back to pry the cover loose.  
 
   The rats had far less difficulty to get up the ladder to follow her.  She waited until they emerged from the sewer before she replaced the cover.  As Jim had indicated, she had come out in a pocket park of the historical district.  She was fortunate to have come out in the early evening, though the light still made her squint after so many days below ground.
 
   With the rats behind her, she set out for Becky’s house.  She kept the golden cape wrapped tight around her body to prevent anyone from seeing her except possibly children or someone with extrasensory powers.  No one from these groups appeared as she made her way along the sidewalk.  The rats kept pace and she was again fortunate that no one was out to walk a dog.  A stray cat did try to pounce on Pepe, but Emma kicked the tomcat in the side as gently as possible to send him away.
 
   In the twilight Becky’s house looked like the setting for an amateur horror movie with its overgrown lawn, peeled paint, and darkened windows.  From what Emma could tell her friend was not at home.  This boded well for Emma, who had planned to use the gloves so she could sneak inside unnoticed.
 
   She put the palm of one glove against the doorknob; the lock yielded instantly.  Emma tried to open the door only to find a chain lock on it.  This meant Becky was in the house, possibly asleep, unless she had used a back door for some reason.
 
   Emma didn’t need magic gloves to slip the chain lock off and open the door.  The rats scurried over her feet as they entered the house.  They spread out in a reconnaissance sweep without any instructions from her.  She had made her way as far as the living room when they returned.  Though she still had trouble with the rat tongue, she could understand it well enough to know Becky was in the bedroom.
 
   To get up these stairs took Emma a while so she wouldn’t make too much noise that might alert Becky to her presence.  By the time she reached the top step, she heard a voice mumbling.  It didn’t sound like Becky’s voice.  Was someone else in there with her?
 
   She eased her way towards the door to the master bedroom and realized there was someone in there with Becky, the last person Emma wanted to see at the moment.  “Get up, Becky,” Isis whispered.  
 
   Emma peeked through the crack in the door and saw Isis hunched over the bed.  Isis gently ran a hand through Becky’s hair.  “It’s time again.  You have work to do.”
 
   To Emma’s horror, Becky got up from the bed and then shambled around it like a zombie.  Emma couldn’t see what Becky was up to, but she could see Isis in the corner with that smug grin on her face.  “I want you to go down by the docks.  There are plenty of vagabonds there for you to harvest.  You will bring the sustenance to me.”
 
   Isis stepped out of Emma’s sight.  “The time is almost at hand.  My powers have nearly been restored.  Soon this world will be mine.”
 
   Emma dashed across the hallway to the bathroom as she heard a metallic clank approach.  She peered around the doorway and watched the bedroom door open and the Dragoon step out.  Emma threw herself around the doorway, wrapped the cape around herself, and tried not to breathe.  Though she couldn’t see them, she could feel the Dragoon’s eyes glare in her direction.  If he did see her, she would have to make a very fast getaway.  With her injured shoulder, she wasn’t sure that would be possible.
 
   She heard the Dragoon’s heavy footsteps, but they went in the opposite direction, down the steps.  Emma let out a breath and counted to ten before she stepped out of the bathroom.  She tiptoed down the hallway and paused at the bedroom to look inside.  Isis was gone.
 
   ***
 
   The Dragoon made his way to the docks, where the master indicated there were a high number of vagabonds.  These mainly hung about the abandoned piers and used piles of old pallets or spools of rope for cover.  For a moment the Dragoon flinched; the master had given him such easy tasks so far.  The most difficult part had been to destroy the Scarlet Knight’s lair and even that had been simple.  The foolish girl was dead now, as was her mentor, who combined had killed the Dragoon’s previous three hosts.  Since he’d done this, couldn’t the master have found something more worthy of his talents?
 
   It wasn’t his job to question the master.  He had been created to serve the master, to acquire the sustenance she needed to regain her power.  With that power, she would rule the world and he would be at her side.  It would be a challenge to pacify the billions of foolish mortals.  It would be a challenge worth killing a few more worthless vagabonds.
 
   Making no pretense of subtlety, the Dragoon stomped down the first pier he came to.  He found a vagabond beneath a makeshift dwelling.  The man stunk of cheap vodka and urine in equal parts.  If he had a nose, the Dragoon would have crinkled it at this.  Instead, his eyes glowed brightly.  He flung aside the roof of the man’s feeble house.  “Your time has come,” the Dragoon said.  “But you will be far more useful in death than in life.”
 
   He put a claw through the man’s neck to pacify him and then carved out the heart.  The man had a cardboard box next to him for the Dragoon to drop the heart into.  With this under his arm, he continued to sweep the docks for more pathetic fools.  These vermin didn’t deserve to exist.  They had served no purpose in their lives except to leech off their social betters.  At least now they could be of some use to the world, to feed the master.
 
   The rendezvous was halfway across town, behind an Indian restaurant.  The master was not at the rendezvous, nor did the Dragoon expect the master to be there.  The master would come later to reap the harvest he had prepared. 
 
   He left the box of hearts beside the dumpster where none would pay it any attention and then set out for home.  There were many more hearts that could yet be harvested, but the master urged caution.  At this stage of the game they couldn’t afford to be caught.  Besides, once word of the massacre hit the airwaves, panic would grow in the city.  That the massacre would be another pinned on Emma Earl—the Scarlet Knight—was another benefit to the operation.
 
   You have done well, the master said.  Soon you will receive your reward.
 
   Yes, once the master had reached full strength, the Dragoon would receive his reward.  That time would be soon.
 
   A pair of rats scurried away into the darkness ahead of the Dragoon.  He fired a claw from his right hand to spear one of the rats through the midsection.  More vermin eradicated.
 
   ***
 
   Emma sobbed in the bedroom closet as Pepe returned.  From what she could understand of the rat’s plaintive squeaks and shrieks, Pepe’s companion had been killed by the Dragoon.  The Dragoon was on his way back to the house, only a few minutes behind Pepe.  She might still have time to flee the house before the Dragoon arrived.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” Emma said.  “You can go if you want.”  She wasn’t certain how to translate this into ratspeak, but did her best to say, “Go.”  Pepe seemed to catch the gist of this and decided that discretion was the better part of valor.  He scurried from the closet to leave Emma alone in the bedroom—but not for long.
 
   The Dragoon stomped into the room moments later.  Emma tightened her grip on the golden cape and waited for the Dragoon to spot her.  The Dragoon’s red eyes swept the room and then he must have decided that the area was secure.  He reached up to take off the helmet to reveal Becky’s sweaty face.  The rest of the armor fell away so that Emma’s friend stood in the Dragoon’s place; her body inflated like a balloon to its normal proportions.  
 
   The armor returned itself to its black case, which sat in the closet next to Emma.  Through the closet door, she watched Becky sag onto the bed and instantly fall asleep.  From what Emma had seen, she knew this was because Becky had already been asleep.
 
   She stepped out of the closet and went over to the bed.  Other than the sweat on her face, Becky looked no different than before.  She didn’t look like a monster.  Emma shook Becky’s shoulder.  “Becky, wake up.”
 
   Becky’s eyes shot open.  These eyes went wide as she stared at Emma.  “You!  What are you doing here?  I’m calling the police.”
 
   “You can’t do that.  Not yet.  You have to listen to me.”
 
   “I don’t want to listen to you.  Get out of my house.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “Get out of my fucking house!”
 
   With two good hands and her weight advantage, Becky managed to shove Emma aside.  Emma fell backwards against the wall while Becky reached for the phone.  Before Becky could pick it up, Emma snatched the cord with one hand and yanked the cord out of the wall.
 
   “You bitch!” Becky shouted.  “It’s not going to matter.  I can use the one downstairs.”
 
   “Becky, stop.  I didn’t kill those people.  The Dragoon did.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  You didn’t kill Steve either.”
 
   “I’m sorry about Steve.  I wish I could have saved him—”
 
   “No you don’t!  You were always jealous of Steve and I.  You hated that I found love and you didn’t.  I was always supposed to be your fat, lonely best friend there to lap up whatever crumbs of attention you decided to throw my way.  That’s why you let him die.”
 
   “I didn’t.”  Emma looked down at her feet in shame.  “Maybe I was a little jealous of you and Steve.  But I didn’t want him to die.  I would never hurt you like that.”
 
   “You don’t care about me!  As soon as you could, you abandoned me.  You even skipped a couple of grades to do it sooner.  Then when it was convenient for you, you came back.”
 
   “No, Becky, that’s not true.  I missed you terribly all those years at school.  I would have given anything to come back here.”
 
   “Why didn’t you then?”
 
   “I couldn’t.  I needed to get away from the pain for a little while.”
 
   “So you left me and your aunt.  You left her in that old folk’s home to rot.”
 
   “No—”
 
   “You weren’t even there when she died.  You were out playing hero.”
 
   “Becky, please, stop it.”
 
   “You aren’t fit to wear that armor of yours.  You’re not a hero.  You’re a selfish bitch.  You think because your parents died that you have it tough.  You don’t know anything about pain.  Your mother never locked you in a closet for an entire night.  Your mother never hit you or cut you or let her boyfriends screw you!”
 
   Emma didn’t know what to say to this.  She had always known Becky’s mother was physically abusive, but she had never heard of the sexual abuse.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know.”
 
   “Of course you didn’t.  You never came to my house.  Your mother wouldn’t allow it.  Your aunt either.  My family wasn’t good enough for precious little Emma.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said again.  Her stomach turned to ice against Becky’s onslaught.  All these years she had never suspected the anger and resentment Becky held towards her, but now it had all come out.  Years of anguish and pain gushed out like an old wound reopened.
 
   “I spent all those years in your shadow, hearing how great you were, how smart and talented.  No one ever said those things to me!  It never mattered how smart or talented I was, you would always be better.  The best I could ever be was second.”
 
   “You are smart and talented, Becky.  You do things I could never do.”
 
   “What, like sex?  Poor little virgin Emma.  Maybe if you got your nose out of the air you could find someone good enough to fuck you.”
 
   “I didn’t mean that.  I meant the way you confront life head-on.  You’re not afraid to speak your mind.  You’re not scared like I am.”  She looked Becky in the eye.  “And don’t you see that because you’ve managed to become what you are in spite of your mother and me makes you even more remarkable?  You are a remarkable person, Becky.”
 
   Becky had tears in her eyes.  She leaned forward to wrap Emma in an embrace.  She patted Emma on the back; one hand worked its way up until it reached Emma’s head.  Then Becky took a handful of hair and yanked Emma’s head back.  With a grin on her face, Becky said, “I should have let Jimmy Gates kill you back in third grade.  But I guess the silver lining is now I get to do it.”
 
   She pushed Emma onto the bed; Emma cried out in pain as she landed on her injured shoulder.  Emma lay on the bed so she wouldn’t have to look up at her former best friend to see the hate in Becky’s eyes.  “I’m not going to do it now.  Not for a while.  I’m going to make you suffer first, like you’ve made me suffer.”
 
   “Becky, please—”
 
   Emma didn’t try to fight back as Becky dragged her from the bed.  The power of Becky’s anger and hatred had left her numb.  She deserved whatever fate Becky chose for her. 
 
   “Come on, hero, get up.”
 
   Emma continued to lie on the floor, even as she heard the closet door open.  Would Becky find the black armor in there?  That might snap Becky out of this madness, but then Emma remembered how Ian MacGregor had killed himself when he’d realized what he’d done as the Black Dragoon.  “Becky, don’t—”  
 
   She stopped and heard a muffled squeak by her face.  When she opened her eyes, she saw Pepe.  He had brought along a half-dozen of his comrades from the sewers.  The rats charged forward to claw and bite at Becky.  She screamed in terror and swatted at the rodents.  Pepe remained behind; his beady eyes seemed to plead with Emma.  She didn’t need to understand ratspeak to understand he had come back to rescue her.
 
   Emma pushed herself up with her good hand.  The rats continued to come at Becky so she couldn’t don the Black Dragoon’s armor.  Emma used this distraction to run from the room.  Blinded by tears she nearly fell down the stairs, but managed to grab the guardrail in time.  As she staggered through the front door, she heard Becky’s bellow of rage.
 
   She assumed Pepe would take her back into the sewers, but they made a stop first in an alley behind an Indian restaurant.  Emma barely had time to hide behind a fallen trashcan before she saw someone else enter the alley.  It was too dark at first to see the figure’s face.  Then the figure crossed into the dim light of a distant streetlamp to reveal Isis.
 
   The woman stopped behind the dumpster and bent down to inspect a box.  From this she took out a human heart.  Emma put a hand to her mouth so she wouldn’t throw up as she watched Isis’s jaws expand to stuff the heart in all at once.  A dozen more followed after this; Isis consumed them as quickly as a competitive eater.  Once she had finished the last one, she threw the box to the ground.  Her eyes glowed red for a second as she wiped the back of her mouth.  Then she walked out of the alley, into the night.
 
   Emma sat up from behind the trashcan and put a hand to her head.  She cursed herself for not realizing it sooner.  She was the terrible evil Marlin and the witches had sensed, and the one behind the Heartbreaker Killings.  And she shared a house with Dan.
 
   Emma’s fists clenched.  When she stood up, she no longer felt any pain in her shoulder.  This woman who had stolen Dan, turned Becky, and framed Emma had to be stopped.  No matter what it took, Emma would stop her.
 
   She started out of the alley, but Pepe shrieked to get her attention.  He led her over to where his comrade remained pinned to the wall by one of the Dragoon’s claws.  Emma pried the claw from the wall to let Pepe’s friend drop to the ground.  She held up the claw and studied it.  “Don’t worry,” she told Pepe.  “He didn’t die in vain.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   The phone rang all day, to the point where Lieutenant Donovan ripped the cord from the wall.  She sent an officer out to fetch her a sandwich so she could avoid the mob of reporters outside.  They had descended from the entire world and all of them demanded an update on the Heartbreaker Killings.  Mixed in among them in the mob around the station and on the phone were relatives of the victims and just plain panicked citizens who wanted to know when the terror would end.  She didn’t have anything to tell them.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan hadn’t made any progress on capturing Emma Earl.  Despite that the woman’s picture was being shown on every television screen and newspaper and nailed up to numerous telephone poles and bulletin boards, only one reliable tip had come in.  That came from Earl’s best friend, Becky Beech.  She had called a day earlier to say Earl had been at her house, in her closet.  Before Beech could call the police, Earl took off.
 
   “Do you know where she went?” the lieutenant asked.
 
   “I think she’s been hiding in the sewers.”
 
   At the moment Lieutenant Donovan had teams of cops and city engineers in the catacombs beneath the city; that was one aspect of the investigation she didn’t want to handle personally.  A search of the sewers could take years, by which time Earl would certainly have escaped.
 
   In all her career, Lieutenant Donovan had never felt so helpless.  Her best friend was dead and the killer remained tantalizingly close and yet always out of reach.  Meanwhile, the city cried out for her to do something about the problem.
 
   An officer appeared in front of her desk.  It wasn’t the one she had dispatched for a sandwich.  This one held a cardboard tube, the kind used to ship posters.  “What’s that, a pipe bomb?” Lieutenant Donovan asked.
 
   “I’m not sure, sir.  It came in by courier.”
 
   “Any idea who sent it?”
 
   “It says it’s from Emma Earl.”
 
   “What?”  She snatched the tube from the officer to see it was in fact addressed from Dr. Emma Earl, care of the Plaine Museum.  There was no way Earl would be stupid enough to mail a bomb to the police station with her name on it, was there?  
 
   Lieutenant Donovan pried open one end of the tube.  She felt something hard and cold inside, a piece of metal.  She couldn’t feel any wires attached to it.  With a deep breath, she dumped the contents of the tube onto her desk with a metallic thud.
 
   It was a black metal spike stained red at the end with blood.  “Get me a pair of gloves,” Lieutenant Donovan snapped at the officer who’d brought the package.  He returned a minute later with a pair of latex gloves, which she used to pick up the spike.  It was only then Lieutenant Donovan saw a piece of paper underneath the spike.  The paper was an old fish sandwich wrapper, on which had been written:  “This killed your friend.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan set the spike down to rifle through the papers on her desk for the photos taken of Lois Early’s corpse.  She studied the close-ups of the wound to Lois’s chest, a slash wound identical in size and shape to the spike she held in her hand.  A spike that did not match the golden sword used by the Scarlet Knight.
 
   “My God,” the lieutenant said.  “She didn’t do it.”
 
   “Who, sir?” the officer asked.
 
   “The Scarlet Knight.  She didn’t kill Lois.  Shit.”  Lieutenant Donovan let the photos drop to the desktop.  “Get me the photos of those homeless guys on the docks.”
 
   The officer returned a few minutes later with the images taken of the victims from the docks.  As Lieutenant Donovan suspected, the wounds on those men were exactly like the one to Lois Early.  “Shit.  We’re looking for the wrong person.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Call off the teams down in the sewers.”
 
   While the officer carried out his orders, Lieutenant Donovan studied the black spike again.  She thought back to what she had seen and heard that night.  “Black,” Lois had said.  At the time Lieutenant Donovan had assumed this meant her friend’s world was going dark, but maybe she had tried to identify her killer.
 
   As she turned the spike around in her hand, Lieutenant Donovan had a strong feeling of déjà vu.  Where had she seen a weapon like this before?  A spike.  A black spike.  “Oh shit.”  She jumped up from behind her desk and raced into the file room.  She opened drawers at random as she searched for the file she sought.  Finally she pulled out a folder and then ran back to her desk.
 
   From the folder she took out photographs of victims killed in Robinson Park five years earlier.  She laid these next to the ones from the docks and Lois’s murder.  “Jesus Christ.”  They were all the same.  There was little doubt in Lieutenant Donovan’s mind they all used the same weapon she held in her hand.
 
   The Black Dragoon.  That’s who had killed hundreds of gangbangers in Robinson Park, among others.  But according to the Scarlet Knight, the Dragoon had died five years ago.  No one had seen or heard of him since.  Now he was back and up to his old ways.  Though one thing was different:  last time the Dragoon had not cut out the hearts of his victims.  This pointed to either a copycat killer or the same killer with some new bad habits.  Either way they were in trouble.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan pushed back from her desk.  The worst part was while she had what seemed like the evidence to clear the Scarlet Knight, she couldn’t tell anyone yet.  She couldn’t go on television to say a black monster with metal claws was killing people, not unless she wanted to end up in a padded cell.  Nor did this new information clear Emma Earl.  Earl might be the Black Dragoon; she might have sent the murder weapon in to taunt the police.  The only way to make sure would be to find this Dragoon and get a look at who was underneath that armor.
 
   ***
 
   The door to Captain Kramer’s office was closed and the lights were turned off.  For a moment Lieutenant Donovan assumed the captain had gone for the day, but then she heard him mumble something.  She tapped lightly at the door, which prompted the mumbling to stop.  She didn’t bother to wait for him to ask her in.
 
   She half-expected him to be engaged in some disgusting act, but he merely sat at his desk with the phone receiver in hand.  He set this back on its cradle as she shut the door.  “This had better be good,” Kramer said.
 
   “Captain, I have reason to believe we’ve got the wrong person for the Heartbreaker Killings and Officer Early’s murder.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Some new evidence has come to light.”  She went on to explain about the spike received from someone who claimed to be Emma Earl and how this weapon matched those in the photos of the victims not only at the docks and Lois but the gangbangers killed in Robinson Park five years earlier.  “We’re dealing with the same thing as back then.”
 
   “This Black Dragoon?”  Captain Kramer rubbed his jaw.  “Why do we get all the freaks around here?”
 
   “Sir, we’ve seen this thing before at Robinson Tower.”
 
   “I remember that.  You sucker punched me when I tried to apprehend her.  I’m not sure why they didn’t take your badge for that.”
 
   “Just lucky, I guess.”  Lieutenant Donovan cleared her throat.  “We need to call off the search for the Scarlet Knight and try to find this lunatic.”
 
   “Have you run any of this by forensics?”
 
   “Not yet, sir, but it’s obvious—”
 
   “We’re not in the business of snap judgments around here, Lieutenant.  I’m not going to ask my men to go around chasing some phantom.”
 
   “Isn’t that what we’re doing now?”
 
   “No.  We’re chasing Dr. Emma Earl, who runs around in some crazy getup and calls herself the Scarlet Knight.  Even if what you’ve said is true, none of it clears her.”
 
   “I know, sir, but if we find this Dragoon and find out who’s inside it—”
 
   “You want this Dragoon, why don’t you hire the Ghostbusters?  This department is going to continue pursuing Dr. Earl until we’ve found her.  Is that clear?”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan frowned at the obvious dismissal.  “Yes, sir.  I understand.”  She left Kramer at his desk and resisted the urge to pummel the idiot to a pulp.  How could he be so blind?  The evidence was so clear a child could see it.
 
   She sat at her desk and sorted through the files on her desk so she could get the evidence down to forensics to analyze.  They would waste days to tell her what she already knew:  the weapon delivered to her desk had killed all of the victims, which included Lois Early.  In the meantime, there was no way to tell how many more would die because the department was after the wrong person.
 
   She leafed through the file for Lois’s murder, but then stopped when she saw the bottom of the report.  Kramer had filed the report as the first one on the scene.  At the time she hadn’t thought much of it, too concerned with Lois’s murder and then she’d gotten swept up in the search for Emma Earl.  
 
   At the time of the murder she had been tailing Kramer after his suspicious behavior in the Steve Scherr murder.  Then too Kramer had been first to the scene.  That a police captain would be the first to the scene of two high profile killings didn’t make sense.  He had been nearby in his cruiser for both crimes, as if he’d expected them to happen.  “Shit.”
 
   Lieutenant Donovan tossed the files aside and leaped from her desk.  She ran back to Kramer’s office, but he was gone.  On her way to the front door she nearly bowled into the officer she’d sent to halt the search of the sewers.  “I did what you asked,” the officer said.
 
   “Good.  Did you see Captain Kramer leave through here?”
 
   “Just a minute ago.  Is—”  Lieutenant Donovan didn’t wait to hear the rest of it; she was already out the door to retrieve her car.
 
   ***
 
   With the heavy traffic in the city, Lieutenant Donovan didn’t have a prayer to pick up her supervisor’s trail.  At this point there was little she could do but try likely places Kramer might be and hope for the best.  If he was really spooked, then it was unlikely this tactic would do anything more than waste time.
 
   As she drove, Lieutenant Donovan tried to figure out what Kramer’s involvement might be.  The murder of Steve Scherr had clearly not been caused by the Black Dragoon, so why had Kramer been nearby as if he expected it?  How did it connect to Lois’s murder?  It didn’t make any sense.
 
   There was only one way to unravel everything:  find Kramer and get a confession.  At this point she didn’t give a shit about internal affairs or if they took her badge; she would get to the truth no matter what it took.  And she would take no small amount of pleasure in beating a confession out of that weasel.
 
   Something told her Kramer was only the tip of the proverbial iceberg.  A worm like him didn’t have the guts to initiate any kind of criminal scheme on his own.  Someone had to be in control of him; that someone had plotted the murders of Scherr and Lois and then fed Kramer with the times and locations so he could be first on the scene.  Even in a corrupt department like Rampart City, the word of a police captain was difficult to question.  If he said the Scarlet Knight had fled the scene of a murder and the victim had been stabbed, that was enough for the rest of the department.
 
    But if someone had used Kramer to plant evidence, that meant everything had to be brought into question.  This included the red hairs found on Lois’s body that had been traced to Emma Earl.  Perhaps Kramer had planted these hairs to implicate Earl.  But where would he have gotten hold of them?  Earl and Kramer had probably never met, not even at the Scherr wedding.  That meant the accomplice who’d given him the time and location for the murders had supplied him with the planted evidence, if not planted it him or herself.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan’s head began to ache.  She couldn’t be sure who or what to trust anymore.  This wasn’t a new feeling after all her years in the department.  For years her attempts to bring in Don Vendetta had been thwarted by corruption within the force.
 
   The don added another piece to the puzzle.  Someone had destroyed the evidence in the Vendetta case with the fire in the evidence locker.  Whoever had done it had somehow evaded the security cameras in the locker.  Kramer might have done it or at the very least provided details on the placement of cameras in the evidence locker.  The more she thought back, the more everything seemed to link together—all of it pointed at Kramer.
 
   The lieutenant pounded the steering wheel in frustration.  How could she have been so stupid not to put it together earlier?  Because she had been too busy with the Vendetta case, then the Scherr murder, and then Lois Early’s murder.  It had gotten to be too much to handle.  If she ever got to the bottom of it all, she might finally take that vacation she had put off for so long.  Or she might quit and move to one of the suburbs where they didn’t have to deal with nearly this much bullshit.
 
   She stopped the car in front of Kramer’s house.  As expected, she didn’t see his car in the driveway.  She got out and then knocked on the front door.  A haggard woman came to the door.  “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “Lieutenant Lottie Donovan.  I’m looking for your husband.”
 
   “I don’t know where he is.  Probably out with his whore.”
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am.  I know this is difficult, but do you know where that might be?  I need to find him.”
 
   “You might try the Paradise Motel.  That’s where he usually goes.”
 
   “Thank you, ma’am.”
 
   “Is Mitch in trouble?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Good.”  Kramer’s wife slammed the door shut.
 
   The Paradise Motel was located in the rundown industrial section of the city.  It was one of many seedy motels that offered hourly rates for those who sought little more than a bed not located in their home.  Kramer’s car was parked around the corner from the building, no one inside it.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan hurried inside the motel to see the desk clerk dozed in front of a television.  She slapped her badge against the bulletproof glass divider to rouse him.  “I’m looking for Mitch Kramer.  What room is he in?”
 
   “No one by that name here.”
 
   She gave him a description of Kramer, which did little to jog the clerk’s memory.  He was probably high or drunk or he didn’t give a shit.  “If you don’t tell me where he is I’m going to kick down every door in this place.  You got it?”
 
   The clerk rubbed his red eyes and then looked at the register.  “I think he’s in 302.”
 
   “You better be right or I’m coming back down here.”  She took the pistol out of her shoulder holster to let the clerk get a good look at it before she headed for the stairs; she didn’t trust the elevator in a place like this.
 
   She found room 302 and then paused at the door.  From inside she heard voices, one of which belonged to Kramer.  “What are we going to do?” he asked.
 
   “Leave things to me.  You just rest here,” a woman said.
 
   That was all Lieutenant Donovan needed.  She threw herself against the door; the cheap lock easily gave way.  As she burst inside, she saw a dark-haired woman jump onto the fire escape.  Before Lieutenant Donovan could get a shot off, the woman had already thrown herself off the railing.  The lieutenant looked down into the alley, but saw only a shadowy figure disappear into the night.  “Shit.”
 
   She turned back to the bed, where Kramer lay in only his boxer shorts.  His eyes stared up at the ceiling.  She waved a hand in front of his face, but he didn’t blink.  His chest felt cold to her touch; she didn’t need to feel for a pulse to know he was dead.
 
   And with Kramer’s death she was at a dead end.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Beaux and Mr. Graves looked up at Marlin as he hovered over the fire.  “What’s going on here?” Marlin asked.  He pointed to Mr. Graves.  “How did he get here?”
 
   “He walked here, same as you,” Beaux said.
 
   “Don’t be daft, woman.  I mean how did he get to the astral plane?  Those meddling witches send you?”
 
   “I’m not exactly sure how I got here,” Mr. Graves said.  “One moment I was in the Sanctuary bleeding to death and the next I woke up in a meadow.”  Mr. Graves flexed his left leg, which for over thirty years had been stiff after a battle with the Black Dragoon.  “Feels good as new.  Better than new, really.  Is this Heaven?”
 
   “For some, perhaps,” Marlin said.  “For others it’s more like a resting place for the spirit.”
 
   “So am I dead?”
 
   “I wouldn’t have any idea.  I’ve been talking to my master.”
 
   “Really?  Where is the old bloke?  I’ve always wanted to meet him.”
 
   “He’s up on the mountain.  Not likely you’d get up there unless you want to die again.”
 
   “Speaking of, did he get rid of that curse?” Beaux asked.
 
   “Yes, no thanks to you.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It did work, though.”
 
   “I suppose it did.  Don’t expect me to thank you.”
 
   “This young lady says you and she used to shag back in the day,” Mr. Graves said.  “All this time I thought you were a bit swishy myself.”
 
   “Oh really?  For your information—”
 
   “That’s enough you two,” Beaux said.  “Percival is my guest so you behave yourself.”
 
   “Your guest?  You haven’t even got a hut, just this fire.”
 
   “Home is where you make it.”
 
   “Yes, fine.  I was hoping we might have a word.  Privately.  Before I have to go.”
 
   Mr. Graves smiled at this.  “I see.  I suppose I’ll go out and take a look at those sheep of yours.  Always wanted a herd of them myself.”
 
   After Mr. Graves had gone, Marlin floated down closer to Beaux.  “I’ve got to be going soon.  I’m not sure when I’m coming back.”
 
   “You can come back anytime you want.  I’ll still be here.”
 
   “In case I don’t see you for another three thousand years, I wanted to say—”  Marlin’s voice trailed off.  He had hoped this would get easier with time, but if anything it became more difficult.  “I wanted to say I love you.”
 
   “That’s very sweet.”
 
   “That’s all you’re going to say?”
 
   “I love you too.  You should know that by now.  Why do you think I’ve been sitting around here?”
 
   “Maybe when the Order doesn’t need me anymore, I can come back here.”
 
   “And do what, herd sheep with me?  The Order is always going to need you.”  She reached out to him, but her hand passed through his.  “Maybe you can take a vacation every now and then to pay me a visit.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Good.”  Beaux smiled at him and nodded towards the pasture, where Mr. Graves wrestled with one of the sheep.  “I don’t think I’ll be too lonely.”
 
   “You better watch out for him.  He’s a horny old goat.”
 
   “I know how to deal with those.”
 
   Marlin yearned to be able to touch Beaux again, to kiss her goodbye, but it wasn’t possible.  He could only stare at her longingly for a moment.  Then he floated away to leave her by the fire.
 
   ***
 
   He appeared not in the basement of Mrs. Chiostro’s house or in the Sanctuary, but in the middle of a sewage pit.  “Those bloody conjurers, can’t get anything right,” he grumbled.  He’d have to float up to the surface to get his bearings and then begin to search for Emma.
 
   That turned out to be unnecessary when he heard her say, “You’re back?”
 
   Then he saw why he had reentered the world at this awful spot.  Emma sat on a makeshift bed made of newspapers, cardboard boxes, and a few things Marlin couldn’t identify.  The red case for the Scarlet Knight’s armor rested next to the bed, along with the largest rat Marlin had ever seen.  “What are you doing down here?” he asked.
 
   She patted her left arm, which at the moment was bound in a makeshift sling.  “I’m recuperating.”
 
   “Yes, this seems like the perfect place for convalescence.”  The rat beside Emma’s bed let out a stream of squeaks, its beady eyes fixed on Marlin.  The creature looked as if it wanted to take a few swipes at Marlin, until Emma made some squeaks of her own.  The rat settled down and let Emma pat the silver streak on its back.  “You’re talking to animals now?”
 
   “It’s really a fascinating language.  More complex than any human tongue.”
 
   Marlin floated over towards the bed to stay to the opposite side from the rat.  “Could you please tell me what the bloody hell is going on?  I leave you for a few days and you end up in the sewer talking to rats.”
 
   She told him about Officer Early’s murder and that the police had somehow pegged Emma for the crime and deduced she was the Scarlet Knight.  She went on to say the Black Dragoon had waited for her and Mr. Graves in the Sanctuary and Mr. Graves’s heroic sacrifice.  She stopped to indicate a crate by the wall.  “I haven’t had the chance to bury him yet.”
 
   Marlin stared down at the bones and ashes in the crate.  “Unbelievable.  I talked to him a few minutes ago.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “On the astral plane.  He’s on his way to becoming a shepherd.”
 
   “Really?  That’s wonderful.”
 
   “I suppose if you like that sort of thing.”  Marlin tried not to think what Mr. Graves and Beaux might get up to during those long nights after the flock went to sleep.  “So you’ve been hiding down here, learning to talk to rats?”
 
   “Not exactly.  I found out who the Dragoon is.”  Emma’s lip trembled.  “It’s Becky.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “I saw her.  I tried to confront her.  She said a lot of terrible things.  Horrible things.”  From the look on Emma’s face, Marlin knew it best not to press her on what those things might be.  “You were right about Isis.  She’s behind everything.  I can’t be sure yet, but I think she killed Steve, or had him killed at least.  Then she used that to turn Becky and use her to gather the hearts she’s using for strength.  I’m not sure what I can do about any of it.”
 
   Marlin nodded; this was exactly the dark one’s style.  It depended on how many hearts she had devoured, but she could be close to full strength.  There might not be much time left.  He thought back to the master’s words and now he understood the significance of them.  “Listen to your heart,” he said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I mean it.  That’s what my master wanted you to know.”
 
   “You talked to him?  I thought he was asleep.”
 
   “Well, not exactly.”  He told her about the great battle that had taken place four thousand years ago.  It was the greatest battle of magic the world had ever known; the dark one and Merlin had struggled with each other for days.  In the end Merlin’s magic had prevailed as Marlin knew it would, but the resulting explosion wiped out virtually all life in what was now the Sahara Desert.  Whole tribes of primitive people had been destroyed, while others were scattered forever.  “He blamed himself for it.  He’s like you that way, always blaming himself for things that aren’t his fault.”
 
   “So he went to this astral plane then?”
 
   “He thought it safer for the world if he left.  He figured the Order of the Scarlet Knight could handle anything else.”
 
   “What about now?”
 
   Marlin shook his head.  “He isn’t ready to come back yet.”
 
   “I guess that would be a little too deus ex machina.”
 
   “If she isn’t too powerful then there’s a chance you can still handle her.”
 
   “What about Becky?  What am I supposed to do about her?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  Marlin shrugged.  “Maybe if you take care of this Isis bitch, Becky will snap out of it.”
 
   “Maybe.  What if she doesn’t?  I can’t kill her.  She’s my best friend.”
 
   “She’s the Black Dragoon.  You can’t let her go free.”
 
   “I won’t kill her.”
 
   “Then maybe you can just wound her.”  Marlin knew this line of discussion wouldn’t go anywhere, given Emma didn’t like to kill anyone.  In the history of the Order she was the only one to never have taken a human life, though she had dealt with many who certainly deserved it.  “We can work on finding a way to stop her without killing her.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Ask the witches.  Maybe they can make a potion.”
 
   “They left the city.  I’m not sure where they went.”
 
   “Bloody hell.”
 
   ***
 
   Mrs. Chiostro wished she had thought to tidy up the house a bit before Tabitha vanished into the parlor with them.  Provided they survived this, she was certain Tabitha would tell the others what a sad state Mrs. Chiostro and Sylvia lived in.  That would probably make Regina and the others happy.  
 
   “When are we going to go out and see the place?  I haven’t been here in decades,” Tabitha said.
 
   “Now, dear, there’s no time for going out on the town.  We have serious business here,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  
 
   “I say we find this bitch and kick her ass,” Sylvia said.  “Three against one shouldn’t be too tough.”
 
   “Unless she’s regained her strength, in which case we’ll need far more than three.”  Mrs. Chiostro shook her head.  “I think we need to employ more subtlety.”
 
   “You mean like spy on her?” Tabitha asked.
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “But if she sees us we’ll be in for it,” Tabitha said.
 
   “There you hags are,” Marlin said.  He floated in through the wall and shook his head.  “So, you’ve brought reinforcements, have you?”
 
   “After a fashion.  Tabitha, this is Marlin, assistant to Merlin.”
 
   Tabitha was not impressed by this.  If anything, she looked as irritated as Marlin sounded.  Mrs. Chiostro tried to keep her voice light as she said, “How did things go on the astral plane?  Did you find him?”
 
   “Yes.”  Marlin told them of his trip to the astral plane and meeting with Merlin.  “If we run into too much trouble, he’ll come back.”
 
   Sylvia snorted at this.  “I wouldn’t hold your breath—if you had breath.”
 
   “I trust him far more than I trust you.  How could you leave that poor girl alone?”
 
   “You’re the Keeper of the Lore,” Sylvia said.
 
   “Now you two, let’s not fight.  Has something happened to Emma?”  Mrs. Chiostro asked.  Marlin described the battle in the Sanctuary and Emma’s subsequent discovery of the Dragoon’s identity.  “Oh dear.  This makes things far more difficult.”
 
   “That’s why I came looking for you.  We have to find some way to stop her without killing her.  Don’t you have some kind of potion that would work?”
 
   “Not that would work on the Black Dragoon, I’m afraid,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She shook her head.  “This is far worse than I ever imagined.”
 
   “That’s all you have to say?”
 
   “I wish there was more I could say.”  Mrs. Chiostro looked around at the other witches, both of whom wore a similar downcast expression.  The magic of the Black Dragoon was too powerful for them to break even with all three of them.  “I think we ought to deliver the bad news in person.  Where is the girl?”
 
   “I’ll take you there, but you might want to wear some old clothes.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Mrs. Chiostro descended into the sewers with only Marlin to guide her.  She had never been in the city sewers before, though she remembered the flap during their inception.  At the time the citizens of Rampart—the ‘City’ was added later—decried the use of public money for the project when they could just as easily dump their waste in the streets.  Only after the project was completed did residents understand the benefits.
 
   That Emma had been forced down here Mrs. Chiostro blamed in part on herself.  If she and Sylvia hadn’t gone off to that meeting in the archives, the poor girl wouldn’t have been on her own to battle this evil.  She could very easily have died and the red armor ended up in the dark one’s hands.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro dropped the last two feet from the ladder, into a puddle of stagnant water.  In theory Sylvia would have been better suited for this—she would have liked to wade through the muck—but Mrs. Chiostro saw this as her responsibility.
 
   Marlin waited for her at the bottom, fortunate he could float over the grime and was unable to smell the waste.  “You certainly took your time,” he said.
 
   “At my age you have to be careful with these things.”
 
   “At your age.  Right.  She’s this way.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro hiked up her skirt, not that it would matter; the dress was certainly ruined.  Not even magic would be able to get the stink out of it.  A pity, as it had lasted her the last twenty-five years.  “I hope she’s not too far.”
 
   “It shouldn’t take too long, so long as you keep moving.”
 
   “You needn’t be so condescending.  We aren’t all as fortunate as you.”
 
   “You should have brought your flying quilt.”
 
   “It wouldn’t operate in these tight corners.”
 
   Before the argument could go any further, Mrs. Chiostro sniffed a change in the air.  The reek became far more powerful, enough to knock her over.  She wished she had brought along some hardigan leaves, but those often caused hallucinations and at the moment she needed to be as clearheaded as possible.  
 
   Along with the magnified stench, she heard a chorus of squeaks and shrieks.  Even without using a luminescence spell to see in the dark, she knew these sounds came from the other residents of the sewers.  “It’s him, isn’t it?” she said to Marlin.
 
   The ghost floated ahead for a moment and then returned.  “It’s him.”
 
   “Is she with him?”
 
   “Afraid not.”
 
   “Then go fetch her.  I believe I shall require her assistance.”  The ghost hurried away, which left Mrs. Chiostro alone to face the Sewer Rat.  Another reason not to bring Sylvia along was Mrs. Chiostro’s sister might have decided to use the Sewer Rat’s friends for target practice, if not the man—or man-like creature—himself.
 
   She planted herself in the center of the tunnel and dropped her skirts so her hands would be free.  She cringed as the first of the Sewer Rat’s friends swarmed around her feet.  She decided to surprise him with a fiery tongue spell to suspend a tongue of flame in the air between them.  The Sewer Rat threw a hand over his eyes as he backed into the shadows.  “Bitch!”
 
   “Young man, my name is Agnes Chiostro.  I’m here to see my friend.”
 
   “No friend here.”
 
   “I believe you know a young woman by the name of Emma Earl.”
 
   “Leave her alone.”  As the Sewer Rat said this, the rats around Mrs. Chiostro’s feet multiplied.  Some of them began to gnaw at the hem of her skirt.  This she knew was the proverbial shot across the bow.  If she lingered much longer, the creatures would devour not only the rest of her dress, but the rest of her as well.  She could easily cast a spell to turn them to dust or earthworms or something equally harmless, but she didn’t want to go that far yet.
 
   “I’m her friend.  I want to help her.”
 
   “Not need you help.”
 
   “I see, you’re taking care of her.  But perhaps you might let me see her?”
 
   “Not need you help.”
 
   “Please, young man, I’d prefer we remain civil about this.”
 
   “Leave.  Now.”  The rats began to work higher up on her skirts.  She didn’t have to so much as move her hands; she swiped them away with a simple repulse spell she had learned when she was seventeen.  
 
   “I don’t think you want to trifle with me, my boy.  I’m not going to hurt Emma.  I just want to see her.”
 
   The rats began to regroup.  Mrs. Chiostro could sense the Sewer Rat move along the wall so he could get behind her.  If he entered the fray then she would have to take more dramatic action.  She closed her eyes and searched her mind for the proper words for a dust bunny spell.
 
   Before she could complete the spell, Marlin floated back into view.  Behind him came Emma, along with a fairly large rat.  “Stop!” Emma shouted.  “Jim, stop!”
 
   ***
 
   Emma had just deciphered how to conjugate verbs in past perfect tense for ratspeak when Marlin floated back into view.  “Hi again,” she said.  “What brings you here this time?”
 
   “Those old hags have come back.  Mrs. Chiostro came down here to find you.”
 
   “She did?”  Emma leaped to her feet as she thought of what would happen when the old woman ran into Jim.  “We have to find her.”
 
   “She’s on her way.  Your boyfriend is giving her a bit of trouble though.”
 
   Emma didn’t wait for Marlin; she had already taken off in the direction she knew Mrs. Chiostro would come from.  Pepe followed her on his short legs.  By now Emma didn’t need the helmet or a flashlight to see in the tunnels; she knew them as well as if she’d waded through them her entire life.
 
   Marlin caught up to her and raced ahead to lead the way.  As she closed in, Emma hoped she wasn’t too late.  She knew Mrs. Chiostro wouldn’t deliberately hurt anyone, but she also knew Jim’s attitude towards strangers.  He wouldn’t simply allow her access, not without a fight.
 
   Ahead she saw a tongue of flame suspended in the air, as good a sign of Mrs. Chiostro’s location as if she’d lit a flare.  Though she couldn’t see him, Emma could smell Jim nearby, along with a good number of his friends.  As she closed in, she could make out a humanoid shape in the darkness that was ready to leap out at Mrs. Chiostro from behind.
 
   “Stop!” Emma shouted.  “Jim, stop!”
 
   Her cry had the desired effect as Jim backed away.  “What you do here?” he hissed at her.
 
   Emma stopped beside Mrs. Chiostro and put a hand on the old witch’s shoulder.  “It’s all right.  She’s my friend.  She’s not here to hurt me.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Yes.  She’s here to help.  Aren’t you, Mrs. Chiostro?”
 
   “Of course, dear.”
 
   Emma leaned against the witch to whisper, “Put out the light.”
 
   The tongue of flame disappeared to leave the sewage tunnel in darkness.  It took Emma’s eyes a moment to adjust, but she could already smell Jim coming towards them.  He stuck out a hand towards Mrs. Chiostro.  “Hello, friend,” he said.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro took his hand, giving it a weak shake.  “Hello to you too, young man.”
 
   Jim led the way back to Emma’s camp.  Along the way, Emma filled the old witch in on the situation.  “I’ve been working on a plan.  I think it’ll be easier now that you’re here.”  Emma climbed up to her bed and rummaged through some discarded papers to find what she had scribbled on an old napkin.  Jim stood off to the side to watch Mrs. Chiostro carefully.  Emma couldn’t blame him for being so cautious after so many years spent down here.
 
   At last she found the napkin that contained the notes for her plan.  She patted the makeshift bed to invite Mrs. Chiostro to sit down next to her.  “I think there’s a way I can save Becky,” Emma said.
 
   “How’s that, dear?”
 
   “We have to capture Isis and make her release Becky.”
 
   “That could be difficult.”
 
   “Yes, and that’s why I’ll need your help.”  Emma took a deep breath before she continued.  “I know the evil spirit has possessed her, but inside there is still a young woman, who she was before she went on that dig.  If we can reach her, maybe she can reject this evil presence.  Once Isis loses her power, then her hold on Becky will break too.”
 
   “I’m not sure about that, dear.  There may be the soul of a good young woman in there, but by now it’s too far gone to reach.”
 
   “Well, maybe we can do an exorcism.  Don’t you witches have a way to do that?”
 
   “Yes, but whether it will work on a spirit this powerful—”
 
   “We have to try it.  Otherwise that girl is going to die.  And so will Becky.”  Emma’s lower lip trembled, but she managed to hold back her tears as she thought of having to kill Becky.  No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t imagine it.
 
   The old witch sighed and then nodded.  “I suppose we could try.  But how are we going to capture Isis?”
 
   “There’s a party at her house on Friday.  If we can get inside, we’ll be able to surprise her.”  Emma had already thought through this phase of the operation, wherein she’d use the golden cape to slip into Dan’s house and then wait for the opportune moment to abduct Isis undetected.  To smuggle in two old women would make it more difficult, but not impossible.  “We can take her somewhere quiet to do whatever you need to do.”
 
   “It could work.  We’ll have to discuss it with Sylvia and Tabitha.”
 
   “Tabitha?”
 
   “She’s a friend.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro touched Emma’s hair.  “First we’ll get you tidied up and then do something about that shoulder of yours.”
 
   “Sure.  But there’s something I need to do first.”
 
   ***
 
   Emma told the old witch to go on ahead with Marlin.  She needed some privacy for this moment.  Though first she needed to find Jim.  He had disappeared during her conversation with Mrs. Chiostro; maybe he had already sensed what was about to happen.
 
   Emma looked down at Pepe.  In ratspeak she asked him to find Jim.  The rat made an affirmative squeak before he skittered off into the darkness.  She milled around the camp while she waited for Pepe’s return and sorted through the notes she had made on ratspeak.  That was another interesting paper she would never get the chance to write, but she could at least keep the notes for her own benefit.  She piled these into the box that contained Mr. Graves’s remains.  Later she would have to find somewhere to inter those remains; she couldn’t keep them in a wooden box forever.
 
   When Pepe came back, she wasn’t surprised by his response.  She followed the rat through the maze of tunnels until she came to the papier mache statue Jim had made of her.  He stood beside this; he didn’t bother to turn at her approach.  
 
   “You leaving,” he said, not as a question but a statement of fact.
 
   “I’m afraid so.  There are people who need my help.”
 
   “You not come back,” he said again as a statement of fact.
 
   She reached out to find the arm of his rat-pelt coat.  To touch the matted fur would have turned her stomach a couple days ago, but now that she knew the man beneath the furs, her revulsion melted away.  “I will come back.  I promise.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   This took Emma by surprise, though she knew she should have expected it, given that he had made idols of her.  “Jim—”
 
   “You not love me.”  He pulled his arm away from her touch.  “I freak.”
 
   “You’re not a freak.  You’re a good person.  Maybe when you’re ready to see that, you can come up there to see me.”
 
   “No.  Nothing for me there now.”
 
   “Jim, please.  I wish I could love you, but there’s someone else.  He’s in danger right now.  I have to help him.”
 
   “Go.  No need you.”
 
   She tried to put a hand on his shoulder, but he shook it away.  “I’m going to come back and then we can discuss all of this.”  She managed to get a hold of his shoulder and spin him around to look into his rat-like eyes.  “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me.  I couldn’t have made it without you.”  Before she knew it, she kissed him on the lips.  The rats around him called out in something like a cheer.  She couldn’t help but blush at this.
 
   When she finally pulled back, she stared down at her feet.  “I’d better get going.”
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   She didn’t leave the sewers alone.  Pepe followed a few steps behind her like a faithful dog.  Emma had always wanted a dog, but her father had been allergic and after his death, she couldn’t bear the thought of a pet that would eventually die on her.  “I hope my lease covers you,” she said to Pepe as she climbed up the ladder.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   Pepe went ahead of her to make sure the way was clear.  With the crate of Mr. Graves’s remains under her arm, she couldn’t wrap the golden cape around her body, which meant she would have to travel to Mrs. Chiostro’s house visibly.  Not that anyone would want to get close enough to identify her at the moment, given how bad she smelled.  To anyone who did see her, she would probably look like one of the many vagrants who lurked in the shadows of Rampart City.
 
   By sticking to those shadows, she managed not to run into anyone on the way to Mrs. Chiostro’s house.  Pepe’s snout peeked out from a bush to indicate the way was clear.  Emma hurried along the sidewalk and then up the front steps of the witch’s house.  She didn’t have to knock; Mrs. Chiostro waited for her at the door.
 
   “You made it,” the old witch said.  She took the crate from Emma’s hands.  “It’s such a shame about poor Mr. Graves.  He was a good man.”
 
   “He was,” Emma said.  She followed Mrs. Chiostro inside.
 
   In the parlor she saw a middle-aged woman whose short stature and haircut made her look like a pixie.  “This is my sister Tabitha,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “I thought Sylvia was your sister.”
 
   “Not sister by blood, dear.  One of my sisters in magic.”
 
   “Oh.”  She blushed as she stood before this unfamiliar woman and wished she could have taken a shower and put on some fresh clothes first.  “Hello.”
 
   “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s get to work,” Sylvia said, never one for formalities.  In this case, Emma agreed; they didn’t have any time to waste with Becky out there as the Dragoon and Isis growing stronger.  “Agnes told us about your brilliant plan.”
 
   “That’s not the word I’d use,” Marlin snapped.
 
   “Quiet, you.  I think it’s a fine idea,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “Better than any we’ve come up with, that’s for sure.”
 
   “I say we vaporize the bitch,” Sylvia said.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro shook her head.  “You know we could never do that.  No, Emma is right: there is still an innocent young woman in there.  We have to give her a chance.”
 
   “We might not get another shot at her.  We can’t waste it.”
 
   “If we kill her arbitrarily, we aren’t much better than her.  What good is winning if we lose our souls in the process?  Then she still wins.”
 
   The witches considered this for a moment.  Tabitha nodded.  “She has a point.  We can’t stoop to her level.”  Sylvia remained unconvinced.
 
   “You’re all soft in the head.”  She sighed theatrically.  “I guess I’ll have to go with you—to make sure you don’t get your fool selves killed.”
 
   “That’s the spirit,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “Now, let’s get to work.”
 
   “Actually,” Emma said, “there’s something else I need from you first.”  Then she outlined the plan that would let her get into Isis’s house without the woman suspecting a thing.
 
   ***
 
   While the witches debated spells, potions, and runes, Emma went upstairs to the bathroom.  She gratefully sank into a tub of warm water and let out a relieved sigh.  Before long the water turned brown from dirt, so she had to drain the tub, clean it with her good hand, and then refill it.  The second time she allowed herself to lie in the water so her tired muscles could relax.  For the first time in days she felt normal, at least until she heard the squeak from beside the tub.
 
   She didn’t know how Pepe had managed to get into the bathroom, but at the moment the sewer rat looked at her with something like concern in his eyes.  “I’m fine,” she said in ratspeak.  “It’s a bath.  To get clean.”
 
   These were clearly foreign concepts to an animal that had spent his entire life in the sewers.  “You should try it some time.”  She held up a finger.  “But not until I’m done.”
 
   The rat slunk away to a corner and muttered something she couldn’t understand.  Emma closed her eyes and thought back over the last few days.  She had certainly made some odd friends—and perhaps lost the most important friend she’d ever had.  All the terrible things Becky had said replayed in Emma’s mind.  She squeezed her eyes shut tighter to keep tears at bay.  As much as she wanted to believe those words had been the result of the Dragoon, she couldn’t.  All these years a part of Becky had resented Emma.  How could she have failed to notice?  She promised if she managed to free Becky from the Dragoon, they would have a long talk to try and fix things.
 
   Someone knocked on the bathroom door.  “Emma,” Mrs. Chiostro said, “we’re ready for you downstairs, dear.”
 
   Emma opened her eyes and gingerly pushed herself up from the tub, careful not to put any weight on her injured shoulder.  As she toweled off, Pepe scurried across the floor to the tub.  He climbed into the bathtub and emitted a high-pitched squeal before he leaped out.  Emma couldn’t help but laugh at this display.  “You’ll have to get used to that if you’re going to stay with me,” she said.  “I can’t have a dirty rat in my apartment.”
 
   Pepe voiced his opinion of this, but he followed her downstairs nonetheless.  Mrs. Chiostro had left her a floral print housedress to wear, something more appropriate for a woman twice Emma’s age.  At the moment Emma didn’t care; she was grateful to wear anything that didn’t smell like stale sewage.
 
   The witches sat in a semi-circle around the table in Mrs. Chiostro’s parlor.  “You look much better, dear,” the old witch said.
 
   “Smell better too,” Sylvia said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro stood up and produced a tiny stone vial.  “I think this is what you’re looking for, dear.  It should help with that shoulder of yours too.”
 
   Emma stared at the vial for a moment and thought of Alice in Wonderland.  There was no way to know what would happen if she drank its contents.  “Well, here goes,” she said with a forced smile.  She gulped down the potion, which tasted strangely enough like honey.  For a moment nothing happened and then—
 
   Emma closed her eyes to fight off a wave of vertigo.  After the vertigo came pain nearly as bad as when the Dragoon’s claw had torn through her shoulder.  She dropped to her knees on the floor.  She screamed as her entire body seemed to burn with pain.  
 
   As suddenly as the pain came on, it vanished.  Emma panted on the floor for a moment before she asked, “How did we do?”
 
   “See for yourself,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   Emma opened her eyes and in the mirror saw the face of Isis.  Or nearly that of Isis, though Emma supposed the hair was a little longer and the nose a little narrower.  Still, she had the same dark skin, brown eyes, and lustrous black hair as her rival.  “It worked,” she said with a sigh of relief.
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “How long will it last?”
 
   “It should wear off once you put on the armor.”
 
   Emma hoped so; she didn’t want to be stuck like this forever.  There would be no way to explain to the Plaine Museum or anyone else how she had become a young Arab woman.  “Thank you.”  She ran a hand through the silky black hair and forced herself to smile.  There was no way Isis could identify her now, nor could anyone else—especially the police.  She thought of the crate that contained Mr. Graves’s remains.  “There’s something I need to take care of.  I’ll be back soon.”
 
   “Are you sure, dear?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma said and smiled.
 
   “You’re sure you don’t want any help?”
 
   “No.  I have to do this alone.”  She collected the crate, but stopped at the front door.  “Do you have a shovel?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro did have a shovel, which she lent to Emma for her errand.  With the shovel in one hand and the crate pressed to her chest, Emma emerged onto the streets of the city.  Despite that she looked completely different from the descriptions circulated by the media, she couldn’t help but look about her as she walked; she waited for someone to spring from the shadows to arrest her or scream for help.
 
   The first person she encountered was a young woman about her own age with a toddler at her side.  Emma smiled at the child, who stared up at her with wary eyes.  Could she see through the disguise?  If the child could, the mother couldn’t; she tugged on her daughter’s hand to pull the little girl away.
 
   This made Emma feel better, but only a little.  It was possible the woman hadn’t paid attention to the newscasts to know Emma was the most wanted person in Rampart City.  She continued to look around her as she walked down the sidewalk.  A middle-aged man walking his dog passed her with barely a glance.  The dog stopped to growl at something in the bushes.  “Come on, Trip, let’s go,” the man said.  He yanked on the leash to drag the dog away.
 
   Once the dog had gone, Emma heard a familiar squeak.  She should have known Pepe would follow her; he still viewed it as his job to serve as her bodyguard.  “I’m fine,” she told him.  “Why don’t you go and tell Jim?”
 
   Pepe considered this for a moment before he squeaked an affirmative.  She heard a brief rustle in the bushes and then the rat was gone to leave her alone with her burden.
 
   It only now occurred to her that she had no idea where to go.  Despite that she knew Mr. Graves very well, the topic of where to bury his remains had never come up.  She wondered if perhaps she should contact his family and try to come up with some kind of excuse.  What could she possibly tell them that would explain his being incinerated?  Perhaps that a maniac had killed Mr. Graves and then tried to burn the evidence—this wouldn’t be far from the truth.
 
   She shook her head at this.  Whenever the topic of family came up, Mr. Graves had never talked highly of his son.  Emma had been far closer to Mr. Graves than his own flesh and blood, like the child he always wanted.  As such, it fell to her to find his final resting place.
 
   The most logical place would be to return to the Sanctuary, where as the Scarlet Knight Mr. Graves had spent much of his time.  But to leave him in the shallow mud floor there seemed like a heartless thing to do.  There might be somewhere else very close by.
 
   As the assistant director of the Plaine Museum, she knew more about the grounds than anyone, possibly even the director.  The botany department—where Steve had briefly worked—maintained a small flower garden on the northwest corner of the grounds.  The security guards hardly ever went out there and no cameras bothered to watch it.
 
   No one noticed as she made her way around the museum grounds to the northwest corner.  The flowers were in full bloom right now; it was a pity she would have to destroy a few of them for this.  After she checked to make sure no one was around, she set to work with the shovel to clear a spot of ground for Mr. Graves’s remains.
 
   “Don’t worry, the coast is clear,” Marlin said from above her.
 
   She flinched at this and looked up at him.  “I wasn’t sure where else to bury him.  Do you think he’d like it?”
 
   “He always liked the museum.  Especially when a certain little redheaded girl came in.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Of course.  He was crazy about you.  Surely you figured that out by now.”
 
   She dabbed at her eyes and nodded.  “He was like a father to me.  And I killed him.”
 
   “No, you didn’t—”
 
   “He wouldn’t have been down there if I hadn’t asked him.”
 
   Marlin floated down to meet Emma’s eyes.  “He knew the risks when he accepted.  Just like he knew the risks when he put on the armor.”  The ghost’s voice quivered as he continued, “He was a brave man.  More brave than smart, to be sure.  Heart of a lion.”
 
   “He saved my life down there.”
 
   “He saved a lot of lives.  He was a hero.”
 
   “Yes.”  Neither of them said anything for a few minutes as Emma dug the hole.  She made sure it was deep enough that the botany department shouldn’t uncover the crate later.  Once she eased the crate into the hole, she stared down at it sadly and searched for words.  “He was a hero—and this is how it ends, buried in a shallow grave.  It’s not fair.”
 
   “The world isn’t fair,” Marlin said.
 
   “No one else knew about him, all the great things he did.”
 
   “That’s part of the burden in becoming the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “People should know.  They should know what he did for them.”
 
   “I’m afraid that’s not possible.  We have to maintain secrecy.  He knew that.  So do you.”
 
   “I know.”  She managed a smile as she looked back at Marlin.  “But you’re the Keeper of the Lore.  You’ll make sure to tell the next Scarlet Knight, won’t you?”
 
   “Of course.  I’ll regale them with tales of his mighty deeds.”
 
   Though Emma wanted to laugh, it came out as more of a sob.  That Mr. Graves would become part of the Order’s lore was small comfort to her in this moment.  He deserved so much more.  He deserved a parade, a twenty-one-gun salute, and a flag-draped coffin.  He deserved far more than a covert burial in a moldy crate with only her and the ghost to mourn him.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered.  
 
   Then she began to fill in the hole.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   The preparations had gone on all week.  Dan Dreyfus had begun to feel as if he lived in a museum, or perhaps a zoo, with so many people around.  Movers, decorators, and caterers all scurried around the house to make everything ready for the grand dinner party.
 
   This morning he had been in bed when the doorbell rang.  Beside him he felt Isis stir.  “Don’t go,” he said.
 
   “It’s probably the florist,” she said.
 
   “They’ll come back later.”
 
   “Daniel, stop it.”  Isis slithered out of his grasp to hop off the bed.  She put on a robe while he sat up in bed.  Once she’d tied up the robe, she leaned down to kiss his cheek.  “Don’t worry, honey, it will all be over after tonight.”
 
   “Until the next one, I suppose.”
 
   “Now, Daniel, please, this is important to me.”
 
   “I know, sweetheart.  It’s that it’s been so much work.  We’ve hardly seen each other all week.”
 
   “We’ll have plenty of time after it’s over.”
 
   “Sure.”  Dan tried to kiss Isis, but she slipped away from him.  “Are you sure people are going to come?  With that maniac the Scarlet Knight on the loose—”
 
   “Don’t worry about her, Daniel.  She’s not going to ruin our plans.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”  As Isis went to answer the door, Dan couldn’t help but shiver at the thought that monster might show up at the party to cut out the hearts of the guests—and Isis.  
 
   That this sadistic monster could be the same Emma Earl he had worked with, eaten lunch with, prompted a cold shiver.  She had seemed like nothing more than a sweet young woman, a little shy but extremely bright.  He had looked into her eyes and seen nothing that made him think her capable of what the police accused her of.
 
   He supposed it was always the one you least suspected.  In this case it was a woman who had seemed so innocent and sweet, almost like a little girl.  It was the perfect cover for the heinous crimes she committed at night when she put on that red armor.  How long had she been doing it?  Years, maybe.  Before he returned to the museum, before he knew her.  How many had she killed?
 
   With a sigh he decided to get out of bed.  There was a lot to do.  Dan decided he would start with a double-check of the security system.
 
   ***
 
   As Isis had suspected, it was the florist who had woke them from bed.  All morning Isis  directed the florist about the  placement of the pots of flowers around the dining room and ballroom.  She also inspected the health of the centerpieces to make sure there wasn’t a single wilted bloom.
 
   While she did this, Dan performed his evaluation of the security system.  His stepmother had insisted on an elaborate, high-tech system to protect what she regarded as her treasures.  Long before he finished his doctorate, Dan had learned enough to know most of these treasures were worthless.  Most of the statues were merely plaster painted over and the various jars reproductions from the 20th Century.  Despite this, there were a few things of value, like a bronze statue of the goddess Isis. 
 
   This statue was to be the highlight of the little exhibit thrown together in his house.  The living goddess in the house, his beautiful wife, would introduce the statue and give a little background on Isis’s significance.  Dan hoped people would fall in love with the statue—and his wife. 
 
   Isis certainly needed this party to be successful.  She had yet to make many friends in Rampart City, and one of her friends had turned out to be a bloodthirsty murderer.  It was important that Isis make a positive impression tonight so she might make some contacts with the cream of the city’s society.  
 
   Dan stopped at the statue and waved his hands along the motion detectors to make sure they were still operational.  The motion detectors were only the most obvious layer of security.  There were cameras hidden in the ceiling and guards rented for the evening would be stationed around the room as well.  Anyone stupid enough to try to steal the statue or anything else in the ballroom would be in for quite a surprise.
 
   As he finished his tour of the security system, the caterers began to arrive.  Their leader was a huge man dressed all in white named Mustafa.  Isis had hired him from a local Mediterranean grill to prepare authentic Egyptian dishes for the evening.  The other cooks, as well as the waiters and waitresses, all looked as if they could be his sons and daughters.  For all Dan knew, they might be.
 
   A young girl was the last in line, her eyes cast down at the floor.  With her eyes on the floor, she bumped into Dan.  Though the impact was so light that he only shuffled back an inch, the girl’s eyes turned wide as if he might strike her.  “I’m so sorry,” she said.
 
   “That’s all right.  No one’s hurt.”
 
   “I was careless.  I apologize.”
 
   “It’s fine.  No harm done.”
 
   Mustafa barked at the girl in Arabic.  She responded in the same language.  Dan was fluent in Arabic, but pretended not to understand to give them the illusion of privacy.  “I’m sorry,” the girl said again before she scurried away.
 
   Even after the girl had gone, Dan couldn’t help but think there was something familiar about her, especially her voice.  It was as if he had met her before.  Maybe he had run into her in Egypt while he worked there.  He shrugged; there were a lot of other things he had to worry about at the moment.
 
   ***
 
   When Emma had conceived her plan, it had all sounded simple.  With the disguise fashioned by the witches, she would infiltrate the caterers.  That would give her access to the house before and during the party.  What she hadn’t counted on was that Mustafa the head chef would be such an ogre.
 
   “Who are you?” he had snapped when she showed up for work.
 
   “My name’s Jasmine.  Jasmine Saleem.”
 
   “I don’t recall any Jasmine Saleem on the roster for tonight.  Who sent you?”
 
   “The agency,” Emma said.  She made sure to be deliberately vague.  “Someone got sick and they called me to fill in.”
 
   “Those fools.  They mentioned nothing of this to me.”  Mustafa grumbled to himself for a few moments before he said, “How old are you?”
 
   “Nineteen.”
 
   “You look fifteen to me.  Are you old enough to work?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   He had then made her carry a fully loaded tray of food around the kitchen.  Emma had never worked as a waitress before, but her well-honed reflexes as the Scarlet Knight made it easy enough.  She managed to transport the tray across the room without a problem even when Mustafa attempted to trip her.
 
   “Very good, little one.  You will do fine.  Now, get to work.”
 
   Since then, Mustafa had driven all of the wait staff like slaves; his voice cut into them like a whip.  Emma began to doubt the wisdom of her plan.  It might have been easier to use the golden cape to infiltrate the house and then pose as a guest later on.
 
   Then she had foolishly bumped into Dan.  When she had looked up at him, her heart nearly stopped.  She waited for him to recognize her and sound the alarm, but he hadn’t.  He had looked her squarely in the eye and not recognized her.  As relieved as she was by this, she also felt a twinge of sadness.  If he really loved her, he would have seen through the disguise to see the real her.  But he didn’t love her; he loved Isis.  She was the showcase of this party.
 
   Once safely in the kitchen, things didn’t get any easier.  Mustafa commanded her and the others on the wait staff to polish all of the silver—again.  As Emma wiped down a fork, she lamented that she wouldn’t get a chance to inspect the house before the party.  It was her job to reconnoiter the house to find Isis’s lair.
 
   Finally, she caught a break when Mustafa shouted, “You, little one!  Go down to the wine cellar and double-check this inventory.  And don’t you dare open any of those bottles.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she mumbled.  She took a list from him and then left the kitchen.  Once the doors closed, she blew a sigh of relief.  Finally she would have a chance to explore.
 
   Emma had never been in Dan’s house before, a fact she had lamented often in the last five years.  If she hadn’t become the Scarlet Knight perhaps she would be the one to share this home with him and host dinner parties.  Her cheeks warmed as she thought of the bedroom upstairs, so close and yet as distant as the moon right now.
 
   She walked through the ballroom, where dozens of tables had been set out.  In the center of it all was a statue of Isis, the goddess depicted as nearly identical to the woman named for her.  The bronze was highlighted with inlays of jet, the craftsmanship as beautiful as she had ever seen.  She couldn’t help but stop to gaze at it for a few moments.  Then she forced herself to move on before anyone caught her.
 
   The dining room had been similarly decorated, with some of the cheaper artifacts along the walls.  Though not an Egyptologist, she could tell most of these were fakes; most of the guests probably wouldn’t notice the difference.  Her heart nearly stopped again when she found Isis in the dining room with the florist.  
 
   Emma tried to hurry away, but Isis’s gaze found her.  “You!  What are you doing?”
 
   Emma kept her head down; she didn’t dare look Isis in the eye for fear she might be more observant than her husband.  “Mr. Mustafa asked me to inventory the wine cellar.”
 
   “The wine cellar is the other way, through the pantry,” Isis said.  She made an irritated noise in her throat.  “Can’t I get any decent help?”
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am.”
 
   Emma turned around and left the room at nearly a run.  Her heart had recovered from the initial shock and now pounded rapidly in her ears.  She wanted to keep going until she fled the house completely.  They could find a different way to trap Isis.  She stopped herself in front of the pantry and shook her head.  No, she had to do this.  For Becky—and Dan.  They would never be free of Isis otherwise.
 
   She made her way past shelves of canned foods and vegetables to find a stairway that led down to the basement.  Lights came on as she went down the stairs to reveal row after row of wine bottles.  Emma pulled one from a rack at random to study the label.  This one bottle of wine was worth at least a thousand dollars.  Given the number of bottles in the cellar, she imagined Dan had at least a half million dollars worth of liquor.  Emma stuffed the bottle back before she dropped it and the thousand dollars had to come from her meager salary.
 
   As she ran her fingers along the racks, she counted the bottles as Mustafa asked her to.  With a start she realized she was a bottle short.  She went back through her list and found the culprit:  a bottle of 1969 La Tache was missing.  She studied the hole in the rack and stuck an arm in to feel around in case the bottle was pushed back.
 
   Her fingers tripped a switch that in turn caused a loud grinding sound.  Emma took a step back to watch in amazement as a door opened in the back wall of the wine cellar.  She approached this door cautiously to wait for something to spring out at her, perhaps some kind of booby trap meant to strike down an intruder.  There was nothing.
 
   The door led to a small earthen chamber, inside which were carved a variety of hieroglyphics.  In the center of the chamber, someone—presumably Isis—had drawn a stick figure with the arms curved down.  Emma didn’t dare touch this; she sensed the power in it.  From a pocket she took out a small digital camera, which she used to snap pictures of the chamber.  The witches would know what to make of this, but she knew enough to know they were in trouble.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   By the time the first guests arrived, Emma felt as if she had run a marathon.  Mustafa had worked her and the rest of the wait staff furiously to prepare for the party.  For whatever reason, his interests went far beyond the food; Emma had to wipe at a spot on the floor with a wet rag.  She scrubbed at it until she could see her unfamiliar face in the marble tiles.  Only then did she allow herself a relieved sigh.
 
   The moment didn’t last long, as Mustafa pounded out of the kitchen.  “Little one, what are you doing on the floor?  Now is not the time for napping.  Go get ready for our guests!”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Emma mumbled.  At the back of the kitchen she took a moment to smooth down her hair and straighten the wrinkles out of her dress.  She practiced a smile into the reflective surface of a pot to get used to these different facial muscles.  Then someone thrust a tray of hors d'oeuvres into her hands.
 
   She arrived in the dining room as Dan led in the first group of guests.  Emma recognized many of these older men and women from various museum functions over the years.  With a fake smile plastered on her face, she swept into their midst with the tray of food.  They paid her little mind as they picked the food off the tray; she doubted they would have recognized her even if she weren’t in disguise.
 
   Once her tray was empty, Emma returned to the kitchen.  She didn’t have time to relax as another tray was pressed into her hands.  If she survived the night, she promised to never leave less than a twenty-five-percent tip at a restaurant again.  
 
   On her third trip into the dining room, she saw Becky.  Her best friend was also in a disguise of sorts, her body lean and muscular beneath a simple lavender sheath.  There was a vacantness to Becky’s expression that indicated she did not act of her free will.  Becky was a puppet and Isis pulled the strings.  Though Emma tried to stay away, Becky navigated through the crowd to find her.  “What do you call these?” she asked.
 
   “Sambosa,” Emma said.  As with Dan, she tried to keep her eyes on the floor so that Becky wouldn’t recognize her.
 
   Becky popped the appetizer into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully.  “These are good.  You’ll have to get me the recipe.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Emma turned to go, but Becky put a hand on her shoulder.  “I was only kidding.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Jasmine.”
 
   “Have we met somewhere before?  You seem familiar.”
 
   Emma focused for a moment on her breathing to remain calm.  Becky hadn’t recognized her yet; there was no need to panic.  “I don’t think so, ma’am.”
 
   “I’m sure I’ve seen you before.”
 
   Emma looked back to the kitchen in desperation.  Never had she wanted to see Mustafa more than now.  “I had better go.”
 
   “Oh, sure.  I didn’t mean to hold you up.”
 
   With that Emma hurried back to the kitchen; she let out a breath when she made it through the doors.  Mustafa spotted her and strode towards her like an angry storm cloud.  “What are you doing?” he screamed at her in Arabic.  “There’s no time to rest.  Get back to work or you’re fired!”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Emma said.  She had never quit on anything in her life, but she started to seriously consider it.
 
   On Emma’s fourth trip into the crowd, Isis made her grand entrance.  There were no trumpets, but the way the woman glided down the steps, Emma could imagine Isis heard them in her mind.  Guests turned in waves to watch as Isis descended the stairs.  Emma nearly lost the tray in her hand as she watched Dan reach out to take his wife’s hand.  He swept her onto the ballroom floor as if they were about to begin an impromptu waltz.
 
   With the practiced ease of a bride and groom walking down the aisle, they floated across the floor to the statue of Isis.  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Dan began, “I want to thank you all for coming tonight.  You are the first people outside my family to see the treasures on display here.  But of course there’s no more beautiful treasure in this house than my lovely wife, Isis.  She’s going to tell you about another Isis.”  Dan released his wife’s hand so he could applaud her.  
 
   Isis, ever the gracious hostess, blushed at this applause.  “Thank you.  Isis is one of the oldest Egyptian goddesses and also the most beautiful.  But I might be a little biased about that.”  Isis waited for the laughter to stop before she continued, “In the Book of the Dead, Isis is described as:
 
   She who gives birth to heaven and earth,
 
   She who knows the orphan,
 
   She who knows the widow spider,
 
   She who seeks justice for the poor people,
 
   She who seeks shelter for the weak people,
 
   She who seeks the righteousness in her people.
 
   “She is all of these things and more.  I am honored to share my name with her and I am even more honored that my husband and I can share these beautiful artifacts with all of you.”
 
   As Isis’s speech wound down, Emma left her empty tray behind a large pot of flowers.  Then she began to ease along the wall, to the door for the foyer.  She opened the door and then imitated the mating call of a thrush.  The witches appeared a few moments later.
 
   “Are you all right, dear?  You look a bit piqued,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “I’m a little tired.”
 
   “Is everything going as planned?”
 
   “So far,” Emma said.  She instructed the witches how to get down to the wine cellar and gave her camera to Mrs. Chiostro to help them find the hidden room.  Then she hurried away from them to find Dan’s study to carry out the next phase of the plan.
 
   ***
 
   Mrs. Chiostro checked her watch and then sat down on a bus stop bench to rest.  She had used more magic in the last week than in the last hundred years and before the night was over, she would have to use far more.  She didn’t know if she would have the strength for it.
 
   While she rested, Sylvia took a bronze dagger from one pocket of her camouflage pants to polish it.  “I can’t wait to sink this into that bitch’s heart.”
 
   “You know we aren’t here to kill her, dear.”
 
   “Yeah, well, after this little exorcism goes south, we aren’t going to have a choice.”
 
   “It could work,” Tabitha said, though she didn’t sound convinced either.
 
   “There’s no way that girl’s soul could survive hosting something like that.  By now it’s completely engulfed her.”
 
   “It’s worth a try,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “I’d feel better about it if there were more of us,” Tabitha said.  “Do you think three will be enough to do it?”
 
   “Let’s hope so.”
 
   They waited a few more minutes before they started their hike up to Dan and Isis’s house.  It was not the largest in the wealthy neighborhood known as the Heights, but it was still impressive, at least four times bigger than Mrs. Chiostro’s home.  She could understand now why Isis had chosen Dan Dreyfus for her husband.  To live in a house like this with a handsome man while she gathered her power was certainly a sweet deal.
 
   There were security guards at the gate and video cameras to monitor who came and went.  This wasn’t a problem for the witches.  Tabitha used a basic sleep spell on the guards while Sylvia used a sparkler spell to blind the cameras.  The witches used the opening to ease through the gates; they walked casually so to anyone who might see them they belonged at the party.
 
   Then they had to wait for an hour in the bushes.  Throughout this wait security guards passed near the bushes, but never took the time to look through them.  Just in case, Mrs. Chiostro had kept a mute spell on her lips so the guards would be unable to sound an alert.
 
   While they waited, Sylvia polished another dagger, this one made of bone.  She also went through an inventory of the various darts she had brought along, each smothered with a different toxin.  Mrs. Chiostro thought to explain to her sister again they weren’t here to kill Isis—at least not yet.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro had her own concerns about the plan, concerns she had not dared to tell anyone else.  Like her sister, Mrs. Chiostro didn’t hold out much hope that the real Isis was still alive inside that body.  When a presence as densely evil as the dark one possessed someone, she didn’t simply take over the body; she consumed the soul as well.  In that case an exorcism would be useless.
 
   She still believed they had to try if only because of how earnestly Emma felt about this.  The girl could not bring herself to kill anyone, even a creature as evil as Isis.  In part out of guilt that she had abandoned Emma and in part out of respect for the girl’s convictions, Mrs. Chiostro had decided to go along with the plan.  And who knew, it might even work.
 
   At last they heard the signal.  Mrs. Chiostro led the way to find the young Arab girl Emma had disguised herself as on the front steps.  Though it was an unfamiliar face to her, Mrs. Chiostro couldn’t help but notice the girl’s sunken eyes and deep frown.  “Are you all right, dear?  You look a bit piqued,” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “I’m a little tired.”
 
   “Is everything going as planned?”
 
   “So far,” Emma said.  She led them into the foyer and then instructed them on how to get to the wine cellar.  “This should help you,” she added.  She pressed a digital camera into Mrs. Chiostro’s hands.  Then the girl hurried away.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro gave the camera to Tabitha, who figured out how to turn it on and browse its contents.  The last picture showed a diagram drawn into a dirt floor of a stick figure with arms turned down—the symbol of Isis.  A shiver ran through Mrs. Chiostro.  They were in more trouble than she had feared.  “She’s nearly regained her powers,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  The other witches nodded in agreement.
 
   “We’re screwed,” Sylvia said to summarize the situation in a vulgar, though correct way.
 
   “Not yet,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  “Let’s go downstairs and begin setting up.”
 
   The other witches followed, but she could sense their trepidation.  The smart thing to do would be to take these pictures back to Glenda and summon the rest of the coven.  But at this point not even the entire coven might be enough.
 
   ***
 
   The report lay on Lieutenant Donovan’s desk, though she still found it hard to believe.  At the moment Captain Kramer’s death had been labeled as a heart attack from “overexertion.”  No mention was made in the report of why he had been in the motel room.  There was only a brief mention of the unknown woman.  She was a “person of interest” in the case, not a suspect.
 
   The only bright side was that the Kramer case had been given to Detective Cielo to handle.  As the only witness to come forward in the case, Lieutenant Donovan had been disqualified from consideration.  This was a great relief to her as she still had enough crazy cases on her desk, most prominent among those the murders of Lois Early and Steve Scherr.  Another bizarre case might have sent her over the edge.
 
   Still, she had snagged a copy of the report out of professional curiosity.  No matter how many times she ran through the scene in her mind, she still couldn’t unearth any more details, or make sense of what she had seen.  The entire thing was like something out of a vampire novel, except there were no bite marks on Kramer’s neck.  Perhaps it was some kind of other evil spirit, or perhaps Lieutenant Donovan had lost her mind.
 
   She snapped the folder shut and turned back to her actual work.  No breaks had been made in the Early and Scherr murders after she had identified the murder weapon.  She couldn’t very well issue an APB for something called the Black Dragoon and have officers look for a creature in black armor.  There was still an APB on Emma Earl, aka the Scarlet Knight, which the lieutenant’s superiors had refused to rescind even after she presented the evidence to rule Earl out as the murderer.
 
   Despite this evidence, Lieutenant Donovan still wanted to talk to Emma Earl; she had the feeling Earl could help her piece together what was going on.  If only she could get the warrant for Earl’s arrest rescinded, the girl might come forward on her own.  Otherwise she would have to search for who knew how long and meanwhile try to make sense of it all by herself.
 
   The lieutenant rubbed her temples as a migraine came on.  Thoughts of scarlet knights and black dragoons were enough to make her head spin.  At the academy her instructors had never prepared her for crazy shit like this.  She had expected to deal with gangsters, drug peddlers, thieves, and other scum, but not costumed vigilantes.  That she had always assumed was the realm of comic books.  Except now the comics had come to life.
 
   When the phone rang, Lieutenant Donovan groaned as if someone had hit her over the head with a frying pan.  She gingerly took the receiver from its cradle; she assumed it was another reporter who wanted a scoop or a crackpot with a bogus lead.
 
   From what the woman on the other end said initially it sounded like the latter.  “I know where you can find Emma Earl,” the woman said.
 
   “Yeah, where’s that?  Let me guess, on the teacup ride at Disneyland.  Or maybe on Mount Everest with one of those mystical gurus.”
 
   “No,” the woman said.  Her voice sounded almost hurt at the lieutenant’s sarcasm.  “You’ll find her at the house of Dr. Daniel Dreyfus.”
 
   Dreyfus?  The name stuck out in Lieutenant Donovan’s mind for a reason she couldn’t decipher at the moment.  She punched the name into the computer.  While she waited for the information to come up, she tried to keep the informant on the line.  “How do you know this?  Are you at the house?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m looking right at her.  You’d better hurry before she escapes.”  With that the phone went dead.  
 
   Lieutenant Donovan snarled a curse, but then the file on Dreyfus came up on her screen.  Of course, he worked at the Plaine Museum.  That was where she had seen him before.  A coworker of Emma Earl—and perhaps more than that—though not one so obvious she had thought to ask him.  Earl had probably batted her eyelashes at him and the fool had let her stay in his house.  The file indicated Dreyfus had recently married a woman named Isis, which only made things more interesting.  Like some kind of goddamned soap opera, she thought.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan picked up the phone and punched in the extension for the SWAT team.  There was no way she would let Emma Earl escape, even if she hadn’t actually killed Lois Early.  It was time to finish this once and for all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   As Emma hung up the phone in Dan’s study, a wave of queasiness ran through her.  Before long Lieutenant Donovan would have police swarming over Dan’s house to find Emma and arrest her.  By that time she planned to be out of sight.  But first there was something else she had to do.
 
   She returned to the ballroom, where a chamber orchestra had struck up a traditional waltz, since no one knew any ancient Egyptian dances.  In the middle of the dancing pairs were the stars of the show, Dan and Isis.  Emma watched how easily they moved about the floor, as if they had done it all their lives.  When she saw the happy smile on Dan’s face, a twinge of regret poked Emma.  Then she remembered that the Isis Dan danced with—whom Dan had married—was not the real Isis.  She was an impostor, an evil creature bent on destruction.  
 
   With far less grace than the couples on the floor, Emma scooted between the dancers until she reached Dan and Isis.  She tapped him on the shoulder.  Isis shot her a dirty look and then said, “Shouldn’t you be in the kitchen?  Or serving something?”
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am.  Mr. Mustafa would like to see Dr. Dreyfus in the kitchen.”
 
   “Tell Mr. Mustafa that my husband is busy.”
 
   It didn’t take much of an effort for Emma to force a pained expression to her face.  She looked down helplessly at the floor, and hoped Dan seized the bait.  He did.  “Now, honey, it should only take a minute.  You can dance with Mr. Greybrooke.  He’s been giving you the eye all night.”  Dan motioned his head towards a dapper old man who leaned on a cane by the glasses of champagne.
 
   “I don’t want to dance with that horny old goat,” Isis said.
 
   “Come on, honey, I’m sure it would give him a thrill.”
 
   “Fine.”  Isis stamped her left foot before she stomped away to the old man to ask for a dance.  This left Emma alone with Dan.
 
   “Lead on,” he said.  She led him across the dance floor and wished she could ask him for one dance.  Though she couldn’t dance, she yearned to feel his body close against hers, his cheek to hers.  “Is something wrong?”
 
   She realized she stood in the middle of the dance floor.  From the tone of his voice, she also knew that to him she was a young Arab girl named Jasmine, a servant who would soon disappear from his life.  “No.  Follow me.”
 
   They didn’t reach the kitchen.  As they neared the doors, Emma reached into the pocket of her dress.  Sylvia had given her one of her poisoned darts, which brought to mind five years ago when Emma had filled a syringe with one of Mrs. Chiostro’s potions to knock Dan out and erase his memories of her.  This time she decided to be less cruel; the dart would only put him to sleep for a short time.
 
   With one deft flick, the dart stabbed into Dan’s right thigh.  His eyes turned wide for a moment and then rolled back into his head.  She caught him before he could topple over and propped him up with one arm so no one would suspect anything wrong.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered into his ear.
 
   She opened the doors to the kitchen.  Mustafa studied her and Dan for a moment.  Then the huge man rumbled with laughter.  “He must not be able to handle his liquor,” Mustafa said.
 
   “Yes,” Emma said.  “His wife told me to take him upstairs.”
 
   “Fine.  But come right back.  No slacking off, little one.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   With Dan still propped against her, she made her way through the kitchen, into a hallway.  To get him upstairs like this would take too much time.  Instead, Emma hauled him back to the study.  With a grunt she lowered him onto the couch and then spread out his limbs so he looked peaceful.  Against her better judgment, Emma allowed herself to kiss him on the cheek.  “You’ll be safe here,” she said.  “I hope.”
 
   A door led from the study into the library.  She imagined herself in one of the comfortable leather chairs as she read every volume in the vast collection of books, most of which dealt with ancient Egypt.  The door would open and Dan would come over to her to rub her shoulder muscles.  Then he would bend down to kiss her neck—
 
   She shook her head.  This wasn’t her library.  It probably never would be.  She didn’t have time for schoolgirl fantasies at this moment, not if she wanted to save Dan and Becky from Isis.  As always, she focused on the task at hand.
 
   “Mekka lekka weep ninnebaum,” she said and the case of red armor appeared at her feet.  She put her hand against the smooth surface of the case; it yawned open to reveal the Scarlet Knight’s armor.  
 
   The moment she slipped on the first leg piece, pain surged through her.  It wasn’t any less painful to change back than it had been the first time.  Emma lay on the floor for a moment; she bit down on her lip so she wouldn’t scream in pain.  As she watched, her legs became longer and skinnier.  The dark color drained from her skin to leave it a pale white.  Then Jasmine Saleem was gone, which left only Emma Earl with a job to do.
 
   ***
 
   Lieutenant Donovan squealed to a stop at the front gates of the Dreyfus house.  The security guards, who looked on loan from Don Vendetta, came forward to ask her for identification.  In response she held up her badge.  “Open the gates,” she said.
 
   If the badge didn’t convince them, then the half-dozen other cruisers and truck loaded with heavily-armed SWAT team members did.  One of the guards scrambled to open the gate while the other waved her through.  “And don’t tell anyone we’re coming,” she said.  This probably wouldn’t matter, as it would be hard not to spot such a large convoy of police vehicles as they came up the front drive.
 
   Lieutenant Donovan went up the front drive and then pulled her car off onto the lawn so the SWAT truck could unload right at the front doors.  This meant she had to run at full speed to get to the doors before they did.  No one came to the doors to greet them; the sound of orchestral music carried from somewhere else in the house.  There had to be someone home from the number of lights on and other cars in the driveway.
 
   She followed the sound of the music into the ballroom.  A group of mostly middle-aged couples danced a waltz, as happy and carefree as could be.  The lieutenant reached into her jacket and wondered if she should fire a few shots into the air to get everyone’s attention.  Instead she took out a cigarette and lit it.
 
   She waited there until the SWAT team raced in behind her.  Two-dozen men in flak jackets armed with machine guns was enough to get anyone’s attention.  “I’m Lieutenant Donovan of the Rampart City Police.  We are looking for one Dr. Emma Jane Earl.  If she would come forward, it would save us a lot of time and effort.”
 
   The men and women on the dance floor gaped at her in shock.  “No one knows who she is?”  The lieutenant reached into her jacket again; this time she pulled out a photo of the good doctor.  She passed this to the nearest person so that she could circulate it through the crowd.  She turned to Detective Cielo and said, “Take a couple of guys and search the top floor.  You two, come with me.”  
 
   Lieutenant Donovan and two uniformed officers headed through the kitchen, which left the SWAT team to guard the party guests.  She banged open the kitchen door and came face-to-face with a very large, very angry Middle Eastern man.  “Who are you?” he thundered.
 
   “Lieutenant Donovan of the police.”
 
   “Police?  I am here legally!  I know nothing of any terrorists.  They are all pigs.”  To emphasize his hatred of them, he spit on the floor.
 
   “That’s not why I’m here.  I’m looking for a young woman named Emma Earl.  You seen her?  She might have come through here to escape.”  Lieutenant Donovan took out another picture of Earl to show the cook.
 
   “I haven’t seen her.  If she had come through here I would have put her to work.  That fool girl still hasn’t come back.”
 
   “What girl?”
 
   The chef thought about this for a moment.  “Jasmine, she said.  A new girl.  Good worker but a little scattered, like most girls her age.”
 
   “Did this Jasmine happen to look like this?”
 
   “Not at all.  She looked like one of my stupid daughters, only beautiful.”
 
   The lieutenant could see this was a waste of valuable time.  “Thanks for your help, sir.  If we see this Jasmine girl we’ll send her back here.”  Lieutenant Donovan ran from the kitchen and turned into a hallway.  Earl had to be here somewhere—unless that caller had yanked her chain.  In that case she could already see the headlines now trumpeting her failure, followed by those days later that would trumpet her dismissal.
 
   She kicked open a wooden door to find an unconscious man on a couch.  She could feel his pulse was strong but otherwise the man was out cold.  She studied his face for a moment and then something clicked.  This was Dr. Dan Dreyfus, the owner of the house.  Either he couldn’t handle his liquor or else Earl had gotten wise to the tip and knocked him out to cover her escape.
 
   She opened another door in the office and entered a library nearly as big as the main branch of the Rampart City library.  There was no one in this room, but clearly someone had been.  More importantly, now she knew the informant had not jerked her around.
 
   On a piece of paper was a typed note that read, “Please get these people to safety.  I’ll explain later.  SK.”
 
   “What the hell is her game?” she asked herself.  Whatever it was, she planned to find out.
 
   ***
 
   As Emma had predicted, Lieutenant Donovan came with a large contingent of police.  She had not bothered with subtlety either.  Also as Emma had predicted, Isis didn’t stay to chat with the police.  She slipped out a back door of the ballroom, into the dining room.  With the cape wrapped around her body, Emma followed.
 
   She thought perhaps Isis would head down to the wine cellar, which would save Emma some effort.  Instead, the woman headed upstairs.  Emma continued to follow from a distance and wondered what exactly Isis planned to do.  Did she think she could hide out in a closet until the cops went away?  Or maybe she wanted to find her husband so he could deal with the police.
 
   Neither of these scenarios turned out to be true.  Isis disappeared into a room and left the door open a crack.  Emma peered inside and saw it was the master bedroom.  Beneath the helmet, Emma’s cheeks turned red at the thought of what Isis and Dan had done on that bed.  She forced her mind back to the task at hand.
 
   Isis picked up a telephone and then dialed a number.  “Commissioner Davies please.  Tell him it’s Mrs. Dreyfus,” she said into the receiver.  Now it became clear what Isis planned to do.  “Hello, Commissioner.  Yes, it’s good to hear from you too.  How is your lovely wife?”
 
   Emma wondered how and when Isis had met the police commissioner and his lovely wife; clearly Isis had been busy during her short time in the city.  How many other high-ranking officials had she gotten to?
 
   “That’s good.  No, I’m afraid there’s a problem.  Some of your officers have shown up at my house during a very important party.”  Isis listened for a moment; her face turned red.  “Of course she’s not here!  Why would she be at my house?  What?  You think Dan is hiding her?  That’s preposterous.  My husband is her coworker and that is all.  No, please, you have to tell them to stop.  They’re ruining my party!  This is very important to me.”
 
   Isis listened to the phone again for a few moments.  This time she picked up something from the nightstand and hurled it against the wall.  Some of the shattered glass landed only inches from where Emma stood by the door.  “You can’t let them do this!  They’re ruining everything!”  Isis stopped herself and then took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Commissioner.  I know your hands are tied.  Thank you.”
 
   She hung up the phone and then snarled, “You better enjoy your lovely wife now because tomorrow she’s going to wake up weighing four hundred pounds.”  From the sinister black glow of Isis’s eyes, Emma knew this wasn’t an idle threat.  She waited by the door to see if Isis would make any other calls.
 
   Isis didn’t.  Instead, she went over to face the mirror.  She patted down her hair and then applied a fresh coat of lipstick.  Satisfied with her appearance, she turned to the door.  Emma braced herself.  The door opened and Isis strode out.  She didn’t get far before Emma grabbed her from behind.
 
   “You!” Isis shouted.  “You are here.”
 
   “You’re coming with me,” Emma said.
 
   “Really?  What are you going to do?  Use that golden toothpick of yours on me?”
 
   “Not unless I have to.”  Emma took no small amount of satisfaction to use a piece of cloth torn from Jasmine Saleem’s dress as a gag for Isis.  Despite this, the woman’s eyes still glowed haughtily at Emma.  “Don’t make any trouble and I won’t have to hurt you.”
 
   Emma wrapped the cape around the both of them so no one else would see them.  This came not a moment too soon, as footsteps pounded up the stairs.  A trio of police officers ran up, their weapons at the ready.  Emma flattened she and Isis against the wall to let the officers pass.  Isis didn’t so much as flinch in her grasp at this, which worried Emma more than if the woman had struggled.
 
   Once the police had gone, Emma started down the stairs with her prisoner.  At the bottom of the stairs they came upon more police, these clad in SWAT equipment.  Again Emma expected Isis to try something, but her prisoner remained cooperative.  Did she see Emma as that minor of a threat?
 
   The next major obstacle came by the study where she had left Dan.  From inside the room, Lieutenant Donovan barked orders like Mustafa the chef.  For a moment Emma considered going inside to check on Dan in case the police had done something to him, but she knew she couldn’t risk it.  She quickened her pace to hurry Isis along the corridor.
 
   They came to the pantry, which in turn led them down to the wine cellar.  At least no one had come down here yet.  “You can open it,” Emma said as she dropped the cape.  Isis meekly complied; she reached her hand into the empty slot to trigger the switch.
 
   The hidden door opened.  To Emma’s dismay the witches were not there.  Where had they gone?  Had they gotten lost?  Had the police taken them with the rest of the party guests?
 
   “Don’t worry, your friends are safe.  For now,” Isis said.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Just step on the symbol and you’ll find them.”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment and then decided she didn’t have much choice.  She couldn’t carry out her plan without the witches’s help.  “This had better not be a trick,” she said, though it was a feeble threat.
 
   Emma pushed Isis forward and followed her until they both stood on the stick figure drawn on the center of the floor in the room.  Nothing happened for a moment.  Then she saw the hieroglyphics along the walls begin to glow.  Once these had reached a nearly blinding intensity, the figure on the bottom of the floor began to follow suit.  
 
   There came a flash of white light—
 
   —And Emma found herself in a room larger than a football field.  The walls, ceilings, and floors were all the same shiny black as the Black Dragoon—the same black as Isis’s eyes.  There were statues at least twenty feet high of the goddess, larger versions of the one Dan had found in the desert.  Torches provided the only light to cast harsh shadows about the room, which she supposed was all part of the intimidation Isis sought.  At the very back was an altar in front of a hundred-foot statue of Isis.
 
   “About time you showed up,” a familiar voice said.  Emma turned to see Becky behind her in the Black Dragoon’s armor, except for the helmet.  When she put this on, her eyes glowed red.  The Dragoon said, “Now you’ll die.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   Emma saw the witches behind the Dragoon, their hands raised in either supplication or defense.  Mrs. Chiostro said, “I’m sorry, dear.  We didn’t want to risk hurting her.  I hope you understand.”
 
   “Hurt me?” the Dragoon said with a snort.  “You can’t hurt me.  None of you hags’s parlor tricks can touch me.”
 
   “Becky, what are you saying?” Emma said.  “Mrs. Chiostro is your friend.  She made your wedding dress.  Don’t you remember?”
 
   “I care not for friends.”
 
   “Rebecca, please, let us help you.”
 
   “I don’t need your help!”  The claws pointed to Isis.  “The master provides all the help I need.”
 
   “She doesn’t want to help you,” Emma said.  “She only wants to keep you in her power.  She needs your help to regain her strength.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear any more from you!”  The Dragoon’s hand trembled; Emma waited for a claw to leap out at her but it didn’t.  “I’m going to do what I should have done a long time ago.”
 
   “You can’t.  If you do, I’ll kill Isis.”
 
   The Dragoon only laughed at this.  “You couldn’t kill anyone.  You’re the hero.  I’m going to enjoy tearing out your heart.”
 
   The Dragoon lunged at her.  Emma pushed Isis away so she could somersault away.  She rolled into a kneeling position and brought out the Sword of Justice.
 
   The battle had begun.
 
   ***
 
   Mrs. Chiostro and Tabitha seized Isis before she could hit the floor.  They pinned Isis to the stone floor of the pyramid; Tabitha held down her legs and Mrs. Chiostro took her arms.  Isis struggled very little, a sneer on her face.  “What are you planning to do, wait until I cry ‘uncle?’”
 
   Sylvia came forward and reached into one of her many pockets for a set of golden chains.  From experience, Mrs. Chiostro knew there was no one better to tie knots from which no one could escape than Sylvia.  As a student of offensive magic, she had learned all of the various knots used to ward off demons and other evil spirits.  The chains had been forged from the idol of a golden calf; whether the magic in these chains could hold the dark one or not remained to be seen.
 
   Once Sylvia had bound Isis’s hands and feet with the chains, Mrs. Chiostro and Tabitha climbed off her.  The witches spread apart to stand in a triangle around Isis’s prone body.  “This is precious,” Isis said.  “You think your feeble magic can destroy me?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro nodded to the others.  From her pocket she took out a simple rag doll to use as a vessel for Isis’s evil spirit.  Then she began to intone the words for the banishment spell.  The spell had been designed to cast out demons, not a goddess like Isis.  Whether it would work or not remained to be seen.  
 
   The other witches began to chant the words over and over again.  Mrs. Chiostro felt a twinge of excitement when she saw a glow form between them in the triangle.  Isis remained unmoved; she looked almost bored with the proceedings.  Mrs. Chiostro chanted the words louder and focused on each syllable.  She could feel the power surge within her as the magic strengthened.  The glow around the triangle became wider, until it threatened to envelop Isis.  As the witches chanted louder, the glow became even more intense; it finally brightened the ends of Isis’s hands and feet.
 
   She screamed with rage.  “It’s working!” Mrs. Chiostro shouted.  “Keep going.”
 
   Isis began to thrash around in the triangle like a hooked fish.  The glow crept up her limbs to swallow her up to the neck.  Her eyes took up a glow of their own; they turned a volcanic red.  The features of her dark face shifted to become monstrous, like those of the Black Dragoon.  Her wild hair knit itself together until it became like the snakes of Medusa.  These serpents had red eyes that echoed those of their master.
 
   “You cannot defeat me!” Isis roared.  The skin on her face turned black and hardened like that of one of the statues in the pyramid.  The serpents that wound around her head leaped out to bite at the witches.  One latched onto Tabitha’s left leg.  The witch cried out in pain.  The flesh around the bite turned purple as if bruised and then continued until it was the same black as Isis’s face.  The darkness spread up her leg until the entire limb had become black.  The skin hardened into stone, at which point the serpent finally released Tabitha.  
 
   Tabitha screamed in agony and stumbled away.  The darkness spread throughout her body; it started with her waist and other leg and then worked its way up.  Her arms were the next to go, locked in an expression of pain while her hands clawed futilely at the air.  The chest came next; Tabitha’s breath turned to a wheeze before it was snuffed out completely as her lungs hardened into ash.  By the time the darkness turned her face to stone, it was already too late; she was dead.
 
   “We have to keep going!” Mrs. Chiostro said.
 
   “Fuck that!” Sylvia said.  She reached into her pocket for the bronze and bone daggers.  She used these to slice at the black serpents; she lopped off three of their heads.  Another came at her; she stabbed it with one dagger and then used the second to slice off the serpent’s head.  In the process she opened herself up for another serpent.
 
   This one bit her on the left wrist.  Sylvia pulled back and screamed more with rage than pain.  She collapsed to the floor and shouted a string of epitaphs as her left hand turned black.  Before it could harden and the contagion spread, Sylvia raised the bronze dagger in her right hand.  She brought the weapon down hard to cut off the hand above the wrist.
 
   Through gritted teeth, Sylvia said the words for a fireball spell.  A stream of flame shot from her good hand to course across the stump of her left wrist.  Sylvia sighed with relief and then passed out on the floor.
 
   The glow around Isis faded from white to pink and then a vibrant red.  Mrs. Chiostro threw a hand across her face a moment before a shockwave lifted her from her feet.
 
   As she lay dazed on the stone floor of the pyramid, Mrs. Chiostro heard the golden chains break.  “Now,” Isis said, “you will see what true power is.”
 
   ***
 
   The first claws were easy enough to avoid; Emma simply dropped the Sword of Justice and then rolled to her right.  She called the sword back to her in time for the next wave of claws to scream in.  She ducked under these; the claws clattered harmlessly to the stone.
 
   Instead of a counterattack, Emma took a step back.  From over the Dragoon’s shoulder, she saw the witches had bound Isis and were performing the banishment ritual.  If it worked, Isis’s power would be broken and with it, that of the Black Dragoon.  Or at least so Emma hoped.  In the meantime she would try only to keep Becky at bay.
 
   “You’ll have to fight me eventually,” the Dragoon said.  “Your friends will not defeat my master, at which point our combined strength will finally rid the world of you.”
 
   “Becky, you have to fight against it.  I know you don’t really want to hurt me.  She’s using you.”  Emma used the Sword of Justice to swat one of the Dragoon’s claws away.  “Please, Becky, I know you.  I know deep down you don’t want to do this.”
 
   “Your words mean nothing,” the Dragoon said.  He took hold of a twenty-foot statue of Isis.  The Dragoon hurled this statue at Emma, which forced her to run to her left to avoid it.  As she did, the Dragoon shot three claws at her.  She threw herself to the ground; one claw came close enough to graze the plume of her helmet.  “Give up now and your death will be easy.”
 
   “I won’t give up on you, Becky.  You know that.”  Emma reached into a pouch on her belt for a smoke bomb.  She threw this to the ground to send a plume of white smoke up to the top of the temple.  With the smoke as cover, she sprinted to her right to throw herself behind a statue.  
 
   “Come out and face me, coward.”
 
   Emma said nothing so she wouldn’t give her position away.  She tried to think of some way she could reach Becky, the real Becky, underneath the armor and Isis’s brainwashing.  If only she could pin the Dragoon down, she might be able to talk sense into Becky, or at least keep her there until the witches banished Isis.
 
   She looked around, but didn’t find anything helpful.  The ceiling was too high to stage a cave-in that would pin Becky without killing her.  Then her eyes fell on another of the elaborate statues dedicated to Isis.  If she could lure the Dragoon to that part of the floor, then she might be able to pin him down.
 
   She ran through the basic geometry of the statue and floor and came up with her plan.  Then she wrapped the cape around her body and started to make her way across the floor.  The Dragoon still loped around to search for her.  He didn’t notice as she reached the statue.  She took the Sword of Justice from its sheath and left it at the feet of the statue.
 
   With the cape still around her, she took up station in the center of the floor and then let the cape drop.  “Becky, please, stop this!” Emma called out.  The Dragoon whirled around to face her.  
 
   “You fool, you still don’t understand.  That fat, worthless pig you called your best friend is gone.  She is as dead as you soon will be.”
 
   “No she isn’t.  I know she’s still in there somewhere and she loves me as much as I love her, as I’ve always loved her, ever since that first day of kindergarten.”  As Emma said this, the Dragoon came towards her while at the same time Emma used her mind to control the Sword of Justice.  She set it to sawing away at the statue of Isis’s legs; it sliced through the goddess’s hamstrings until it began to wobble.  The Dragoon was too fixated on Emma to notice.  “I know she can hear me right now.  Fight against it, Becky.  Fight it!”
 
   In response the Dragoon launched all the claws on his left hand.  Emma flattened herself on the floor to let the claws go over.  She saw the next wave already on the way to where she lay.  She rolled to the left, enough for the claws to go wide.
 
   At last the Dragoon came within striking distance of the statue of Isis.  Emma commanded the Sword of Justice to finish its cut.  The statue toppled forward like a tree in the forest.  The Dragoon, focused on Emma, didn’t see the statue until it was too late.  The heavy statue collapsed onto the Dragoon and broke into several large chunks, but for the moment it kept the Dragoon pinned.
 
   Emma called the Sword of Justice back to her hand.  She walked slowly over to where the Dragoon laid, his clawed hands and feet covered by rubble so only his face was visible.  The red eyes glowed with hatred at her; he groaned as he tried to free himself of the rubble.  Emma took no joy to hold the Sword of Justice over the Dragoon; the golden blade started to glow in the presence of evil.
 
   “It’s over,” she said.  Emma pulled her helmet off with one hand, so she could look down at the Dragoon with her own eyes.  “Becky, I don’t want to hurt you.  Please, fight against it.  Come back to me.”
 
   At that moment Emma heard a loud boom from across the room.  She saw bodies fly into the air, but didn’t have time to react as the shockwave reached her.  The wave threw her at least a hundred feet back.  At the same time, it broke the rubble of the Isis statue into pebbles.  The Dragoon cleared these away easily and then got to his feet.
 
   As she lay dazed on her rear, Emma saw the Dragoon’s eyes glow a fierce red.  She scrambled to her feet.  The witches had failed, which left her with no choice now—she would have to fight Becky.
 
   ***
 
    “Now that leaves only dear Mrs. Chiostro.  The grand old dame.”
 
   The old witch got to her feet and glared at Isis.  “You can kill me and my sisters, but more will come to our aid.”
 
   “Then I’ll destroy them too.”
 
   “You’ll never win.  Merlin will come back to stop you.”
 
   “He got lucky the last time.  My powers will be stronger this time.  Too strong even for him.”  Isis took a step forward.  “The only question left for you is whether you want to watch me kill your sister.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro looked down at her unconscious sister, at the stump where Sylvia’s left hand had been.  “You don’t know who you’re dealing with, dear,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  The witch’s body started to glow with white light.  The years faded away to leave a young woman with golden hair and pale white skin that took on the same white glow.  She brought her hands together and a ball of energy leaped from them towards Isis.  The ball of energy hurled Isis into a column, where she left an impression six inches deep.
 
   Another ball leaped from Mrs. Chiostro’s hands; this one pounded Isis through the column.  Her body slammed into a statue to shatter it.  As Mrs. Chiostro glided forward, her feet no longer touched the ground.  Isis held up a hand and a bolt of lightning leaped from her hand to crackle across the distance until it lanced through Mrs. Chiostro.  The witch screamed in pain; the ball of energy faded from her hands.
 
   “A worthy try.  Far worthier than your comrades.  But still not enough.”  Another bolt of lightning coursed from Isis’s hands to spear through Mrs. Chiostro.  The witch writhed on the floor; the glow around her body disappeared.  After a third taste of lightning, Mrs. Chiostro went still.
 
   Then Isis heard a scream, not from the witches, but from the Black Dragoon.
 
   ***
 
   Though she knew it was a foolish strategy, Emma threw herself at the Black Dragoon.  In this case he didn’t anticipate this maneuver, so he didn’t have time to get his claws up before Emma slammed into his midsection.  She bowled the Dragoon onto the floor.
 
   Emma rained blows down on the Dragoon’s helmet to batter him into submission.  The maneuver worked until the Dragoon managed to swivel his left hand towards Emma.  She threw herself off the Dragoon a moment before the claws would have taken off her head.
 
   From her knees she called the Sword of Justice to her and took it in a two-handed grip.  The Dragoon ran towards her and launched another salvo of claws.  She flattened herself against the floor; she raised herself up as the Dragoon leaped towards her.  Emma rolled onto her back and chopped at the Dragoon’s feet.  The Sword of Justice lopped off the spikes at the toes of the Dragoon’s boots.
 
   The Dragoon sprawled on the floor and cursed with rage.  They got to their feet simultaneously; the claws on the Dragoon’s hands regenerated.  One of these claws continued to grow until it became a spear nearly as tall as the Dragoon.  With this cupped in his hands, the Dragoon charged towards Emma.  She brought the flat of the sword down against the side of the spear to turn it aside.  She let go of one hand on the Sword of Justice and used her free hand to punch the Dragoon in the face. 
 
   The Dragoon reeled from this blow.  Emma lunged at the Dragoon to press her advantage.  He tried to bring the spear up, but the sword easily sliced through it.  She spun around and landed a sharp kick to the Dragoon’s midsection.  The Dragoon staggered back; he lost his footing to land on his rear.
 
   She took two hands on the Sword of Justice again and raised it over her head.  She brought it down to stab the Dragoon in the left leg.  The Dragoon howled in pain.  Emma pulled the sword out of the black armor.  The Dragoon raised his hands in a feeble attempt to defend himself; Emma swept his claws away with the golden blade.  As if he sensed his defeat, the Dragoon sagged against the floor and spread his arms like those of a snow angel.
 
   “Go on, finish me,” he hissed.
 
   Emma stood over the Dragoon’s prone body; the Sword of Justice glowed bright yellow again.  The Dragoon was clearly evil, unworthy of survival.  And yet it was still Becky inside that armor, her best friend since she was four years old.  “No,” she said.  “I won’t kill you, Becky.  You’re my best friend.”
 
   Emma heard someone applaud sarcastically.  She turned to see a creature with the same monstrous black form as the Dragoon, only with a head encircled by snakes like Medusa.  Isis in her true form.  
 
   “Well, Merlin certainly found himself a good one in you,” Isis said.  “It’s a pity you have such a soft heart or you would make a perfect Dragoon.  Much better than your friend.  Well, too late now.”
 
   Isis moved faster than Emma had ever seen anyone move before.  One moment she stood fifty feet away and the next she was inches away from Emma.  A black serpent lashed out at Emma; she turned to the left so its fangs sunk into the shoulder of her armor.  The serpent’s fangs snapped, unable to penetrate the metal.  Emma brought the Sword of Justice around to slice the serpent’s head off.  Another tried to bite her with a similar result.
 
   Seeing the ineffectiveness of this approach, Isis lashed out with her left hand.  Emma stumbled back, but she kept her feet.  She threw the Sword of Justice; the golden blade spun through the air.  Isis stopped it in midair to send it careening back towards Emma, who ducked  in time for the sword to clatter harmlessly to the floor.
 
   Emma lunged forward and pirouetted to kick Isis in the chest.  Isis fell backwards to land next to the Dragoon.  Emma threw herself on top of Isis to pin her to the floor.  Then she raised one hand to call the Sword of Justice back to her.  The blade glowed like a sun about to go nova in the presence of Isis.
 
   “I will not be defeated by a mere child,” Isis said.  Her eyes glowed red, but nothing happened.  “No.  You can’t be immune to my magic.”
 
   “It’s over now.  You’re finished,” Emma said.
 
   “Not yet,” Isis said.  “You may be immune to my magic, but she isn’t.”
 
   Isis’s eyes glowed red and the Black Dragoon lifted into the air.  The Dragoon’s limbs stuck out as much as possible each way, reminiscent of the da Vinci drawing of the human body.  Still the Dragoon’s limbs—Becky’s limbs—tried to move farther until the armor began to groan from the pressure.  “You can kill me, but I will kill her first.”
 
   The seams of the Dragoon’s armor started to crack from the pressure exerted by Isis.  Emma thought of her friend in the armor, her best friend.  Her grip loosened on the Sword of Justice.  She let it drop to the floor.
 
   “If you free Becky, you can have me.”
 
   “How very noble of you,” Isis said.  Her eyes ceased to glow; the Dragoon crashed to the floor.  “I accept.”
 
   Emma climbed off Isis and backed away a few feet.  She looked at the pile of black armor for some sign of movement to indicate Becky was still alive.  Her heart leaped when she saw the chest of the armor rise and fall.  Becky was alive!
 
   Isis stood up and then floated towards her.  “I have kept my end of the bargain.  Now it’s time for you to keep yours.”
 
   Emma nodded.  She unlatched the scarlet breastplate to let it crash to the floor.  Isis reached out with a clawed hand like that of the Dragoon.  A claw sank into Emma’s chest.  She cried out in pain as the claw sliced through her flesh and traced a great circle around her heart, like the many victims of the Black Dragoon.
 
   Isis pulled her hand out of Emma’s chest; in her hand was a pulsing red lump that Emma recognized as her own heart.  She collapsed to the floor, though somehow was still alive to watch as Isis hefted the heart into the air.  “I won’t let you die yet,” Isis said.  “Not until you’ve witnessed my moment of triumph.”
 
   There was nothing Emma could say, her vision already turning dark around the edges.  She could only watch as Isis raised the heart to her lips.  Her mouth opened wider, like one of the snakes that writhed around her head until it was wide enough to swallow the heart.  With a perverse grin, Isis dropped the heart down her throat.
 
   She leered at Emma and her mouth returned to its normal size.  “And now—”
 
   Before she could say anything more, a golden glow erupted from her stomach.  The light tore through the stony black material to bathe the pyramid in light.  More light shot from the ends of Isis’s feet, hands, and the snakes on her head.  “No!” she managed to scream a second before she exploded in a burst of golden light.
 
   Emma’s head sagged to the floor; her world finally turned dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   Something soft tickled her cheek.  She reached out with a hand only to feel a flower of some sort.  As she ran her hand along its stem, she decided it must be a daisy.  She opened her eyes and saw she was right.
 
   She sat in a field of daisies that stretched as far as she could see.  Daisies had always been her mother’s favorite flower and hers as well.  They were so soft and gentle and beautiful without the harsh thorns of roses.  And strangely they were the only flower she wasn’t allergic to.  Emma bent down enough so she could smell the flower.  As she did, she ran the last moments of her life through her mind.
 
   She was dead.  And this must be Heaven.  She had never been brought up in organized religion and as a scientist she had never really bought into the notion of some paradise with clouds and people with harps.  But maybe Heaven was a field of daisies for her to run through, their sweet aroma in her nose.
 
   This romantic notion was spoiled when something wet and cold touched the back of her neck.  She rolled over and found herself looking up at a sheep.  The creature bleated at her, apparently annoyed she wasn’t food.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  She sat up and saw a flock of sheep gathered around the first one.  The daisies made sense, but she had never liked sheep, not even to count when she was tired.
 
   Emma got unsteadily to her feet to find that instead of the red armor she wore a simple white gown, thankfully made of silk instead of wool.  She put a hand to her chest and felt her heart beat, though she knew Isis had taken it.  Taken it and then swallowed it and then—
 
   Something had happened and Isis had exploded.  Emma had much more quietly expired only to wake up here.  Wherever here was.  She ran a hand through her hair as she tried to think of what to do next.  She supposed she might as well have a look around.
 
   The sheep followed her as she walked through the field of daisies.  When she stopped and turned to face them, they stopped.  “Are you following me?  What are you, guardian angels?  I thought you were supposed to have wings.”
 
   The sheep bleated, clearly not amused.  “Sorry.  I guess you can come along if you want.  I just hope we don’t run into any butchers.”  Again the sheep bleated, but continued to follow.
 
   The field of daisies went for what seemed like miles until she saw a forest ahead.  From the edge of this forest came a wispy trail of smoke.  A fire?  That meant there were other people here.  
 
   Emma ran towards the fire while the sheep struggled to keep up.  As she came closer, she saw a lean-to made of sticks and bits of grass.  Two people sat in the lean-to and faced the fire.  Emma’s face brightened with joy as she recognized one of them.  “Mr. Graves!” she shouted.  His head snapped up and his face broke into a wide grin.
 
   She raced into his outstretched arms and let him fold her against him for a hug.  His body felt warm, as if he were still alive.  “I never expected to see you here, lass,” Mr. Graves said.  He kissed the top of her head like a parent.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   Emma’s face turned warm at this.  “Well, I guess I’m dead,” she said.
 
   “Oh no.  Why don’t you come over here and talk about it?”  He led her towards a log next to the fire.  A blonde woman who wore only a sheep pelt sat on a different log with her eyes fixed on the fire.  “Emma Earl, this is Beaux.  Beaux, this is my good friend Emma Earl.”
 
   Beaux nodded to Emma without looking up.  “You’re the one Marlin talked about.”
 
   “What did he say about me?”
 
   “That you were a bright girl.  Though I suppose not so bright if you ended up here.”
 
   “Beaux, be civil,” Mr. Graves said.  He gave Emma’s shoulder a squeeze.  “Come now, lass, how did it happen?”  She told him of the battle in the pyramid as she remembered it until those final moments when Isis had taken her heart.  Mr. Graves shook his head.  “I don’t believe it.  You killed her.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   “You gave her a bad case of indigestion.”
 
   “I guess I did.”  She chuckled at this.  “So what is this place?  Is it Heaven?”
 
   “Not exactly,” Beaux said.  “It’s more like another plane of existence.”
 
   “Like the fourth dimension in one of those Twilight Zone episodes,” Mr. Graves said.
 
   “Do all Scarlet Knights end up here?”
 
   “Just you and I.  I suppose we’re the lucky ones.”
 
   “I suppose so.”  Emma stared at the fire, but felt anything but lucky at the moment as a horrible thought struck her.  “Who else is here?”
 
   “I’m not rightly sure, lass.  A few old-timers like that fellow Belt.”
 
   “But not my parents?  Not Aunt Gladys?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”  He squeezed her shoulder again.  “But at least you have us.  That’s something.”
 
   She forced a smile.  Mr. Graves was like a father to her, but the thought she couldn’t see her parents or Aunt Gladys for the rest of eternity was too much to bear.  She buried her head into his chest and cried.
 
   “Oh, there now, lass.  It’s not so bad.  This is a very nice place.  Isn’t it, Beaux?”
 
   “It was a nice place,” Beaux said.
 
   “Don’t be like that, Beaux.  The girl’s been through enough already.”
 
   “Fine.”  Beaux snorted while Emma continued to cry.  Then Beaux said, “There may be someone who can help you.”
 
   “There is?”  Emma lifted her head from Mr. Graves’s chest.  “Who?”
 
   “Merlin.  He lives up on that mountain.  If anyone can find your parents, he can.”
 
   Emma looked up—and up—at the mountain in the distance.  Then she looked down at her flimsy white dress and bare feet.  “How am I supposed to get up there?”
 
   “I know a way, if you’re not adverse to dying again.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Beaux, I don’t think that would work for Emma.  Don’t you have some climbing equipment around here?”
 
   “If I had any I’d have given it to Marlin already.”
 
   “There has to be something we can do to get her up there.”
 
   “There’s not—”
 
   A loud whinny interrupted their discussion.  Emma’s jaw went slack as she looked up.  A flying horse descended from the sky, its bird-like wings silhouetted against the sun.  The Pegasus skidded to a stop next to the flock of sheep.  It tossed its head towards Emma and neighed again.  Though she didn’t know horsespeak, its message seemed obvious.  “I think it wants me to go with it.”
 
   “Are you sure it’s safe?” Mr. Graves asked.
 
   “What’s the worst that could happen?  I’m already dead,” Emma said with a slight smile.
 
   “Good point, lass.”  He clapped her on the shoulder and then pulled her into another hug.  “That’s in case I don’t see you again.  Good luck, lass.  I hope you find what you’re looking for.”
 
   “Maybe you could come with me.”
 
   “I’m already where I want to be.”  Mr. Graves nodded towards Beaux.  Emma’s face reddened at this, as it became clear why the other woman had been so hostile to her presence.  She hadn’t wanted to share Mr. Graves with anyone else.
 
   “Oh.  Well, I’m glad.”  She gave him a daughterly kiss on the cheek.  “Thank you for everything.”  Then she jogged over to where the Pegasus dug its hooves impatiently into the ground.  She hiked up her skirt and hopped onto a golden saddle.  The horse barely gave her time to position herself before it began to flap its wings.  A moment later, Emma was airborne; she looked down at Mr. Graves, who continued to wave until she disappeared into the clouds.
 
   ***
 
   Even in her fantasies, Emma had never imagined she might ride a Pegasus.  The experience was less than she might have hoped for, as the horse seemed perturbed to have her on board.  The way it tossed its head as it flew, she expected it to buck her at any moment.
 
   “Easy now,” she said into its white mane.  “I’m a friend.”
 
   The Pegasus snorted at this to indicate its opinion.  It flapped its feathery wings harder as it continued to climb into the air.  Ahead, Emma could finally see the top of the mountain.  As at the edge of the forest, a thin plume of smoke rose from the mountaintop.  This she suspected was her destination.  “Are you taking me to Merlin?” she asked.  The horse nodded its head emphatically.
 
   The mountaintop came closer until Emma could make out a tiny cottage.  It wasn’t a very impressive home for the greatest wizard ever, the one who had created the Scarlet Knight’s armor.  She would have expected a castle made of gold or some kind of Greek temple with impressive marble columns.
 
   The Pegasus made little attempt to slow as it closed in on the mountain.  Emma wrapped her arms around the Pegasus’s neck as she prepared for an imminent crash.  She buried her face in the flying horse’s mane so she wouldn’t have to witness the impact.
 
   The horse didn’t crash.  It simply stopped in midair.  When Emma realized this, she took her head from the Pegasus’s mane.  The flying horse was suspended two feet in the air; it seemed to hover like a helicopter.  “I guess this is my stop?”  The Pegasus nodded.  She patted its neck gently.  “Thanks for the ride.”
 
   She dropped off the saddle, into a snow bank.  The snow melted beneath her bare feet to leave only bare grass.  Emma stared in wonderment at this and then took another step only to find the snow had again melted away.  “Amazing,” she mumbled.  Almost as amazing as a flying horse.  The Pegasus neighed loudly and then streaked away; it performed a wide bank to disappear into the clouds.
 
   Emma made her way across the snow to the door flap of the cottage.  She didn’t have to knock on the frame; the flap opened before she could tap the wood.  With a sense of dread, she stuck her head inside the cottage.  “Hello?”
 
   “Come in, dear girl.  No one will hurt you,” a man said.
 
   Emma stepped across the threshold, into the cottage.  A middle-aged man, who could have passed as Isis’s brother with his deeply tan skin and black hair, sat by the fire on a simple wooden stool.  He motioned to a stool across from him.  “Go on, sit down,” he said.  She did so gingerly as she expected the stool to disappear or turn into something.
 
   “You must be Merlin,” she said.
 
   “That’s right.  I suppose you were expecting someone older.  A gray beard and pointy hat and all that?  They all do.”
 
   “Well, yes, I suppose so.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “No need to apologize.  That’s what people expect of a proper wizard.”  He waved his hand in the air and a silver tray appeared from nowhere.  On the tray was a china cup with something steaming inside it.  “Cup of tea?  Just the way you like it.”
 
   “Sure.”  Emma took the cup off the tray.  She took a cautious sip and found it was the way she liked it:  Earl Grey with no sugar or cream.  “That’s very good.”
 
   “You’re very kind.”  Merlin did not summon any sort of beverages for himself.  “Now, I suppose we should get to business.  You did a marvelous job with the dark one.  I knew I could count on you.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Emma looked down into her teacup.  “Could you have stopped her if you wanted?”
 
   “Of course, dear girl.  But in the process many more lives would have been lost.”
 
   “More than myself, the witches, and all the people the Dragoon killed?”
 
   “Many more.  Millions, if not billions.  It’s difficult for most people to understand how devastating a war between magic can be.  Not even Marlin understood.  The last one laid waste to a third of a continent and killed thousands.  That’s why I couldn’t risk intervening if I didn’t need to.”
 
   “But if I had failed you would have intervened?”
 
   “At that point, yes.  I hoped that point would not come and I was right.”
 
   The tea suddenly tasted bitter in her mouth.  She supposed Merlin’s reasons made sense, but the thought that he had allowed so many people to die chafed at her sense of morality.  “Can you bring those people back to life?”
 
   “I could.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Do you think I should?”
 
   Emma remembered when Marie Marsh had tried to bring her friend Veronica back to life and nearly destroyed the world in the process. “I guess not.”
 
   “Very good.  Marlin was right about you.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “That you’re destined to be the greatest of the Order.  You already are.  No one else could have defeated that creature.  No one else’s heart was pure enough.”
 
   “Thanks.”  When she finished her tea the cup vanished from her hand.  “But that’s over now.”  She cleared her throat before she continued, “I was hoping you could tell me how to find my parents.  Are they around here somewhere?”
 
   The roof disappeared from the cottage to reveal a blue sky lined with streaks of white clouds.  Merlin pointed up at the sky.  “They’re up there.  Your aunt as well.  The Pegasus will take you there—if that’s what you want.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘if that’s what I want?’  What else can I do, stay here?”
 
   “You could, but I don’t think you want to do that.”  He nodded and the roof reappeared over the cottage.  “I may not bring all those other people back, but I could bring you back to life.” 
 
   “Me?  Why?”
 
   “Because you’re the greatest of the Order.  Because your heart is pure.  That makes you too important to lose.”
 
   “You can’t bring only me back to life.  It isn’t fair.”
 
   “The world isn’t fair, as I’m sure Marlin has told you.”  
 
   “What if I don’t want to go back?”
 
   “Then you can go up there, be reunited with your parents.  You’ve certainly earned it.”
 
   “What about the Order?  What about the Scarlet Knight?”
 
   “The Call will go out.  Someone will take your place.  That’s how it always goes.”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment.  “But you’re saying not someone as good.”
 
   “Certainly he or she will be good, like your friend Mr. Graves.  Perhaps not great, though.”
 
   “I don’t think I can make a decision like that.”
 
   “No one else is going to make it for you.”
 
   Emma thought about her options.  On one hand, she could go to Paradise and finally be reunited with her parents and Aunt Gladys.  They could be a happy family again, only this time she didn’t have to worry gunmen would kill her parents or Alzheimer’s would steal Aunt Gladys away a piece at a time.  They could be happy forever.  On the other hand, even with the fall of Isis and the Black Dragoon, there was so much Emma had not accomplished.  Don Vendetta remained as potent as ever, like a virus that infected the city with violence and crime.  And there was Becky, who had so recently lost her husband and now her best friend.  Becky would be alone now, in dire need of a friend.  Emma was still needed down there; she could still make a difference.
 
   “I want to go back,” she said.
 
   “You’re certain?  I have to warn you that it’s not going to be all sunshine and roses.  Difficult times lie ahead, as difficult as anything you’ve encountered.”
 
   “I have to go back.  There’s more I can do.”
 
   Merlin nodded.  “I thought you would say that.”  Another silver tray appeared in the air with a cup of tea.  “Drink that and your journey will begin.”
 
   Emma took the cup from the tray and drank.
 
   ***
 
   Mrs. Chiostro was the first one to wake up.  When she had passed out, she had been certain she would wind up in the Great Beyond with Mama, Sophie, Alejandro, her children, and her grandbabies.  But when she looked around, she realized she was still in the temple of Isis.  She was still alive.
 
   Sylvia was alive as well, though her hand was still severed.  Mrs. Chiostro crawled over to her sister and put a hand to Sylvia’s cheek to make certain she was still alive.  At this her sister’s green eyes flickered open.  With a groan Sylvia tried to sit up, but Mrs. Chiostro pressed her back down.  “Stay still.  You’re hurt,” she said.
 
   Sylvia shook her head.  She held up the stump of her left forearm.  Mrs. Chiostro would have begun to scream and sob, but her sister only shook her head.  “It’s not that bad,” she said.  “It’s just a hand.”
 
   “Sylvia—” Mrs. Chiostro couldn’t stop her tears.
 
   “Hey, come on.  It’s not your hand.”  With her good hand, Sylvia touched Mrs. Chiostro’s hair.  “Look at you.  You’re practically pubescent.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro smiled at this.  “I didn’t mean for that to happen.  Seeing you on the floor, I felt so angry—”
 
   “It’s your true self,” Sylvia said.  “No need to explain it.”
 
   That her true self was a beautiful young woman was something Mrs. Chiostro didn’t want to contemplate at the moment.  There were more important things to worry about.  She helped Sylvia to her feet; as she did, she heard someone cry out.
 
   She turned and saw a baby on the floor of the temple.  At first she worried this might be Emma or Rebecca, but the infant had tan skin and black hair.  “Oh my,” Mrs. Chiostro said.  She ran over to the girl and scooped the baby up in her arms.  She studied the baby’s face, the child’s innocent brown eyes.  “It’s Isis.”
 
   Sylvia reached into a pocket to pull out yet another knife.  “Let’s finish the job.”
 
   “It’s not that Isis.  This is the original.  The innocent girl Emma wanted to save.”  Mrs. Chiostro patted the baby’s back until the girl stopped crying and began to coo.  “It’s all that’s left of her.”
 
   “Bullshit.  You should let me slit the little brat’s throat now.”
 
   “We can’t do that.  Emma’s right:  we wouldn’t be better than her if we did something like that.”
 
   “I don’t care.  That bitch took my hand.  She killed Tabitha.”
 
   “She didn’t.  The dark one did.”  Mrs. Chiostro stroked the baby’s dark hair.  “She’s an innocent baby.”
 
   Sylvia shook her head, but put the knife away.  “This is going to be on your head.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   There was another groan and Mrs. Chiostro turned to see Rebecca on the floor.  In her case she was unchanged, except now the Black Dragoon’s armor was merely a pile of ashes around her.  Mrs. Chiostro hurried over to the girl’s side; she bent down as Rebecca opened her eyes.  “Mrs. Chiostro?”
 
   “Don’t move, dear.”
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  It’s your dream.”  
 
   “It is?”
 
   “That’s right, dear.”  Mrs. Chiostro put a hand to the girl’s cheek.  “Go back to sleep now.  You’ll feel better in the morning.”
 
   “I will?”
 
   “Yes, you will.”
 
   “OK.”  Rebecca closed her eyes and drifted back to sleep. 
 
   Mrs. Chiostro turned to her sister.  “Can you take Rebecca home and get her in bed?”
 
   “I lost a hand, I’m not crippled,” Sylvia grumbled.  Despite this, she needed some help to arrange Rebecca in a fireman’s carry.  “I’ll see you back at the house.”
 
   “Go down to the vault and find a restoration potion.  It might at least help with your burns.”
 
   “Let’s hope so.”  With a flash Sylvia disappeared to leave Mrs. Chiostro with the baby Isis and one final grim task to attend to.
 
   She knew Emma was dead.  She had felt it even before she saw the girl on the temple floor with her chest cut open.  Mrs. Chiostro kept Isis’s head turned so the infant couldn’t see.  Then she bent down to stroke Emma’s cheek, the skin so icy that Mrs. Chiostro shivered.  “I’m so sorry, dear.  I wish I could do something for you.”
 
   She began to cry, which prompted little Isis to cry as well.  It didn’t seem right that such a special girl had died so young.  The universe wasn’t fair, as Glenda would have been quick to point out.  Emma was dead, Sylvia had lost a hand, and here Mrs. Chiostro was in one piece, young and beautiful.  If only she could give her own life, she would gladly trade it for Emma’s life—
 
   As she thought this, a flash of white light blinded her.  She cried out in pain and wondered if perhaps some deity had struck her blind for her sins.  Then she felt something warm in her free hand.  It took her a moment to realize it was Emma’s cheek, the skin no longer cold like that of a corpse.  Her vision cleared enough so she could see the hole in her friend’s chest had repaired itself.  When she put a hand to the area, Mrs. Chiostro felt a weak heartbeat.  The heartbeat grew stronger until it thumped like a bass drum.  Emma’s breath came back in a similar fashion, as first a slight wheeze and then a rush of air.  Her chest, which had been still moments ago, moved up and down rhythmically.  
 
   Emma’s eyes fluttered open.  They fixed on Mrs. Chiostro’s and a smile spread across her pale face.  “Hi,” Emma whispered.  “Can we go home now?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   The red motorcycle came to a stop on the hill in Robinson Park.  Emma hopped off the bike, followed by her passenger.  The passenger accompanied her down the hill, towards the band shelter.  Emma looked back over her shoulder to watch as her passenger shambled down the hill like the Frankenstein monster.  In a way it was the Frankenstein monster, brought to life not by lightning but by magic.
 
   The Frankenstein monster made it to the bottom of the hill and up the steps to the stage of the band shelter, where Lottie Donovan waited.  “Congratulations on your promotion, Captain,” Emma said.
 
   “Thanks,” Captain Donovan said.  “Congratulations are in order for you too, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “You’re dropping the charges?”
 
   “We found the killer’s body in the storeroom above a bar.  Roberto Moreno.  You know him?” Captain Donovan asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   The captain held up a photograph of Moreno’s body.  Around it lay the Dragoon’s armor.  “I guess he was this Dragoon character we were looking for.  I suppose your friend here did it.”  Captain Donovan nodded to the Frankenstein monster that had accompanied Emma, which wore the Scarlet Knight’s armor.
 
   “I did it,” the Scarlet Knight said.  Or at least seemed to say.  Emma threw her voice to make it seem as if the Frankenstein monster spoke in the Scarlet Knight’s voice.
 
   “We found her sister too.  She’s a friend of Don Vendetta.  I don’t suppose you know anything about that?”
 
   “I had to kill her too,” the Scarlet Knight said.
 
   “Well, no one’s going to miss her.”  The captain reached into her pocket, but Emma was surprised to see her pull out a piece of gum.  “I’m trying to quit.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what everyone says.”  Captain Donovan chomped on the piece of gum.  “I’m glad I could get you two here to clear things up.”  The captain shook her head.  “I thought for sure you were the Scarlet Knight, Doctor.”
 
   “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d mind taking that helmet off for me?”
 
   “I’m afraid not,” the Scarlet Knight said.
 
   “It was worth a try.”  Captain Donovan spit the piece of gum out onto the grass below.  “Well, I guess I should be getting back to work.  Do you want a ride, Dr. Earl?”
 
   “I already have one.”
 
   “Have a good night then.”  The captain took a few steps before she turned around.  “It still doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “What doesn’t?”
 
   “The whole thing.  This city is getting too weird.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” Emma said.  She took the Frankenstein monster’s arm to guide it back up the hill.  Only once she was certain Captain Donovan had gone and no one watched her did she take off the Scarlet Knight’s helmet.  Beneath it was the face of the statue Jim had made.  She removed the rest of the armor to reveal the rest of the statue.  She carefully took this apart, to stuff it into a garbage bag; she had promised Jim she would return it intact.
 
   It had all worked.  Mrs. Chiostro had used her magic to temporarily animate the statue, which since it was a totem of Emma was somehow eligible to wear the armor.  With her doppelganger, she had managed to convince Captain Donovan that she was not the Scarlet Knight.
 
   To create the Black Dragoon’s identity had taken more work.  With the original armor turned to dust, they had to assemble a new set.  With her connections in the arms business, Sylvia had tracked down a suit of armor they could use, which Emma had painted black.  With a spell, Mrs. Chiostro had then incinerated the body of Roberto Moreno, but left the jaw relatively intact for identification.  An anonymous tip later, Donovan had the Dragoon’s armor and his identity. And so for the moment the police would think Moreno was the Black Dragoon, which meant Becky was safe.  Emma blew out another sigh of relief and then kicked the motorcycle to life.
 
   ***
 
   The male patrons of the café in Paris—and a few of the female ones—turned to look at Mrs. Chiostro as she entered.  The looks and leers softened once they saw what she carried on her back.  She shrugged her shoulders a little bit, enough not to upset her bundle.
 
   Glenda sat in the darkest corner of the café, a corner that still allowed smoking.  At the moment, given that it was one in the afternoon in France, she nursed a cup of coffee.  Mrs. Chiostro knew it wouldn’t be long until the old witch switched to something harder.  Glenda frowned as Mrs. Chiostro took the backpack from her shoulders and rested it gently on the table.
 
   “I see you’ve made some interesting changes,” Glenda said.
 
   Mrs. Chiostro patted the long golden hair Sylvia had styled that morning into a braid, a process that took hours as Sylvia learned how to do it with one hand and her new hook.  “A near-death experience will do that to you,” she said.  She signaled for the waiter; he practically hurdled the nearby tables to reach her.  Once she’d ordered a coffee—and given the young man a seductive leer that caused him to turn bright red—she continued, “I’ve been an old widow for too long.  It’s time for a change.”
 
   “What about Mr. Chiostro?”
 
   “I’ll always love him, but I think a hundred fifty years is enough mourning, don’t you?  Time to get back in the game as they say.”
 
   Glenda clucked her tongue at this.  “And what about this?  Is it yours?  Or did you steal it from some poor mortal family?”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro reached into the backpack to stroke the wispy dark hair of the baby inside.  “I guess you could say she’s a foundling.  I found her in a temple.  Her name is Isis.”
 
   Glenda spit a mouthful of coffee back into her cup at this.  “Isis?  As in the dark one?”
 
   “Yes.”  Mrs. Chiostro tickled the baby’s nose, which prompted the child to giggle.  “It was all that remained of her.”
 
   “Why didn’t you kill it?”
 
   “You sound like Sylvia.  She wanted to slit the poor girl’s throat right then.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “Emma would never forgive me if I did.”
 
   “Oh yes, her.  I suppose before we discuss the child you should tell me what happened.”
 
   Mrs. Chiostro did so; she recounted the battle in the temple, the death of poor Tabitha, Sylvia’s lost hand, and her own desperate fight against Isis.  She went on to describe her near-death, saved only when Isis left her to deal with the Scarlet Knight.   She finished with Emma’s sacrifice, as she offered her heart to save her friend.  “That’s what did it.  The monster couldn’t digest a heart so pure its owner would give her own life to save someone else.”
 
   “It exploded?”
 
   “Yes.  And we found this child later in the rubble.  I think it’s what remained of the human the dark one possessed.”
 
   “So you think this is a human child?”
 
   “I haven’t seen anything to indicate otherwise.”
 
   “And what do you want to do about it?”
 
   “I thought the coven might find a home for her.  A home where she can be carefully observed and supervised, just in case.”
 
   “You don’t want to raise her?”
 
   “I don’t think it would be safe for her in Rampart City.  There are too many there who remember the old Isis.  She’s better off with a fresh start.”
 
   “You realize we aren’t babysitters, don’t you?”
 
   “I’m aware of that.  Would you rather I dump her on the doorstep of some church?  Then we would have to always worry what might become of her.  At least this way we can watch her, in case any of the dark one’s spirit remains.”
 
   Glenda considered this.  From the way her eyes darted, Mrs. Chiostro knew the old witch yearned for a belt of alcohol to pour into her coffee.  “I suppose I don’t have much choice after what you and your sister—and Tabitha—did for us.  If you want any other favors, now is the time to ask.”
 
   “I have everything I want.”
 
   “What about Sylvia?  I could have Red look for a spell to bring back her hand.”
 
   “That won’t be necessary.  I think Sylvia rather likes the idea of having a hook, gives her easy access to another weapon.”
 
   “That sounds like her.”  Glenda roughly snatched the backpack and yanked the baby across the table.  Little Isis began to wail until Mrs. Chiostro put a finger to the girl’s forehead.  “I think she likes you.”
 
   “She probably thinks I’m her mother.”  She smiled at the child.  “You be a good girl for Grandma Glenda.  I’ll see you when you get to be a big girl.”  Mrs. Chiostro only hoped that wouldn’t be as an enemy.  Though she hadn’t seen anything evil about the baby so far, that didn’t mean something wouldn’t crop up later.  And as someone touched by the dark one, the child would always have the potential to serve as a gateway for evil.  For those reasons she had wanted to keep the baby, but Sylvia had convinced her it would be too dangerous for someone who knew the previous Isis—notably her husband—to recognize her and ask inconvenient questions.
 
   The baby looked up at Mrs. Chiostro with moist brown eyes to plead with her.  “I’m sorry, dear.  This is for the best.”
 
   Isis’s face turned red, but she didn’t cry.  By the time Mrs. Chiostro finished her coffee, the girl had fallen asleep.  “I suppose I should get moving.  There’s a nice boy by the Louvre who’s been pestering me for a cup of coffee.”
 
   “Go on then, you old heartbreaker,” Glenda said.  As Mrs. Chiostro left, she couldn’t help but frown at that choice of words.  With all that had happened, she didn’t want to imagine any more hearts breaking.  But then she stepped out into the sunlight and felt the joy of youth suppressed for too long.
 
   ***
 
   The security guard stayed a step behind Emma and made no pretense about following her into what had been her office, however briefly, as assistant director for the Plaine Museum.  Fired.  The word echoed in her mind.  She had never quit anything and she had never been fired either.  The failure stung as bitterly as a wound from the Black Dragoon.
 
   “I’m sorry, Dr. Earl,” Leslie said.  “I offered them my resignation when I heard.”
 
   “I couldn’t let you do that,” Emma said.  “I’ll find something else.”
 
   “I’m sure you will.”  Leslie shook her head sadly.  “Did they say why?”
 
   The director had said.  With her fingers tented as always, she had laid it all out for Emma.  “I would love to keep you.  You’re a valuable asset to this museum.  But at the moment, when people hear your name they think of those murders.”
 
   “I was cleared of all charges.”
 
   “I’m aware of that, but perception is as important as reality, especially with donors.  They don’t want to invest in an organization if they feel there are unsavory characters working for it.”
 
   “Unsavory?  I didn’t do anything wrong!”
 
   “Yes, but you know how things are in this city—if you’re cleared they assume you must have bribed someone.”
 
   From experience, Emma knew she couldn’t argue with this point.  This was the police department that had let Don Vendetta go recently because evidence had been destroyed.  Being cleared by a notoriously corrupt outfit didn’t mean much of anything.  If anything, it fueled the gossip.  “I understand.  But couldn’t you keep me on in my old job?  Or even as a researcher?  I wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “I could, but I think I would be doing us both a disservice.  I’m sure someone with your credentials won’t have trouble finding a new position.”
 
   “This is the only place I’ve ever wanted to work for.  It’s my dream.”
 
   “Be that as it may, for now you’ll have to put your dream on hold.  In time, once all this has faded from memory, there may again be a place here for you.”
 
   Emma looked down at the floor, defeated.  “I see.  Thank you for all you’ve done for me, ma’am.  I’m really grateful.”
 
   The director offered a limp handshake.  “Believe me, Dr. Earl, I wish things could be different.”  In a lower voice, the director said, “If the Plaine Museum really is your dream, come back and see me in about a year.  I think we’ll be able to work something out then.”
 
   Emma nodded, but wondered if the director would still remember her in a year.  She left the office to find the security guard outside.  He followed her down to her old office, so she could clear out her personal items.
 
   These she piled into a cardboard box.  There wasn’t much, just a few photographs and her diplomas from Parkdale High, Northwestern, and Berkeley.  She was tempted to complain about the unfairness of losing her job because of public perception, but she already knew the world wasn’t fair.
 
   “Take care of yourself, Leslie.”
 
   “You too, Dr. Earl.”
 
   There was nothing else to say.  She nodded to her former secretary and then left the office with the security guard in tow.  As luck would have it—good or bad luck she couldn’t be certain—Dan came out of the cafeteria as she walked through the main gallery.  He raised an eyebrow at her.  “What’s going on?  You’re leaving?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ve been let go.”
 
   “Let go?  Why?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “Is this about that police business?  They cleared you, didn’t they?”
 
   “Yes.  They dropped all of the charges.”  She looked back at the security guard and wondered how much she could divulge.  “The director felt at the moment my baggage would be a liability.”
 
   “That’s bullshit!” Dan said loud enough to draw angry glares from nearby mothers.  He lowered his voice before he continued, “You’re the best they’ve got.  How can they do this?”
 
   “It’s politics.  But she did say I might be able to come back in a year or so.”
 
   “This isn’t fair.  You did nothing wrong.  Did you?”
 
   “No, I didn’t do anything wrong.  That’s how it is.”
 
   “It isn’t right.”  Dan’s body shook with rage, the angriest she had ever seen him.  He steadied himself to add, “Maybe there’s something I can do.  I’ve got some pull with a few of the big donors.  I might be able to work something out.”
 
   “That’s sweet, but I couldn’t ask you to do that.  I’ll find another job.”
 
   “I hope so.  If you need a reference—”
 
   “I don’t think that will be necessary.”
 
   He nodded and then twisted the wedding ring around his finger.  “There is something I need to ask you while I have the chance.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   He looked her squarely in the eye as he asked, “Are you really not the Scarlet Knight?”
 
   Though she desperately wanted to look away, Emma forced herself to meet his gaze.  “I’m not her,” she said.
 
   “I believe you,” he said and a little part of her died inside.  “That bitch killed my wife.  All they found of her was a pile of ashes in the basement, hardly enough to bury.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.  If there’s anything I can do—”
 
   “No, but thanks.  I should have known you weren’t her.  You’re too nice to be something like that.”  Dan’s fists clenched as he added, “If I ever get my hands on her, I’ll make her pay.”
 
   She wanted to hug him or at least put a hand on him, but she couldn’t.  She was only a minor acquaintance, not really a friend and now not even a coworker.  “I know how difficult it is to lose someone,” she said.  “Try not to give in to the pain.  Don’t let it change who you are.”
 
   “I won’t,” he said, but she knew these were only words he didn’t fully believe.  In time she hoped he would.
 
   “I’d better get going,” she said.  She glanced at the security guard behind her.  “I’ll see you around.”
 
   “I hope so.”  He stood in the Main Gallery to watch her go.  She paused at the doors to look back at him and give him a little wave.  He waved back at her.  Then the doors closed and he was gone.
 
   ***
 
   Though she didn’t drink, the bar at the Hilton seemed like a perfect place to go after being fired.  She nursed a ginger ale while she waited for the other half of her party to show up.  She didn’t look up as she heard the stool next to her groan.  “Rough day, huh, kid?” Becky said.
 
   “I’ve had rougher,” Emma said.
 
   Becky ordered a bottle of beer and a hamburger and then they retreated to a table.  An awkward silence hung in the air between them.  “I’m sure you’ll find something,” Becky said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   They said nothing for another minute before Becky said, “I hear you have a new houseguest.”
 
   “He comes and goes,” Emma said.  She still found it disconcerting for a huge rat to pop up from her toilet as she brushed her teeth.  It was more disconcerting that this rat would then nuzzle her like a cat as toilet water dripped from him.  “I think Jim told him to keep an eye on me.”
 
   “You and the Sewer Rat.  It sounds like a fairy tale—or an Andrew Lloyd Webber opera.”
 
   “He’s a nice man, once you get to know him.”
 
   “Not many people want to get that close.”
 
   “He saved my life.”
 
   “I know.”  She shook her head.  “So it was the same guy who killed Steve?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said.  She died a little more inside to lie to her best friend.  “Isis put him up to it.”
 
   “But why did he kill Steve?”  Tears came to Becky’s eyes; she wiped at them with her napkin.
 
   Emma looked down at the table.  She knew the real reason:  Isis had planned all along to turn Becky against her best friend.  She couldn’t tell Becky that; the guilt of what she had done as the Black Dragoon would destroy her as it had Ian.  Instead, Emma said, “She was probably trying to send me a message.”
 
   “A message?  My husband died to send you a message?”
 
   Emma reached out to take her friend’s hand.  “It’s all right.  You can get through this.  I’ll help you.  OK?”
 
   “I don’t want your help.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “I need some time alone to sort things out.”
 
   “You know that’s not going to work.  You can’t run from this, not like I did.”
 
   “I’m not going to run from anything.  I’m going back to our house—the one Steve and I bought—and I’m going to sleep in our bed, the one we won’t get to share thanks to you.”
 
   “Becky, please.  I’m sorry—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it.  Goodbye, kid.  I’m sure things will work out for you.  They always do.”
 
   Emma watched her friend go and wished there was something she could say or do to make things better, but nothing—not even magic—could make the wounds Becky had suffered heal any faster; she would have to wait it out and support Becky as best she could.  
 
   A waiter left Becky’s food at the table.  Emma ate it in silence; she thought back to what Merlin had told her on the mountaintop about the challenges that lay ahead.  Now she understood, but she would face them.  She left a tip with Becky’s money and then stood up.  There was still one job for her to do.
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Chapter 1:  My Dinner With Merlin
 
   It was almost four thousand years ago, in what came to be known as Britain, when I first met Merlin.  I had just been exiled from the village when my latest attempt at conjuring killed Bleeth’s chickens.  My woman, Beaux, had decided she’d rather share a bed with her grubby sheep than with me.
 
   The only place I could take shelter was a cave out in the woods.  It wasn’t much of a cave, more like a hole in a rock.  I didn’t even have room enough to stand up without hitting my head.
 
   I did manage to find enough dry wood to get a fire going.  Not a great fire, but enough so I wouldn’t freeze to death.  I managed to catch a squirrel, which would have impressed Beaux; she never thought I was any good at hunting or gathering.  The squirrel had accidentally fallen out of a tree and broken its leg, but I counted it as a victory.
 
   As I sit by my fire and roast my squirrel, Merlin appears.  These days everyone likes to depict Merlin as an old man with a long white beard and all that, which isn’t true in the slightest.  He has a neat black beard with short black hair.  It has a little gray in it since he’s nearly forty, ancient in those days, but he’s in good shape.  In the firelight I can see his skin is a bit darker, much tanner than anyone I’ve seen before.  
 
   “Greetings, stranger.  May I partake of your hospitality?”  He speaks my language perfectly, though with a bit of an accent.  
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer,” I say.  I gesture to the squirrel and my fire.  “There’s a village not far from here.  You’d have better luck there.”
 
   “No, the time is not right for me to appear there.  Not by myself.  I need your help, Marlin.”
 
   “How do you know my name?”
 
   “I know a great many things about you, Marlin.  I know Beaux still loves you.  She will return in time.”
 
   “Now see here—”
 
   He sits down across the fire from me.  He looks me in the eye and then says, “What you seek is a calling.”
 
   “What I seek is a roof over my head and some food in my belly.”
 
   “You’ve tried a great many things to prove your worth, but none have taken.  Why is that?”
 
   “Might be because I’m not very strong.  Or very brave, if you must know.  Can’t be a coward if you want to be chief.”
 
   “You don’t wish to be chief.”
 
   “I don’t?  Then what do I want to do?”
 
   “You want to be a beacon of light.”
 
   I laugh at that.  My squirrel has started to blacken, so I pluck it from the fire.  I hold out the spit to him.  “A pity I can’t offer you any better, stranger.”
 
   “It will be enough,” he says.  He waves his right hand and instead of a tiny squirrel on the spit, there’s a plump chicken.  He pries a leg quarter off of it.  “Go on, it’s real.”
 
   “How did you do that?”
 
   “You will learn, in time.  What you must know for now is that a darkness is rising.  I can fight against it, but I need help.  Your help.”
 
   “Me?  I don’t see what good I’ll be to someone who can turn a squirrel into a chicken.  Care to teach me that trick?  It’d make Old Greetha green with envy.”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “Then what am I supposed to do for you?”
 
   “I am a stranger to this land.  I know nothing of its people or customs.  I need a guide.  I need someone who can clear the path for me.”
 
   “Me?  You want me to do that?”  I laugh again.  “I’m sorry, my friend, but I’m the most hated man in the village.  They exiled me.”
 
   “They don’t hate you.  They have no respect for you.  We must give them a reason to respect you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Behold.”  He waves his hand again and a pillar of flame shoots to the ceiling of the cave.  I just about wet my skins when he walks through the flame.  Yet when he emerges, there isn’t a bit of him singed.  I touch his hand; it’s ice cold.
 
   “If I am to save this world from darkness, I need your help.”
 
   I consider this for a few seconds.  Mostly I think of the look on the chief’s face—on all their faces—when they see him walk through fire with me at his side.  Then they’ll see who’s a joke.  “I’m in.”  We didn’t shake hands back then.  Instead, I hold up my left thumb.  He presses his to it to seal our agreement.  “Say, stranger, I didn’t get your name.”
 
   “You can call me Merlin.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2:  The Gift
 
   She ran through the forest with no idea where she was going.  All she knew was she had to get away.  There was a whole mob after her with torches and scythes and other farm implements.  If they caught her, she was dead.
 
   She still didn’t have any idea what had happened to her.  One moment she had been milking the goats as she always did and the next her entire body had begun to glow.  Her biggest mistake had been to run to her mother for help.  Instead of helping her, her mother tried to disembowel her with a knife.
 
   “Demon!” her mother screamed.
 
   “Mother, no,” she pleaded.
 
   It hadn’t mattered.  Her mother raised the alarm and soon the whole village had come after her.  She had escaped them, but for the last two moons she had been on the run.  It was the same wherever she went; something strange would happen and she’d be cast out as a demon, a herd of angry villagers on her trail.
 
   She crashed into some brush and then felt her scalp blaze with pain.  The rest of her body wasn’t glowing or on fire, so this wasn’t another fit as she had decided to call them.  This was something far more ordinary:  her wild black hair was caught in the brush.
 
   She clawed frantically to clear the brush from her hair.  She wished at that moment she’d brought a knife to cut it off, but she didn’t have one.  She didn’t have anything but the animal skins on her back.
 
   After a few minutes she had only gotten herself more tangled in the brush.  She began to cry.  What good was it?  Even if she got out of this, where would she go?  No one would ever accept her, not like this.  She was cursed.
 
   “You’re not cursed,” a voice hissed in her ear.  “You have received a wonderful gift.  You only need to control it, G’lyna.”
 
   She tried to turn her head, but she couldn’t.  “Who are you?  How do you know me?’
 
   A girl appeared before her.  She wasn’t much older than G’lyna and yet there was something regal and commanding in her brown eyes.  “My name is Anybl.  I was like you not long ago.”  To prove it, Anybl’s hand started to glow.  “You see?”
 
   “You can control it?”
 
   “Yes.  So can you.  I can help you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You’ll see.  But first, we need to free you from this mess you’ve gotten into.”  The girl smiled and then began to help G’lyna get the brush from her hair.  By the time they finished, G’lyna heard voices approaching.
 
   “Oh no, they’re going to find us.”
 
   Anybl only smiled again.  “They won’t find us.  Take my hand.”
 
   G’lyna didn’t see what she had to lose at this point.  She took Anybl’s hand.  There was a flash of light—
 
   G’lyna found herself atop a mountain.  A cold wind chilled her through the animal skins.  “Where are we?”
 
   “Near where I grew up.  I have a hut nearby.  There’s a fire and food.  And some warmer clothes for you.”
 
   It turned out Anybl hadn’t lied.  There was a hut, the inside of which was warm as a summer day.  A pair of birds roasted on spits.  There were two bear pelts, one for Anybl and one for G’lyna.
 
   “I can’t thank you enough for this,” G’lyna said.
 
   “You don’t need to thank me.  You just need to listen to me.  More of us will come soon.  I’ll need help to prepare them.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “We are only the first, G’lyna.  Soon we will have many sisters, women just like you and I.  They’ll need someone to help them as I helped you.  Together we will grow stronger.”
 
   “And then we can take our revenge on those who tried to kill us?”
 
   “No.  We will protect those people.”  Anybl took G’lyna’s hand and squeezed it.  “As I said, this is a gift.  Very soon a terrible darkness will fall upon the land.  We must stand against it or it will consume everything.”
 
   Right on cue, G’lyna heard something heavy crash to the ground outside.  Another and another crash followed.  Anybl held up a hand for G’lyna to stay quiet.  She crept over to the door of the hut. 
 
   A moment later, a clawed hand reached through the flap to yank Anybl out of the hut.  G’lyna screamed her name.  She bolted through the door after Anybl.  Outside, she found three creatures standing over Anybl.
 
   These creatures were actual demons.  Their skin was blacker than the night.  Claws extended from their fingers and toes.  Leathery bat wings were folded against their backs.  And their eyes were a very unnatural gold color.
 
   “G’lyna, run!” Anybl shouted.
 
   One of the demons turned to G’lyna.  It grinned, revealing rows of pointed teeth.  “Another child to feast on,” the demon hissed.
 
   “G’lyna—”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” G’lyna growled.  Her entire body began to glow as it had before.  “You three get out of here.”
 
   “What will you do, child?  Cry for your mother?”
 
   G’lyna didn’t answer; her body did that for her.  The glow that had encompassed it fired three bolts of light. Each bolt incinerated a demon, leaving only ash in the snow.
 
   Then G’lyna knelt down beside Anybl.  “Are you hurt?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Anybl said.  She smiled.  “You see now?”
 
   “I see,” G’lyna said.  This ability of hers wasn’t a curse; it was a gift.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3:  The Chieftain
 
   Our village didn’t have many outsiders visit.  Those outsiders who did show up, did not receive a warm welcome.  That’s why when we arrive, the chief’s sons have their spears leveled at Merlin’s throat.  “Now see here,” I say.  “He’s not dangerous.  He’s my friend.”
 
   “Your friend?  Then we should kill him now,” says Elgar, the uglier of the two.
 
   “You kill him and you’ll be making a big mistake.”
 
   Elgar turns away from Merlin to glare at me.  “Why would that be?”  He taps me on the chest with a finger the size of a kipper.  
 
   “Because he could turn you into something uglier than you already are,” I say.  “He’s a conjurer, even better than Greetha.”
 
   “Is that a fact, old man?” Elgar says to Merlin.  “You can summon the dark powers?”
 
   “Not dark powers,” Merlin says.  “I summon the light.”
 
   “Light, dark, it won’t save you from my spear.”
 
   Merlin flicks one wrist and Elgar’s spear turns into a fish that wriggles out of his hand to plop onto the ground.  Elgar cocks his fist back to pulverize Merlin’s face.  His fist stops about two inches from Merlin’s nose.  I stare at him for a moment, as does his brother, but Elgar doesn’t move.  He doesn’t even breathe.
 
   The chief’s other son, the gangly, pimple-faced Artr, lowers his spear.  “You are a conjurer,” he says.
 
   “I have come to see your father.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “That is for us to discuss.  Take us to him.”
 
   Artr thinks about it for a moment, but then decides discretion is the better part of valor.  He leads us to the chief’s hut.  It’s not much better than the other huts, just a bit bigger than the rest.  It contains all the treasures of the village, which at that time are mostly jars of food.  The chief dips into those jars quite often, which is obvious from the gut hanging over his waist.  
 
   “Father, there is someone to see you.”
 
   The chief pushes away his wife to glare up at us.  “I thought I banished you.”
 
   “You did, but I’ve come back.  I’ve brought someone to meet you.”
 
   “Get out of here.  Both of you!  Where is Elgar?”
 
   “He’s taking a rest,” I say.
 
   “Go and fetch him,” the chief tells Artr.  “Then dispose of these two.”
 
   “Yes, Father.”
 
   We’re left alone with the chief and his unconscious wife.  “I should have you know, Merlin here is a mighty conjurer.  And he’s passed his skills on to me.”  Just like that, my right arm begins to burn, but I don’t feel warm at all.  I wish I could say I had conjured the flame, but it was all Merlin.
 
   “Before you two die, tell me why you’ve come.”
 
   “A darkness will soon wreak havoc on this land,” Merlin says.  “To combat this evil, I will need help.”
 
   “You want my warriors to fight for you?”
 
   “Not all of them.  Only one.”
 
   “And what do I receive for this?”
 
   “Only my favor.”
 
   “What good is that to me?”
 
   “You’ve seen the power Marlin and I wield.  Imagine what good that can mean to your people.”
 
   The chief smiles.  “Yes, I imagine there is much good you could do.”  The chief’s eyes gleam.  I’m sure he’s thinking about how much food Merlin could conjure up for him.  Maybe even another wife or two, wives who are younger and more attractive.
 
   Merlin puts a hand on my shoulder.  “We should go.”
 
   “What?  But he was going to agree—”
 
   “The chief’s heart is seized by darkness.  He would use my power to satisfy his greed.”
 
   We start to back away.  The chief gets to his feet, a knife in his hand.  “Wait!  You two shall not leave here!”
 
   “We will return, when your heart is clearer.”
 
   The chief tries to stop Merlin, but with a wave of Merlin’s hand the dagger turns into a lizard.  While the chief swats at the lizard, Merlin and I show ourselves out.
 
   Then it’s back to our little cave in the forest to wait.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4:  Plague
 
   The hole in the rock isn’t all that comfortable for me but it’s even less comfortable to accommodate two people.  I ask Merlin if he can conjure us up a hut, but he shakes his head.  “Magic can’t be used for everything.  Some things a man should do with his own muscles.”
 
   It takes us a week to build a makeshift hut out of logs and branches.  We build it on a bed of moss so we have the old world’s version of carpeting.  The finished product isn’t much to look at, but at least Merlin and I can stand up all the way.
 
   We’re putting the finishing touches on the hut when I hear a familiar voice say, “I never knew you were such a carpenter.”
 
   I turn and see Beaux in her mangy sheepskin, armed with the bloody club she uses to protect the sheep from predators.  Her blond hair has more leaves in it than usual and her face is stained with more dirt.  “You been sleeping in a mud puddle?”
 
   “It’s better than this place.”
 
   Merlin emerges from the hut.  He claps my shoulder.  “Ah, I told you Beaux would return.”
 
   “Just once it would be nice if you were wrong,” I grumble.  “What brings you back here, woman?  Get tired of only sheep for comfort?”
 
   “The sheep are better companions than you’ll ever be,” she says.  “I’ve come to see your friend the conjurer.”
 
   “What do you want him for?  He don’t know nothing about sheep.”
 
   “There’s plague in the village.  People are dying.  They say your friend is more powerful than even Greetha.”
 
   “Of course he is.  He’s the greatest conjurer in all the land.”
 
   “Then will he help us?”
 
   “Why should he?  The chief tried to kill us before.  So did that ugly son of his.  We ought to let the lot of you—”
 
   “Hold,” Merlin says.  “I will help.  But I will require Beaux’s assistance.”
 
   “What?  I’m your apprentice, not this...this woman.”
 
   “No one knows this land quite like a shepherdess.  I will require some special herbs to cure the plague.”
 
   We venture deep into the forest with Beaux leading the way.  As Merlin said, she knows the area better than anyone from all that tramping around with her bloody sheep.  I follow after her and decide this is as close to some alone time as we’ll get.
 
   “I’ve missed you,” I say.
 
   “The bed’s not quite the same with Merlin, is it?”
 
   “Better him than sheep.”
 
   “Better sheep than you.”
 
   “I said I’ve missed you.  Am I supposed to get on my hands and knees to beg?”
 
   “That might be a good start.”
 
   “Well too bad, because I did nothing wrong.”
 
   “Nothing wrong?  You killed Bleeth’s chickens!  And before that, you ruined a whole basket of apples with that conjuring of yours.”
 
   “Maybe I wasn’t a great conjurer then, but now—”  I hold up my hand to pull the same trick as in the chief’s hut.  Nothing happens.
 
   “Now what?”
 
   “Just wait a minute.”  I look over my shoulder, but Merlin is on his knees to study some leaves.  I clear my throat and he looks up.  “I said I might not have been a great conjurer, but now—”
 
   The moment Merlin nods, my hand lights on fire again.  I turn triumphantly to Beaux.  “You see that?  Let’s see your precious Greetha do that.”
 
   “Merlin is the conjurer, not you,” Beaux says.  She stomps off.  I wait until the fire’s died out to follow after her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say.  “I only did that because you won’t seem to listen to reason.”
 
   “Reason?  What reason could there be to let you back into my bed?”
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   “I want you to be something!  Do you think I want a husband who’s a laughingstock?”
 
   “Maybe I haven’t had much success so far, but this time it’s different.  Merlin saw something in me.  He said I would be instrumental in combating the darkness that threatens the land.  Instrumental!”
 
   “You don’t seem very instrumental so far.  All you’ve done is blunder after me like usual.”
 
   “Is that so?”  I grab her by the arm and pull her into a kiss.  As always her mouth tastes like old berries; I get a couple seeds caught in my teeth.  Still, it’s the sweetest thing I’ve tasted in weeks.
 
   The kiss is interrupted by Beaux clubbing the back of my left leg.  I stagger back a few steps.  “What was that for?”
 
   “How dare you!  Did you think that would impress me?”
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   We glare at each other for a few moments, until Merlin clears his throat.  “Excuse me, but I have what I need.  We should go back to the hut so I can prepare the potion.”
 
   “Fine,” I grumble.  I trudge after him with Beaux picking up the rear.
 
   Merlin boils the leaves and other ingredients in the sole cracked pot I took from the village.  “You’re sure this will work?” Beaux asks.
 
   “It will,” he says.
 
   I get the honor of lugging the pot into the village.  That no one stops us is a testament to how bad things are.  Beaux leads the way to the chief’s hut.  Before she can open the flap, it lifts on its own.  I nearly spill the pot of medicine when I see a bear rising from the hut.
 
   “Outsiders!” the bear shouts.  I realize then it’s not an actual bear but Old Greetha, clad in the skin of a bear.  “Leave this place!”
 
   “We will do nothing of the kind, woman,” I say.
 
   “You will leave here or you will die,” she growls.  The bear’s head she wears like a cap lifts enough so I can see the madness in her eyes.  The next thing I know, there’s a dagger in my midsection.
 
   I manage to set the pot on the ground before I collapse next to it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5:  War of Magic
 
   There’s not much worse of a feeling than lying on the ground with a dagger in your midsection.  The only thing worse is when the one who stabbed you stands over you, chanting a bunch of nonsense to make sure your soul goes to the darkest corner of the underworld.  I’d tell her to shut up, but I’m too busy trying not to scream at the moment.
 
   “What did you do that for?” Beaux shouts.  “We came to help.”
 
   “You came to infect them with his dark magic,” Greetha says.  She points a finger, its nail half a foot long, at Merlin, who thus far has done nothing but stand there.  “This I will not allow.”
 
   “I mean no harm to the village or yourself,” Merlin says.  “The shepherdess said there was a plague.  I brewed a potion to cure it.”
 
   Greetha bends down to snatch the pot away.  Though half my blood is on the ground, I try to stop her.  “Let her have it,” Merlin says.
 
   Greetha opens the lid of the pot and sniffs at it.  “What dark magic is this?”
 
   “It’s the magic of the forest,” Merlin says.  “Just a simple brew of herbs to treat the plague.”
 
   “This is no ordinary brew.  You’ve infected it somehow.”
 
   “I’ve done nothing to it.  Go on and try it on one of the infected.  See what it does.”
 
   “I will do no such thing.  You will leave and take this wretch with you.  He does not deserve to die here.”
 
   I mutter a curse.  Beaux kneels down beside me.  “We can’t let him die anywhere.  One of you, please, help him.”
 
   “I will not help one in league with an outsider.”
 
   “Marlin is not in league with me.  He is my friend.”  Merlin bends down.  He puts his hand on my midsection.  The pain disappears.  I look down to see the cut has healed; even the rent in my animal skin is gone.  Only the blood on the ground is a reminder that anything’s happened.
 
   Merlin and Beaux help me to my feet.  “Take him to rest.  Greetha and I will settle this.”
 
   “There’s nothing to settle.  You and your minions will leave and never come back.  And take your vile potion with you!”
 
   Greetha hurls the pot at Merlin.  He holds up a hand.  The pot stops in midair.  He pulls it out of the air to set on the ground again.  Greetha lets out a cry of rage.  “You dare to defy me?”
 
   When she reaches beneath the bear pelt I brace for her to take out another dagger.  Instead, she takes out some yellowed bones.  From the size and thickness, they probably came from a deer.  She levels the bones at Merlin and then begins to chant in her strange language.
 
   Nothing happens.  She chants louder and then begins a shuffling dance while she does it.  Still Merlin stands there, impassive.  She hurls the bones at his feet.  From inside the pelt she takes out the heavy artillery:  a wolf’s skull.
 
   All the chanting and screaming has drawn a crowd.  The red boils on some faces indicate those with the plague.  They all stare wide-eyed at Greetha, waiting for her to destroy Merlin.  Though I always knew Greetha’s “magic” was bollocks, I can’t help but feel a nervous flutter when she raises that wolf’s skull.
 
   With the skull poised over her head, she shrieks some of her nonsense words.  She dances within an inch of Merlin’s face.  I’m sure she’s getting spit in his beard from all her screaming.  He remains impassive, to the point I think he might have turned to stone.
 
   It takes only a flick of his hand to end it.  That flick sends Greetha back at least twenty feet, through the flap of the chief’s hut.  Merlin says nothing to celebrate his victory.  He simply picks up the pot and then carries it over to the nearest infected villager, my old friend Bleeth.
 
   “Take some of this and apply it to your sores,” Merlin says.  “In the morning, you will feel better.”
 
   “No!” Greetha roars.  “Do not trust him!  He’s an outsider!”
 
   She recovers herself, but the head of the bear’s pelt is crooked.  She looks smaller to me, her power diminished.  She gathers up the bones and skull to continue her chanting, but no one pays her any mind.  They flock around the pot to take some of Merlin’s potion.
 
   In the morning, the village is cured and Greetha is gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6:  Darkness Rising
 
   In the land not yet known as Egypt, a beautiful woman rested on a couch and stared into a pool of dark water.  She was the most beautiful woman in perhaps the whole world at that point; she certainly thought so.  As she looked into the water, she didn’t ask it who was the fairest in the land; she had something much larger on her mind.
 
   Her thoughts were interrupted by a scream.  A pair of young men crashed to the stone floor in front of her couch.  They quivered there while their attacker stood over them.  Their attacker was a man clad in a black loincloth and an equally black headdress in the shape of a dog’s head—the symbol of the god Anubis.  On each hand the monster wore a gauntlet made of the paws of a bear, an animal quite exotic for Egypt of the time.  
 
   The claws on the gauntlets were even sharper than those of a normal bear; the monster proved this when he sliced open the chest of one man.  With the precision of a surgeon, he cut out the man’s heart.  The organ was still beating when he presented it to his mistress.
 
   She cupped it in her hands to watch it beat.  “This is all you bring me?  This is hardly worthy of my dogs,” she growled.
 
   “I am sorry, my master,” the monster said.  “I will go find others to serve you.”
 
   “No, these will do.  I have another use for your talents.”
 
   The monster cut out the second heart while his master devoured the first.  She didn’t eat it the way one would eat an apple.  Instead, she held the heart up to her mouth, her jaw widening like that of a snake until it was big enough to swallow the heart whole.  She let out a sigh as if she’d eaten a joint of mutton.
 
   She motioned to her servant for the second heart.  She devoured it in the same way.  Then she leaned back on the couch while a couple of slaves scurried in to take the bodies away.  They worked quickly and silently so they wouldn’t be next up on the menu.
 
   Once she and the monster were alone, the woman gestured to the pool of water.  “Several moons ago we lost something important,” she said.
 
   “Forgive me, master.  He was more cunning than I anticipated.”
 
   “Of course he was,” she said.  “He was my most gifted student.”
 
   “You wish for me to find him?”
 
   “There’s no need to find him.  I know exactly where he is.  He’s in a land far to the north.  He hopes to avoid my gaze there.  The fool doesn’t realize he can’t go anywhere to escape my notice.”
 
   “Then I will go there and kill him.”
 
   “No, you will not kill him.  Bring him back to me.  But be warned, he’s preparing for your arrival.”
 
   “I won’t fail you again, master.”
 
   “I should hope not.”
 
   The monster bowed to her.  “I will make ready to leave at once.  If I may be so bold, though, what will you do while I am gone?  Who will harvest your sustenance?”
 
   “I can take care of myself for a few moons.”  She shook her head.  “I hate to have to dirty my hands with this rabble, but it’s necessary.”
 
   “Would it not be easier for you to go to the traitor?  With your power, you could be upon him in seconds.”
 
   “Are you questioning my wisdom?”
 
   “Not at all, my master.”
 
   “Good.  Now go.  Find Merlin and bring him back to me.  Let no one stand in your way.”
 
   The monster bowed again and then backed out of the room.  He set out on foot to the north, to where Merlin—and me—waited.  In her palace, the beautiful woman leaned back on her couch and sighed.  She had made a mistake in underestimating Merlin once, but she wasn’t going to make that mistake again.  This time she would make certain to destroy him—and anyone else who got in her way.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7:  Training Camp
 
   Not quite so far south, in what will become France, G’lyna watches her new recruits and sighs.  Anybl had warned her the other girls would need guidance; G’lyna had hoped it wouldn’t require this much guidance.  The youngest, Syva, is almost feral, to the point she tried to eat a spoon on the first night.
 
   The beautiful Agga on the other hand can’t stop herself from complaining about every little thing.  “Why do we have to stand out here in the cold?” she whines.
 
   “In order to learn control, you need to get in touch with the world around you.”
 
   “Can’t I do that in front of the fire?”
 
   “No,” G’lyna snaps.  She supposes this is the problem with trying to manage a bunch of teenagers.  She wasn’t this bad when she first began to quicken, was she?  If she was, it was because she had to fear for her life, until Anybl found her.  Girls like Agga were just spoiled brats used to having everything their own way.
 
   “Patience,” Anybl whispers in her ear.  Her friend has a talent for appearing out of thin air the moment G’lyna needs her.  “It’s a big adjustment.”
 
   At that moment there’s a scream.  G’lyna turns to see Syva on top of Sofe, the brightest of their recruits.  The younger girl shrieks something in her native tongue while trying to claw Sofe’s eyes out.  G’lyna is going to intervene until Anybl puts a hand on her shoulder.
 
   A moment later, Syva goes flying and lands at G’lyna’s feet.  Sofe stands up, her hands glowing.  Anybl hurries over to her to put a hand on her shoulder.  “It’s all right, Sofe.  You can relax now.  No one will hurt you.”
 
   “You should send that thing back to the woods where it belongs.”
 
   “I want to go home,” Agga whines.
 
   Most of the others seem to share that feeling, all except the stoic Hise, who just stands there with her arms crossed.  She hasn’t said more than five words that G’lyna can remember since she arrived from the farthest end of the world a week ago.  And yet she’s already the second-best student besides Sofe.
 
   “Hise, take the others inside to warm up,” G’lyna says.  She grabs Syva by the arm.  The girl struggles to free herself, but can’t.  “Syva and I are going to have a little talk.”
 
   She drags the girl into the forest, where no one else will be able to see or hear them.  At first Syva continues to struggle, but eventually she stops and plods along with G’lyna.  At a thicket, G’lyna motions to a log.  Syva sits down.
 
   G’lyna brushes the wild dark red hair from Syva’s face to look into her green eyes; they’re the eyes of a frightened child, not an animal.  With a spell Anybl helped her with, G’lyna speaks in Syva’s native tongue.  “You don’t have to be afraid.  No one is going to hurt you.”
 
   The girl only grunts at this.  G’lyna takes her hand.  “What happened?  What did Sofe say?”
 
   “She said I was a dirty savage,” Syva says.
 
   “And you thought that was a good reason to kill her?”
 
   “I wasn’t going to kill her.  I just wanted to scare her.”
 
   “I understand, but that was wrong.  Sofe is your sister and you should never, ever hurt your sister.”
 
   “She’s not my sister.  My sisters are back home.  I should be with them, not out here.”
 
   Now G’lyna began to understand.  Most of them had left family behind when they began to quicken, but for Syva it was different.  She had cared for her sisters like a mother, but then she had been forced to leave them behind so they wouldn’t be marked as demons and executed.
 
   G’lyna sat next to Syva on the log.  She put an arm around the girl’s shoulder.  “I’m sure your sisters will be fine.  You taught them to take care of themselves, didn’t you?”
 
   “They’re still so young.  Emba is just two summers old.  I should be with her.”
 
   “I know, but you can’t.  None of us can be with our families.  But we have a new family now.  We’re all sisters:  you, me, and even Sofe.  And we have something very important to do.”
 
   “We do?”
 
   “Yes.  Anybl and I haven’t told the others yet, but very soon a darkness will descend upon the land.  We have been chosen to fight it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I do know when the time comes, we will all need to work together.  It will take our combined strength to destroy this evil.  If we don’t, then it’ll overtake the whole world—including your sisters.”
 
   Syva considers this for a few minutes.  She finally nods.  “Then I will do what I must to help,” she says.
 
   “Good.  You can start by apologizing to Sofe.  But first, let’s get you a bath.  You do stink a little.”
 
   Syva grins at this and gives G’lyna’s hand a squeeze.  Then they go to the stream to wash up.  G’lyna helps Syva clean her clothes as well and ties her hair back so it no longer covers her face.  “Now you look very pretty,” G’lyna says.
 
   “Thank you,” Syva says.  The girl leans against G’lyna as they trudge back to the camp, where their sisters await them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8:  Fight & Flee
 
   The two girls battle in the snow.  Hise, the older of the two, moves with supernatural grace to duck under the swing of the other girl’s staff.  Syva, the youngest of all the girls, curses in her native tongue.  She groans when Hise’s stick hits her in the back and sends her tumbling to the ground.
 
   Hise looks down on Syva and bows slightly.  “You fight well,” she says, “but you lack patience.”
 
   Syva jumps to her feet.  “Let’s do it again.”
 
   “That’s enough,” G’lyna says from up in a tree.  She drops to the ground, between the combatants.  “Let’s go inside and get some dinner.”
 
   “I don’t need to eat,” Syva insists.  “I can beat her.”
 
   “I’m sure you can, but I’m hungry.  Let’s go.”
 
   Syva looks ready to argue, but then drops her staff.  She follows after G’lyna and Hise into the main hut, where the others await them.  It’s a tight squeeze for fifty girls, but they’ve learned to manage over the past six moons.
 
   As if reading her thoughts, Anybl touches G’lyna’s arm.  “We need to talk.”
 
   They go outside, back into the cold.  Anybl asks, “How are they doing?”
 
   “I’m sure Hise could beat any man and Syva isn’t far behind.”
 
   “Good.  We’ll need them soon.”
 
   “How soon?”
 
   “A few days.  The Black Demon is almost here.”
 
   “We won’t be ready in a couple of days for something like that.”
 
   “I know, but we don’t have a choice.”
 
   *** 
 
   Agga, who has the best foresight of any of the girls, keeps track of the Demon’s movements.  As Anybl said, he’s coming straight for them, marching through the mountains without pause to rest.  He walks even through the night.
 
   “If we can lure him into the pass then we can trap him,” says Sofe, the most intelligent of them.  She lays out their strategy.  Hise and Syva will draw the Demon into the pass, where the others will fire down upon him.  G’lyna doesn’t like it, but she can’t argue with the logic either.
 
   “Just one thing,” G’lyna says.  “I’m going with Hise and Syva.”
 
   “G’lyna—”
 
   “It’s my decision.”
 
   Anybl looks into her eyes for a moment and then nods.  “How soon should he be in the area?”
 
   “By dawn, I think,” Agga says.
 
   “Good.  Then let us prepare.”
 
   *** 
 
   G’lyna huddles with Hise, Syva, and Agga behind an outcropping of rock.  Agga has her eyes closed to watch the Demon’s movements.  As she foresaw, the Demon will be near the pass in less than an hour, as the sun rises.
 
   Beside G’lyna, Syva sharpens a dagger.  “I can’t wait to slit his throat.”
 
   “We’re not to fight him,” G’lyna says.
 
   “But—”
 
   “We won’t fight him except as a last resort.  Understand?”
 
   Like a scolded child, Syva looks down at the snow and nods.  “I understand.”
 
   The sun is beginning to rise when G’lyna sees the Demon for herself.  Despite the cold he’s bare-chested and his legs are mostly bare as well.  He wears a black headdress shaped like a dog and a pair of bear paws on his hands.  The claws on his hands look much sharper than those of a normal bear.
 
   Before G’lyna can say anything, Syva charges out from hiding.  She screams the war cry of her village as she lunges at the Demon.  He lets her plunge the dagger into his chest.  The dagger shatters in Syva’s hand.  Without a word, the Demon backhands Syva with one clawed hand.  She slams into a rock and goes limp.
 
   The Demon starts towards her.  G’lyna stands up and raises a hand.  The snow around the Demon begins to swirl.  “Agga, get Syva back to camp.  Hise and I will deal with the Demon.”
 
   Agga nods.  She vanishes herself across the gap to where Syva lays; with a flash of light, both are gone.  Meanwhile, Hise trots towards the Demon with far more caution than Syva.  G’lyna continues to swirl the snow around the Demon, not that it seems to faze him.
 
   Hise is the best warrior G’lyna has seen, but even she is no match for the Demon.  She ducks under his claws a few times.  Unlike Syva, she tries her dagger on the Demon’s left hamstring.  Again the dagger shatters.  Then he plunges a clawed hand into her right leg.  With a scream, Hise collapses.
 
   G’lyna vanishes herself across the gap to scoop Hise up.  G’lyna vanishes her and Hise back a few feet.  “Come and get us.”  
 
   Then she runs.
 
   *** 
 
   The Demon follows them into the pass without a care.  G’lyna plants herself in the middle of the pass with Hise still in her arms.  She stares back at the Demon.  “It’s time to end this,” she says.
 
   At that moment Anybl and the others reveal themselves on either side of the pass.  G’lyna vanishes herself and Hise up to meet them as they begin to rain down ice, static energy, and fireballs at the Demon.  He stands in the middle of the pass, absorbing the punishment without flinching.
 
   “It’s not working!” G’lyna says.
 
   Anybl nods.  “Then we have to go to the backup plan.”
 
   G’lyna is going to ask what this is, but then she feels the ground tremble.  Snow and rock at the end of the pass begin to collapse.  Before long, an avalanche descends upon the Demon.  Several feet of snow and stone entomb the monster.
 
   G’lyna lets out a sigh of relief, until she sees the snowy tomb shake.  A clawed hand appears through the snow, followed by another.  Then the dog-shaped headdress bursts through.  The Demon glares up at them.  “I am not here to trifle with children.  Return to your homes and you will be spared.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Sofe asks.
 
   “We retreat,” Anybl says.  “I hope Merlin has better luck.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9:  The Messenger
 
   After he saved the village from the plague, Merlin could have taken over as chief.  Of course he refused that honor.  He might have at least consulted me first to see if I wanted to be chief.  That would surely have reconciled Beaux and I.
 
   He refuses to even accept a hut in the village.  Instead, he goes back to our makeshift hut in the forest with its floor of moss.  He does allow the villagers to give us some good pelts to sleep on.
 
   “I don’t see why you won’t live in the village.  I thought that’s what you wanted,” I say.
 
   “I only wished the villagers to accept me.”  He pulls his bear pelt tighter around him.  “I prefer to stay out here, close to the world.”
 
   “That’s all well and good, but I prefer to be someplace where I don’t have to worry about being eaten by wolves.”
 
   “No harm will come to us here.”
 
   “I suppose.”  As I curl up beneath my bear pelt, I put a hand on my midsection, where Greetha cut me.  Merlin healed the wound with a wave of his hand, but I can still feel some pain every now and then.  We didn’t have psychology back then to understand the concept of “phantom pain.”
 
   “I don’t suppose with all that power of yours, you could make Beaux decide she doesn’t want to stay with those sheep anymore?”
 
   “I could, but then she wouldn’t be the woman you love, would she?”
 
   “Curse your damnable logic,” I grumble.
 
   I’ve just fallen asleep when a flash of white light wakes me up.  I open my eyes to see the glowing form of a young woman.  “What are you?” I blurt out.
 
   My master is far calmer.  He looks up at the woman and nods.  “Hello, Anybl.  I expected to see you soon.”
 
   “You knew she was coming and you didn’t tell me?”
 
   “I saw no reason to worry you.”  Merlin waves his hand to restart the fire.  The girl’s unearthly glow fades.  She sits down across from us by the fire.  To my surprise, she starts to sob.
 
   “What’s the matter, woman?  I didn’t mean anything—”
 
   “We’ve failed you, my lord!” Anybl wails.
 
   Merlin goes over to the girl to wrap her in a hug.  She looks so much younger now, practically a child.  He strokes her brown hair and says, “It’s all right.  You did what you could.”
 
   “It wasn’t enough.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “The fault is mine.  I underestimated his power.”
 
   “What are you two talking about?”
 
   “The Black Demon is on the march.  She’s sent him to take me back.”
 
   “That doesn’t make it any clearer.”
 
   Merlin sighs.  “My former master is a woman named Isis.  She believes herself to be a goddess and indeed her powers are as strong as any god, so long as she maintains her strength.  She does this by feeding on the souls of the living.  The Black Demon is her servant.  She created him to retrieve sacrifices for her.”
 
   “And she was your master?”
 
   “Yes.  I studied under her for a time, until I realized the darkness in her heart.  Then I fled to this place.  Now she wants me back.”
 
   “You must stop this demon,” Anybl says.  “Only you have the power—”
 
   “Not even I can destroy her creation.”  Merlin shakes his head.  In that instant he looks like just a normal man, not the greatest conjurer in the land.  “To defeat the Demon, we need a warrior, one who is brave, strong, and most importantly pure of heart.”
 
   “How do we do that?”
 
   Merlin claps me on the shoulder.  “Go to the village and search among the warriors there.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I have other business to attend to.”
 
   “What of me, my lord?” Anybl asks.
 
   “Go back to your coven.  They will continue to grow and flourish.  When the time comes, I may call on you again.”
 
   “Yes, my lord,” Anybl says.  She gets unsteadily to her feet.  “We will be ready next time.  I swear it.”
 
   Merlin nods to her.  The girl disappears in another flash of light.  I turn to Merlin.  “What is this business you’re attending to?”
 
   “You will find out, in time.  For now, we must rest.  Tomorrow we have much work to do.”
 
   I want to argue, but Merlin puts his hand to my forehead.  I’m asleep before I even hit the ground.  That’s the trouble with having a conjurer as your roommate.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10:  The Trial, Part 1
 
   By the time I wake up the next morning, Merlin has gone.  I have no idea where he’s gone, but his instructions from last night come back to me.  With a groan I sit up and then look around for some dried meat to snack on for breakfast. 
 
   I’m still eating when Beaux shows up.  She doesn’t bother to announce herself; she just dives right through the door.  “Figures you wouldn’t be up and about yet,” she says.
 
   “Care for a bite?” I ask.
 
   “I’ve already eaten.”
 
   “I’m sure you have, but this is better than some berries and nuts.”
 
   “I haven’t time and neither do you.  You’re supposed to be in the village.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Because he told me before he left.  Now get moving.  You can finish eating on the way.”
 
   I grumble to myself, but soon enough we’re on our way.  I try to make small talk, but she has none of that.  She’s more concerned about those sheep of hers.  By the time she gets back, they’ll probably all have run off or gotten themselves eaten by wolves.
 
   “I don’t know why you bother with them.  They’re just stupid sheep.”
 
   “At least I’m good at something.”
 
   “There you go again.  I’m the apprentice to the most powerful conjurer in the whole land.  What more do you want from me?”
 
   “You’re his assistant.  Or his manservant is more like it.”
 
   “Manservant?  I don’t change his bloody robe for him, woman.  I am indispensable to him.”
 
   “Is that why he left without you?”
 
   “Bah.  There’s no reasoning with you.”  I’d like to stomp away from her, but she can easily keep up with me.  “Why don’t you just let me handle this?”
 
   “Because you’ll botch the whole thing, is why.”
 
   “And what would you know about finding a warrior?”
 
   “More than you.  The only thing you ever fought were Gren’s kittens—and you lost.  Just look what happened with Greetha—”
 
   “Bloody witch took me by surprise is all.”
 
   Beaux brandishes her club.  “I’m a lot closer to a warrior than you’ll ever be.”
 
   “Fine, you can come along, but I’m the one in charge.”
 
   She gives me a nasty look, but holds her tongue the rest of the way into the village.  Though Elgar is still sore about the last time we met, he escorts us to his father’s hut.  “Where is the conjurer?” the chief asks.
 
   “He’s attending to other business.  He’s asked me to come in his stead.”
 
   “For what?  Have you come to claim my title, little man?”
 
   “Not at all.  My master has asked me to seek out the village’s bravest warrior for a special mission.”
 
   “What sort of mission?”
 
   “There is a very nasty bloke on his way here.  A black demon.  He’s going to lay waste to everything unless we find a warrior who can stop him.”
 
   The chief gets to his feet with a groan.  He stands beside Elgar and puts a hand on his shoulder.  “You need look no further than my son.  He is without equal.”
 
   “The master has made it very clear I’m supposed to find someone who is brave, strong, and pure of heart.  I’m not sure Elgar meets all those qualifications.”
 
   “What are you saying, old man?  My heart is purer than anyone’s in this village!”
 
   Beaux puts a hand on my arm.  “What Marlin is saying is that we want to make sure.”
 
   “Yes, exactly.”  I clap my hands together.  “I suppose the simplest way to make sure would be to have a tournament.”
 
   “What sort of tournament?” the chief asks.
 
   “We’ll have every able-bodied man in the village duel to determine who is the best.”
 
   Elgar grins at us.  “That sounds amusing.  Then you will see without a doubt that I am the best warrior in this village.”
 
   “What about being pure of heart?” Beaux asks me once we’re outside.
 
   “We’ll worry about that later,” I say.  I hope the master is done by that time, because I have no idea what he means; I only know Elgar can’t be what he has in mind.
 
   The chief makes the announcement to the rest of the village.  There are twenty men in total; the chief does not include himself.  Only after the announcement does young Artr pull his father aside.  “Father, what about me?”
 
   “What about you?  He said able-bodied men.”  
 
   “But I’m sixteen.  I’m old enough to go to war.”
 
   The chief stares at his son for a moment and then sighs.  “Very well.  Add the boy to your list.”
 
   I nod at the chief, though I know the boy has no chance.  He’ll be lucky if one of the others doesn’t snap him in half.  Well, it’s his funeral.
 
   I turn to Beaux and say, “Now that that’s settled, how about we get some decent food?”
 
   “You and your stomach,” she grumbles, but she follows me to get a joint of mutton.  We eat it together beneath a tree.  Maybe there’s a good side to this job after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11:  Into the Fire
 
   The volcano isn’t on any maps.  It doesn’t exist in this world; you can only find it on another plane of existence, one where mortal man can never go.  But Merlin is no mortal man, so it’s as easy for him to enter this realm as walking to the local pub.  
 
   He steps through the opening from one world to another and enters a field of daisies.  He remembers the last time he saw a field of daisies, on his long trip from Egypt to Britain.  Such a sight was unlike anything in Egypt with all that sand and heat that made it impossible for wildflowers to grow.
 
   A horse nibbles on some grass in the field.  It’s not a normal horse, though; it’s got feathered wings like those of a giant bird.  In modern parlance it’s a Pegasus.  The winged horse looks up from its feeding to glare at Merlin.  It whinnies a challenge.
 
   “I’ve come to see your master,” Merlin says.
 
   The horse continues to glare.  It allows Merlin to get close enough to put a hand on its neck.  “I promise you have nothing to fear from me.”
 
   The horse snorts.  Still, it allows Merlin to swing onto it.  The moment Merlin steadies himself, the Pegasus extends its wings.  It flaps the wings as it runs across the field.  After a few moments, it achieves enough lift to take flight.
 
   Though he’s been from one end of the earth to the other and beyond, he still can’t help but grab the horse’s mane as it gets airborne.  He grabs it even tighter as the Pegasus sails past the land and over the ocean.  Merlin is dignified enough not to get airsick, though he does feel a bit queasy.
 
   After what feels like hours, the volcano appears.  There’s nothing around it except a mile-high volcano that seems to rise straight out of the water.  Merlin takes a deep breath as the Pegasus dives into the opening of the volcano.  Not even Merlin can help but scream as the horse plunges into a lake of molten rock.
 
   The lava is just an illusion.  The horse comes through the other side of it without a hair singed, as does Merlin.  He lets out a sigh as the horse begins a gentler descent into a temple of white marble.
 
   Waiting for him is a man at least ten feet tall with biceps bigger around than Merlin’s waist.  His thick sandy beard has dried and scorched patches indicative of someone who spends a lot of time near an open flame.  Indeed he does spend a lot of time near an open flame, as he is the world’s greatest blacksmith.
 
   “I should have known it would be you,” the giant growls.
 
   “Forgive my intrusion, Heph.  I’ve come on a matter of great importance.”
 
   “It had better be.  Odin keeps badgering me to finish this hammer for his no-account son.  The last thing a spoiled princeling needs is a magic weapon, if you ask me, but it’s not my place to interfere.  Come, we can discuss what you need along the way.”
 
   Heph’s house is sized to fit him, which made any mortal man feel like a mouse scurrying about.  Most of the house is deserted, a layer of dust covering the furniture.  “I heard what happened with Aphrodite—”
 
   “Do not speak her name!” Heph roars.  “Traitorous wench.  She dares to leave me for that preening fool Ares?  God of war.  Hah!  He wouldn’t know what to do with a sword if it bit him in the arse.”
 
   “Very true.  I’m afraid I have a bit of woman trouble myself.”
 
   “Ah, yes, the false goddess.  Isis.  I knew that would go badly.  Why Anubis ever thought to give her such power is beyond me.  And that demon of hers with those claws.  If she wanted real weapons, she should have come to me.  But I suppose that’s what brings you here.  You want me to design something to kill her?”
 
   “I’m afraid such a thing is beyond even your skill, not with the protection of a god of the underworld.”
 
   “You could let me at least try.  I would enjoy the challenge.”
 
   “For now I only need something to slay her servant, the demon.”
 
   Heph snorts at that.  “And I thought you had a real challenge for me.”
 
   “There are a few other items I will require.  Do you have boots around here?  Perhaps a spare tunic and loincloth?”
 
   “I’m sure I can find something.  What else do you need?”
 
   “I’ll need a helmet.”
 
   “Well, that’s still not much of a challenge, but it’ll have to do.”  Heph bends down to tap Merlin on the shoulder with one huge finger.  “Come, let us see what we can find.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12:  The Trial, Part 2
 
   The tournament is held in a field outside the village.  Everyone capable of dragging themselves out there attends.  We don’t have currency, but people make wagers with food and livestock.  If I weren’t in charge of the thing, I would put Beaux’s entire herd of sheep on Elgar.
 
   By random lot we pair the men up, all except young Artr.  He gets what in modern terminology would be called a “bye.”  I see him off by himself, practicing his skills, such as they are.  He doesn’t have a prayer.
 
   The chief, his wife, Beaux, and I sit together to oversee the tournament.  There aren’t much in the way of rules except to forbid killing anyone; the village can’t afford to lose all its able-bodied men in a contest like this.  Instead, the opponents will try to beat each other into submission, until one finally yields.
 
   I munch on a half of chicken while the combat begins.  As you would expect, it’s not a civilized affair.  There’s a lot of bruising and blood.  Elgar of course draws the most amount of blood; his opponent will probably never walk properly again, not unless Merlin uses magic to fix both of his legs.
 
   I have to look away as Elgar finishes his match.  The poor man he fought is dragged away screaming and crying.  If he’s lucky, he’ll survive the night.  “Bring me another!” Elgar roars.
 
   For the sake of the rest of the village, I award Elgar a bye for the next round while his brother gets into it.  Artr is much scrawnier than his brother, but he’s quick.  Apparently he’s been practicing with his spear as well.  He draws a cut on Bleeth’s left pectoral before Bleeth can even move.  Then Artr whips the end of the spear around to bash the other man in the stomach.  Bleeth crumples to the ground.  While he gasps for air, he pleads for mercy.
 
   “Perhaps the boy is more ready than I thought,” the chief says.
 
   By the time we’ve winnowed it down to two, there’s no doubt Artr can handle himself.  There’s also no doubt for a fat slob the chief has some good DNA; only his sons remain.  The chief’s wife—and mother to Artr—takes her husband’s arm.  “You can’t let them fight each other.”
 
   “Why not?  It was bound to happen eventually.  It might as well be now.”
 
   “But Elgar will kill Artr.  You must know that.”
 
   “He won’t kill him.  He’ll just break a few bones.”
 
   The chief’s wife wails at this and then runs off, unable to watch.  “She’s right,” Beaux whispers into my ear.  “You know what will happen.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do about it?” I ask.  “The boy wants to be a warrior.  This is what it means to be one.”
 
   “As if you would know.”
 
   “It’s out of my hands.  Let the boys decide it for themselves.”
 
   They march into the circle, each armed with a club similar to Beaux’s.  “You might as well scurry back to Mother’s bosom,” Elgar says.  “You’ll save yourself a lot of pain that way.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of you,” Artr says, though his voice quivers.
 
   Without further preamble, they have at it.  Elgar presses his advantage in height, weight, and strength by charging right at Artr, swinging his club.  The more nimble Artr dances out of the way.  He manages hit Elgar in the back of the leg, but the blow doesn’t faze him.  He spins around to hit Artr in the back with his club; the boy sprawls on the ground.
 
   Artr is quick enough to roll out of the way before Elgar’s club can cave in his skull.  Artr hits Elgar in the back of the leg again, this time in that sweet spot behind the knee.  Elgar shouts with pain and staggers.  Artr hits him in the back, but it’s too late.
 
   Elgar spins around with his club.  He swings it from underneath to knock the club from his brother’s hands.  Another blow sends Artr to the ground, on his back.  Elgar lands a flurry of blows that leave Artr bloodied and bruised.
 
   “That’s enough,” I say.  “The fight is over.”
 
   “It’s over when I say it is,” Elgar growls.
 
   “It is over, son,” the chief says.  “You have won.”
 
   “It’s over when I say it is, old man.”  He resumes beating on his brother, who by now should be unconscious and yet somehow the lad is still trying to fetch his club.  The chief and I should try to stop Elgar, but neither of us has the courage for it.
 
   Beaux gets to her feet.  “If you won’t stop him, then I will!”
 
   Before she can try, I see our salvation on its way.  It’s a streak of gold light whizzing towards us from the south.  As it gets closer, I see it’s a spear made entirely of gold.  Like a cruise missile nowadays, it circles over the battlefield, where Elgar continues to pummel his brother.  Then the spear dives straight to the ground to land within Artr’s reach.
 
   The boy is no dummy; he immediately grabs the spear.  He whips the end of the spear around to hit his brother in the side of the head.  Elgar staggers to the ground.  A kick to the midsection and Elgar ends up on his back.  Artr holds the spear point at his throat.  “It is finished.  Yield.”
 
   “I will not.”  Elgar spits blood and then grins.  “You’ll have to kill me.”
 
   Artr stares at him for a moment.  He pulls the spear back.  Everyone watches with anticipation.  Then Artr brings the end of the spear around to slap his brother on the side of the head again.  Elgar passes out.
 
   Beside me, Merlin says, “We’ve found our warrior.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13:  The Trial, Part 3
 
   We don’t have gymnasiums or even weights to lift, so I have to rely on more primitive methods to train young Artr’s body.  As he runs, he carries two baskets of rocks on a yoke around his neck.  Just watching him makes me tired.
 
   “Keep at it, boy.  It’s not time to quit yet,” I shout at him.
 
   “I don’t see why I need to do this,” Artr says.  “I beat Elgar, the strongest man in the village.  Haven’t I proven myself?”
 
   “That’s not for me to say.  The master says you need to get stronger and faster if you’re going to fight the demon, so that’s what we’re going to do.  Now come on, no loafing.”
 
   “Why can’t I fight him now?  I’m ready.”
 
   “That’s not for me to say either.  I’m sure when the master thinks you’re ready, he’ll let you go.  Me, I would be grateful.  No sense hurrying to your execution.”
 
   “You think he’s going to kill me?”
 
   “I would almost guarantee it.  Now, keep those legs moving.  We still have a lot of work ahead of us.”
 
   The boy shuts up and runs with the makeshift weights.  I expect him to collapse any minute, but he keeps going.  Maybe the master is right about the strength of the boy’s heart.  “It is the strongest muscle in the body,” Merlin said.  He was the first to figure that out.
 
   “Still seems on the scrawny side to me,” I said.
 
   “That is why you must train him.  Prepare his body for the Demon.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Once I decide I’ve tormented the boy enough for a little bit, we rest beside a creek.  I give him some bread and dried mutton to snack on.  We didn’t have all those protein shakes and so forth back then either.
 
   “What’s this demon like?” Artr asks.
 
   “Can’t say.  I’ve never met him.”
 
   “But Merlin has.  Didn’t he say anything?”
 
   “He only said the demon is someone you don’t want to trifle with.  That’s why we need to make sure you’re ready.”
 
   “How will you know I’m ready if you don’t know who he is?”
 
   “We’ll let the master decide that.  For now you just keep at it.”
 
   We work at it for two weeks.  I can see the results in the boy’s muscles.  It’s not much difference, but he’s definitely lost the baby fat, his body lean and hard.  At night he stays in my hut in the forest, in large part so he won’t have to be near his parents.  Things have been a bit tense since the tournament, after which the chief banished Elgar from the village.  The brute swore revenge on his way out.
 
   I can tell this weighs heavily on Artr as he pretends to sleep.  He finally rolls over to look at me.  “What do you suppose will happen to Elgar?”
 
   “He’ll find himself some other village.  The master says there are plenty of them around these parts.”
 
   “He promised he’d take revenge.  What if he tries to hurt Mother or Father?”
 
   “Then you’ll have to stop him.”
 
   “What if I don’t survive against this demon?  Then who will take care of them?”
 
   “If you lose against the demon, then none of us will be safe.  Now go to sleep, lad.  We have a lot of work ahead of us.”
 
   When I wake up in the morning, he’s not in the hut.  I don’t find him outside either.  I call his name, but he doesn’t answer.  I curse at myself and try to think of what to tell Merlin now that I’ve lost our great warrior.  I should have known from the way he was talking last night he had started to get second thoughts.
 
   I head to the lean-to Beaux keeps for her and the sheep.  I hear her voice as I get close.  She’s laughing.  This is followed by a man’s laughter.  That backstabbing wench!  As I stomp towards the lean-to, I wish I’d brought a dagger to slice this man’s throat.
 
   “Now see here—” I begin, but stop when I see it’s Artr with Beaux.  They’ve both got their clothes on.  Artr has a lamb in his lap; he’s trying to get the animal to drink some milk from a bowl. 
 
   “Oh, hello, Marlin.  I went out for a walk and ran into Beaux.  She’s showing me how to care for the lambs.”
 
   “We’re supposed to be training you as a warrior, not a shepherd.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Yes, well, give that mangy creature back to Beaux and then we can get to work.”
 
   “Hold on,” Beaux says.  “He’s almost finished with it.  In the meantime, let’s go outside to talk.”
 
   We wander off into the forest so Artr can’t hear us.  Then I say, “Are you daft, woman?  Why are you teaching him about shepherding?  You know what he needs to do.”
 
   “He’s scared, that’s why.  Can’t say as I blame him.  That master of yours has put the whole world on this boy’s shoulders, all because he won’t do his fighting for himself.”
 
   “He can’t destroy the Demon on his own.  If he could, I’m sure he would.”
 
   “I’m sure,” Beaux says and rolls her eyes.  “Or maybe he’s a coward like his apprentice.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means you two are using this poor boy to do your dirty work.”
 
   “There’s nothing I can do about it.  He won the tournament.  If he wasn’t ready, then he shouldn’t have insisted upon entering.”
 
   Beaux sighs.  “Fine.  But for his sake, don’t push him so hard.”
 
   “In a few weeks it’ll be over.  Then he can come out here and play with lambs.”
 
   I brush past Beaux and stomp back to the lean-to.  The lamb is finishing the last of the milk.  Artr sets it on the ground and then pats its head.  He looks up at me.  “I suppose we should get back to work.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14:  Demon Army
 
   In those days there wasn’t much in the way of roads.  The Romans wouldn’t come along to start paving things for nearly two thousand years.  Since there wasn’t much in the way of trade between villages, there weren’t even dirt paths to follow.  The closest thing to roads were paths carved by wild animals during their migration.
 
   Elgar had become another wild animal.  When his father had banished him, he had been allowed to take his spear, his club, and a pelt for warmth.  That was more than he allowed me to take, I might add.  
 
   For weeks Elgar wandered the countryside and plotted his revenge.  He knew he couldn’t simply charge back into the village.  He might be able to sneak in at night, but that wasn’t how he wanted to do things.  He didn’t want to obtain power by crawling into the village on his hands and knees in the darkness.  He wanted everyone to see him seize power.
 
   To do that, he would need an army.  In order to find such an army, he needed to locate another village.  That was easier said than done.
 
   He survived by drinking what water he could find in creeks, streams, and rivers and killing any game that crossed his path.  It should be no surprise that for an exile, Elgar lived pretty high off the hog.  He didn’t have to dine on squirrels he scavenged from the ground.  Though my tiny cave was better than sleeping on the ground, especially when it rained.
 
   As luck would have it, he didn’t need to find a village.  One evening as he sought a place to rest, he saw a group of fires.  Elgar wasn’t stupid enough to run over and introduce himself.  He crept up on the camp and watched it from afar.
 
   There were about forty men, most of them as big as Elgar.  They all had the hairy, scarred look of ruffians, just the sort Elgar would gravitate to.  He couldn’t understand what they said around their fire, but he did recognize the one in the dog-shaped headdress.  From what I had told him, he knew this was the Black Demon.  You remember that expression, “An enemy of my enemy is my friend?”
 
   Elgar decided to announce his presence in dramatic fashion.  He crept up behind one of the ruffians and then seized him by the shoulders.  Before anyone could react, Elgar snapped the man’s neck.  Then he tossed the man aside and stared at the Demon.  “I know you,” Elgar said.  “I also know who it is you seek.”
 
   The Demon’s eyes blazed red.  “Indeed?  Who are you?”
 
   “I am Elgar, son of Uthr.  I know you seek Merlin.  I can take you to him.”
 
   “Why do you think I need your help to find him?  Long have I traveled at my master’s bidding.  Many are the men I’ve slain along the way.  Perhaps I will add you to their number,” the Demon said.  He flexed his hands so Elgar could see the bear claws.
 
   “Merlin is preparing for you.  I can tell you his plan.”
 
   “He is a feeble creature.  His plans do not concern me.”
 
   “He has fashioned a weapon to kill you.  A spear.  I know the man—the boy—who will carry it against you.”
 
   “You still have not told me why I should let you live.”
 
   “I want revenge on the village, on my brother, and on Merlin.  If you will have me, I know I can have all three.”
 
   “And what do you want in return?”
 
   “I ask nothing but the chance to cut out my father’s heart and show it to him while he still lives.”
 
   The Demon stared at Elgar for a moment.  Then he nodded.  “You may join us.  You will lead me to Merlin and then you will have your vengeance.  And I will have my prize.”
 
   Elgar took his place at the fire.  The other men glared at him, but they said nothing.  Now that he had the Demon’s favor, none would dare to cross him.  With a smile, Elgar envisioned his revenge.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15:  Baptism By Fire
 
   Once Merlin deems Artr ready, he gives the boy the golden spear again.  “This is the Spear of Justice.  With it you can smite your enemies.  Nothing from this world can stand in its way.”
 
   “Including the Demon?”
 
   “Especially the Demon.”  Then Merlin brings out the rest of the outfit:  a tunic, loincloth, and leather helmet all dyed the color of dried blood.  “This is your armor.  I’m afraid not even my power can make it invulnerable to the Demon’s claws.  It will protect you from any mortal weapons.”
 
   “That’s something, I suppose,” Artr mumbles.
 
   “The helmet will also allow you to see the darkness as clear as day.”
 
   Merlin takes out a pair of golden boots, something unheard-of in that day and age.  The boots had belonged to Heph, who wore them while he worked at the forge to avoid burning his feet.  He had an extra pair that along with the tunic and loincloth he could donate to Merlin, who did the enchantments on them.
 
   “These will protect your feet and allow you to walk great distances without discomfort or fatigue.  They will help you move faster and jump farther than any mortal man.”
 
   “They’re beautiful.”
 
   We take the whole outfit into the forest so Artr can practice with it.  He has trouble with the boots; he keeps tripping over them, unused to such footwear.  We stay out one night so he can use the helmet.  “This is amazing!  It really is clear as day.  You have to try this—”
 
   “No!” Merlin says.  “No one else may wear the armor of the Scarlet Warrior.”
 
   “Scarlet Warrior?”
 
   “That is what you will be called,” Merlin says.
 
   “Why scarlet?”
 
   “It was the only color available,” Merlin says and for once he sounds testy.  “Anyone unworthy who tries to wear the armor will forfeit his life.”
 
   “That includes me?” I ask.
 
   “I’m afraid so.  Only Artr may use any part of the armor.”
 
   Artr is practicing with his spear when Merlin closes his eyes.  “Is something wrong, my master?” I ask.
 
   “I fear the Demon has arrived.”
 
   *** 
 
   Merlin vanishes us to the village, where we find his fears realized.  Except it’s not just the Black Demon; he’s got a whole army of ruffians with him.  They run about, screaming and butchering the men of the village, who were caught unawares.
 
   I barely duck in time to avoid an axe taking off my head.  Artr brings the Spear of Justice around to run it through the man’s midsection.  He collapses to the ground; he won’t be getting up again.
 
   I don’t have a weapon or magic powers, so I crawl into the nearest hut to hide.  I watch as Artr and Merlin dispatch the invaders.  With the Spear of Justice and the augmented strength and quickness from the armor, Artr is more than a match for the ruffians.  Merlin focuses on getting the villagers to safety.
 
   Nowhere do I see the Black Demon.  What is he up to?  Why have his minions attack the village if he’s not here to kill Merlin?  Unless they aren’t his minions.
 
   I hear a scream and then see the chief’s wife fly out of his hut.  A moment later, Elgar stomps out of the hut, dragging his father behind him.  The chief has already been beaten senseless, his face and chest stained with blood.
 
   Artr kicks aside another of the ruffians and then turns to his brother.  “What are you doing, Brother?” he shouts.
 
   “I have come for my revenge.  You will not stop me.”
 
   “I must.  It is my duty to protect these people.  I am the Scarlet Warrior.”
 
   “You are a fool.  The conjurer saved you the first time, but this time I will destroy you.  Though I will make sure you live long enough to watch me cut out our father’s heart.”
 
   Artr lunges forward.  Elgar manages to bat aside the Spear of Justice and then hit Artr with a haymaker.  It hurts Elgar more than Artr.  The Scarlet Warrior brings the spear back around to whack Elgar in the side.  He tumbles to the ground.  As in the tournament, he levels the spear at his brother’s neck.  The point of it begins to glow.
 
   “The glow means his heart is evil,” Merlin explains.
 
   “Is there no hope for my brother?”
 
   “That is for you to decide, Artr.  The responsibility is yours.”
 
   Artr looks down at his brother and then over at his parents.  His mother has crawled over to his father to cradle his broken body.  “I’m sorry, Mother.  I must deprive you of a son.”  
 
   He jams the spear through Elgar’s neck.  
 
   From the top of a hill, we hear the sound of laughter.  Even without a magic helmet, I can see the glow of the Demon’s eyes.  “This is only the beginning, Merlin.  If you want the rest of the villagers alive, you will have to return to your master.”
 
   We do an inventory of the villagers and find seventeen missing—all women and children.  Merlin pats my arm and then adds, “I’m afraid Beaux is among them.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16:  Aftermath
 
   Though I should trust Merlin—he is my master, after all—I run into the forest to make sure.  Her lean-to is unoccupied.  I find some of the sheep wandering around, untended.  She really must be gone.  What was she doing in the village?
 
   “She wasn’t in the village,” Merlin says.  “He came here on his own to take her.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he knows you’ll come after her.”
 
   “You’re damned right I will!  I’ll follow her to the underworld itself.”
 
   He puts a hand on my shoulder to steady me.  “That won’t be necessary.  Not if we’re careful.  He’s not going to kill her until he has to.”
 
   “Then let’s go!  Vanish us to wherever he’s keeping her.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Of course you can!  You’re Merlin!  Wave your hand and let’s go!”
 
   He smiles at me like I’m a small child who’s done something amusing.  “I misspoke.  I could vanish us there, but that would be foolish.  We saw only a portion of his army.  The rest are with the prisoners.  If we simply vanish into their midst, things will get bloody.  We must take our time, wait for the right opportunity to strike.”
 
   “That’s all well and good, but it’s not your woman he’s got, is it?”
 
   “That’s very true, which is why you must trust me.  You aren’t thinking clearly.”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I be?  I love her!”  It’s at that point I realize I haven’t said that to Beaux in a long time.  I really ought to have.  “I’m sorry, master.  I’ll do what you ask.”
 
   “Good, my friend.  Gather some supplies.  We will head out after them as soon as possible.”
 
   “Can’t you just conjure us up some food?”
 
   “I could, but Artr needs a few moments.  His father is dying.”
 
   “The chief is dying?  Can’t you save him?”
 
   “His soul has already crossed into the underworld.  Only a shell of his body remains.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  I suppose I’ll go gather some supplies then.”
 
   *** 
 
   Artr takes off his helmet so he can watch his father die with his own eyes.  Though it’s not very warriorly, he starts to cry.  He leans against his mother for support.  “I’m sorry, Father.  I couldn’t save you.”
 
   His mother squeezes his shoulder.  “You did what you could, son.”
 
   “It wasn’t enough.  I should have been here.  I should have protected him.”  Artr looks down at the ground.
 
   “Your father was proud of you.  He knew what a strong and wise ruler you will become.”
 
   “I don’t deserve to be chief.  A man who can’t protect his family shouldn’t rule.”
 
   “There’s no way you could have known what would happen.  You’re not a conjurer—”
 
   “You see!” Greetha shrieks.  She gestures to the fallen bodies with one of her dried bones.  “This is what happens when you consort with outsiders!  See what this Merlin has brought you!  Ruin!”
 
   Artr gets to his feet.  He clutches the Spear of Justice.  “Leave this place, old woman.  You are not welcome here.”
 
   “But she’s right,” Bleeth’s wife says.  She squats beside her dead husband.  “This never would have happened if we hadn’t allowed that outsider here.”
 
   “If we hadn’t, then we all would have died of plague,” Artr says.  “This woman isn’t a conjurer or a healer.  She’s a fraud!”
 
   But more of the villagers join in with Bleeth’s wife and voice support for Greetha.  “The chief was a fool to trust Merlin,” one says.
 
   Artr turns on the woman.  “How dare you speak ill of my father before his body is even cold!  My father was a wise and noble ruler.  He allowed Merlin to stay because he knew this fraud wouldn’t save us.”
 
   “Maybe he caused the plague,” someone else says.  “He brought it here with him from the outside.”
 
   “Nothing like this ever happened before he showed up.”
 
   “You see, Artr, your own people have seen the truth.  They see that we need to return to the old ways.”
 
   Artr tightens his grip on the Spear of Justice.  He holds it inches from Greetha.  The point doesn’t glow the way it did around Elgar.  She’s not evil, just misguided.  With a sigh, he lowers the spear.
 
   “I swear I will return those the Demon has taken captive.  Then, if you wish Merlin and I to leave this place, we will.”
 
   “Son, no!”
 
   “I am sorry, Mother.  Now, I must go.”  Artr stalks out of the village, perhaps for the last time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17:  The Pursuit
 
   Between the three of us, I have the hardest time with our pursuit of the Black Demon.  Artr has the Scarlet Warrior’s armor and Merlin has magic to keep him from getting too tired.  By contrast I’m an out-of-shape, elderly—for that time period—conjurer’s assistant.  If it weren’t for Beaux, I’d have probably dropped over a long time ago.
 
   “I could carry you on my back,” Artr suggests.
 
   “Oh, how lovely,” I grumble.  “Carry me around like a pelt.”
 
   “It was just a thought.”
 
   “Don’t start thinking now.”
 
   Merlin pats my shoulder.  “There’s no need to worry.  Beaux is safe.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I have some assistance,” Merlin says.  He points up at the sky.
 
   “A god is helping us?”
 
   “Not a god.  A bird.  An owl to be exact.  I can see with his eyes.  For now Beaux and the others are safe.”
 
   “Wonderful, an owl says they’re safe.  What happens when the owl goes off to eat a mouse?”
 
   “It won’t.”  Merlin gestures ahead of us.  “Come, let’s keep going.”
 
   “Couldn’t you make Marlin faster?  Or lighter?” Artr suggests.
 
   “Shut up,” I snap and muster the strength to run ahead of him for a few paces.
 
   *** 
 
   We have to keep going all through the night and the next day.  Merlin’s owl continues its vigil, though it should have gone to sleep long ago.  From what the owl indicates, there’s no danger for Beaux or the others.  The greatest danger for Beaux is that she’ll anger the Demon enough he’ll decide to kill her before we can arrive.
 
   “That must be some face you’ve got to keep it beneath that headdress all this time.  How do you eat with that on?”
 
   “I do not require food.  Or sleep.  Or conversation.”  The way he glares at her should tell her to shut her mouth, but Beaux has always had a problem with that.
 
   “You must be very tough to take a bunch of women and children captive.  You know what will happen when Merlin finds you.”
 
   “I do not fear Merlin.”
 
   “Is that why you’re running?”
 
   “I will face him at a time of my choosing.”
 
   “That’s convenient.”
 
   “If you do not remain silent, I will slice open your throat.”  He brandishes his claws for effect.  Of course Beaux ignores this.
 
   “Some brave warrior you are.  You let half your men get slaughtered while you stood by and did nothing.”  She raises her voice so the rest of the Demon’s minions can hear her.  “He’ll probably let the lot of you die the same way if it suits his purposes.”
 
   “They do not understand you, foolish girl,” the Demon growls.
 
   “Girl?  I’ll have you know I gave birth to a child.”  She did many years ago, before she met me.  The child died from a fever shortly after birth.  Since then, Beaux has remained barren.  Modern science would probably have an explanation; I assumed it was through sheer force of will she never got pregnant again to risk losing another child.  Of course that might explain why she prefers to be around those sheep all the time.
 
   “You try my patience.  That will make it all the more glorious when I feed your heart to my master.”
 
   “I’d like to see you try.  If I still had my crook I’d teach you a thing or two.”
 
   “Your puny weapon would not hurt me.”
 
   “We’ll never know, will we?”  Beaux stomps ahead a few paces.  Though she’d never admit it, I’m sure she thinks of me and looks forward to us being reunited.
 
   *** 
 
   Night falls by the time they finally stop.  The owl stops in a tree.  It’s still there when we arrive.  We huddle in the darkness to stare down at the Demon’s camp.  Artr and Merlin can see in the dark while I can only squint and make out a few vague shapes in the light of the Demon’s army’s fires.
 
   “They’re down there,” Merlin says.  “They’re still alive.”
 
   “So let’s go down and rescue them,” I say.
 
   “Have patience.”
 
   “What about the Demon?” Artr asks.
 
   “He will need distracted,” Merlin says.
 
   “I’ll do it,” Artr says without hesitation.  “You and Marlin can rescue the prisoners then.”
 
   “A very sound strategy,” Merlin says.  “First you must locate the Demon.  Once you do and you have his attention, Marlin and I will rescue the prisoners.”
 
   “What about the rest of his soldiers?” I ask.  “They could kill Beaux and the others.”
 
   “I can deal with them,” Merlin says.
 
   With a hoot, the owl in the trees takes off.  It swoops down over the Demon’s camp.  A couple of the ruffians make note of it; one even tries to hit it with a spear.  The owl glides away to search through the camp.
 
   Through its eyes, Merlin locates the Demon.  Though he doesn’t require sleep, the Demon is in a tent.  He has a prisoner in there with him:  Beaux, of course.  She’s tied up at his feet.  “It’s a pity I won’t get the chance to bring you to my master, but I can’t abide any more of your yammering.  The time has come to put an end to it.”
 
   Beaux screams.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18:  Angel & Devil, Part 1
 
   Artr and I get to our feet at the same time.  Since he has on the magic armor, he gets to the Demon’s camp much quicker.  He shoves aside any of the ruffians who try to challenge him.  Once he’s reached the center of the camp, he shouts, “Show yourself, Demon!  I’ve come for your head!”
 
   I stop at the edge of the camp, having no wish to get my throat slit along with Artr.  I have my doubts that even the Scarlet Warrior can take on twenty warriors plus the Black Demon.  Merlin puts a hand on my shoulder.  “Everything will be fine,” Merlin says.  “The boy knows what he’s doing.”
 
   “It doesn’t look like it.”
 
   “Watch and see.”
 
   The Demon’s minions have gathered around Artr, but none are brave enough to come forward.  Then I see a large, dark shape emerge from a tent.  It’s the Black Demon.  He doesn’t have Beaux with him.  Did he already cut her throat?
 
   The Demon barks a command and his henchmen fall back.  The Demon steps through their ranks.  “You would challenge me, boy?”  The Demon brandishes his claws.  “I’ve killed many times your number, men much bigger than you.”
 
   “Then you have nothing to fear by fighting me.”
 
   “Very well, boy.  If you wish to die then I will help you.”
 
   The Demon makes as if to attack.  Artr puts up a hand.  “Not here.  I wouldn’t want you to trip on this fire pit or these tents.  We’ll go to the top of the ridge.”
 
   “As you wish.”  The Demon turns to his minions.  “Stay and guard the prisoners.  I will not be gone long.”
 
   Merlin motions for the two of us to hide behind a tree as the Demon and Artr climb up towards the hill.  “You see now?”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “The boy has lured the Demon away.  Now we can rescue the others.”
 
   “You forget there’s still twenty of them.  Or are you going to wave your hand and make them disappear?”
 
   “Nothing so drastic.”
 
   I’m about to ask what he is going to do when I see the mist roll in.  It’s no ordinary mist; it’s a fog the color of egg yolks.  It smells worse than a couple of dozen rotten eggs too.  I can hear the ruffians cough, but I can’t see them.
 
   Merlin starts to walk into the fog.  “Go and find Beaux.  The mist won’t harm you.”
 
   I want to argue, but it is Merlin we’re talking about.  So I walk into the fog.  The mist might not kill me, but the smell of it is enough to make my eyes water.  I have to continually wipe them as I stumble into the camp.
 
   I trip over something.  I look down and see a ruffian on the ground.  I can’t tell if he’s dead or not; at this point I’m not much concerned either way.
 
   I try to remember which tent the Demon had appeared from.  But with the fog it’s impossible to tell.  So I try a more aggressive approach.  “Beaux?  Where are you, woman?”
 
   “I’m over here, you daft fool!” she shouts back.
 
   “Keep shouting, love.  I’ll find you.”
 
   “You couldn’t find your arse if it were sewn to your face.”
 
   She goes on like that until I locate the tent.  I open the flap and there she is, unharmed.  I take advantage of her being tied up to kiss her on the lips.  “Now let’s get you out of here.”
 
   *** 
 
   Artr makes it to the top of the ridge first.  He hefts the Spear of Justice.  “There’s still time to surrender,” he says, full of heroic bluster.
 
   “You talk much.  Let’s see how you fight.”
 
   The Demon breaks into a run.  He has both sets of claws up to slice Artr to ribbons.  For his part, the boy isn’t stupid.  He ducks and rolls away.  While still on his knees, he brings the spear around to smack the Demon on the back of the leg.
 
   The Demon tumbles forward onto the ground.  For his part, the Demon isn’t stupid enough to wait for Artr to run him through with the spear.  He does his own roll to end up on his knees.  “That was clever, boy, but it will not be enough to save you.”
 
   Artr breaks into a run.  He uses the augmented strength and speed of the armor to jump over the Demon.  Or rather, he tries to; he doesn’t quite get enough height, so that the Demon rakes his claws across Artr’s left thigh.
 
   The boy lands hard on the ground, blood streaming from the wound.  He rolls onto his back.  The Demon stands over him with claws ready to strike.  Artr tries to stab the Demon in the gut with the spear, but the Demon swats it away.  He tries to pick it up with one hand, but the spear begins to glow; the Demon hisses with pain and then drops the spear.
 
   “One of the conjurer’s tricks,” the Demon growls.  “They cannot save you.  Now you will die.”
 
   The Demon strikes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19:  Angel & Devil, Part 2
 
   With the Demon’s claws about to tear open his throat, young Artr does the only thing he can:  he kicks the Demon.  Not between the legs, which probably wouldn’t have done any good.  No, he kicks the Demon in the left knee.  
 
   It’s just enough to throw the Demon’s aim off.  The claws meant for Artr’s throat hit the dirt instead.  The Demon crashes down to the ground beside Artr.  The Scarlet Warrior punches him in the side of the head.  The Demon rolls a couple feet away.
 
   Artr scrambles to grab the spear.  He’s able to grab it by the head, not caring if it cuts his hand.  As the Demon regains his feet, Artr sits up.  He jabs at the Demon with the Spear of Justice.
 
   The Black Demon screams as the spear rams through his midsection.  As Artr gets to his feet, he transfers more of his weight onto the spear to press it in farther.  It finally comes out the other side of the Demon.  The monster drops to his knees.
 
   He takes one last swipe at Artr with his claws.  The boy blocks the Demon with one arm and then delivers a solid punch with his other.  The Demon collapses to the ground, where he bleeds to death like any normal man.
 
   Artr yanks the Spear of Justice free with some effort.  He stares down at the Demon in shock.  It’s not the first time he’s killed a man, but this was no ordinary man.  The realization of what Artr’s accomplished begins to dawn on him.
 
   With the butt of the spear, he pushes off the Demon’s headdress.  The face isn’t as ugly as Artr had imagined.  There are no scars or boils or birthmarks.  It’s the face of a normal man, not a monster.  Artr shakes his head at the thought of an ordinary person unleashing such horror.
 
   Behind him, someone applauds.  “Very good, child.  Merlin chose well.”
 
   Artr turns around and it’s a good thing his loincloth isn’t too snug as the woman is gorgeous.  She has dark copper skin with glossy black hair down to her waist.  Her svelte, well-endowed body is clad in only a thin linen dress.  Around her neck she wears a silver amulet with a symbol like a stick figure with its arms curving down.  Her eyes are the most unnatural part of her, the irises so black they seem to pull in the light.
 
   Since he’s only sixteen and never bedded a woman before, Artr finds himself tongue-tied.  “W-who are y-you?” he stammers.
 
   “I am Isis.”
 
   She takes a step forward to put a hand on Artr’s shoulder.  She gently massages his muscles there.  “Such a strapping lad.  You most certainly are the mightiest warrior in all the land, aren’t you?”
 
   “I don’t know about that.”
 
   “Don’t be so modest.  No ordinary man could kill the Black Demon.”
 
   “I-I guess so.”
 
   “Now that you’ve killed him, this world is yours for the taking.  None can stand against you, not even the gods themselves.”  She leans forward to whisper into his ear, “Not even Merlin.”
 
   “What?  B-but Merlin is my friend.”
 
   Isis’ laugh chills Artr to his marrow.  “Friend?  That schemer has no friends, only pawns he commands.  Don’t let yourself be another of them.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “He made you kill the Black Demon.  Then he will tell you to kill me.  What do you suppose he’ll do next?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Merlin talks to you of darkness and light, but he confuses one with the other.  I am the light, not him.”
 
   “B-but the D-demon?”
 
   “I sent him to bring Merlin back to me to stand trial for his crimes.  Instead, the coward fled so he could recruit you to stop me.”
 
   “No.  Your Demon killed my father.  He made my brother a monster.”
 
   “Did he?  None of this would have happened if he had not come to your village with that toady of his.”
 
   “You’re lying.”  Artr finally tightens his grasp on the spear.  He’s going to ram it through Isis, but she’s no longer there.
 
   Her laughter comes from a few yards away.  “You fool.  You can’t kill a god!”
 
   The ground around Artr begins to shake.  He has to use the Spear of Justice to steady himself as the ground heaves.  Isis hovers in the air, her eyes burning red.  “Now you will pay for your impudence.”
 
   There’s a flash of light between Isis and Artr.  “Isis!” Merlin roars.  “Leave the boy alone.”
 
   The ground stops shaking.  Isis’ eyes return to their normal black.  She laughs again.  “Tired of letting others fight for you?”
 
   “No one else will die because of our war,” Merlin says.  “Let us finish it.”
 
   “Very well.  Let us finish it.”
 
   “Not here.  We will go to the Hunting Grounds.  No harm will come to anyone there.”
 
   Isis glares at Artr.  “I will dispose of your master and then I will return for you.”  She disappears without even a flash of light.
 
   “Who was that?” Artr asks.
 
   “She is the woman of darkness,” Merlin says.
 
   “And you’re going to fight her?”
 
   “There’s no choice.  I can either go there or she’ll fight me here.  It will be far safer on the Hunting Grounds.”  Merlin puts a hand on Artr’s shoulder.  “You’ve fought well, Artr.  If I do not survive, use your wisdom and strength to guide your people.  Make sure they stay in the light.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Beaux and I are outside the camp with the rest of the villagers.  Merlin appears before me in a flash.  “It’s time for me to go and face Isis.”
 
   “By yourself?  Let me go with you—”
 
   “This isn’t your fight, Marlin.  You’re needed here.  Help Artr.  He’s still young.”
 
   “I will, my master.”
 
   He smiles at Beaux.  “Make sure Marlin doesn’t run into any trouble.”
 
   “I’m the only one he needs to worry about,” Beaux says, but she smiles.
 
   “Farewell, my friends.”
 
   Then he’s gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20:  The Temptation of Merlin
 
   The Hunting Grounds are reserved only for Isis and her minions.  As you might guess, they don’t hunt rabbit, deer, or even boars there.  Most of the time they hunt that most elusive target:  men.  Other times, Isis conjures some horrific beast for the Black Demon to practice on.
 
   Merlin had witnessed enough of these hunts to realize his master was a psychotic monster.  He had vowed not to return to the Hunting Grounds again.  Yet now he stands on the central plain, surrounded by the scrubby forests and mountains of Isis’ playground.
 
   The woman herself stands in front of him with a haughty grin.  “Welcome back,” she says.
 
   “I won’t be here long.”
 
   “No, of course not.  It won’t take long to destroy you.”  Her grin widens.  “But why bother with such destruction?  Why not rejoin me?  Then we can finish what we began.”
 
   “Enslaving the world?  I have no interest in that.”
 
   “Come now, Merlin, what do you think this will accomplish?  It was a worthy attempt, but we both know you can’t kill a god.”
 
   “You’re not a god.  You’re only a vain woman who sold her soul to satisfy her lust for beauty and power.”
 
   “After all this time you still pine for Nephthys?  How pathetic.”
 
   “She was a beautiful girl, much more so than her mother.  That’s why you had to kill her.  You couldn’t stand the thought she might eclipse you.”
 
   Isis’ eyes narrow.  “That hook-nosed little wretch could never have eclipsed me.  But she did bewitch you, didn’t she?”  Isis’s smirk returns.  “I can bring her back, just the way you remember.  You can be reunited.”
 
   “Whatever you conjure might look like Nephthys, but it will not be her.  It will only be another of your soulless abominations.”
 
   “Perhaps.  But I’m certain if we combine our power, we can bring her back.”
 
   People nowadays especially like to think of my master as this otherworldly person, some kind of demigod.  It’s true he does have the power of a demigod, but his heart is just like any man’s.  He thinks of Nephthys, the beautiful young daughter of Isis.
 
   He remembers when they first met.  He was just a young acolyte of Horus back then.  He heard someone by the entrance to the temple.  He turned and his jaw dropped.
 
   As an acolyte, he had mostly stayed away from women during his adolescence.  So it’s no surprise he just about fainted away at the sight of Nephthys.  She stood in the sun, her smooth skin seeming to glow and her black hair shimmering.  He thought this must be one of the goddesses come to visit him.
 
   She carried a basket in her arms.  He hurried forward to take it from her.  “Are you one of the priests?” she asked in a musical voice.
 
   He was tempted to answer yes so he could be the one to help her.  The penalty for that was a lashing that would leave his back bloody and sore for days.  The pain would be worth it so he could remain close to her.
 
   “I’m the priest,” the actual priest said.  “What brings you here, young one?”
 
   “I’ve come to ask for Horus’ blessing for my father.  He’s very ill.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  This way.”  The priest took the basket from Merlin and guided Nephthys away.
 
   But she hesitated for a moment.  She nodded to Merlin.  “Thank you for your assistance, acolyte.”
 
   “It was no trouble, my lady.”
 
   It was more or less love at first sight.  Nephthys’ father died from a fever, but she still found excuses to come to the temple.  Eventually, she and Merlin started to rendezvous away from prying eyes.  They found a little oasis in the desert where they could be alone.  There, on the grass, next to a pool of water, they made love for the first time.
 
   Fate was cruel to them.  On the day they were going to elope to Thebes, Nephthys disappeared.  My master waited in the marketplace for her for hours, but she never showed up.  He returned to the temple, certain she had rejected him.
 
   He feels her soft touch as she takes his hand.  Her silky hair brushes against his cheek.  “You can bring me back,” she whispers.  “I know you can.  With the strength of you and my mother, you can’t fail.  Then we can be together again.”
 
   Her lips press against his.  They feel real enough, like those he had kissed back in the oasis.  Then he opens his eyes and looks into hers.  But something is wrong; her eyes are black, like those of her mother. 
 
   He holds up a hand.  The shape of Nephthys is hurled away.  When it hits the ground, it shatters into black dust.  Isis laughs.  “You are still weak.  Far too weak to face me.”
 
   “Vile temptress!  I will put an end to your evil once and for all.”
 
   And so the battle begins.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21:  The Duel
 
   From afar, a war of magic looks like a thunderstorm.  At least that’s what the nearest people to the Hunting Grounds think.  Except instead of only white flashes, those of green, blue, purple, and other colors light up the sky.  There are booms like thunder while other times loud screeches like someone screaming.
 
   The reason my master insisted on facing Isis in the Hunting Grounds was because a war of magic is also terribly destructive.  Not so much to those with the magic; it’s the landscape and those who happen to be nearby who suffer the most.  Stray bolts of energy evaporate whole stands of trees in an instant.  A pool of water turns to ash in a heartbeat.
 
   Anyone stupid enough to be close to ground zero wouldn’t see Merlin or Isis.  At best they would see two vague shapes glowing with light.  The figure made of white light would be Merlin while the dark smear with red eyes would be Isis.
 
   Bolts of energy erupt from the two figures.  They absorb these before generating new ones.  When a bolt misses, the ground shakes and a good chunk of it disappears.  On it goes for hours and then days.
 
   Merlin is losing.  While for now he’s managed to hold his own against Isis’ power, he knows he can’t last much longer.  She might have usurped her god powers, but they are still the powers of a god.  His own are more limited.  
 
   When another bolt strikes him, he feels the pain.  His glow fades a bit.  A few more hits like that and he’ll be dead.  Isis senses her advantage and presses the attack.  It’s as if Merlin is at the center of an electrical storm from all the bolts of lightning raining down on him.
 
   He does the smartest thing:  he flees.  He zips away at supersonic speed, into a mountain.  He merges his molecules with those of a vein of crystal while he gathers his strength.  Isis will probably find him in a few minutes, but at least it will give him some time.
 
   Back in the village, I’m sleeping next to Beaux when I see my master.  He looks sadder than I’ve ever seen him.  “I’ve failed you,” he says.
 
   “That’s impossible,” I say.  “You can’t fail.”
 
   “Her power is too great, even for my own.”
 
   “Bollocks,” I say.  I put a hand on his shoulder.  Though it’s a dream, it feels real enough.  “You’ve always told me the real power doesn’t come from Anubis or any of them blokes.  It comes from the heart.  There’s no one I know with a stronger, purer heart than you.  Look at all you’ve done here for me, Artr, and the whole village.  If not for you that brute Elgar would have taken over.  But now we have Artr.  That boy is really going to be something, you wait and see.”
 
   Merlin nods to me.  “You speak wisely, my friend.”  He pats my shoulder.  “If I don’t see you again, know that you’ve been a great apprentice and an even better friend.”
 
   “Thank you, my master.”
 
   “Farewell.”
 
   Then he’s gone.  I wake up, but all I see is the hut Beaux and I share.  She groans and then sits up.  “What was that?”
 
   “Nothing,” I say and then go back to sleep, unsure if I’ll ever see him again.
 
   *** 
 
   Spurred by my words, Merlin leaves the mountain.  He finds Isis waiting for him outside.  She probably knew he was there; she just wanted to give him more time to suffer.  “Are you ready to finish this?” she rumbles.
 
   He doesn’t give her the satisfaction of a reply.  Instead, he zips right into her.  I know a certain young scientist who could explain the chemical reaction of positive and negative charges.  All I know is when Merlin merges with Isis, it generates an explosion greater than anything the planet has seen since that big asteroid wiped out the dinosaurs.
 
   Merlin had chosen the Hunting Grounds because of its distance away from any population centers.  That didn’t prove to be enough distance.  The explosion of white light eradicates first the Hunting Grounds and then spreads across much of northern Africa.  Thousands of people, their homes, possessions, and livestock disintegrate in moments.  There’s no trace left of them.
 
   All that remains are miles and miles of sand.  Later on someone would decide to call it the Sahara.  A desert.  That’s all that’s left of Merlin and Isis’ war.  In time, even the legends of it would fade away, except for me.
 
   And yet in all that desert, a man gets to his feet.  Much of his skin is red and steaming, as if he’s just survived the electric chair.  He staggers around to see what he’s done.  Then he screams.
 
   Hundreds of miles away, there’s another figure in the sand.  This one is of a beautiful woman.  She appears to be carved entirely out of glossy black stone, but the level of detail surpasses anything possible in that time.
 
   She lies there in the sand, in that shell, and waits for her time to come again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22:  The Order Begins
 
   Even someone as powerful as Merlin can’t recover from an epic battle like that in a day.   After waiting months for his return, I finally concede to myself that my master has died.  He had given his life to stop Isis.
 
   On the first anniversary of his death, I’m sitting out in the hut Merlin and I shared for a short time.  It seems appropriate.  Beaux offered to come with me, as did Artr, but I refused.  This is a day I should remember on my own.
 
   As I roast a squirrel over the fire, there’s a flash of white light.  “Master?”
 
   “I’m afraid not,” a girl’s voice says.  It’s the same girl who visited us before, Anybl.  She invites herself to sit by the fire.
 
   “To what do I owe this honor?” I ask.
 
   “I wanted you to know, we’ve searched everywhere for him.  There’s no sign of Merlin.”
 
   I nod to the girl.  “Thank you.”
 
   She clears her throat and then adds, “There’s no sign of Isis either.  Or the Demon.  He did it.  He killed her.”
 
   A shiver runs through me, though it’s not cold by the fire.  “No, I don’t think he killed her,” I say.  “Maybe I’m just paranoid in my old age, but I don’t think we’ve seen the last of her.  She is a god, after all.”
 
   “Then what are we to do?”
 
   “What he would want us to do.  We remain vigilant.  We snuff out the darkness wherever we find it.  We spread the light.”
 
   She nods.  “I’ll tell my sisters.  What of the boy?”
 
   “I’ll keep an eye on him.”  I motion to the squirrel on its spit.  “Now that we’ve settled that, would you care for a bite?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   But before she vanishes, she turns the squirrel into a plump chicken, just as he did the first time he visited me.  Show-off.
 
   *** 
 
   Nine more years go by.  Under my tutelage, Artr is a good and decent chieftain.  The boy even takes a wife named Gwniver.  She’s not the brightest girl in the village, but she makes a rabbit stew to die for.  
 
   At this point you might wonder if she is faithful to him.  From what Beaux tells me, she is.  They are fairly close; they go out into the forest to hunt rabbits together, leaving Artr and I to train for the Demon’s return, or any other dark threats to the village.
 
   Beaux and Gwniver are out hunting rabbits one day when an old man walks into the village.  I’m the first to see him as Artr and I work on his spearcraft on the tournament grounds.  The man limps towards us, leaning on a gnarled stick.
 
   “Ho there, friends,” the old man says.  “May a weary traveler partake of your hospitality?”
 
   “Of course.  I am Artr, chief of this village.  You are welcome to stay the night with me and my wife.”
 
   “That’s very generous of you, my lord.  Thank you.”
 
   Artr shows the man into the village.  He doesn’t suspect anything.  Neither do I until the old man turns to me and winks.  Then I know my master has returned at last.
 
   It’s tempting to run over and embrace him.  I manage to restrain myself.  If the master wants Artr and the rest of the village to know he is here, he would have said so.  
 
   I keep his secret the rest of the day.  To the other villagers he’s just an old man who’s wandered into our village.  Most don’t pay attention to him.  Artr is courteous, as he is to anyone who shows up in the village in need of lodging and a meal.
 
   After a dinner of rabbit stew, the old man gets up.  “Thank you for such a wonderful meal, my lady,” he says.  “If you will forgive this old man for leaving so abruptly, I have business to attend to.”
 
   He hobbles off, presumably to piss.  I wait a few minutes before I excuse myself as well.  I find Merlin out on the tournament grounds.  He’s no longer wearing the old man disguise; he looks just as he did the first time we met.
 
   This time I do embrace him.  “You’re back!  I had feared—”
 
   “I did not die, but I’m afraid I can’t stay here long.”
 
   “Why not?  You know the village would be honored to have you here, especially Artr and I.”
 
   “I know you would, my friend, but I’m afraid the time has come for me to leave this world.”
 
   “You came here to kill yourself?  Master—”
 
   “No, my friend.  I am not going to kill myself.  But I must leave this world for another.  It’s not safe here.”  He explains to me about the battle with Isis and the destruction left in its wake.  
 
   “It wasn’t your fault.  You didn’t know—”
 
   “Regardless, I have always sought the light.  I have sought to protect people, not destroy them.  Yet this power of mine makes me a danger to this world.  That’s why I must go.”
 
   “But what are we supposed to do without you?”
 
   “As you’ve been doing.  You, Artr, Anybl, and her sisters.  You must continue to carry on in my stead.”
 
   “What if we can’t?  What if Isis returns?”
 
   He closes his eyes.  “There will be a final reckoning to come.  On that day, when the darkness is too strong for any others, then I will return.  In the meantime, I will leave this place and slumber until needed.”
 
   “No, you can’t.  You can’t abandon us!”
 
   “I’m sorry, my friend.  I wish things could be different, but the danger is too great.”  He pats my shoulder.  “Fear not.  You’ll see me again.  When it’s your time to leave this place, we’ll meet again.”
 
   With that, he disappears.  I do see him again, much sooner than I’d have liked.  But that’s another story.
 
   
  
 



SISTERHOOD
 
   By P.T. Dilloway
 
    
 
   Copyright 2013 P.T. Dilloway
 
   


  
 



Part 1
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1
 
   The first thing I can remember is the carriage stopping in front of the iron gates.  Aggie sticks her head out the window to get a better look, letting out a low whistle.  I crawl out of Mama’s lap to press up beside Aggie so I too can see.  
 
   The rows of green fields draw my attention first.  I’ve never seen a vineyard before and at first I think the grape vines are a strange kind of tree.  “Is that where we’re living?” I ask.
 
   “No, idiot, we’re living in the house,” Aggie says.  She tilts my head to the left so I can see the manor house that looks impossibly big, as if it’s a home for giants.
 
   “We’re living there?”
 
   Mama takes hold of me, grabbing me around the waist.  She pulls me back into the carriage, smoothing hair back from my forehead.  “That’s right, dear.  That’s our house.”
 
   “But it’s so big!”
 
   “Yes, and that means you can each have your own bedroom.  No more sharing.”  Aggie is more excited about this than I am because as the oldest she doesn’t want to share a room with her baby sisters anymore.
 
   Sophie looks up from her book at Mama and I.  “Does this house have a library?”
 
   “Yes, dear.  With more than enough books for you.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Sophie says and then turns back to her book.  
 
   I hear a creaking sound and then the coach starts forward again.  Mama snaps at Aggie to sit down.  “A proper lady does not stick her head outside the carriage like a dog.”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Aggie says and sags onto the seat beside Sophie.  She crosses her arms over her chest to sulk.  But this lasts only until the carriage stops in front of the house and a boy only a few years older than me opens the door.
 
   Aggie is the first one out of the carriage, taking the boy’s hand to help her step down to the ground.  She suppresses a squeal by putting her hands to her mouth.  Sophie tucks her book under her arm and then follows Aggie, gingerly stepping down.  Her cool blue eyes show no reaction to the house, her lips remaining in a tight line.  Although she’s three years younger, Sophie is already more of a “proper lady” than Aggie.
 
   Mama passes me through the open door to Aggie.  I squirm in her grip, wanting to race into the giant’s house to see what sort of treasures are inside.  Aggie keeps a tight hold of me, pinning me down despite my best efforts to wriggle free.
 
   Once she’s safely down from the coach, Mama takes me again.  Her grip is even tighter than Aggie’s, making sure that I can’t escape.  Another servant, this one a woman older even than Mama, opens the doors at the top of the steps.  Mama begins climbing the steps, one hand holding up her skirts and the other keeping me pressed to her body.  Aggie and Sophie trail after her, Sophie having an easier time of mimicking Mama’s poise as she mounts the steps.
 
   The inside of the house is even larger than I imagined.  The ceiling seems so far away, like the sky.  I know that I have no hope of ever being able to touch it.  To my right are stairs that seem to go on to infinity.  I wonder if I climb them if I’ll be able to climb up to Heaven.  
 
   Mama leads us into the living room with its fireplace so big that I could stand in it without having to hunch down at all.  The furniture is already set up; Aggie throws herself onto a couch with an exaggerated sigh.  “Agnes, that is not how a dignified lady sits,” Mama says.
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Aggie says and then pushes herself up into a sitting position.  
 
   Sophie nearly loses her composure when Mama takes us into the library.  As promised, the room is stocked with books from the floor to the ceiling.  From the way Sophie’s body twitches it’s obvious that she wants to race over to the stacks and begin reading.  She manages to control herself, nodding slightly.  “It is like you said, Mother.”
 
   Also as promised, we each have a bedroom upstairs.  Mine is the second largest after Mother’s, which prompts Aggie to sulk again.  “What does she need a big room for?  She’s just a baby.”
 
   “I am not,” I say.  As proof of this, there’s a real bed in the room, not a crib.  
 
   Before letting me go, Mama looks me in the eye.  “Now, Sylvia, no jumping on the bed.”
 
   “Yes, Mama,” I say, promising to wait until Mama leaves the room to jump on the thick mattress.  With this, Mama finally lets me go.  She has to help me climb onto the bed, where I crawl up to the pillows, settling my head on them.  I close my eyes and let out a sigh like Aggie did earlier.
 
   I am home.
 
   ***
 
   To commemorate our new home, Mama brings a local artist over a few days later.  This necessitates all of us having to take a bath and to dress up in our finest clothes.  Aggie has no problem with this, as she enjoys dressing up.  Sophie, the dutiful one, puts up no objection.
 
   I hate dressing up.  Even more than that, I hate taking a bath.  Mama has to drag me into the kitchen, my screams echoing throughout the house.  She stuffs me into a large cauldron the servants have filled with lukewarm water as if I’m a rabbit she’s going to cook for dinner.  I flail around in the water, continuing to scream.  “I don’t need a bath!  I’m not dirty!”
 
   This is true in my mind.  Mama hasn’t let me so much as step foot outside since we arrived, so there’s no way I could have gotten dirty.  This logic does nothing to dissuade her.  “You have to look nice for company, dear,” she says.
 
   I finally go limp, letting Mama wash me.  She tells me to hold my breath and then dunks my head into the water.  When my head pops back up, she tells me to close my eyes very tight as she runs the soap through my hair.  This is always my least favorite part of the bath, as I feel completely helpless sitting blind in the big pot of water.
 
   Worse is after the bath, when Mama attempts to comb my hair.  This always leads me to screaming as she tugs the comb through the rats that have formed.  Though I know I shouldn’t, I wind up crying and sniffling like a baby while Mama continues to work.  After she’s done, Mama turns me around, wiping the tears with one finger and flashing a rare smile.  “All done now, dear.  Can Mama’s brave little girl give her a smile?”  I smile in spite of myself, which prompts her to give me another hug.  I know I should savor this as Mama is not the most affectionate mother in the world; such affection, especially in public, is not how a “proper lady” acts.
 
   She carries me upstairs to begin the laborious process of dressing me in my fine white dress.  It’s all lace and ruffles that make me feel like a baby again.  I know better than to put up a fuss about wearing this, knowing that Mama will say I have to wear the babyish dress so I look nice.  The bow she puts in my hair is even worse; I want nothing more than to pull it out and then stomp on it, but that will only incur Mama’s wrath.
 
   My sisters wait downstairs in the living room, already dressed.  Aggie has her hair braided while Sophie’s is pulled into a bun that makes her look older.  There’s another person in the room, a scrawny little man with a box of little jars full of paint and brushes.  He’s mounted a canvas on an easel in one corner, where he’ll paint our picture.
 
   Before we can begin, it takes a half hour to position us the way the artist wants.  He has Aggie stand beside Mother since she’s the oldest and tallest.  Sophie stands in front of them, her hands on my shoulders.  “Now try not to move too much,” the artist says.  “And no matter what, do not smile.”
 
   Standing perfectly still is torture.  Each minute seems to last an eternity.  My legs feel like a swarm of fire ants are climbing up them; I want nothing more than to bend over and scratch them, but I can’t.  I have to stand still.
 
   “How much longer?” I whine after what must have been a half hour.  
 
   “Hush, dear,” Mama says.
 
   “But, Mama—”
 
   “Be still, young lady.”
 
   I try.  I really do try to keep from moving.  In the end I can’t stand it anymore.  I bend down to scratch at my legs.  It feels heavenly, at least until Mama jerks my head back by the hair.  This feels about a thousand times worse than when she uses the comb on it.  I begin to cry, which in turn prompts Sophie to roll her eyes and Aggie to blush.
 
   “Maybe we should take a break,” Aggie says.
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” Mama says.  “Sylvia is going to be a good girl now, isn’t she?”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” I whimper.  
 
   Again I try to be good, to resist the impulse to stretch my muscles or scratch at the million places that seem to itch.  In the end I can’t fight the impulses.  I bolt away from the others, determined to go back to my bedroom with its nice, soft bed.
 
   I get as far as the doorway before Mama shouts something.  It’s in a language I haven’t ever heard before, not French or even English.  It’s a language known only to a very few people, a language I’ll learn someday, but not for a while yet.
 
   My whole body seems to turn to stone.  One moment I’m running and the next I’m falling forward onto the floor, unable to raise my hands to brace myself.  I land with a thud on the tile floor, but there’s no pain.  There’s only the humiliation of lying on the floor, being unable to move while Mama squats down next to me.
 
   “I’m sorry, dear,” she whispers to me as she picks me up.  I’m still unable to move as she carries me back to the fireplace to stand with the others.  My body has become like a mannequin as she poses my arms and legs into the right position.  I try to move, but I can’t.
 
   It takes two days of this before the painting is finished.  Even I have to admit the end result is beautiful.  The artist perfectly captured Mama’s dignity, Aggie’s beauty, and Sophie’s seriousness.  He somehow even managed to capture the terror in my eyes as I wondered what my mother had done to me.
 
   ***
 
   The house soon becomes a prison for me.  Aggie spends most of her day in the living room, sewing.  Sophie takes up residence in the library, reading.  Mama travels in a seemingly endless circle from room-to-room and then outside to check on the rest of the estate.  I yearn to go with her, but she says I’m too little to go outside.
 
   So I have nothing to do but sit up in my room and stare out the window.  The vast green fields and forests mock me with their promises of freedom.  When I try to escape, I get only as far as the top of the stairs before Mama is there to gather me up and take me back.  “Can’t I go with you?” I ask her.
 
   “No, dear.  You’re too little for that.”
 
   “I am not!” I shout back, but the tears bubbling up in my eyes belie this.  
 
   “When you get older, then you can go outside all you want,” Mama says.
 
   “When will that be?”
 
   “Not too much longer, dear.”  Mama takes me back to my room and picks up one of my dolls from the floor.  She presses this into my arms.  “Now you stay in here and be a good girl.”
 
   I have no choice but to be a good girl, since there’s nothing bad I can do in my room.  When I get tired of the window, I begin playing with my doll’s hair, brushing it with my fingers.  The hair isn’t human hair—Mama wouldn’t allow that for reasons I didn’t understand until later—it’s horsehair, which is coarser.  Still, I imagine that it’s human hair as I braid it like Aggie’s.  This comes easily to me, so before long I’m creating more elaborate braids and knots.
 
   I show these off to Mama later when she comes into the room.  She rewards me by patting my head and smiling.  “That’s very good, dear.”
 
   A few days later, Aggie consents to let me work with her hair.  Working with human hair, and a much larger head than that of my doll, is more of a challenge.  I struggle at first to work Aggie’s golden hair out of the braid Mama tied it in.  Soon I find a good rhythm, until her hair is tumbling free to her waist.  She gives her head a shake and lets out a little sigh.
 
   Refashioning it into what would later be known as a French braid is again a challenge.  My hands are too small and pudgy for the delicate work needed, so the hair keeps coming loose.  I finally give up and start to cry.  Aggie pulls me against her chest the way Mama does and pats my head.  “It’s all right, dear,” she says, like Mama does.  “You tried your best.”
 
   “I’m tired of being little,” I mutter into her shoulder.
 
   “You won’t always be little.  Eventually you’ll be big like me.”
 
   After a few minutes of being soothed, I’m ready to give it another shot.  I try to tie a normal braid.  My hands at first have the same trouble, but then I start to find my rhythm again.  Before long I’m finished.  Aggie tosses the braid over her shoulder and smiles at me.  “It’s very nice,” she says.  “Just like Mama’s.”
 
   At three years old, that’s the best compliment I can receive.  Aggie and I hug and then I fall asleep watching her sew.  For the moment at least the house doesn’t feel so oppressive.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Aggie lets me continue to practice on her hair.  After a year of practicing—and growing a little bit—I can do just about all the fancy braids on her head that I can on my dolls.  She asks me to attempt the French braid again for her thirteenth birthday.  I need three attempts before I finally get it right.  Aggie pats the back of her head and smiles.  “It’s very pretty.”
 
   Just about any hairstyle would look pretty on Aggie.  She’s the prettiest girl I know, although that’s in large part because Mama hardly ever lets us leave the estate.  She doesn’t even take us to church on Sundays.  I didn’t understand what church was until one Sunday when I heard the bells from my window.  “Mama, what are the bells for?”
 
   “Those are for church.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “People in town get together in this big building and say prayers and sing songs.”
 
   “Can we go to church?”
 
   “No, dear.”
 
   “Why not?”  I don’t really know what praying is, but I do like singing songs.
 
   “Because we don’t.”  Mama’s tone indicates I shouldn’t ask any more questions.
 
   I save these for Aggie later when I’m tying her hair.  “You have to be a Christian to go to church,” Aggie says.
 
   “Are we Christian?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then what are we?”
 
   “We’re just people,” Aggie says.  Since we don’t go to church or any other town functions, Aggie’s party has only the four of us and the servants.  We all dress up like for the painting and gather in the dining room.
 
   We don’t have singing, candles, or a cake.  We have roast duck, which is Aggie’s favorite.  There’s very little conversation, but Mama keeps glancing over at Aggie, as if she expects something to happen.  Nothing does, at least not then.
 
   What Mama was looking for happens two weeks later.  I’m again doing Aggie’s hair while she sews a new dress for herself.  No matter how hard I try, I can’t get Aggie’s hair to stay flat.  It keeps standing up as if there’s a fan blowing beneath her.
 
   I’m so focused on Aggie’s hair that I don’t realize what’s happening until I’m hovering several inches off the floor.  I let out a shriek upon seeing that my feet are suspended in the air.  I grab two handfuls of Aggie’s hair while the rest of my body tilts up as if there’s no gravity.  
 
   Aggie cries out with pain and turns slightly to try and see what’s going on.  “Sylvia, what’s wrong with you?”
 
   “I’m flying!”
 
   “Don’t be stupid.  No one can—”  Aggie stops as she grabs a hand mirror and sees me floating in the air, her hair the only thing keeping me from floating up to the ceiling.  “Oh my goodness!”
 
   Aggie screams for our mother, but she’s careful not to move so she doesn’t throw me off and I don’t rip handfuls of hair out of her head.  This brings Sophie out of the library.  She puts a hand to her lips, her face going pale.  This frightens me even more as it’s the most emotion Sophie has ever shown.  I close my eyes and begin to sob as I cling to Aggie’s hair.
 
   I keep my eyes closed until I feel hands around my waist.  Mama whispers in my ear that I can let go.  “You’re safe now, dear,” she says.  I trust her because she’s my mother.  I let go of Aggie’s hair and Mama pulls me tight against her chest.
 
   When I open my eyes, I see that Aggie’s hair is still standing on end, as are the pins, pincushions, thread, and pieces of dress that she’s working on.  “Mama, what’s wrong with me?” Aggie shouts, tears in her eyes.
 
   Mama kneels down in front of her and touches her cheek with one hand while keeping the other on me.  “Just calm down, Agnes.  Close your eyes and relax.”
 
   Aggie closes her eyes and after nearly a minute, her hair lies flat again.  The objects that had been floating around her crash onto the floor.  Aggie keeps her eyes closed, panting as if she’s climbed up five flights of stairs.  Mama takes her hand, squeezing it.
 
   “It’s all over now, dear.  You’re fine.”
 
   But none of us feel fine at that moment.
 
   ***
 
   Mama talks to Aggie for a long time in her bedroom.  Sophie and I wait down in the living room, where Sophie immediately begins cleaning up the mess left by whatever happened to Aggie.  We don’t say anything to each other because neither of us knows what to say.  We still don’t have any idea what we saw.
 
   When we hear Mama’s shoes clicking along the stairs, Sophie and I scramble onto the couch.  We both sit ramrod straight, as if someone is going to paint another portrait of us.  Sophie has her hands primly in her lap and I follow suit.
 
   Aggie does not follow Mama downstairs.  “Is she all right?” I ask.
 
   “Your sister is resting.  She’ll be fine.”
 
   “What happened to her?” Sophie asks.
 
   Mama pulls up a chair so she can sit and look us both in the eye.  She says without preamble, “Your sister is undergoing a transformation.  She’s discovering her true power.”
 
   “What kind of power?”
 
   “Magic,” Mama says.
 
   “Magic?” Sophie echoes in disbelief.
 
   “That’s right.  Your sister is a witch.”
 
   “A witch?” Sophie says.  “But those are just stories.”
 
   “No, dear.  It’s very real.  Agnes is a witch—like her mother.”  Mama says a few strange words and the fireplace leaps to life.  My eyes go wide at this as I remember the day of the portrait, when Mama spoke words like that.
 
   I whimper and burrow into the cushions, wishing I could disappear.  I’m waiting for Mama to do something terrible to us.  When she puts a hand on my back, I scream.  She pats my head and whispers, “There’s nothing to worry about, dear.  I’m not going to hurt you or your sisters.  I love you.”
 
   This is the first time I can remember hearing my mother say that she loves me.  It prompts me to lift my head and look her in the eye again.  I can see that she means it.  I sit up and let her pick me up, to press me against her body as she usually does.  
 
   She sits back down, stroking my hair while she says, “It’s going to be difficult for Agnes over the next few months.  You girls should stay away from her until I help her learn how to control her power.  I don’t want either of you getting hurt.”
 
   Sophie of course is the first one to figure it out.  “If you’re a witch and Agnes is a witch, then—”
 
   “Yes, you and Sylvia will be witches too, but not until you’re about Agnes’s age.”
 
   Remembering what had happened in the living room, I whimper, “I don’t want to be a witch.”
 
   Mama pats my head and chuckles dryly.  “There’s nothing scary about being a witch.  It’s very exciting.  You can do things no normal person can do.  And you can live for a long time.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us sooner?  Why’d you wait for us to find out like this?” Sophie’s voice sounds as angry as I’ve ever heard it.
 
   “I didn’t want to worry you about it until I had to.”
 
   “Is Aggie going to be different?” I ask into Mama’s shoulder.
 
   “No, dear.  Agnes will look just the way she does now.  Once she gets over the shock, she’ll act the same too.”  Mama strokes my hair for a moment before adding, “Magic doesn’t change who you are; it just adds another dimension.”
 
   Mama takes me upstairs and kisses my forehead.  I can see that despite what’s happened she’s still my mother.  I only hope she’s right that Aggie won’t be any different, that eventually I can braid her hair again without worrying that I’ll fly up into the ceiling.
 
   ***
 
   For three months we catch only fleeting glimpses of Aggie.  These are enough for me to see that she’s still pretty, her hair still golden and her eyes still pale blue.  Her skin looks a little pale from so much time in her room and she’s a little thinner too.  Still, that she hasn’t grown a second head or turned into some kind of lizard creature is comforting to me.
 
   I try braiding Sophie’s hair, but she doesn’t like it.  She prefers the tight little bun at the base of her neck, just the way Mama wears her hair.  So while Aggie is recuperating, I have to go back to practicing on my dolls.
 
   Mama takes Aggie’s sewing supplies upstairs to her room, so Aggie has something to keep her occupied.  What else she and Mama are doing in there for hours at a time, I have no idea.  I try listening at the door once, but Mama opens it and glares down at me.  Behind her, I get a glimpse of Aggie sitting up in bed.  She flashes me a tired smile and waves to me before I scurry back to my room.
 
   Aggie finally returns to us on Sophie’s tenth birthday.  She comes slowly down the steps, bearing a light blue dress for Sophie as a present.  Sophie reaches out for it at arm’s length, afraid to touch her, as if magic is a contagious disease.  I stay even farther back, still remembering what happened in the living room.
 
   “It’s all right,” Mama tells us.  “Agnes is fine now.  Aren’t you, dear?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispers.
 
   Aggie is not back to herself, at least not at first.  She’s as hesitant to approach us as we are her.  When she speaks, it’s in the same shy whisper as on the stairs.  This is not my sister, I think.  This isn’t Aggie.
 
   Throughout dinner I brace myself for something to happen.  I keep an eye on Aggie’s plate and utensils, waiting for them to float into the air.  That doesn’t happen.  Nothing unusual happens, except that Aggie is so well-behaved, so much like a “proper lady” that Mama never has to yell at her.
 
   She goes back to her room after dinner and we don’t see her again that night.  The next morning she’s in the dining room for breakfast.  Her voice is still softer, but not as quiet as before.  “You can sit next to me,” she says.  “I won’t bite you.”
 
   I crawl onto the seat next to her because I know she needs the reassurance that she is still my sister, that I still love her.  I don’t even flinch when she tousles my hair.  We just sit there side-by-side as Sophie and Mama come down and the servants bring out the food.
 
   Nothing unusual happens during breakfast, everything seemingly back to the way it had been before she became a witch.  I go upstairs for a while to play with my dolls.  The door opens and Mama squats down beside me.  She puts a hand on the back of my head.  “Why don’t you go down to the living room and play with your sister?”
 
   Though I’m just four years old, I understand what Mama is saying.  Aggie needs me to reassure her the way I did at breakfast.  I nod to Mama and then skip downstairs to the living room.  Aggie is sitting on the couch with her sewing supplies like she had been three months earlier.  I crawl onto the cushion behind her and ask, “Can I braid your hair?”
 
   “Of course you can,” she says with a smile that indicates her relief.
 
   My hands have a little trouble getting reacquainted to human hair after three months, but before long it’s like old times.  As I work, I can’t resist asking, “What’s it feel like?”
 
   Aggie pauses in her sewing to think about this.  “Well, you know when your foot falls asleep and you feel that tingling?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’s a lot like that, only it’s in your whole body.  Mama says that when I get older, I won’t even feel that, that it will just be completely normal.”
 
   “You can do magic now?”
 
   “Not really.  Mama says I have to learn to control it before I can learn spells.”
 
   I pause in braiding Aggie’s hair to shiver.  “Are you controlling it now?”
 
   She laughs a little at this.  “Yes.  You don’t have to worry that you’ll fly away.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   I finish with Aggie’s braid and she strokes it gently.  “I really missed this,” she says.
 
   “So did I.”  I crawl into her lap so she can give me a hug.  Things are still different between us, but not entirely in a bad way.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   It’s terrible being in a houseful of witches and being the only normal person besides the servants.  Sophie’s powers began to bloom exactly on her thirteenth birthday, though as befitting her personality, in a far less dramatic way than Agnes’s.  She hardly raised her voice when it happened to her in the library.  “Mama, it’s happening,” she called out.
 
   I’m the only one now who’s still a regular person.  Worse yet, it’s going to be at least six years until I get my powers.  Six years of being the only one without magic.  It’s not fair.
 
   I can really feel it when we’re all together.  This is only after Sophie spent two months in quarantine to learn how to control her power.  Being more disciplined than Aggie, she needed far less time to accomplish this.  
 
   Now when we sit down at dinner together, Mama, Aggie, and Sophie discuss magic, sounding as if they’re talking in another language.  I have no choice but to sit there and eat my food, feeling left out.  They’re still discussing magic when I mumble for permission to be excused from the table.
 
   Mama must see my depression because she finally lets me go outside unescorted.  “You’re old enough now,” she says, patting my head as though I’m still three.  “Just try not to get your dress dirty.”
 
   Mama did finally show me around the estate when I was five.  I remember the way to the stables, anxious to see the horses.  I want to learn to ride, but Mama thinks this is too undignified for a young lady.  So I can only stand in front of the stall and feed the horses sugar cubes taken from the kitchen.
 
   I’m feeding one of the horses when I hear a boy ask, “What are you doing here?”
 
   I turn and see a boy a couple years older than me, his hair tousled and littered with bits of straw from the stable.  I recognize him from our arrival here as the one who opened the carriage door for us.  “Mama said I can go outside,” I say.
 
   “Well I’ve got to clean the stables, so unless you want to get shit all over that dress, you should leave.”
 
   I cross my arms over my chest and stamp my foot.  “You can’t talk to me like that!”
 
   “Why not?  You’re just a baby.”
 
   “I am not!”
 
   “Are too.”
 
   I charge at him.  He’s so surprised by this that he doesn’t even move as I knock him to the ground.  I squat on top of him, not caring what Mama said about not getting my dress dirty.  “Could a baby do that?”
 
   “No,” he says.
 
   “That’s right.”  I get off of him and then offer a hand to help him up.  “You can start over there.  I won’t be in your way.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   I go back to the horse while the boy takes a pitchfork and begins cleaning up one of the stalls.  I soon lose interest in the horse, more fascinated by watching the boy.  I’ve never watched anyone clean a stall before.  He finally looks up at me and says, “You want to try?”
 
   “I don’t think I should.  Mama would be mad.”
 
   “If you’re too scared—”
 
   “I am not scared!”  I stomp into the stall and rip the pitchfork from his hand.  I jab it into a pile of straw, shrieking when I see a mouse poke its head out.  The mouse jumps out of the straw to skitter away through a hole in the back wall of the stall.
 
   My anger returns when I hear the boy snickering at this.  I whirl around, holding up the pitchfork as if I’m going to stab him with it.  “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Scared of a little mouse, are you?”
 
   I stamp my foot again.  “I am not scared!”  In a lower voice I add, “I was just surprised.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Why are you being so mean to me?”
 
   “Because I have work to do and you’re getting in the way.  If I don’t get this done before dinnertime, Papa will tan my hide.”
 
   “Oh.”  I hand the pitchfork back to him.  “Can I still watch you?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s interesting.”
 
   “Interesting?  Stinky is more like it.”  Despite this, he lets me sit on a stool and watch as he cleans the stables and then brushes down the horses.  During the latter he offers me the brush.  “You want to give it a go?”
 
   “Sure,” I say, not wanting him to think I’m scared of the horses.  I wipe the brush along the flank of the animal just the way the boy did.  The horse shows no reaction to this.  I continue brushing along one side of the horse and then the other.  By the time I finish, there’s sweat beading up on my forehead, the first time I’ve ever worked up a sweat.  I’ve also turned my white dress brown; Mama is going to tan my hide when I go back inside.
 
   I keep working, enjoying the steady rhythm of brushing down the horse.  “Where does your family live?” I ask the boy.
 
   “Past the vineyards.”
 
   I remember seeing that area once before when Mama took me out to the vineyards.  There were a pair of wooden houses, each no bigger than our living room.  “In those little houses?” I ask him.
 
   “They’re big enough for us.”
 
   “How many of you are there?”
 
   “Mama and Papa and my four brothers and three sisters.”  I’m not as good at math as Sophie, but I still imagine how cramped the place must be compared to our house, where we could go days without ever seeing each other if we wanted.
 
   “Do you like it there?”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’m just asking.”
 
   “It’s not really your business.”
 
   I turn and hurl the brush right into the center of the boy’s chest.  I catch him unawares, so he cries out in pain.  “You don’t have to be so cruel.”
 
   I stamp past him, leaving him to finish with the horse.  I’m halfway back to the house before he catches up to me.  He puts a hand on my shoulder and breathlessly tells me to wait.  I spin around, pushing him to the ground with one fluid motion.  “What do you want?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he wheezes.  “Don’t tell your mother on me.  Please.”
 
   “I’m not going to tell on you.  I don’t even know your name.”
 
   “It’s Henri.  Henri Devereaux,” he says.  He holds out a hand, but instead of shaking it I help him up to his feet.
 
   “Sylvia Joubert.  And I’m sorry I pushed you.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have surprised you,” he says.
 
   We walk back to the house.  Along the way, he says, “You’re not like how I thought a rich girl would be.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “You’re like my sisters, not so stuck-up.”
 
   “Thank you.  I think.”
 
   ***
 
   Mama notices the grime on my clothes and in my hair.  She forbids me from going out to the stables again.  To make things worse, she has the servants draw a bath.  As she washes my hair, Mama says, “A proper lady does not associate with her servants.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Hush.  Do as I say.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”  
 
   Despite this command, Mama is too busy with Aggie and Sophie to pay much attention to me.  It’s easy then for me to sneak outside and meet Henri again.  This time I ask him to fetch some old clothes from his sisters.  He returns a short time later with a coarse brown dress that I change into, folding my good dress up so it won’t get dirty.  For the first time I use a piece of ribbon to tie my hair back into a ponytail so it might not get as dirty.
 
   Mama forbade me to go to the stables, so we don’t go to the stables.  There’s more than enough ground on the estate for us to roam without going anywhere near the horses.  We race along the rows of grapes, trying to catch each other.  I tackle Henri and keep him pinned on the ground until he yields.
 
   I help him to his feet and he says, “I could have got up anytime I wanted.”
 
   “Is that so?”  He backs away when I take a step towards him.
 
   After a week we venture into the woods around the estate.  Henri has come out here a few times with his brothers and father to go hunting.  “The marquis used to go hunting all the time,” he says as we walk through the forest.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The Marquis Dandenault.  He used to own this estate.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “He died in a battle.”
 
   Henri picks up a stick and waves it around like a sword.  He pretends that he’s the marquis, fighting off a hundred opposing knights.  He finishes by jamming the stick between his arm and body and then falling onto the ground.  “Then he was dead.”
 
   “What about his family?”
 
   “His wife went to a convent, I think.  They didn’t have any kids.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”
 
   He stands up and starts waving the stick around again.  “When I grow up, I’m going to be a famous knight.”
 
   I snort at this.  “No you’re not.  You’re still going to be cleaning up our horses.”  
 
   I stick my tongue out at him and then take off running deeper into the forest.  He pursues me, waving the stick like he wants to bash me over the head with it.  I turn into a line of bushes and come to a dead stop.
 
   Aggie is kneeling on the grass on the other side of the bushes.  There’s a basket beside her with some plants in it, probably for her potions.  Far more troubling is the boy kneeling on the grass next to her.  Their bodies are leaning towards each other, their lips touching.  It’s the first time I’ve ever seen anyone kiss on the lips before.
 
   I’m still standing there in shocked silence when Henri calls out, “Sylvia?  Where did you go?  You’d better not get lost out here or Papa’s going to thrash me.”
 
   Aggie’s head turns away from the boy and she looks right at me.  Her face drains of color, her eyes going wide.  I return her stare for a moment before turning away.  I try to run away, but Aggie appears before me in a flash of light, one of the witch tricks she’s learned.
 
   I cry out in surprise and in trying to reverse direction wind up falling on my rear end.  I stare up at Aggie, who’s still looking deathly afraid of me.  She snaps out of it enough to offer me a hand. 
 
   Once I’m on my feet, she kneels down to look me in the eye.  “What are you doing out here?” she asks.
 
   “Henri and I were playing.  What are you doing with that boy?”
 
   “He was just helping me look for ingredients for a potion.”
 
   I’m only seven, but I’m not stupid.  “You were kissing him,” I say with a seven-year-old’s revulsion.  
 
   “Yes, I was.  Promise me you won’t tell Mama.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because we’ll all get in trouble then.  Do you promise?”
 
   I think about it for a moment, the fear in Aggie’s eyes finally convincing me.  “Yes.”
 
   She gives me a hug and then puts on a false smile.  “I think you had better go back inside.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   She looks back to the bushes, where the boy is probably still waiting.  “I’ll be along soon.  Then you can practice on my hair again.”  She bats at my ponytail, trying to distract me by saying, “I like what you did with yours.  It’s very pretty.”
 
   I don’t take the bait.  “How many times have you and that boy been out here?”
 
   “Just twice.  But you can’t tell Mama.  Or Sophie.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   Aggie rewards me with another hug and then gives me a little push to send me on my way.  I find Henri farther down the path, still swinging his stick idly.  His face lights up when he sees me.  “There you are,” he says.  “Where’d you go?”
 
   “Nowhere special,” I say and then we head home.
 
   ***
 
   I keep my promise to Aggie, but it doesn’t matter.  Somehow Sophie finds out about it and tattles to Mama.  I’m braiding Aggie’s hair in the living room when Mama comes into the room with Sophie, the latter looking guilty and the former with her face a volcanic red.  I let Aggie’s hair drop and quickly dash up to my room.
 
   It doesn’t matter as Mama is shouting loud enough that I can still hear her.  “What did you think you were doing kissing some strange boy in the bushes?”  I can’t hear Aggie’s response, but Mama’s is loud and clear:  “You are supposed to be a proper young lady.  Not only that, but you are a novice in the coven.  You know the rules about fraternizing with mortals.  If Glenda found out she could have us both brought up on charges.  Is that what you want?”
 
   There’s a pause as Aggie no doubt mumbles something.  “What about your sisters?  What if Sylvia had seen what you were doing out there?”  There’s another pause followed by Mama saying with slightly less venom, “From now on you will act like a respectable young lady or you can fend for yourself.  Is that understood?”
 
   A few minutes later I hear footsteps followed by Aggie’s door shutting softly.  I wait until nighttime, after Mama’s tucked me into bed and kissed me goodnight before I creep down the hall and slip into Aggie’s room.  She’s curled up on her bed, sniffling every now and then.  Coming around the side of the bed, I see that her eyes are glossy with tears.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whisper.
 
   “It’s not your fault.  It’s Sophie’s fault.”  Aggie sniffles again.  I don’t remember her crying like this even after the scene in the living room when she discovered her powers.  “You didn’t tell her, did you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That little sneak.  She was probably following me.”
 
   “Is Mama going to send you away?”
 
   Aggie shakes her head.  “No.  Not this time.”
 
   “Good,” I say.  I don’t know what I’d do without Aggie here.  Then it would just be Mama, Sophie, and me—and Henri.  I wonder how long before Sophie tells Mama about my sneaking off into the forest with him.  Then I’ll be in as much trouble  as Aggie, probably confined to my room for months.
 
   Aggie reaches out to touch my hair, which I shook out of the ponytail before Mama could see it and tell me that wasn’t a dignified way for a lady to look.  “It isn’t fair,” she says.  “I love him.  Why can’t Mama understand that?”
 
   I’m far too young to understand the concept of loving a boy, so I can only shrug.  Aggie smiles tiredly at me.  “Everything will be all right.  I promise.  You’d better get back to bed before Mama finds out—or Sophie tells her.”
 
   We hug like in the forest and then I sneak out of the room, back to my own.  As I close my eyes to sleep, I can’t help thinking about Henri, looking forward to seeing him again.  I’m too little to understand love, but I feel it nonetheless.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   My last night as a twelve-year-old I can’t sleep at all.  A few times my eyes close, but each time they shoot open again when I feel an itch or a piece of hair move.  I lie perfectly still with my eyes open, wondering if this is it; is this how it’s going to happen?
 
   But nothing happens.  Mama opens the door the next morning and I’m thirteen years old.  Thirteen and still perfectly ordinary.  Mama must sense my grief because she sits on the edge of the bed and pats my arm.  “You can’t expect it to happen so soon.  Not even Sophie had it happen the instant she turned thirteen.”
 
   “I guess so,” I say.  I know Mama is right, but I’m still disappointed.  I’ve waited six years for it to happen, so I could finally be like Mama, Aggie, and Sophie.  It’s not fair, I want to whine, but I know Mama will only scold me for acting like a child.
 
   That’s been her latest series of complaints ever since that first big change happened almost two years ago.  Mama knew about my period before I did, rushing into the room with my robe and slippers before I woke up to see the bloodstains in my undergarments.  She took me outside—where I was grateful Henri didn’t see me—and down to the meadow where the horses grazed.  We sat under a tree and Mama said that I was becoming a woman.
 
   “Does this mean I’ll be a witch soon?” I asked.
 
   “No, dear.  That won’t happen until you’re as old as your sisters were.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, unable to hide my disappointment.  I didn’t care about becoming a woman as much as a witch.  
 
   It was a week later when Aggie came home, Henri trailing behind her with a trunk.  I thought the trunk must contain Aggie’s personal belongings she’d taken with her on one of her increasingly frequent trips, but she told Henri to take the trunk up to my room.  “Why there?” I asked, not really wanting Henri to get a look at my room with all of the dolls and such; he would make fun of me about it for weeks for how girly my room looked.
 
   “Mama said I should make you some new dresses,” Aggie said.  I followed her and Henri upstairs to find that the trunk did indeed contain a stack of new dresses.  Unlike my old ones, these didn’t feature lace, ruffles, or bows; these were simpler, more elegant dresses like Mama, Aggie, and Sophie wore—big girl dresses.
 
   I picked up a dark blue gown, holding it up to my body.  “It’s too big,” I whined while Henri stifled a snicker with the back of his hand; I promised myself to cuff him a good one as soon as we were alone.
 
   “Not for much longer,” Aggie said.  Since she had become a junior witch, Aggie had developed this annoying habit of speaking with ominous foreshadowing like a fortune teller.  She told me she couldn’t really see the future; she could just feel things that were going to happen.
 
   It turns out that Aggie is right about the dress.  I wear that blue dress for my thirteenth birthday and now it fits snugly in the chest from my growth spurt of the previous summer.  Aggie and Sophie are downstairs, Aggie just returned from another trip and Sophie back from her training.  Any day now she is going to become a junior witch while I am still nothing.  With this in mind, I can’t help glumly staring down at my plate all through breakfast.
 
   Aggie pats my back.  “It’s going to happen,” she says.  “You can’t rush it.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   As with Aggie’s thirteenth birthday, there’s no real party.  We have venison from a deer Henri and I killed the day before—which he claimed his father killed so we wouldn’t get in trouble—and I receive my gifts.  Sophie gives me a book called the Argonautica about Jason and the Argonauts and the quest for the Golden Fleece.  I thank her politely, though I’ll probably never read the book, just as I’ve never read any she’s given me on my birthdays in a vain attempt to get me to read more.  Mama gives me a set of silver hair combs, which promise to see far more use than the book.
 
   Aggie goes last, her face reddening as she gives me a long box, inside which is a dress.  This dress is emerald green and more ornate than the last ones she gave me with gold trim around the hem of the skirt, the collar, and the sleeves.  Like those other dresses, it’s too big for me.  “It’s not for right now,” Aggie explains.  She looks down with embarrassment at the table as she adds, “It’s for when Mama takes you to see Glenda and the others.”
 
   I smile, resisting the urge to cry as I know this is Aggie’s way of saying she knows that I’ll become a witch like her, Sophie, and Mama.  “It’s beautiful,” I tell her.  I want to hug her, but Mama has said that such gestures are for little girls, not young women.  I only hope my smile can convey how much this gift means.  From the way Aggie smiles back, I can see that it does.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie gives me another gift in private.  This is a tunic, leggings, and a cap all the same color green as the dress she made for me.  “I thought it would help for when you go out hunting,” she says.
 
   “How do you know about that?  One of your feelings?”
 
   “Nothing stays secret for long in a house full of witches.  You know that.”  Though she smiles when she says this, I can see the sadness in her eyes as she thinks of the boy in the forest whom Mama had forbidden her to ever see again.  
 
   I try these on and find they fit exactly right, the cap with enough room that I can tuck my hair into it so I don’t have to worry about leaves or branches getting caught in it.  I finally give Aggie the hug I wanted to give her in the dining room.  “This is a wonderful gift.”
 
   “You should go show your friend.”
 
   I know better than to ask her how she knows about Henri.  Instead, I sneak downstairs and find him out in the stables, brushing down one of the horses.  He continues working while I stand in the doorway, waiting for him to notice.  Without turning, he says, “Pass me that blanket, will you?”
 
   “Get your own blanket,” I snap at him.
 
   It’s only then that he turns and his eyes widen slightly.  “Oh, I’m sorry.  I thought you were Luc.”
 
   “Luc?  Do I look like a boy to you?”  I thrust my chest out as much as I can as I say this so he can realize his mistake.
 
   “Well, I didn’t get a good look, I just saw—”  He continues to flounder until I pick up the blanket and throw it at his feet.  Without a word he picks it up to put it on the horse’s back.  I sit on a bale of hay, crossing my legs in a way Mama would insist isn’t lady-like.
 
   As I wait for Henri to finish his chores, I close my eyes.  When my left foot begins to tingle, I can’t breathe.  Aggie said this is what it would feel like, like your foot falling asleep.  I concentrate, waiting for the tingling to spread throughout the rest of my body, waiting to become a witch.
 
   But it doesn’t happen.  I soon realize it’s just my foot falling asleep.  With tears in my eyes I limp out of the stable, hearing Henri call after me.  I don’t stop, pressing on into the forest even after the feeling returns to my foot.  This only causes me to cry harder, knowing that it really was my foot falling asleep, not my powers beginning to develop.
 
   I keep pushing through the brush until I find the spot where Aggie was kissing that boy six years earlier.  I sink down on the same spot where she had been sitting, burying my face in my hands.  “It’s not fair,” I keep mumbling to myself.  “I’ve waited so long.”
 
   I don’t look up when I hear the brush rustling.  I feel a hand on my shoulder and know from the size and roughness of it that it’s Henri.  “I’m sorry I thought you were Luc,” he says.
 
   “That’s not it.”
 
   “Well then what is it?  Why are you crying?”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   He pulls his hand away from my shoulder.  “Why not?  Because I’m a boy?”
 
   “No.”  I look up at him but it’s like looking through a fogged-up window.  “Because you’re ordinary.”
 
   “Oh, so’s it, is it?  I can’t understand because I’m just a poor stable boy?”
 
   “No!  That’s not what I meant.”  I want to explain the problem to him, but I can’t.  I’m not a junior witch or a novice, but I know I can’t let Henri know about Mama, Aggie, and Sophie.  This is supposed to remain a secret between us.  “It’s complicated.”
 
   “So now I’m too stupid to understand?  I don’t have your fancy education—”
 
   I leap to my feet, knocking him onto his rear end like I did that first time in the stables.  It’s easy enough for me to pin him down on the ground so I can roar into his face, “Just shut up and leave me alone!  I don’t need you following me around all the time!”
 
   When I let him go, he takes off like a scared rabbit into the brush.  Part of me wants to go after him and explain things, but the rest of me knows that I can’t.  I collapse back onto the ground to continue crying.  I cry now not only because I’m still not a witch, but because I might have lost my only friend.
 
   ***
 
   It’s easy enough for Henri and I not to see each other.  For six months I don’t catch a glimpse of him, staying inside the house for the most part.  On the rare occasions I do go outside, I stay away from the stables, the vineyards, and the houses beyond this where Henri and his family live.
 
   Mama and I are alone in the house throughout most of this time.  Aggie leaves two days after my birthday to go on another mysterious errand.  Sophie leaves the day after that to resume her training.  They both say a brief goodbye to me before they vanish in a flash of light.  Aggie’s goodbye is more heartfelt; she risks Mama’s ire by giving me a hug.  “It’s going to be all right,” she whispers into my ear.
 
   Since I’m the only child left in the house and am too old to play with my dolls, I take to reading the books Sophie gave me.  I start with the Argonautica and soon become riveted by the adventure of Jason and the Argonauts.  That is until I get to the part about Medea, the witch who falls in love with Jason.  I close the book, tossing it to the floor, not wanting to read about someone doing what I will never be able to do.
 
   Each day becomes harder to get out of bed and go down to breakfast, where Mama waits for me.  We’ve never been alone like this before, but we don’t use the time for bonding.  Mostly Mama uses the time to continue drilling etiquette into me.  “Sit up straight, dear,” she says if I slouch even a hair’s breadth.  
 
   “Why do I need to know all of this?  It’s not like we’re having any dinner parties.  We aren’t supposed to consort with mortals.”
 
   I expect Mama to deflect this with a variation of the old, “Because I say so.”  Instead, she gives me my first lesson about magic.  “Using magic requires discipline.  If you can’t learn simple social etiquette then you will never be able to master magic.”
 
   I straighten instantly and make an effort to eat my porridge without spilling any on the front of my dress.  If doing so will allow me to become a witch, then I’ll do it.  But it doesn’t help.  Nothing seems to help.  As each day grinds on, the doubts become louder in my mind.  I’m always going to be this way.  I’m just an ordinary girl.  I’ve never been as pretty as Aggie or as smart as Sophie, so why should I be a witch like them either?
 
   Halfway through my thirteenth year, I finally can’t go on any longer.  When Mama warns me about my posture, I hurl my spoon to the floor.  “What difference does it make?” I scream at her.  Before I know what I’m doing, I’ve picked up my bowl of porridge and flung it against the wall.  I’m on my feet, shrieking like a madwoman.  “It doesn’t matter!  None of it matters!  I should go down and live with Henri and his family!  I’m nothing but a common, useless girl.”
 
   My rage ebbs and I sink to my knees on the floor.  I bury my face in my hands, sobbing uncontrollably, in a way I haven’t even as a child.  I feel Mama’s hand on my back, her other stroking my hair.  She pulls me against her body, in that comforting way she hasn’t since I became a woman.
 
   “It’s all right, dear,” she whispers.  “You just need to give it time.”
 
   “I’ve given it enough time already,” I mumble into her shoulder.  
 
   “I know it’s been a long wait for you, but it won’t be much longer.”
 
   I look up at her and see that she’s smiling at me with a mother’s tenderness.  I smile back at her, feeling a flush of shame about my tantrum.  “I’m sorry, Mama.”
 
   “No, dear, it’s all right.  I’m the one who’s sorry.  I knew this would be the hardest on you.  I should have prepared you better for it.”
 
   This is the first time I can ever remember Mama apologizing to me before.  I’m not sure what to say at first.  Finally I stammer, “It’s all right.”
 
   We remain in that position on the floor for some time, until my tears have dried up.  Mama must sense the time is right and helps me to my feet.  She brushes hair away from my face and then says, “Why don’t you get dressed and go outside?  Some fresh air would do you good.”
 
   “Yes, Mama.”
 
   Not wanting to jeopardize my new understanding with Mama, I wear one of my dresses outside.  I stay away from the stable, venturing into the forest instead.  I walk along the pathways Henri and I have beaten down with our footsteps over the years, careful not to catch my skirt or sleeves on the lower branches and the bushes.  
 
   I don’t know where I’m going until I reach the spot where Aggie and the boy were kissing, and where Henri and I quarreled.  I sit down on the ground again, though this time I don’t cry.  I merely sit there, listening to the wind rustling the leaves and the birds singing.  A flock of geese honk as they fly overhead.  Soon it will be winter and the geese, birds, and leaves will be gone in favor of ice and snow.  The whole world will be frozen, which is how I feel at the moment stuck between the warm, comforting summer and the rebirth of spring.
 
   When I hear something heavy crashing through the brush I assume it’s a deer and wish I’d brought my bow or at least a knife.  But it’s not a deer—it’s Henri.  We gasp in surprise to see each other.  I notice that he looks different, bulkier than the last time I saw him.  He’s also sporting a patchy brown beard and his hair is longer and unkempt.  His eyes are still the same as is his smile when he recovers from his shock.
 
   “I didn’t expect to find you here,” he says.
 
   “Mama said I should go outside for some air,” I say.
 
   I don’t invite him to sit down, but he does anyway.  “I missed you,” he says.  He reaches into a pouch to take out a necklace made of yellowed teeth.  “That’s from a wolf Papa and I caught trying to eat the chickens.  Colette made it into a necklace for me.  I thought maybe you might like it as a belated birthday gift.”
 
   “Oh, yes, it’s beautiful,” I say, though I know Mama would scream bloody murder if she caught me wearing such a thing.  I let him put the necklace around my neck anyway, holding back my hair so it won’t get in the way.
 
   He smiles at me and then puts a hand to my stomach.  “You’re getting fat.”
 
   “I am not!” I say, but I see that he’s right; I have the beginnings of a potbelly from all those months of living indoors.  “I can still beat you.”
 
   “I’d like to see you try,” he says.  There’s something different in his eyes when he says this; it’s not the taunting of childhood; it’s an almost predatory gleam in his eye.
 
   Before he can react, I spring on him, pinning him to the ground again.  From the way he smiles, I suspect that he let me get him in this position.  “Now what do you say?”
 
   He responds by kissing me on the lips.  It’s my first real kiss.  I’m taken by surprise, not sure how to react.  I remember Aggie kissing in this same spot and what Mama said about it.  But I’m not a novice in the coven; I’m not anything.  I’m just an ordinary girl—
 
   I feel the tingling in my left foot as I return Henri’s kiss.  I ignore the sensation at first, too engrossed in my first kiss.  We’re still wrestling on the ground, groping each other’s faces with our lips, when I feel the tingling all the way up to my waist.  It’s happening!  It’s finally happening!
 
   I pull away from Henri and then roll off of him.  “You have to go,” I whisper.
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “Go.  Now!”
 
   “Are you mad at me?  Did I do something wrong?”
 
   I shake my head, but I can’t speak anymore.  The tingling has spread through my entire body, just as Aggie said it would.  I get down on all fours, like an animal.  Though my body has gone numb, I can still feel Henri’s hand on my back.  He’s trying to talk to me, but I can’t hear him anymore.  Instead, I hear music.  The most beautiful music I’ve ever heard, what an angel must sound like.
 
   I’m blinded by white light.  At first I think I’ve gone blind.  Then I think I’m dying.  But when I hear Henri gasp, I realize that the light is coming from my body—I’m glowing!  My body is still tingling, still numb, but I manage to get to my feet.  Through the white haze, I see Henri staring at me in shock, afraid of me.  I’ve never felt so heartbroken in my life.  I gather my voice to shout, “Go!”
 
   “What are you?” he stammers.
 
   “Please.  Go.”  When he doesn’t, I lift my right arm.  Henri goes flying through the brush, disappearing from sight.  I wait a few moments for him to return, but he doesn’t.  Then I sink down onto all fours again, weeping for what I’ve done and what I’ve become.
 
   I feel Mama’s hand on my back like in the dining room earlier.  “It’s all right, dear,” she whispers to me again.  “Just try to relax.  Don’t fight it.”
 
   “Mama—”
 
   “I’m here, Sylvia.”  Her other hand touches my head.  She whispers into my ear, “Henri is fine.  He’s not hurt.  Just scared.”
 
   The glow begins to fade.  The white haze evaporates until the world takes on its familiar shape again.  Still I remain on the ground, trembling, the music replaced by a buzzing that resonates through my entire body.  I’m panting as if I’ve run a marathon.  What little I ate for breakfast comes back up to spew on the ground.
 
   Then Mama helps me up, pressing me close again.  “Let’s get you inside to rest,” she says and we start the long walk back to the house.
 
   I have become a witch.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   I am a baby again.  Not literally; I still have my thirteen-year-old body.  I’m a baby in that I can’t do anything for myself at the moment.  If I try to dress myself or even to reach for the chamber pot, my magic fires with unpredictable results.  The chamber pot turns into a dove that screeches away from me, almost breaking its head open as it tries to fly out the window with the shutters drawn.  Mama comes in to open the shutters and my chamber pot goes flying out the window.
 
   “Mama, I’m scared,” I say.  And for the first time since Aggie came into her powers, I am actually terrified.  Not so much for myself, but the fear that I might hurt Mama or someone else—like Henri.  Despite that Mama assured me I didn’t hurt Henri, I still see him flying backwards, through the brush, and imagine him lying broken and bleeding somewhere.
 
   Mama has enough experience with this that she isn’t afraid to bend down and take my hand.  “You don’t have to be afraid of anything.  You just have to relax.  Remember what I said about magic requiring discipline?”
 
   “Yes.”  I also remember how badly I did at etiquette.  What if I couldn’t learn to control this power?  What would happen to me?  Would they keep me locked up here forever?  
 
   Even as I think this, one of my dolls in the corner goes up in flames.  I let out a squeal of terror that in turn prompts another doll to come to life.  It begins hurling the others around the room, at least until Mama reaches into her pocket.  She pulls out something that looks like a doll, only made out of dark red hair—my hair.  The dolls sags back on to the shelf and the fire goes out.  Mama tucks the hair figure back into her apron.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “It’s a charm.  I made it from your hair.”
 
   “My hair?”
 
   “Yes.  Your hair, your fingernails, and even your teeth can be used to make a charm.  That’s why you have to be very careful to dispose of them properly.”
 
   Turning my head slightly, I understand now why Mama never let me play with dolls with human hair.  “This charm, it makes my magic go away?”
 
   “It can, if I say the right words.”  She smiles at me, giving my hand a squeeze.  “You don’t have anything to worry about, dear.  Nothing bad is going to happen.”
 
   “All right,” I say, but I can’t help thinking of my chamber pot flying out the window.
 
   ***
 
   As with Aggie and Sophie before me, Mama keeps me quarantined in my room.  Unlike Sophie, I need far longer than two months to get my magic under control.  Whenever I seem to be getting it under control, there will be a hiccup and my clothes will disappear or my hair clips begin flying around like wasps.  Then I sag back onto the mattress, screaming into my pillow.
 
   “You can’t fight it, Sylvia,” Mama says, patting my back.  “Magic isn’t a wild horse you’re trying to break.  It’s a part of you.”
 
   “I’m trying!” I wail.  I’m still crying into my pillow when it turns into a tortoise and tries to crawl off the bed, at least until Mama uses her charm to turn it back into a pillow.
 
   “You’re trying too hard,” Mama says.  “I keep telling you to relax.  Don’t try to force it.”
 
   But the more she says this, the more I wind up forcing it, trying to show her that I can do it.  I want to prove to her that I can be a witch too.  I want her to be proud of me, like Aggie and Sophie.  Instead I wind up disappointing her time and again.
 
   Three months go by without me being able to control my magic for more than a few hours at a time.  Out of frustration, Mama brings Sophie in to try and help me learn mental discipline.  Sophie brings one of her books with her, a copy of Canterbury Tales.  She sits beside my bed, Mama’s charm in her lap.  
 
   “I’m not a little kid anymore,” I say with a little kid’s whine.  “You don’t have to read me bedtime stories.”
 
   Sophie ignores this.  “I want you to focus on my words as I’m reading.  See what’s happening clearly in your mind and stay focused on that.”
 
   At first this experiment does little to help.  Sophie has read only five pages before my attention begins to wander as I think about Henri again.  I’m remembering our kiss in the forest when my blanket turns into a swarm of snakes that scatter in every direction.  Sophie is unfazed by this, holding up Mama’s charm and saying a few magic words that cause pieces of my blanket to appear all over the room.  Then she continues to read.
 
   I wish I could have Sophie’s patience, her discipline that lets her keep so calm under pressure.  I wish I could love books the way she does.  I wish I could be so confident in using magic as she is—as Aggie and Mama are as well.  But I can’t.  I’m just the misfit, the proverbial black sheep of the family.
 
   “Sylvia, you have to pay attention,” Sophie scolds me, her voice sounding eerily like Mama’s.
 
   “I’m sorry.  Maybe we should try later.”
 
   “No.  I think we need to try something else.”  Without warning, Sophie tears a strip from my sheets.  She leans over me to tie the strip of cloth around my eyes.  “That should help you focus better.  Now, try to listen to what I’m saying and see it in your mind.”
 
   This time I’m better able to focus on the stories Sophie reads me.  I can see the knight in my mind; he looks strangely like Henri.  I remember when Henri and I first began playing in the woods, when he acted out the marquis’s death and then said that he wanted to be a valiant knight.
 
   As I’m thinking this, I feel something rap against my kneecap.  Sophie stops her reading to hiss, “Pay attention.”
 
   I’m reminded of when Mama taught me how to read and do sums.  This was something most little girls in France didn’t learn—Henri’s sisters never learned to read or do math without using their fingers—but Mama insisted we should have at least a basic education.  She took me into the library and sat me down at the desk Sophie used when she read in the library.  Mama put a book in front of me and I began the difficult process of sounding out words.  If I faltered or if I began daydreaming, Mama would smack a wooden spoon down on my wrist to snap me back to attention.
 
   Now I’m going back to school again, only this time my sister is the teacher.  In both cases I’m not a good student.  It isn’t long before my knees and wrists are sore from repeated taps of Sophie’s wooden spoon.
 
   And yet there’s progress.  An entire day goes by without a magical mishap.  Then another and another.  Soon an entire week has gone by without something in my room turning into something else.  Sophie finally takes off my blindfold.  I lean back against my pillows to continue listening to Canterbury Tales, to draw closer to becoming a witch.
 
   ***
 
   I’m fourteen years old when I finally leave my bedroom.  I’ve been locked up in my room for six months, long enough that winter has come and gone.  It’s spring again.  My shutters have been closed for so long that I wince when Mama opens them to let light in.
 
   She puts a hand around my shoulders and sits down beside me on the bed.  I haven’t had a magical outburst in a month, not even during my sleep.  My body still feels tingly at times, but no longer am I afraid that I’ll turn my chamber pot into a dove or make my clothes vanish.
 
   “I think you’re ready, dear,” Mama says.  “Why don’t you come down and have breakfast with the rest of us?”
 
   “Rest of us?”
 
   “Your sisters are downstairs.”
 
   “Aggie is here?”
 
   “She came in last night.”
 
   Aggie hasn’t appeared once during my convalescence.  This seems like a betrayal since Mama and Sophie have spent so much time in my room, helping me.  Didn’t Aggie want to help me too?  Didn’t she care about me?
 
   For that reason I put on one of my dresses Aggie didn’t make for me when I emerge from my bedroom.  Mama stays close to me, poised to bring out the charm if I have a relapse.  She’s also there to catch me if I fall, my steps as uncertain as a newborn’s after six months of little use.
 
   As promised, both Sophie and Aggie are waiting in the dining room.  Sophie nods and smiles slightly, which for her is like a sob of joy.  Aggie’s smile is even slighter, a brief flash before she looks shyly down at her plate.  I sit across from them, having one side of the table all to myself.
 
   Mama sits at the head of the table, trying to act as if there’s nothing unusual, as if we’re all one big happy family again.  Except now we’re two full witches, a junior witch, and an apprentice.  Mama still snaps at us if we don’t sit perfectly straight or slurp our tea, chiding us about being “proper ladies” even after all that’s happened.  At this point I welcome Mama’s scolding as a return to normalcy.  
 
   After breakfast Aggie asks me to do her hair as I used to do when I was a little girl.  I know it’s part of her trying to make up for her absence, to reach out to me.  We go into the living room, where I begin combing out her hair.
 
   “I’m sorry I wasn’t here,” she says as I work.  
 
   “It’s all right,” I say, pulling back her hair hard enough to make her gasp.
 
   “I wanted to be here, but Mama said she and Sophie had it under control.”
 
   “You don’t have to apologize.  I’m fine.”
 
   While I braid her hair, Aggie explains that most of her absence was due to her promotion to a full witch in the coven.  Though I’m an apprentice now, she doesn’t give me too many details about the coven or the rituals involved.  “I had to take some tests, to show them what I could do,” Aggie says.  “I had to show I was worthy.”
 
   “And you were?”
 
   “Yes.  Barely.”  We giggle in unison at this.  I finish with Aggie’s braid and she flips it over her shoulder to study it.  “Now that I passed their tests, I can be around more to help you out.  Learning to control your magic is only the first step.  There’s still a long road ahead.  Trust me about that.” 
 
   “I do.”  Since Mama isn’t around, we hug.  Everything is right again between us.  
 
   ***
 
   I wait another few days before I put on my leggings, tunic, and cap to go out and visit Henri.  He’s working out in the vineyards with his brothers and father.  His skin is paler from the winter, but he looks even stronger than the last time I saw him.
 
   “Hello,” I say, suddenly feeling shy.
 
   “Hello,” he says back.
 
   “Could I talk to you for a few minutes?”
 
   “Are you sure your mother won’t mind?”
 
   I’m not sure what that means until we’re alone in the pasture, sitting under the tree where Mama told me about becoming a woman.  Henri tells me that he’s been trying to see me for months, but Mama said I was ill and wouldn’t let him in the house.  “You look fine now.”
 
   “I’m all better now.”
 
   “Was it a fever?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “I really missed you,” he whispers, leaning close to me.
 
   “I missed you too,” I whisper back, leaning close to him so our lips nearly touch.  Then I remember what happened the last time we kissed and pull back.  I turn my head to stare primly at my lap.
 
   “What’s wrong?  Are you ashamed of me now?”
 
   “No, it’s not that.  I don’t want to hurt you again.”
 
   He stares blankly at me and I realize that he doesn’t remember what happened during our first kiss.  Mama did something to him so he would forget.  Did he forget our entire first kiss or only the terrible things that happened after it?
 
   I’m too afraid to ask him, so I say, “I don’t want Mama to get angry with you.  She might send you away.”
 
   “She doesn’t have to know.”
 
   “She will know.  She knows everything.”
 
   “Your mother isn’t God.  She can’t see everything.”
 
   “I don’t want to take that chance.  I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   Henri takes my hand and I force myself to look into his eyes.  “I don’t care what your mother does.  We’re going to be together forever.”
 
   We kiss again, but this time I manage to keep my magic under control.  I hear music again, but this time I know it’s not from witch magic—it’s from the magic of love.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   Becoming a full witch is a long, arduous process.  Mama explains this to me once I’ve learned to control my powers.  As an apprentice I’m supposed to for the most part watch her and my sisters without trying any spells, potions, or charms on my own.  In addition I have to learn the language of magic, those words I didn’t understand when Mama froze me the day of the portrait painting.
 
   Sophie takes charge of teaching me this language.  We work for hours every day in the library, Sophie holding her wooden spoon to smack me if I start to lose focus on my studies.  Learning my alphabet was difficult enough at six, but now I have to learn an entirely new one.  
 
   Most of the times I feel the sting of Sophie’s wooden spoon are after I start thinking about Henri.  We meet each other after my sessions with Sophie.  We go to our place in the forest where I first kissed him, an incident he doesn’t remember.
 
   We spend most of our time talking about the future.  Henri has given up dreams of becoming a famous knight in favor of becoming a merchant.  He hopes to find work on one of the ships that comes to Marseilles and then work his way up to captaining his own ship.  I can’t help but laugh at this plan.  “What’s so funny?” he asks.
 
   “Do you know anything about boats?”
 
   “Luc works on a freighter.  He tells me about it when he comes home.”
 
   “I guess you have it all figured out then.”  I shake my head.  “Where do I fit into this?  Am I supposed to sit at port waving goodbye to you with your babies scampering around my feet?”
 
   “What’s wrong with that?”
 
   I grab his right arm to twist it behind his back until he cries out in pain.  I soothe this pain by kissing him.  Our visits always end up this way, with us lying on the grass and kissing.  It’s always my favorite part of our visits.
 
   My fifteenth summer, Henri tells me that Luc has got him a job on the freighter and that he’s going to spend the next six months at sea.  “Six months?” I shout with disbelief.  “How could you agree to that without asking me?”
 
   “I didn’t realize I needed your permission.”  He crosses his arms over his chest.  “You didn’t ask my permission when you stayed in your house for six months.”
 
   “That was different—I was ill.”  Though I don’t want to show weakness, tears well up in my eyes.  “How could you agree to leave without saying anything to me?”
 
   He wraps his arms around me, pulling me close.  “I’m doing this for us.  So we can have a life of our own, away from here.”
 
   “Away from here?  I can’t leave Mama and my sisters.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   I look down at the ground.  I can’t tell him the real reason, that I’m an apprentice witch training to become a novice.  “Mama needs me.  She’d be alone in the house otherwise.”
 
   “What about your sisters?”
 
   “They come and go.”
 
   “So why shouldn’t you be able to come and go?”
 
   I shake my head.  “Someone has to take care of Mama.  I’m the youngest.  It’s my duty.”
 
   “So what do you want us to do?  Keep meeting out here in the forest until we’re old?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  I shake my head again.  “I just don’t want to lose you.”
 
   “You’re not going to lose me, Sylvia.  I love you.”
 
   I gasp a little at this.  Henri has never said this to me before.  “You do?”
 
   “Of course I do.  I’ve loved you for a long time.  Since we were kids.”
 
   I stare at him for a moment, knowing that he’s waiting for me to say that I love him too.  I badly want to say this to him.  I replay all those years since that first meeting in the stable in my mind.  I’ve always loved him; I was just too young to realize it until now.
 
   But I can’t say it.  I remember what Mama said about not fraternizing with mortals.  I remember Aggie and that boy kissing on this very spot.  Mama had said that she and Aggie could have been brought up on charges for that, and that Aggie would have to fend for herself if she did it again.  Now that I am an apprentice, the same rules apply to me as well.
 
   “Henri, I’m sorry.”
 
   He lets go of me so I nearly topple onto the ground.  “You don’t love me?”
 
   “I really care about you—”
 
   “Care about me?  That’s all?”  He gets to his feet and looks at me with such pure hatred that I have to turn away.  Without a word he stomps back into the brush.  I want to follow him, but I know I can’t; I know there’s nothing I can say.
 
   ***
 
   I don’t see Henri again for nearly a year.  I slip into the kitchen one day, where his sister Louisa is cleaning potatoes for dinner.  “I haven’t seen your brother Henri at the stables lately.  What’s become of him?”
 
   She tells me that Henri came back three months after going out to sea.  As it turns out, a life at sea isn’t for him.  Not more than five minutes out of port he was throwing up over the side.  Instead of returning home he’s remained on the docks, working to load and unload ships.  It’s unlikely he has any future in this job, but I know he’s only doing it because he doesn’t want to see me after what I said to him the last time we were together.
 
   I finally see him again at Easter.  My family doesn’t celebrate Easter or any Christian holidays, but I know that the Devereaux clan does and that Henri will come home to visit with his family.  Dressed in my forest clothes, I watch the servant quarters for him to appear.
 
   He shows up at nearly sundown, walking with his older brother Luc.  They each have a bag slung over their shoulders that no doubt contains presents for the younger children as well as their personal belongings.  I watch them from the brush along the side of the road, the clothes camouflaging me from sight.
 
   As Henri draws near, I let out a shrill birdcall.  His head turns and his eyes meet mine.  I had hoped that the months apart would cool his anger, but the way he turns away tells me that he’s still angry with me.  I slink back deeper into the brush so I can be alone and cry.
 
   From his sister, I learn two months later that Henri is going to work on a neighboring estate.  The lord of that estate has promised that Henri will have his own plot of land to farm.  He will even have a tiny home for himself—and his family, should he find a suitable wife.  I had hoped that wife would be me, but now I know it will never be.  Henri and I can never be together.
 
   It’s a few days later when Mama takes me aside to say that my apprenticeship is over.  “It is?” I ask.
 
   “You’ve learned the language of magic.  You haven’t improperly used your magic.  That means you’re ready to become a novice.”
 
   I stare at her in shock for a few moments.  A novice.  That’s only one step away from being a junior witch and then a full member of the coven.  Though I know Mama will be angry, I leap up to hug her.  She doesn’t scold me; instead she pats my back with affection.  “I’m very proud of you, dear,” she whispers, saying what I’ve longed to hear.  “You’ve come a long way in a very short time.”
 
   Mama explains that to begin my novice training I must go to the archives for the coven.  These are located on an island called Ireland, far to the northwest of our home.  I’ve never been to Ireland or anywhere outside of our little estate in France.  “What’s going to happen then?”
 
   “Your sisters will evaluate you and begin training you in the disciplines that you are best at,” Mama says.
 
   “Can’t Aggie and Sophie do that here?”
 
   “No, dear, not your natural sisters.  Your sisters in magic.  The coven.”
 
   I’ve heard Mama mention the coven before, but she’s never explained it in depth to me before.  Now that I’m going to become a novice, she tells me that the coven is a group of witches, approximately fifty at the moment.  Some of them are hundreds or even thousands of years old.  
 
   “What does the coven do?” I ask.  I imagine all sorts of glorious adventures, with Aggie and Sophie using their magic to save people and right injustices.
 
   Mama quickly shatters these dreams.  “We control the use of magic, to maintain the natural balance.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “Yes, dear.  It’s not a witch’s job to manage the affairs of mortals.”
 
   “Except those who serve us.”
 
   Mama pats my back again.  “I know you’re upset about your friend, dear, but that’s the burden a witch must endure.  That’s why I forbade your sister from carrying on with that friend of hers.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “You don’t.  Not yet.  But you will, dear.”  Mama lets this ominous statement hang in the air, giving me a chill.  
 
   I can’t sleep that night, thoughts of meeting the coven mingling with those of Henri.  I imagine him sleeping alone in a tiny house on a rough straw mattress.  I desperately want to be there with him, lying next to him, but I know I can’t.  I remember what Mama said about the burden a witch must endure.  Henri is my burden to carry.
 
   I fall asleep for what seems like five minutes before Mama wakes me up again.  “It’s time to get ready to go, dear,” she says.
 
   I remember what Aggie said years ago when she gave me the emerald-colored dress with the gold trim.  She made this especially for me to wear this day, when I would become a novice.  I wish she were here to see me in it, but Mama says that Aggie and Sophie will be at the archives, waiting for us.
 
   The dress fits perfectly, despite that Aggie made it three years earlier.  I can’t help but gasp a little to see my reflection in the dress.  Even Mama can’t contain her look of surprise.  “You look so beautiful,” she says, coming to stand behind me.  “You’re so grown up now.”
 
   I don’t feel very grown up.  I feel like a small child again, going to meet older relatives I’ve never met before.  This must be what it feels like to have grandparents, aunts, and uncles.  To combat my nerves, I work with my hair, fashioning it into a long braid that I then pin up to keep it out of the way.  This helps me for a few minutes, but the nerves return as it’s time for Mama and I to vanish into the archives.
 
   “Take my hand, dear,” Mama says.  I’ve never vanished anywhere before, though I’ve seen Aggie and Sophie do it often enough.
 
   There’s a flash of white light and my bedroom disappears.  When my vision clears, I’m standing in a cavern of grayish rock.  Mama lets go of my hand, whispering, “We’re here.”
 
   The cavern is circular in a way that can’t be naturally formed.  In the center is another circle made of polished stone.  Around this, a group of women stand in a semi-circle, facing us.  I see Aggie and Sophie among them, off to the side.  They’re the youngest of the group.  There are a half-dozen in their thirties or forties, but the rest are old women, older even than Mama.
 
   A crone with yellowing white hair steps forward.  She flashes a crooked, yellow smile at me.  “Greetings, Sylvia.  My name is Glenda.  I’m the head of the coven.  Your mother has said a lot about you.”
 
   I gulp, my voice sounding like a little girl’s as I squeak, “Thank you, ma’am.”
 
   “We’ll give you a few minutes to prepare and then we’ll begin.”
 
   ***
 
   To become a novice, a witch has to demonstrate that she has magical ability, that she can control this magic, and that she can focus it to cast a spell.  For the first part of the test, I remember what Henri told me about going to buy a new horse with his father.  They examined every part of the horse, from its teeth to its private parts, poking, prodding, and asking questions of the owner to make sure the animal was healthy.
 
   I feel like the horse as Mama leads me to stand on the polished stones.  The coven closes in around me to examine me.  They don’t study my teeth or look up my dress.  Instead, they hold up what look like chicken leg bones on string.  The drumstick bones are drawn to me like a magnet, the strings snapping.
 
   An old woman with silver hair in a bun—who I can’t help thinking looks like an older version of Sophie—clucks her tongue.  “She certainly has potential.”  
 
   Another witch holds up a pane of rose-colored glass, looking at me through this.  She shakes her head.  “No evil spirits attached to her.”
 
   Glenda stands on her toes so she can look me in the eye.  “Yes, you certainly do have the gift, young lady.  Can you control it?”
 
   “Yes,” I say.  I can feel the tingling throughout my body like before I became an apprentice.  At any moment I expect something horrible to happen, for my beautiful dress to disappear and leave me naked in front of these old women.  
 
   I look around the circle, seeing Mama standing with Aggie and Sophie in the back.  Mama and Aggie’s encouraging smiles allow me to maintain my control, so nothing bad happens—at least not yet.  Glenda turns to Mama and my sisters.  “She hasn’t had any incidents since you made her an apprentice?”
 
   “No, ma’am,” Mama says.  It’s the first time I’ve heard my mother address someone else as a superior before.  “Sylvia has maintained complete control.”
 
   Glenda continues looking in my eye, as if waiting for me to lose my control.  “Are you scared, young lady?”
 
   “Yes,” I mumble, knowing better than to lie to the head of the coven.
 
   “What’s to be scared of?  We’re just a bunch of old women—or most of us at any rate.”  When I stare at her blankly, she smiles at me.  “Come on, girl, speak up!”
 
   “I’m afraid that I’ll fail,” I say before I realize it.  “I don’t want to let Mama down.”
 
   To my surprise, Glenda laughs at this.  She pats me on the back hard enough to nearly send me pitching forward.  “That’s a good answer, young lady.  Your mother is a very special woman.  I wouldn’t want to let her down either.”
 
   With that the old women back away, leaving Glenda and I alone in the circle.  The witch who looks like an older Sophie comes forward again, this time bearing a scroll.  Glenda takes this and then holds it out to me.  “Sophie says that you’ve learned our tongue.  Think you can read this for me?”
 
   “I’ll try,” I say without confidence.  I know what’s on the scroll:  a spell.  I’ve never cast a spell before in private, let alone surrounded by a hundred appraising eyes.
 
   “Relax, dear.  We’re not going to hurt you.”
 
   I nod and then take the scroll from her.  I unroll it to see the words written on it.  I recognize these from my lessons with Sophie.  “Granna nessa horte ertim,” I read, my voice little more than a whisper.  Nothing happens.  I try again, but still nothing happens.
 
   Glenda shakes her head slightly.  I can see the other witches doing the same, including Sophie.  Mama looks down at her feet, her disappointment radiating in waves.  Then there’s Aggie.  She is still smiling with encouragement, nodding to me, urging me to do it.  I touch my dress with one hand, remembering what she said when she gave it to me.  She’s believed in me since before I was an apprentice, since I was an ordinary child.
 
   I say the magic words again and a pillar of fire shoots up in the air, scorching the stone ceiling of the cavern.  There’s no applause or cheering; Glenda merely pats my shoulder.  “Well done, young lady,” she says.  
 
   I turn to Mama and my sisters.  Sophie is smiling slightly, which for her is like an enormous grin.  Mama’s smile is wider, one of relief.  Aggie is crying openly, her body tensed as if she wants to run through the crowd to hug me.  I wish I could do the same, but that will have to wait until later.
 
   For now I am a novice of the coven.
 
   Chapter 7
 
   The cavern is only one part of the archives.  Mama explains this to me after the other witches have gone.  Most of them vanish in a flash of light, going to different locations around the world.  The rest go downstairs to the first level of the actual archives.  The polished stone circle moves aside to reveal a ladder the witches use to climb down.
 
   Once the others have gone, Aggie finally gives me a hug tight enough to break my ribs.  She’s stopped crying, but her eyes are still red.  “I knew you could do it,” she says.  
 
   “Thank you,” I say.  There’s more I want to say, but Mama and Sophie are still here and I know neither approves of showing so much emotion.
 
   “The next part isn’t going to be any easier,” Aggie says.  “It will actually be a lot more difficult.  Whatever happens, you just remember what happened up here today.  You are a witch.”
 
   “I will.”  I want Aggie to come with me, to smile that same encouraging smile as in the cavern, but she can’t.
 
   “I have to go home and look after things.  Mama and Sophie will stay here with you.”
 
   “Oh.  Great.”
 
   Before she goes, Aggie touches my dress.  “It looks just as good on you as I’d hoped.  And I love what you did with your hair.  I’ll have to let you try that on me when you get back.”
 
   “Of course.”  I give Aggie another hug.  Then she steps back and is gone, leaving me with Mama and Sophie.
 
   Before we go down the ladder, Mama says, “You have to be very careful in the archives, dear.  The spells down there respond to magic.  They want to be used.  If you’re not careful, one will try to attach itself to you.”
 
   “Attach itself?  Like a leech?”
 
   “In a way, yes.  Don’t use any magic down there unless your instructors tell you to.”
 
   “Instructors?”
 
   “Regina and Hisae are going to teach you.”
 
   “Why can’t you and Sophie do it?”
 
   “Not all witches are the same, dear.  We have different specialties.  That’s why we need to match you with someone who can help you learn yours.”
 
   “What are my specialties?”
 
   “Charms and offensive magic.”
 
   “Offensive magic?”
 
   “Casting out demons and destroying evil spirits.”
 
   I’m not sure what to say to this, so I simply follow Mama down to the first floor of the archives.  This is another cavern, shallower than the circular one.  At one end is a wooden desk similar to the one in our library back home.  I recognize the pale blond girl at the desk as Henri’s eldest sister Clare, who Henri said was in a convent.
 
   She smiles shyly at me.  “Don’t look so surprised,” she says.  “Our family has worked for the coven for centuries.”
 
   “Does Henri know?”
 
   “No.  Only the women of the family learn the secret.”
 
   “Oh,” I say with obvious disappointment; if Henri knew about the coven then it would make things between us much easier.
 
   Clare motions to the rows of shelves behind her.  “Glenda and the others are waiting for you in the back.”
 
   I follow Mama and Sophie through the aisles, waiting for one of the scrolls to lunge out at me as Mama indicated.  Sensing this, she pats my arm.  “These are the tamest spells, dear.  They can’t hurt you.”  Past the shelves there’s a heavy iron door to our right.  “The most dangerous spells are kept down there, in the vault.”
 
   “Novices aren’t allowed in there,” Sophie says.
 
   “Fine with me,” I growl at her.
 
   Through an opening in a wall of the cavern are the archivist’s quarters, where Clare sleeps.  There’s not much of a sitting room, just enough space for three wooden chairs.  Glenda sits on one of these, along with the woman I took to be an older Sophie.  The other woman has pale brown skin, long black hair, and almond-shaped brown eyes.  This is the first Asian person I’ve ever seen before and for that matter the first non-white person I’ve ever seen.
 
   Glenda must sense my shock as she introduces us first.  “This is Hisae Chiu.  She’s from Japan, an island far to the east of here.  Hisae is our expert on offensive magic.”
 
   Hisae bows slightly to me.  “It’s an honor to meet you, Sylvia.  I look forward to teaching you.”
 
   “I look forward to learning,” I stammer.
 
   “And this is Regina Milton.  She’s going to teach you about charms.”
 
   “Charmed,” Regina says, smiling a bit at her pun.
 
   “I’m looking forward to it.”
 
   With that, Glenda claps her hands and stands up.  “Now that you’re all introduced, I’ll leave you to your own devices.”  She pats me on the shoulder.  “Good luck, young lady.”
 
   Glenda vanishes in a flash of light.  It’s a couple of hours before Sophie does as well.  She nods to me and says, “You’re doing well—so far.  Keep it up.”  Then she too is gone.
 
   Beyond the sitting room is Clare’s bedroom, which is cramped with three straw mattresses at the moment.  “You and I will be staying here with Clare,” Mama says.  “Regina and Hisae will return as needed to work with you.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Good, then it’s time to get to work,” Regina says.
 
   ***
 
   While my teachers are very different in style, they share a common strictness in dealing with me.  Regina Milton employs the same method as Mama and Sophie when they taught me how to read in French and magic.  Instead of a wooden spoon, she uses a baton.  When she smacks my wrist, she leaves a bruise.  “That should remind you not to make another mistake,” she says.
 
   I don’t make many mistakes with the charms.  Having worked with Aggie’s hair and my own for so long, I’m well-versed in tying knots.  The difficulty is in remembering the proper knots for different situations.  This is where I make mistakes when Regina shoots me rapid-fire questions about hypothetical situations.
 
   “What knot do you use against a Class-4 demon?” she asks, brandishing the baton.
 
   I pick up the length of rope in front of me, tying three knots at equal lengths.  Before I finish, Regina brings the baton down on my wrist.  “Wrong!  That only works on a Class-2 demon.  Try that on a four and you’ll be dead.”  She brandishes the baton again.  “Now, do it again—properly this time.”
 
   I untie the knots at the ends, leaving the one in the center.  Then I tie the ends of the rope together to make a circle.  The baton trembles in Regina’s hand for a moment and I brace for her to hit me again.  “Good,” she says.
 
   With Hisae it’s a more hands-on approach.  Charms can ward off a demon or evil spirit, but they can’t actually destroy one.  For that you have to use a variety of spells from repulsing spells to fireball spells.  First, Hisae insists on training me in the martial arts.
 
   “Your body must be a weapon as well as your mind,” Hisae says.  We’re up in the main cavern, which seems much bigger now that fifty witches aren’t crammed into it.  Before I can react, she takes hold of my arm, squeezing it until I wince.  “Your body is soft and frail.”
 
   “I’m not frail.”
 
   Hisae takes my right wrist with her other hand.  With one squeeze, I hear something crack, followed by a sharp pain that brings me to my knees.  Tears bubble up in my eyes.  “You still have a child’s body,” she says.
 
   I want to argue but I’m in too much pain at the moment.  That is until Hisae puts her hand to my wrist again.  The pain ebbs and when I hold up my wrist it looks perfectly normal.  “Why did you do that?” I shout at her.
 
   “Your path will be full of pain.  You must be ready.”
 
   Mama fetches my leggings and tunic from home, which makes my sessions with Hisae go a little better than trying to kick and jump in a dress.  As she previously demonstrated, Hisae has few qualms about hurting me.  Unlike Regina, she doesn’t just aim for my wrists.  After our first real session, I have bruises almost everywhere.  I ask Mama for something to take away the pain, but she refuses.  “That’s how you learn, dear,” she says, echoing Regina.
 
   I have no idea how long I’m down in the archives.  I ask Clare about this and she only shrugs.  “There’s so much magic around here that time is a little hard to gauge.”  I don’t know how she can stand it, but Clare seems to enjoy her job.  One night, after Mama has gone to bed, I ask her about it.  Clare explains, “Up there all I could be is a servant or a nun or a wife.  Here I can do something much more important.”
 
   I want to say that she’s a servant in another form, a servant of the coven, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings.  Instead I decide to shift to a topic much closer to my heart.  “Does Henri hate me?”
 
   “No, of course not.  Henri loves you.  You know that.”
 
   I look over at Mama to make sure she’s still asleep.  “I love him too, but we can’t be together, can we?”
 
   “Not as long as you’re a witch.”
 
   “Do I have a choice?”
 
   To my surprise, Clare nods at this.  “A witch can give up her powers.  But then you would be a mortal, like him.”
 
   I remain awake for the rest of what passes for night, thinking about whether I should stop this now and give up my powers.  Do I really love him enough to throw away everything I’ve worked for?  Do I love him enough that I would alienate my family?  I keep thinking of our kisses in the forest and that last argument before he left.  
 
   The next morning Mama tries to wake me up, but I refuse to get out of bed.  I’m lying with my back turned to her so she can’t see me crying.  “Are you ill, dear?” she asks me.  “I can have Agnes bring you a potion from home.”
 
   I shake my head.  “I don’t want to be a witch,” I mumble.
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “I want to go home.”  I finally roll over so she can look into my eyes.  “I want to be with Henri.  I love him.”
 
   I expect Mama to argue with me, to put up a fight.  Instead, she simply nods to me.  “If that’s what you want.  But once you give up your powers, they’re gone forever.  You’ll be mortal until the day you die.  Is that what you want?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She nods to me again.  “Before we do anything so drastic, why don’t you talk to the young man about it?  Find out if that’s what he wants for you.”
 
   So I vanish home.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie is waiting for me in the living room.  The way she springs up and hugs me with tears in her eyes indicates she already knows why I’m here.  It must be another one of her feelings.  “Oh, Sylvia,” she says, but then her throat is too choked with sobs to continue.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say.
 
   She shakes her head.  “No, dear,” she says, sounding like Mama.  “Don’t be sorry.  If this is really what you want, then I’ll be happy for you.”
 
   We sit down on the couch, where I tell her about Henri, though I’m sure she knows most of this already.  “I love him,” I say.  “I always have.  Even when we were kids.”
 
   “And you’re certain he loves you—really loves you?”
 
   “He told me he did.”
 
   “Are you sure he meant it?”
 
   I think of his eyes that moment, how pained they looked when I didn’t immediately return his love.  “Yes.  I know he did.”  We sit there in silence for a moment, each of us dabbing at our eyes with a handkerchief.  “Mama says I should ask him if he wants me to give up being a witch.”
 
   “That will tell you how much he really loves you.”
 
   “It will?”
 
   Aggie nods.  “If he really loves you, he’ll want you to keep being a witch.”
 
   “He will?”
 
   “Of course.  Only a selfish man would ask you to give up your gift to be with him.”
 
   I consider this for a moment.  “That makes sense.”  There’s another lull before I ask, “What about you and that boy?  Didn’t you love him?”
 
   “No.  Not the way you love Henri.  He was just a fling.”
 
   “Oh.  So you think I should stop being a witch?”
 
   “That’s not for me to say.  You’re the only one who can decide that.”
 
   I spend another sleepless night thinking this over.  Each time I waver, I think of Henri and I kissing in the forest and in the pasture.  There’s no doubt in my mind that he loves me as much as I love him.  If the only way we can be together is for me to renounce being a witch, then what real choice is there?
 
   With that in mind, I set out for Henri’s new home the next morning.  I wear a plain brown dress and keep my hair unbound so I appear more like a commoner—like the wife I could be for him.  I carry nothing with me, my life being the only present I have to give him.
 
   His new home—our new home—is smaller than the quarters by the vineyard.  It’s not even the size of our living room back home.  But it will be enough, I tell myself.  As long as Henri is there, it will be enough.
 
   I go up to the crude wooden door, rapping on it as hard as I can.  No one answers.  I try again, but there is still no answer.  He must be out in the fields, I think.  
 
   I walk out to the fields of grain, which at the moment are up to my knees.  There are a half-dozen men working in the field, but none of them is Henri.  Did he go up to the house?  The stable?  Maybe into town?
 
   I go up to the nearest man, a barrel-chested blond man probably descended from the Vikings who used to terrorize the northern country.  “Have you seen Henri Devereaux?” I ask him.  “I need to find him.”
 
   The man laughs and then glances down at my stomach.  “Henri’s been busy, has he?”
 
   I need a moment before I realize that he thinks I’m carrying Henri’s child.  No, not yet, I tell myself.  But soon I will.  Not just one, but many.  “Have you seen him?”
 
   The man shakes his head.  “Not for about a month.  Not since the lord came here to gather men for the war.”
 
   “The war?”
 
   “With the Italians.  That bastard of a pope in Rome.”
 
   None of my teachings have given me a primer on current political tensions, so I have no idea about any of this.  What I do understand is that the lord of the manor has conscripted Henri into the army to fight for him.  At last Henri is getting his wish to be a knight.
 
   “Where are they going?”
 
   “No idea, mademoiselle.  I’d guess to the east.  If I were younger I’d go with them.  Teach those bastards a lesson.”
 
   The man is still ranting as I run for the forest.  Once I’m deep into the trees, I vanish myself to Mama’s stables.  I’ve watched Henri work with the horses enough that I can hitch up the team to the carriage.
 
   Aggie meets me at the front gates.  “Sylvia, where are you going?”
 
   “Henri’s in danger.  I have to find him.”  I turn to her.  “Is there a spell that can help me find him?”
 
   “I don’t know one, but there might be one in the archives—”
 
   I don’t listen to the rest.  Instead, I flick the reins, prompting the horses to gallop forward, through the gate.  I expect Aggie to follow, but she doesn’t.  I’m on my own.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   I’ve never left the grounds of the estate without Mama or one of my sisters before.  Mama did teach me a little about geography, enough that I know Italy is to the east of France, as the man in the fields indicated.  I take the road in that direction, having no idea if it will really take me to Italy or not.
 
   I’ve never had a feeling like Aggie before, at least until this moment.  It’s not so much a tingling like when I can feel my powers; it’s more like a leaden weight in my stomach that makes me shiver from cold.  I know that Henri is in trouble; I know that I need to find him as soon as I can and bring him home.
 
   Part of this is probably not a psychic vibration so much as guilt at the way things ended between us.  I desperately want the chance to make things up to him, to tell him how much I love him.  I want to tell him that I will gladly give up everything so long as I can spend the rest of my life with him.
 
   I have to stop after a couple of hours so the horses can rest and drink some water.  As I’m sitting beside the river, I see a ragged man approach.  From the bits of plate mail dangling from his tattered, bloody clothes, I assume he’s a soldier.  At first I worry that this is Henri, but as he gets closer, I can see his beard is blond where it’s not covered with dirt or blood.
 
   Without a word he collapses beside the river, cupping water into his mouth.  I watch the man for a few minutes, working up the courage to approach him.  I wait until he’s finished drinking and lying with his back on the grass, staring up at the sky.
 
   I kneel down beside him, helping him to sit up.  “Who are you?” he snaps.
 
   “My name is Sylvia Joubert.  I’m looking for my fiancé, Henri Devereaux.”  I don’t know why I call him my fiancé, except that maybe it will make the soldier more sympathetic to think we’re going to be married.  “Have you seen him?”
 
   The man breaks my heart by shaking his head.  “Things are so confused,” he says.  He breaks it a second time by adding,  “People running everywhere.  They broke our lines.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Novara.”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “Italy.  In the north.”
 
   I wish I had some money or food to give him, but I left in too much of a hurry for that.  I have no choice then but to leave him at the river and then hitch up the horses.
 
   I have never ridden on a horse before, but after six hours of relentless driving, the carriage breaks an axle.  I turn one of the horses loose, the older of the two.  The younger one I climb aboard, needing three tries before I can jump onto its back.  Even then it’s difficult for me to adjust my body into a somewhat comfortable position.  I take the reins and then prod the horse into galloping away.
 
   As evening falls, I come across more survivors of the battle.  They look just as ragged as the first man I saw.  None of them know Henri either.  They beg me for food and water, but I still have nothing to offer.  “I’m sorry,” I say before hurrying onward.
 
   I want to ride all night, but the horse is tiring.  I see a farm nearby and trot the horse up to the house.  An old man comes out to greet me, holding up a saber.  He brandishes it for a moment before lowering the weapon.  “My God, what are you doing out here?  This is not a safe place for a young woman,” he says.
 
   “I’m sorry, sir.  I’m looking for my fiancé, Henri Devereaux.  He’s a soldier.”
 
   “There’s a bunch of soldiers out in the barn.  Can’t be sure he’s among them.”
 
   I feel that leaden weight in my stomach again.  I know that Henri is here, in the old man’s barn.  I thank the man before running as fast as I can towards the barn.  I throw open the doors only to have another saber pointed at me.
 
   “Who are you?” a man in a ragged uniform asks.
 
   “My name is—”
 
   “Sylvia?” I hear Henri’s voice call out.
 
   “Henri?”  Not caring about the danger, I shove the man with the saber away.  I race over to the ladder going up to the hayloft.  There I find the rest of the survivors—and Henri.
 
   “Oh no!” I can’t help gasping as I see that Henri has a gash across his midsection.  The rags pressed against it have turned red from blood—Henri’s blood.  I sink down beside him, taking his hand.  “Henri, what happened?”
 
   “Too many of them.  They overran us.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Swiss.”
 
   “The Swiss?  I thought you were fighting Italians.”
 
   “Working together.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter now.  I’m going to take you home.  Agnes and Mama will be able to cure you.”  I wish at that point that my specialty was making potions like Aggie so I could help Henri right here.  Instead, I’ll have to vanish him back home, to Aggie.  
 
   “It’s too late,” he says.
 
   “No it’s not!”  Even as I say this, his eyes close.  He’s dying.  I shake him, whispering, “Henri, please don’t go.  I love you.  I want to marry you.  I want to be with you forever.  Please don’t go.  Stay with me.”
 
   I clutch him to my chest and then vanish from the barn.  I’ve never gone this far before, but at that moment it doesn’t matter.  My love for Henri gives me the strength to vanish us into the sun if need be.  We reappear in the living room, where I hear Aggie gasp.
 
   I set Henri down on the couch.  His eyes are still closed.  His chest is still.  He’s dead.
 
   ***
 
   I shake Henri furiously, trying to wake him up.  “Please, Henri.  Please.  Wake up.  I love you.  I love you.”  I keep whispering this and shaking him until Aggie pulls me away.
 
   “He’s gone, dear,” she says.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   I fling her away, into a wall.  My body glows with white light just as it did back in the forest when Henri and I first kissed.  “He’s not dead!  You can bring him back!  Give him a potion or find a spell in the archives, or—”
 
   Aggie stands up, taking me into her arms again.  “I’m sorry, Sylvia.  He’s gone.  We can’t raise the dead.”
 
   “Maybe Mama or Glenda—”
 
   She seizes me by the arms, looking into my eyes.  “Sylvia, please, you have to understand.  We could bring his body back to life, but his soul is gone.  He’s moved on.  Whatever we bring back wouldn’t be Henri.”
 
   “No!”  I push her away again, throwing myself at Henri’s side.  I take his hands, my body still glowing with energy.  I close my eyes, concentrating on bringing him back to life.  “You’re not gone.  You’re not.  You wouldn’t leave without me.  I love you.”
 
   I feel Aggie’s hand on my shoulder, but I ignore this.  “It wasn’t his choice, dear.  I’m sure he loved you, but it was his time to go.”
 
   I put my head on his chest, sobbing.  I don’t have any words left to say.  There’s nothing more I can say.  Henri is dead.  I waited too long to come back to him, to tell him how I felt.  Now it’s too late.
 
   Aggie helps me up to my bedroom.  I collapse onto the mattress, continuing to sob.  Aggie remains there with me, keeping a hand on my back.  She doesn’t say anything, just stays close to me, so I can feel her comforting touch.
 
   Much later, after my sobs have turned into dry sniffles and hiccups, she tucks me into bed as if I’m still a child.  She brings me a cup of water, forcing me to drink some of it.  “You did everything you could,” she says.  “There was nothing more you could do.”
 
   I shake my head.  “I could have told him right off that I loved him.  If I had, we could have gone away together, we could have started a life—”
 
   “That’s not for any of us to say.  Not even a witch has the power to control destiny.”
 
   “Then who does?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe this god of the Christians.  Maybe no one.  Not even Glenda knows and she’s three thousand years old.”
 
   “It’s not fair,” I whine.  “I was going to marry him.  We were going to be together for the rest of our lives.”
 
   “I know, dear.  I know.”  
 
   I insist on taking Henri’s body to his family.  Aggie sends word to Clare in the archives that her brother is dead.  She’s there to meet me when I bring Henri up to the front of the little houses where his family lives.  Aggie and I have cleaned him up, dressing him in new clothes instead of his bloodstained uniform.
 
   His mother weeps even harder than I did.  His father screams, swearing revenge on those responsible.  I want to tell him that it’s my fault, that Henri would still be alive if I hadn’t put being a witch ahead of our happiness.  I can’t say this, because I remember what Clare said about the men of the family not knowing the secret.  I don’t want to endanger her, her sisters, or her mother by saying anything.
 
   I feel even worse when his father thanks me for bringing Henri back.  “Such a brave girl,” he says, but I know that I’m not brave.  I’m a coward.  A brave girl would have told Henri that she loved him that day in the pasture, not worried about the coven or what they might do.
 
   I stay there all night, until Clare takes me outside.  “Thank you for bringing him back to us,” she says, echoing her father.  “I know how much you cared about him.”
 
   “I didn’t care enough, did I?”
 
   “You shouldn’t blame yourself.  You did what you could.”
 
   “I didn’t tell him how I felt when I had the chance.”
 
   “I’m sure Henri knew.”
 
   “No, he thought I didn’t love him.  He thought I didn’t want to be with him.  He hated me.”
 
   “He never hated you, Sylvia.  He never hated anyone.”
 
   I nod at this.  Henri was a good man, a gentle man.  He should never have been a soldier.  He should never have been there, to die in some pointless war between power-hungry mortals.  He should have been with me, in that little cottage, with our children.
 
   Instead, he’s gone.  With it is my life among the mortals.  There’s only the coven now.
 
   


  
 



Part 2
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   I hate when Glenda sends me to Italy.  Nearly two hundred years later and I still haven’t forgiven them for the war that took Henri from me.  I thought the pain would dissipate after a year, or at least a decade; after a century I thought I would forget what his face looks like.  I haven’t.  If anything, I can remember it better than in those days because my witch powers sharpen my memory.  I remember every curve, every line, and every mole on his face.  I remember the taste of his lips when they touched mine.  Mostly, I remember his eyes.  I still see them sometimes in my dreams.  Almost two centuries and I still see them.
 
   So my heart always feels heavier when I have to go to Italy, the country that helped to murder him.  I could probably refuse the assignment.  As a senior witch I have that right.  I never do, because it’s my job and Mama always brought me up to take responsibility.
 
   I sit on a rooftop in Venice, squatting next to a pigeon.  I hate all these damned canals; they make it much more difficult to track anything.  That’s probably why it came here; it knew I was on its trail.
 
   I have a pair of nightcrystal lenses on my eyes so I can see through the darkness.  Despite the difficulty posed by the damned canals, I’ve tracked the beast to this neighborhood.  From my vantage, I can see through the window, to where its hiding, lying in wait for the coast to be clear so it can take off.
 
   Not all stories about bogeymen in the closet or monsters under the bed are untrue.  That might be why the creatures are drawn to the bedrooms of children; if the child runs to his or her parents, who’s going to believe the kid?  I would, but then I’ve been in this position often enough to become a believer.
 
   I watch the door to the bedroom open, a heavyset, middle-aged woman entering.  She says something as she bustles over to the bed, where her chubby daughter lies in bed.  I snort as the mother forces her child to get out of her comfy bed to pray to a god who doesn’t exist.  After the prayer is over, the mother at least helps her daughter back into the bed, tucking the girl in just the way Mama did almost two centuries ago—some things never change.
 
   After bending down to kiss the girl on her forehead, the mother takes the candle from beside the bed.  The light in the room begins to fade until it’s completely dark.  Through my lenses it still looks as bright as daytime, so I can see the closet door open slightly.  The creature is watching the girl, waiting for her to fall asleep before it climbs out the window to complete its escape.  This might take a while if the girl senses the creature’s presence.
 
   While I wait, I inventory my supplies.  I reach into a pocket of my jacket for a Class-4 charm.  I have a dozen of these on my person, ready for when I need them.  As Hisae taught me, the charm can’t actually destroy this creature.  For that I need the silver-tipped crossbow bolt in the interior pocket of my jacket.
 
   The crossbow itself is on a sling, within easy reach.  I take it out as well, checking to make sure the strings and mechanisms haven’t been damaged by the humidity or all of my running around.  Everything looks fine; I stash the crossbow back into the sling.  There’s nothing to do now but wait for the creature to make its move.
 
   It would be easy enough to simply go in, shoot the thing in the heart, and then vanish out.  I can’t do that.  The coven’s rules forbid us from using magic in front of the mortals unless absolutely necessary.  This isn’t an emergency—at least not yet.  If the creature decides it wants to snack on the little girl before heading out, then it will become an emergency.
 
   The girl still hasn’t fallen asleep.  I can see her leaning up, the blankets pulled up to her chin.  She knows it’s there, but she can’t see it like I can.  If the creature is patient, this could go on for hours.  My first few assignments this was always difficult; after almost two hundred years, it’s only irritating.
 
   The creature isn’t patient.  It opens the closet door.  The girl screams loud enough that my eardrums ring.  The creature dashes for the open window.  Its leathery wings unfurl so it can fly up to the roof.
 
   By the time it gets there, I’m waiting for it, vanishing myself across the gap.  I only need a few seconds to take the crossbow out and load it.  Silver crossbow heads are expensive while bits of rope are cheap, so once the demon lands, I throw the charm at it.  I’ve done this enough times that I’m able to hook the charm onto one of the creature’s horns.
 
   It howls as if I’ve burned it, collapsing to the roof.  I give it a good kick to its insect-like midsection so it’s lying flat.  I don’t say anything, having done this too long to care anymore about witty quips.  The silver crossbow bolt pierces the creature’s black shell, into its equally black heart.  It shrieks for a handful of seconds before the red glow in its eyes fade.  It’s dead now, its evil spirit gone back to whatever dark plane birthed it.
 
   Another rule is that we aren’t supposed to let the mortals see any evidence of our work.  The crossbow bolt has dissolved, leaving only the charm and the corpse.  I pluck the charm off of the horn, tucking it back into my pocket.  As for the corpse, an Ashes to Ashes spell disintegrates that to leave only a pile of black ash to be scattered by the winds.
 
   Then I vanish back home.
 
   ***
 
   Mama and Sophie are at home.  Aggie is still gone, probably in some jungle to look for new ingredients for her potions.  No one greets me as I vanish into the foyer.  Mama is probably sleeping since it’s after midnight.  Sophie is probably in the library yet; she hardly ever sleeps.
 
   This hunch is correct.  Sophie is sitting in an armchair, using a Glow in the Dark spell so her entire body glows with blue light, allowing her to read without a candle or lamp.  She hardly looks up from her book as I enter the room.
 
   “Did you kill it?” she asks.
 
   “Of course.”  I sit down in an armchair next to hers, remembering not to put my feet up on the table so I don’t incur Sophie’s wrath.  Out in the world I look like I’m twenty-seven, but back home I’m always thirteen again, the awkward youngest child.  
 
   “I don’t know why Glenda doesn’t find you something more challenging to do,” Sophie says without looking up from Plato’s The Republic.  
 
   I snort at this, which prompts Sophie to look up and glare at me for a moment.  “What would you consider more challenging?”
 
   “The Black Dragoon.  There’s been a sighting in Edo.”
 
   “You remember what happened the last time a witch tried to go up against that?  Tabitha nearly lost her leg.”
 
   “You’re better than Tabitha, aren’t you?”
 
   “Are you trying to get me killed?”
 
   She closes the book to stare at me with those cold blue eyes.  As I thought back when I became a novice, Sophie did wind up looking like Regina Milton, except her hair was completely gray and dull even with the glow from her spell.  “I only want you to be happy.  You’re my sister.”
 
   “And you think getting me killed would make me happy?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Sophie says without a trace of humor so I know she’s serious.  “But I don’t think you would die.  You’re just as powerful as Merlin’s Scarlet Knight.  And a little more challenge might snap you out of your doldrums.”
 
   “I’m not in any doldrums.”
 
   “You’ve been mired in them for almost two centuries now.  When are you going to let him go?”
 
   “That’s easy for you to say; you’ve never loved anyone in your life.”
 
   “I love you and Mama and Agnes.”
 
   “It’s not the same.  Haven’t you ever looked at a mortal and wondered what it might be like to hold his hand or kiss him?”
 
   “No.  Mortals are beneath us.  I’d just as soon kiss Bella.”  Bella is Sophie’s tabby cat, an addition to the household a hundred fifty years ago.  These days the cat rarely leaves Sophie’s room; it hasn’t caught a mouse since the Spanish Armada was defeated.
 
   “You probably do kiss Bella.”
 
   “Childish insults aren’t going to deflect me from the issue.  Can you honestly say that you’re happy in your work?”
 
   “My work isn’t supposed to make me happy.”
 
   “Then maybe you should find something else to do.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Have you considered teaching?”
 
   “Why, something wrong with Hisae?”
 
   “No, but you’re more powerful than her, aren’t you?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  I sigh, suddenly feeling tired.  I can’t remember the last time I slept.  “Why are you so concerned all of the sudden about how powerful I am?”
 
   “Is it wrong to believe in my sister’s talents?”
 
   “Do you give Aggie these pep talks?”
 
   “Agnes doesn’t need them.  She needs only warnings about her little flings.”
 
   “Maybe that’s how she stays happy with her work.”
 
   Sophie glares at me.  “That’s not funny.  You mark my words:  one day one of these flings is going to bring her to ruin.”
 
   “Like mine with Henri?”
 
   “Henri wasn’t a fling.”
 
   “Then what was he?  A mistake?”
 
   “He was the last vestige of your childhood.”
 
   I leap to my feet, badly wanting to take my crossbow from its sling.  “So you’re saying I should be glad to be rid of him?  Is that it?”
 
   “No.  I’m saying that his death was the last step to you becoming a woman—an immature woman to be sure, but a woman nonetheless.  You can never celebrate his death, but you can at least be cognizant of it being a growing experience.”
 
   “Well, thank you very much.  Is Mama still up?”
 
   “No, she’s asleep.  She has to get up early to inspect the grape presses.”
 
   “Fine.  I’m going to bed.  Enjoy your book.”
 
   “I’ve read it five times already.”
 
   “Then why read it a sixth time?”
 
   “To remind myself of the wisdom it contains.”
 
   I shake my head and go upstairs.  My childhood bedroom hasn’t changed much since we first arrived here.  The dolls are still up on a shelf with whatever hairstyles I gave them.  Only now I’ve added a few trophies from my years of killing monsters, like a horn from another Class-4 demon.
 
   I toss my jacket on the floor along with my leggings and tunic.  I untie my hair, shaking it free.  Then I put on my nightgown so in the morning Mama won’t complain that I look like a stable boy instead of a proper young woman—some things never change.
 
   ***
 
   Mama is downstairs at the breakfast table, along with Sophie.  Like Sophie, Mama has let her hair turn gray, so they look more like sisters than a mother and her daughter.  I could have let myself go gray too, but I need to be in peak physical condition for my job.  Agnes likes to keep herself even younger out of vanity for her little flings, as Sophie says.
 
   “I didn’t hear you come in last night,” Mama says as I sit down.
 
   “I got home pretty late.”
 
   “Another monster hunt?”
 
   “A Class-4.”
 
   “Any problems?”
 
   “No.  Pretty routine.”  Mama asks this whenever I come home after I was careless in my second assignment and came home with a gash across my midsection rivaling the one that had killed Henri.  Aggie was able to give me a Restoration potion in time so I didn’t meet his fate.  I wonder if Mama’s worries aren’t why Sophie wants me to go into teaching.
 
   We spend the rest of breakfast idly discussing current events on the estate.  The Devereaux clan still does all of our work; by now we’re to Clare’s great-great-great-great-great-grandchildren.  I can’t stand being around any of them, always seeing signs of Henri in their eyes or noses or jaws.  I wish Mama would hire someone else, but the Devereauxes are loyal, not to mention good workers.
 
   After breakfast, Mama goes out to check on the presses, while Sophie retreats back to the library, where she will remain until lunch.  I don’t know how she can stand doing nothing but reading and writing all day.  If the high levels of magic wouldn’t make her ill, she would probably stay in the archives all the time.
 
   I go upstairs and change back into my work clothes.  Only instead of hunting monsters, I go out to the forest to hunt deer or other game.  The paths are more overgrown than when Henri and I walked them, but I can still feel his presence when I’m out here.  The place where we first kissed is still there, although nearly inaccessible now.  I vanish myself there, the location burned into my memory enough that I only have to think of the place to take myself there.
 
   I lie down on the ground, curling up on the spot where Henri and I kissed.  His scent has long since evaporated, but I can still smell the faint odor of horseshit.  To most people this isn’t very romantic, but to me it’s better than any perfume.  I take off my jacket, balling it up to rest my head on it.  As I close my eyes, I can imagine him next to me.  I wish as I always do that we had been able to make love before he died.
 
   A branch cracks and I open my eyes, reaching for my crossbow.  It’s not a deer or a monster, only Glenda.  Two hundred years haven’t changed her at all, but then she’s over three thousand years old according to Sophie.  She holds up her hands in surrender before I shoot her.
 
   “I thought you might be here,” she says.
 
   “Get out of here,” I say.  It’s not a proper thing for a witch—even a senior witch—to say to the head of the coven, but I don’t care.  This spot is holy ground.
 
   “Then let’s go somewhere else.  Meet me at the front gates.”  Glenda vanishes, leaving me alone again.  I sit up and then put on my jacket again.  With a weary sigh, I vanish myself to the front gates, where Glenda waits.
 
   “You have another assignment for me?” I ask her.  I don’t feel any need for pleasantries with her anymore.  “Another bogeyman to track down?”
 
   “Something much worse, I’m afraid.”
 
   I think of my conversation with Sophie last night.  “The Black Dragoon?”
 
   “No.  We leave that for Merlin’s armor to deal with.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   Glenda’s voice goes down to a whisper and for the first time she looks almost fearful.  “I’m afraid that Morgana has turned.”
 
   “Turned?”
 
   “She’s using her magic against mortals in some Scottish villages, making them disappear.  We think she means to establish her own kingdom and then recruit other witches to join her.”
 
   “I see.  And you want me to kill her?”
 
   “Only if you must.  I would prefer that you bring her to the archives for punishment.”
 
   “How am I supposed to do that?  She’s a witch—a senior witch.”
 
   “That doesn’t make her invincible.”  Glenda reaches into her pocket for a doll-shaped charm made of auburn hair.  “This should help you.”
 
   “How did you get that?”
 
   “I have my ways.”
 
   I snort at this.  “Let me guess, you have one for each of us stashed away somewhere?”
 
   “Sometimes you’re nearly as bright as your sister.”
 
   “I know how paranoid you are.”
 
   “At my age you learn not to take chances.”
 
   I take the charm from her, tucking it into my pocket.  Next time I visit the archives I should go look for a hidden room where Glenda stashes her goodies.  She probably has more than just charms in there to protect herself—and the coven.
 
   “So where is this in Scotland?”
 
   “The Orkney Islands.  Way up to the north and right in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   “Great.  How much time do we have?”
 
   “The longer we wait, the worse it will get.  You should know that.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose I do.”
 
   Glenda touches my arm and again I can see the fear in her eyes.  I know this isn’t going to be easy.  “Be very careful of her.  Morgana’s specialty is dream bending.  If I were you, I would make sure I was good and rested before I go.”
 
   “Good advice.”
 
   “Be sure you heed it.”
 
   “Right, I’m sure you’re really concerned about me.”  Though I know it’s not fair, I can’t help but bear a grudge against Glenda and the rest of the coven.  They could have stopped the war between the pope and King Louis so Henri wouldn’t have been forced into the army and died.  They didn’t, just as they didn’t lift a finger when he died.  I’m old enough to understand her reasons, but that doesn’t make it any better.
 
   “I do care about you, Sylvia.  Your mother is my best friend.  I feel like you’re my niece—my favorite niece.”
 
   “Well, Auntie Glenda, thanks for stopping by.  If you don’t mind, I’m going to say goodbye to my real family now.”  I leave her at the gate, deciding to walk up to the house to let the exercise take the edge off my anger.  When I reach the steps, Glenda is still down there, watching me.
 
   ***
 
   I go to the library first only to find Sophie waiting for me.  Her face looks more agitated than I’ve seen it in some time, her lip curled as if she’s just bit into a raw lemon.  “Is she still here?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Glenda.”  The way she says this is as if she’s saying a curse word.
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “Good.  Where is she sending you this time?”
 
   “Scotland.”
 
   “I suppose she wants you to nip Morgana in the bud.”
 
   “You know about that?”
 
   Sophie only shrugs.  “Morgana asked me to join her months ago.”
 
   “You didn’t, did you?”
 
   “Of course not.  Only a fool would confront Glenda so openly—yet.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Sophie gets up from her chair and crosses the room to close the door, as if that would stop Glenda or Mama or any other witch from coming in here.  Then she motions for me to sit down in the same spot as last night.  “Glenda has been keeping secrets from us.  Terrible secrets.”
 
   I think of the charm in my pocket.  “That’s not surprising.”
 
   “I don’t have proof yet, but my preliminary research indicates that she’s been lying to us for centuries.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About everything.  About the coven and even ourselves.”
 
   “Ourselves?”
 
   “Tell me something:  what do you remember about Papa?”
 
   “Nothing.  But I was just a baby when he died.”
 
   “I don’t remember him at all.  Neither does Agnes.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying that story Mama told us about Papa dying not long after you were born is a fabrication.”
 
   “Then how did he die?”
 
   “I don’t think he even exists.”  She pats a pile of papers next to her.  “That’s why I’ve been looking through the church records, to find proof of him.  I haven’t found anything so far.”
 
   “Maybe they weren’t as good at keeping records as you.”
 
   “Perhaps.  Or perhaps Glenda is lying.”
 
   “Wouldn’t that mean Mama is lying too?”
 
   “She might not be aware that she’s lying.”  Sophie leans forward, whispering, “Glenda is the most powerful of us, but she only allows us to see a fraction of what she can do.  If she wanted, she could easily destroy those demons you chase after.  She could probably destroy the Black Dragoon.”
 
   “But she doesn’t.  Why?”
 
   “So we’ll do her bidding.  Think about it, Sylvia:  if it seems she needs us then we’re much more content than if we think we’re merely her puppets.”
 
   “Sophie, this is madness.  If anyone else heard you talking like this—”
 
   “That’s why I’m waiting until I have proof.”
 
   “So why are you telling me?”
 
   “I only want you to watch out.  As I told you last night, you’re a very powerful witch.  So is Agnes.  If she decides you’re too powerful then she might try to dispose of you.”
 
   “Do you think Aggie is in danger?”
 
   “Not at the moment.  Agnes is too loyal to her.  You are another story.  She knows you don’t like her.  She knows you bear a grudge against her for letting Henri die.  Of all of us, you’re the one most likely to turn.”
 
   I stare at Sophie for a moment, wondering why Glenda would send me to kill a traitor like Morgana if she really thinks I’m that vulnerable to turning.  Maybe she thinks Morgana will kill me and solve the problem for her.  Or maybe she wants me to prove that I’m a loyal soldier by bringing in her rival.  “I should get going.”  I stand up, but then stop myself.  “Do you know if Aggie has an Energy Boost potion around here?”
 
   “It should be in her hope chest.  It’s a brown vial.”
 
   “Thank you.”  I go upstairs to Aggie’s room, which still looks as if a teenager lives in it.  I toss aside a half-finished dress to uncover her hope chest.  It’s locked, but the lock responds to my touch, as well as Sophie’s or Mama’s.
 
   Inside the hope chest I find rows of tiny stone vials, each a different color.  I run my finger along the tops until I find a brown one.  Picking it up, I see, “Energy Boost” written in Aggie’s neat script.  I drop this into my pocket, along with the charm.  That ought to help me stay awake long enough to do the job.
 
   As I close the lid, I think again of what Sophie said.  Is this all an elaborate trap?  Or is it a test for me to prove myself to Glenda?  There’s only one way to find out—I vanish myself to Scotland.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   Getting to the Orkney Islands is the first major challenge.  I can vanish myself anywhere in the world, but it has to be somewhere I’ve seen in three dimensions before.  Otherwise I could wind up appearing in the middle of a wall or inside someone.
 
   For that reason I have to begin my assignment in Edinburgh, the farthest north I’ve ventured to in Scotland.  I appear in an alley, the smell of puke and shit immediately assaulting my nostrils.  I’ve smelled worse things over the years, but I still feel a queasy tremor as I hurry out of the alley.
 
   One of Sophie’s jobs for Glenda is to monitor the coven’s treasury, the loot of thousands of years piled up in some hidden location.  Only a select few of the most senior witches—and Sophie—know where the treasury is hidden in order to maintain control of the funds.  Once I find out how much for a carriage to Thurso, the northernmost port with ferries to the islands, I have to duck into another alley.  There I scribble a requisition on a slip of paper and vanish it back to Sophie.  A sack of coins appears a minute later.  A note in Sophie’s neat script reads, “Spend this wisely.  And take care.”
 
   I return to the stables with the money to buy my passage.  I assume I’m the only one heading for a godforsaken place like Thurso, but I’m wrong.  A dapper old gentleman is already there, leaning on a walking stick as he waits.  “You’re bound for Thurso as well?” he asks, his accent sounding like one of the natives.
 
   “Yes,” I say.  My English is stilted from years of little use, so I try to keep my words to a minimum.  I could use a Speak in Tongues spell to speak flawless English, but I see this as a waste of magic; I’m going to need as much magic as possible to go up against a witch like Morgana.
 
   “Then I guess we’ll be together for some time,” the old man says.  He holds out a hand for me to shake.  “The name’s Connor MacCullen.”
 
   “Sylvia Joubert.”
 
   “Ah, a French lass, eh?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “A beautiful country.  Been there many times.  Whereabouts are you from?”
 
   “Marseilles.”
 
   “Aye, I know that area well.  Wonderful place.”
 
   Before we can continue the conversation—or before he can continue the interrogation—the carriage pulls up.  Connor, being a gentleman, holds open the door and gives me a hand to help me up.  I take his hand, noting that it feels far rougher than that of a gentleman, more like a workman’s hand—like Henri’s hand.  
 
   The drive to Thurso takes the rest of the day.  Since Connor and I are the only ones in the carriage, there’s no one else for him to talk to.  While I keep my answers short and as unrevealing as possible, Connor is more than willing to go on at length about himself.  As his accent indicates, he is a native, from Edinburgh.  His family was poor, so as soon as he was able, he went to work on the docks.  His plan was similar to Henri’s, only unlike Henri, Connor enjoyed a life at sea.  “I’ve spent most of me time on the sea.  Been around the Horn a few times to India and China.”
 
   This is supposed to impress me, but I’ve been to those countries as well.  Hisae took me to China and her native Japan not long after I became a junior witch so she could give me some on-the-job-training in hunting down evil spirits.  Still, I pretend I am impressed, since as a proper young French woman I’m not supposed to have seen anything beyond my hometown.  “That must have been quite interesting,” I say.
 
   “Oh yes.  And dangerous too.”
 
   As he goes on about storms and tribes of natives that nearly slaughtered he and his crew, I wonder if he’s trying to pick me up.  I review the number of spells I could use to incapacitate him if he tries any unwelcome advances.  I nod and mumble to encourage him, not really paying much attention.
 
   Probably sensing my boredom, he turns the tables by asking me, “What takes you to such a godforsaken place as Thurso?”
 
   “I’m going to Orkney.  I have a friend there.”
 
   “Do you now?  I happen to have some friends there too.  Perhaps we’ll be seeing more of each other then.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   It’s late in the afternoon when the coach makes an unscheduled stop.  We stopped just a few miles back for tea and to allow the horses to rest, so I know it can’t be another break.  Connor must come to the same conclusion, as he sticks his head out the window and shouts, “What are you doing?  Why have we stopped?”
 
   The coachman doesn’t need to answer; I can see the riders approaching from all sides.  Bandits.  Connor sticks his head back into the coach and turns to me.  “Don’t worry, love, I shan’t let them harm a hair on your head.”  He takes a pistol from his pocket and pulls apart his walking stick to reveal a rapier.  
 
   “I can take care of myself,” I snarl, reaching into my jacket for my crossbow and a pistol identical to Connor’s.
 
   There’s no time for talking, but Connor smiles at me with affection.  We come up with the same plan, Connor turning to the left and me turning to the right.  We let the bandits close in, waiting for half of them to dismount from their horses.  They stroll up to the carriage, not looking the least bit concerned for their safety.  They’ve probably done this dozens of times, robbing the innocent people along the road and leaving the bodies for the local wildlife to pick clean.
 
   The apparent leader is a broad-shouldered man with a thick ginger beard.  He has an older-model pistol than Connor and I, but at this range it wouldn’t really matter.  “Hand over your valuables and we’ll—”
 
   The man doesn’t get to finish as Connor puts a musket ball through his throat.  I fire my pistol into the eye of another bandit.  While the others are surprised, Connor and I leap out of the carriage.  I waste little time in putting a bolt from my crossbow—a normal iron head—into the heart of one of the bandits still on his horse.  
 
   Then I jam the crossbow back into my sling and begin using the martial arts Hisae taught me as a novice.  The bandits aren’t prepared for such fighting, relying on clumsy moves more useful in tavern brawls.  I duck under one haymaker to punch the bandit in the kidneys and then take hold of his shirt to fling him against the carriage.  A roundhouse kick sends another bandit flying, where he wisely lies in a heap.
 
   One of those still mounted levels his musket at me.  I mumble a few magic words and his rifle turns into a snake that sinks its fangs into his forearm before slithering off.  The two remaining bandits stare wide-eyed at me, one screaming, “Witch!”
 
   They wisely take off, leaving their comrades behind.  I’m surprised to find Connor has already taken care of his share of the bandits, a half-dozen men lying bleeding at his feet.  He doesn’t even have a scratch on him and I wonder if he has some magical abilities as well.  He kicks the limp form of the ginger-bearded leader as he wipes his rapier clean with a piece of cloth torn from the man’s shirt.  “Good to see you’re unhurt, lass.  Shall we be on our way?”
 
   “Good idea,” I say.  I accept his hand to help me back up into the coach.  The coachman wastes no time in getting the carriage underway again.
 
   ***
 
   Our conversation once we resume our journey is a lot more open than before.  Connor gestures to the crossbow underneath my jacket.  “That’s a nice bit of equipment there.  Don’t believe I’ve ever seen that before.  Where’d you get it?”
 
   I pull aside my jacket so he can see the sling.  “I made it myself.  Makes it a lot easier to conceal—and to take it out when I need it.”
 
   “Quite ingenious, I must say.”  Connor leans close enough that his nose is almost touching my left breast.  I wonder if perhaps that’s his real goal, but his eyes seem focused more on the sling and my crossbow.
 
   “That stick of yours is pretty nice too.”
 
   He leans back and holds up his walking stick with the rapier hidden inside.  “Yes, it’s quite clever.  Got it from a bloke in Milan.  In my business it pays to be prepared.”
 
   “What business is that?”
 
   “Armaments.”
 
   I wince as if someone’s kicked me in the stomach.  Arms merchants are about as low on my list of favorite occupations as bandits or the pope.  Arms dealers like Connor equipped the men who took Henri from me so long ago.  It seems impossible that a gentleman like Connor could work in such a horrible business.
 
   “I take it you don’t approve?”
 
   “Generally I don’t think people need any help in killing each other.”  To my surprise he laughs at this.  “Did I say something funny?”
 
   “No.  You are quite correct.  Those like our friends back there don’t need my help.  That’s why I don’t sell to them.  I sell only to those who will use my weapons properly.”
 
   “‘Properly’ meaning what?”
 
   “I sell only to those fighting for a just cause.”
 
   “And who determines whether it’s just or not?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   I snort at this, which back home would earn me a scolding for not acting like a proper lady.  “So you like to play God then?”
 
   “It may seem that way, but what happens with my weapons is my responsibility.  I saw early on what happens when weapons are used unjustly.”  As it turns out, Connor left out something earlier:  during his first voyage at sea, his ship was boarded by pirates.  Connor was taken aboard their ship and pressed into service.  Being only a teenager, he found the life fun at first, a grand adventure far from the docks of Edinburgh.
 
   Over the next decade, the atrocities he witnessed—and was forced to participate in—began to wear on him.  When the Royal Navy caught up to Connor’s ship, he jumped into the ocean.  For at least a week he drifted, clinging to a piece of the ship’s hull.
 
   The current brought him to the Spanish coast, where he washed up on a beach, too hungry and thirsty even to move.  “By that point I didn’t care if the gulls or something else devoured me right there on the beach.  I knew I had wasted my life.  I knew nothing awaited me but an eternity of torment.”
 
   Connor obviously didn’t die that day.  A fisherman chanced by and took him in, nursing him back to health.  As he lay in bed, eating stale bread and drinking thin soup, Connor knew he had to atone for his many evil deeds.  “I thought of joining the priesthood, but I couldn’t read and I didn’t have the patience in any case.”
 
   While he tried to figure out what to do, Connor went to work with the fisherman.  He found the actual fishing part to be tiresome; where he shone was back at the docks.  “I discovered I had a gift for salesmanship.  I could talk people into paying twice what the other fishermen were charging for the same fish.”
 
    The final piece of the puzzle to turn Connor from pirate to arms dealer happened not long after that when some of his former brethren raided the fishing village.  The fishermen had few weapons to fight back with and by the time anyone could get help, the pirates were already gone.  “They burned the place to the ground.  Killed the men and elderly.  The women and children they took to sell into slavery.”  Connor survived by virtue of being out fishing at the time; when he came back there were only ashes left.
 
   From that moment on, he dedicated himself to helping those like in the fishing village by selling them weapons to defend themselves.  His gift for salesmanship and years at sea allowed him to quickly establish a thriving business, one that made him into a wealthy gentleman and allowed him to return home to his native Scotland.
 
   “I don’t spend much time here,” he says.  “Haven’t got a wife or even a steady girlfriend.  Probably got more than a few children scattered around the world.”
 
   “And is it your business taking you to Orkney?”
 
   “Quite so.  There’s some poor blokes in Kirkwall who want my help.  Lots of strange things happening out there recently.  People disappearing and such.  They want me to help them improve their defenses.”
 
   I nod at this, though I know no amount of muskets or cannons are going to help.  The real problem is a rogue witch recruiting the mortals of the area to her cause.  I doubt there’s anything I can say that will turn Connor back, not without revealing myself as a witch.
 
   As if reading my thoughts, he asks, “So Miss Joubert, what business brings you out here?  I can’t imagine you’re out to join a nunnery.”
 
   “I’m looking for a friend.  She’s one of the ones gone missing.”
 
   “And you thought you would need a crossbow and pistol to find her?”
 
   “I like to be prepared too.”
 
   Connor shakes his head. “You’re a very mysterious young woman, Sylvia Joubert.  But my mother always taught me not to pry in a woman’s affairs.”
 
   He leans back in his seat, but even when he pretends to sleep, I know he’s watching me, trying to figure me out.
 
   ***
 
   Night has fallen by the time we reach Thurso.  There isn’t much to see anyway, just a small village with a church in the center.  The carriage drops us off at the inn, but neither of us feel like sleeping yet.  We go over to the tavern, where a few drunks are still lingering.  Connor tells the bartender to bring us two mugs of ale and then we sit at a table in the corner.
 
   “I take it you don’t mind drinking ale,” he says.
 
   “I’d prefer whiskey.”
 
   “Not wine?  I thought that’s all you French drank.”
 
   My nose wrinkles.  I’ve never liked wine, the drink always reminding me of the vineyard—and Henri.  “I’m not like most French women.”
 
   “So I’ve noticed.”
 
   The bartender slams a pair of mugs down on the table and then waddles away.  We’ve spoiled his dreams of closing up and going home for the night.  Not to mention one of his troublesome customers is a woman.  Far-flung towns like this aren’t the most open-minded.
 
   Connor doesn’t press me for any more details on my life or why I’m going to Orkney.  Instead, we spend hours discussing a subject of mutual interest:  weapons.  While most of his weapons sales these days are firearms, he thinks guns are far from reaching their full potential.  “One shot and you might as well be done.  That’s no way to fight.  The first one to come up with a gun that loads more quickly will be a millionaire.”
 
   We both still prefer the more old-fashioned weapons like rapiers, knives, and crossbows.  These are far more reliable, not to mention it doesn’t take two minutes to reload a crossbow.  “Guns are only good at scaring people,” Connor says.  “Like those bandits earlier.  Without my rapier—and you—I would have been a dead man.”
 
   “There’s no denying they’re the future.”
 
   “No, there’s not.”  He taps his walking stick against the table and then sighs.  “Won’t be long before that’s most all anyone uses.”
 
   “That ought to be good for your business then.”
 
   “Probably.”  He takes a gulp of his mug and then turns to look me in the eye.  “After this business of yours in these parts is concluded, what are you planning to do?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  Something will come up, I’m sure.”
 
   “How would you like to come work for me?”
 
   “Work for you?”
 
   “Why not?  I’m not a young man anymore.  I could use a partner—someone young and strong to take over after I’m gone.  What do you say?”
 
   “I don’t think your customers would want to buy weapons from a woman.”
 
   Connor snorts at this.  “When people are desperate, they’ll buy from anyone.”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’d have to think about it.”
 
   “Sleep on it, lass.  We can talk about it some more on the ferry tomorrow.  I think you have a lot of potential.”
 
   “You’ve only known me for half a day.”
 
   He smiles at this.  “I can see it in your eyes.  You’re the kind of girl who likes a challenge.”
 
   It’s my turn to smile now.  “My sister said the same thing.”
 
   “Maybe she’s right.”
 
   “She usually is.”
 
   We get separate rooms, Connor giving me a fatherly kiss on the forehead before he goes into his room.  “See you tomorrow, bright and early,” he says with a wink.
 
   Remembering what Glenda told me about Morgana, I don’t go to sleep.  I sit in a chair and pop open the brown vial I took from Aggie’s hope chest.  The potion tastes spicy, like hot peppers.  My eyes water slightly and I cough.  I reach for the pitcher of water beside the bed and pour myself a cup.
 
   There’s nothing for me to do then but think.  If I were Sophie I would use a Glow in the Dark spell to read a book.  If I were Aggie I would probably be fucking Connor or maybe some anonymous stable boy.  Since I’m not either of my sisters, I stare out the window, at the harbor.  The moonlight makes the water sparkle while in the distance I hear a wolf howl.  The latter is ominous enough to give me a chill.
 
   I think about what Connor said in the tavern.  Since Henri died, I’ve never considered being anything but a witch.  Once he was taken from me, there seemed to be little left for me in the mortal world.  For nearly two centuries I’ve lived amongst the mortals without really being amongst them.  I’ve existed on the fringe of their world, lurking in the shadows.  I’ve learned to tune out their petty wars, focusing only on destroying the demons and evil spirits.
 
   If I accept Connor’s offer, maybe I can do some good in the mortal world.  Maybe I can help save villages like the little Spanish fishing village Connor saw burn to the ground.  Maybe I can keep another innocent boy like Henri from being killed.  Or maybe by selling weapons I would only be encouraging more death and destruction.
 
   I still haven’t come to a decision when the sun begins peeking over the horizon.  I wait an hour longer for Connor to knock at my door.  Then I get up and cross the hall to his room.  I knock on the door but don’t receive a response.  I try knocking again, but he still doesn’t answer.  
 
   I get another feeling, like when I went in search of Henri.  I use a Locksmith spell to unlock the door and throw it open.  “No,” I whisper.
 
   Connor lies in bed, his body rigid and cold.  His eyes are open, staring up at the ceiling.  I throw aside the blankets to examine his body.  There’s no sign of a wound.  A poison?  Or perhaps it was natural causes; as he said, he wasn’t a young man.  
 
   I know it’s not either of these things.  Morgana had killed him while he slept.  She had bent his dreams, perhaps making him dream of falling from a great height or drowning.  Now he was dead.  And it is my fault for not protecting him.
 
   I leave the room to find the ferry and make Morgana pay.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   There’s no one else going to Orkney that morning.  I huddle in the bow of the boat so I won’t have to speak to the ferryman, not wanting to talk to anyone at the moment.  I don’t cry for Connor; instead I stare straight ahead at the islands, trying to catch some sign of where Morgana might be hiding.
 
   I’ve only met Morgana in passing at a few coven meetings.  She didn’t look much different than most of the witches:  elderly, chubby, gray hair, and brown eyes.  I don’t remember ever hearing her speak; she wasn’t the type to call attention to herself.  Maybe there was a reason for that; maybe she’s been secretly plotting this for decades.
 
   The question is what exactly she’s planning.  From what Glenda said, Morgana is putting mortals under her control.  For what purpose?  Even an army of mortals couldn’t do anything against the coven.  Maybe she wants to use them as human shields to keep Glenda—or me—from destroying her.
 
   The other question is why she killed Connor.  Even if he sold the villagers some muskets and cannons, they weren’t any real threat to her.  All the muskets and cannons in the world couldn’t hurt a witch—unless she was careless.  I doubt Morgana is.
 
   Maybe she did it just to get my attention.  Maybe she thought if she killed Connor I would run scared back to the coven.  If so then she really doesn’t know me.  Or maybe she did know me well enough to know that killing Connor would make me angry.  Maybe she thinks I’ll be more likely to make a mistake then.
 
   There are too many questions and no real answers—at least not yet.  Once I get my hands on Morgana, then I’ll make her talk.  Then I can find out why she killed Connor and what she hoped to gain with this whole little stunt in the first place.
 
   The ferry docks in Kirkwall, which isn’t much different than Thurso.  The main difference is that it’s a lot windier here, enough that I wish I’d brought something warmer to wear.  I wrap my jacket tightly around my body against the chill and then walk along the docks to find a boat I can take to search the other islands for Morgana.  I know she won’t be here in the city or in any populated area.  Whatever she’s up to is secret, which means she’ll have gone to ground somewhere.
 
   With the coven’s money I requisitioned from Sophie I’m able to convince a grizzled old man to take me around the islands.  “This isn’t a place for sightseeing,” he says.  I show him the coins, which doesn’t do anything to brighten his mood, but does let me on his boat.
 
   “I want to go to the smallest, least populated islands first,” I tell him.  “Any caves or caverns or anything like that around here?”
 
   “Nothing but cliffs and rocks,” the mariner says.
 
   “Great.”  It doesn’t take long to see that the old mariner is right; there really isn’t anything to see except for rocky islands and the occasional cliffs.  Still, I tell him to sail as close to each island as possible, searching for any caves or crevices where Morgana might be hiding.
 
   After hours at sea, my stomach begins to rumble.  I wish I’d thought to bring something to eat with me, but I hadn’t hoped to be out here all day.  I can conjure up some food if I want, but that would give myself away to the old man—and probably Morgana.  She still might be able to sense me, but using magic would only be sending up a signal fire.
 
   It’s past noon when I finally pick up a clue.  Against the sandstone cliffs, I see a patch of stone that’s a shade of red-brown darker than the rest, as if the stone for that spot has been dragged in from somewhere else.  I point to this spot.  “Take me over there.”
 
   The old mariner grumbles something under his breath, but he complies.  The waves pick up as we get closer to shore, until I have to grab onto the sides of the boat to keep from being tossed out.  “Storm coming in,” the old man says.
 
   “Not a storm,” I whisper.  This is magic; Morgana is trying to keep me away.  That also means she knows I’m coming.  But then I never expected this to be easy.
 
   I flatten myself in the bow of the boat as the waves become stronger.  The old mariner wants to turn back, which would be the smart thing to do.  But I can’t turn back now.  “Keep going!” I shout to him.  “She can’t sink us!”
 
   I reach into my pocket, feeling the bit of hair from the charm Glenda gave to me.  That’s what keeps Morgana from attacking the boat directly.  She can still use a Choppy Seas spell to make waves.  If she really gets desperate she could probably use a Typhoon spell to make things worse.  I don’t intend to give her the chance.
 
   Once I can clearly see the shore, I sit up again and turn to the old man.  “Keep the boat here.  I’ll be back soon.”
 
   I vanish onto the beach, not concerned anymore if the old man sees me use my powers.  I also don’t need to worry about alerting Morgana as she obviously knows I’m coming.  I turn around to see that the waves have begun to die down.  There’s no point in sinking the boat now; I could easily vanish myself home to France or thousands of other places.
 
   Approaching the darker-colored rock I saw from the boat, I see that it’s one solid piece of stone shoved into an arch-shaped opening about eight feet tall.  This is probably the entrance Morgana carved so she and her mortal slaves could access the interior of the island.
 
   I put my right hand against the rock and say the words for a Pile Driver spell.  Nothing happens at first, but then cracks radiate in the stone from where my hand is, all through the rock.  The sandstone crumbles, revealing a tunnel.  I take a deep breath and then go inside.
 
   The tunnel isn’t lit, so I have to use a Glow in the Dark spell like Sophie uses in the library.  It isn’t long before I hear the sound of pickaxes smashing against stone.  Morgana is probably having her minions burrow even deeper into the island.  You aren’t going to be able to hide that easily, I think.
 
   As I do, something hits me in the back of the head and I pitch forward.  The glow fades from my body and everything turns dark.
 
   ***
 
   I’m sitting in front of a stone fireplace.  The first thing I notice is my stomach.  It’s easy to notice because it’s sticking out about six inches, to the point where my white gown is pulled snugly across it.  I’ve never been fat before; I stopped being chubby when I was a baby.
 
   I feel a sharp pain in my gut.  Putting a hand on it, I begin to realize that I’m not fat—I’m pregnant!  From the look of it, I’m about due too.  But how did this happen?  I can’t remember lying with any man before.
 
   A door opens and a familiar voice says, “You shouldn’t be out of bed, cheri.”
 
   I turn and see Henri standing in the doorway, but this is impossible.  Henri is dead, isn’t he?  He died when I was just a child, before I became a witch.
 
   I try to heave myself out of the chair I’m in, but I can’t.  Henri finally comes over to take my hand.  His hand feels just the way I remember—coarse and yet gentle.  He doesn’t so much as grunt as he helps me into a standing position.  I’m still unable to think of any words as he wraps me in an embrace.
 
   His kiss is the way I remember as well.  I close my eyes, savoring the taste of his lips.  The questions still swirl in my head:  how is Henri here? where are we? why am I carrying his child?  These questions begin to fade as he kisses me, the answers not important at the moment.  All that matters is that we are here.
 
   Henri pulls away much too soon for my liking.  He puts a hand on my stomach.  “How is the child today?”
 
   “She’s kicking like a mule,” I say.
 
   “Like her mother.”
 
   Henri takes me over to the bed, which is across the tiny room.  I recognize this as the cottage where Henri lived before he was conscripted into the army—before he died.  His hand is just as gentle in helping me onto the bed, where I lie down, my stomach blotting out everything below my waist.
 
   A moment later I groan as I try to sit up.  “I should get your dinner,” I say.  “You’ve probably been working all day.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that,” he says.  “You lie here and rest.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Rest.”
 
   I do as Henri asks, lying on the rough straw mattress.  I manage to turn my head enough to see him unwrapping a loaf of bread and cutting off hunks of it for the both of us.  There’s some cheese as well—a peasant’s feast.  That’s what I am now:  a peasant girl, a farmer’s wife.  Soon I’ll be a mother as well.  I only wish I could remember how all of this came about.  Maybe the pregnancy has addled my brain.
 
   No, I can still remember it vividly:  Henri lying in that farmhouse, a gash across his midsection.  I took him home, but it was too late for Aggie to save him; he was dead.  “Henri?”
 
   “What is it, cheri?”
 
   “What happened in the war?”
 
   “What war?”
 
   “When the lord made you go off and fight against the pope.”
 
   Henri kneels down beside the bed and smiles at me.  “The lord has never asked me to fight anyone, let alone the pope.”
 
   “But I saw it.  I saw you dead.”  I begin to cry at this memory.
 
   Henri touches my cheek.  “It was a dream.  That’s all.  I’m still here and we’re going to be together forever.”
 
   I want to believe him.  I desperately want to believe that everything I remember was an elaborate fantasy.  I want to believe that Henri is here with me in this tiny house and that soon I will be giving birth to our first child.  I want to believe that we will be together and happy forever.
 
   But then I look into his eyes.  They’re different.  They’re the same color, but something is missing from them.  Henri is missing from them.  His love is missing.
 
   I shake my head and then take Henri’s hand.  “I’m sorry,” I whisper to him.  “But I have to go.”
 
   “Go?  Go where?”
 
   “I have to wake up now.”  I lean forward enough to kiss his lips again—to kiss them a final time.  “I love you.”
 
   Then I close my eyes and wake up.
 
   ***
 
   When I open my eyes, I’m in a cavern similar to the archives in Ireland, only this isn’t as perfect of a circle, nor is it as big.  I hear the sound of pickaxes, louder now.  The reason is that a gang of mortal men are chipping away at the rock about ten feet to my right.  They work steadily and silently, without so much as a grunt.  Their eyes are glassy as well, which confirms what Glenda told me:  Morgana has them under her control.
 
   Morgana is on my other side, staring straight at me.  She’s younger than I remember, her hair auburn like the charm Glenda gave to me and her pale skin smooth.  Her voice is bright as she says, “I should have known you wouldn’t be so easily fooled.”
 
   I try to move my hands and legs, but Morgana has me chained to the wall.  My jacket is gone, along with my weapons—and the charm.  I’m completely vulnerable to her magic now; as a more senior witch her magic would probably trump mine.  Of course she could have already killed me if that’s what she had wanted to do.  That I’m still alive means she hasn’t reached that point of no return yet.  “What is it you want from me?”
 
   “I know we haven’t gotten a chance to talk much these last two hundred years, but I thought we could remedy that.  Maybe we could find some common ground.”
 
   “You want me to go against Glenda, is that it?”
 
   “That’s part of it.”  Morgana motions to her slaves chipping away at the rock.  “We’re very close to making a major discovery.”
 
   “What kind of discovery?”
 
   “The birthplace of magic.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You should talk with Sophie more often.”
 
   “What’s she got to do with this?”
 
   “She’s the one who gave me the idea.  She went through the archives and found it mentioned:  the source of our magic.  She asked me about it, hoping I would have an idea of what it meant—and where to find it.”
 
   “And you think it’s here in this godforsaken place?”
 
   “It’s here precisely because it’s godforsaken.”
 
   “You’re mad.  There’s nothing here but a bunch of rocks.  Why don’t you let those mortals go and come with me?”
 
   “Go with you where?  Back to Glenda and the coven?  You know I can’t do that.  She’ll have me destroyed.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll treat you fairly.”
 
   Morgana smiles at this.  “I know you don’t really believe that.  You hate her as much as I do.  You probably hate her more than I do.  That’s why I let you live.  I could use your help in finding the source.  Once we find it, then we can destroy Glenda and start a new coven.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to help you?”
 
   “You’ll serve me—one way or another.”  She gestures to the mindless slaves pounding away at the rock.  The implication is obvious:  if I don’t agree to her terms, she’ll make me into one of those mindless slaves.
 
   “If you want my help then why did you kill Connor MacCullen?  And why did you try and trap me in that dream?”
 
   “I didn’t need MacCullen coming here later with a bunch of boats and nosy mortals.  As for the dream, consider it a test.”
 
   “And I passed.”
 
   “Yes.  I always thought Sophie was just being a good big sister when she said how powerful you are, but now I know she isn’t lying.”
 
   “I’ll tell her that the next time I see her.”
 
   “You’re disappointing me, Sylvia.  I would much rather have you as my friend than my slave.”
 
   “You’ll have to settle for neither one,” I say and then I vanish out of the chains to stand behind her.  With one hand I yank her head back, pulling hard enough to yank out a chunk of her auburn hair.  While her scream is still echoing through the cavern, I use my other hand to throw her against the wall.
 
   My years of braiding Aggie’s hair pay off as I’m able to quickly fashion the chunk of hair into a new charm.  Morgana is getting to her feet as I say the magic words to activate the charm’s power.  Now I’m protected from her magic.
 
   She realizes this as well and lunges at me.  Morgana is a witch and she’s made herself about as young as me, but she never had Hisae Chiu as a teacher.  I easily sidestep her attack, seize her wrist, and then flip her back to the ground.  I plant one foot on her chest, glaring down at her and holding up my crude charm.  “You can either come with me to see Glenda or we can finish things here.”
 
   “Finish it here.  I don’t want to go back to Glenda.”  Morgana begins to cry.  “I know what she’ll do to me.  Just kill me now.”
 
   “Release those mortals first.”
 
   She nods at this and the mortals stop their mining.  They stare at their pickaxes and then look around the cavern, trying to figure out where they are and how they got here.  I wave a hand to put them to sleep for a few minutes.  When they wake up later, they’ll think it was all a horrible dream—or so I hope.
 
   I look down at Morgana again and see the fear in her eyes.  It’s not a fear of death; it’s a fear that I won’t kill her.  She’s more scared of Glenda’s justice than mine.  I remember what Sophie said about Glenda not showing us her full powers to make us feel useful.  Maybe that’s why Morgana is so afraid.
 
   In which case, I see no better way to avenge Connor’s death than to give her over to Glenda.  I pick Morgana up easily enough, slinging her over my shoulder.  She screams, “No!  Don’t!  Please don’t give me to her!  I’m sorry about your friend.  I shouldn’t have killed him.  I’m sorry.  Just don’t give me to her.”
 
   “You should have thought of that before you killed him.”
 
   And with one final scream we’re gone.
 
   ***
 
   The coven’s justice is swift and brutal.  I vanish Morgana to the archives, where I have to wait only a few minutes until Glenda appears, as if she knew.  Maybe she did.  Thanks to my crude charm, there’s little Morgana can do except to throw herself at Glenda’s feet and beg for mercy.  Watching this is enough to turn my stomach.
 
   Despite Morgana’s apologies, pleading, and pitiful wailing, Glenda is unmoved.  She takes a step back, glaring down at her “sister.”  “Get up,” Glenda hisses.  “Try to maintain some dignity in your final moments.”
 
   “What are you going to do to her?” I ask once I have Morgana stashed in the archivist’s quarters.  The archivist is not around at the moment, probably dismissed by Glenda so she won’t have to witness Morgana’s punishment.
 
   “We’ll follow the ancient rituals once the others are here.”
 
   “The others?”
 
   “The entire coven must bear witness.”
 
   I snort at this.  “So you can show them who’s boss, right?”
 
   “Of course.  You think I want to have a dozen more like her?  We have to stop this before it spreads any farther.”  Glenda vanishes a note back to Sophie, who in turn begins alerting the rest of the coven.
 
   While we wait, Glenda and I sit at the archivist’s desk.  I tell her about what I saw in the cavern, the human slaves digging for what Morgana called the “birthplace of magic.”  Glenda listens without saying anything or showing any reaction to let me know what she might be thinking.  Finally I ask, “Is there such a place?”
 
   “No.  It’s just a silly legend.”
 
   My next question is more difficult to put into words.  “She said that Sophie told her about it.  Do you think Sophie encouraged her to do it?”
 
   Glenda’s neutrality drains away; she pats my arm.  “Your sister is one of my most trusted advisors.  There’s no chance that she would encourage something like this.”
 
   I think back to the conversation in the library.  Sophie might be Glenda’s trusted advisor, but that trust clearly was not mutual.  I try to smile anyway, hoping Glenda can’t read my thoughts.  “You’re right,” I say.  “She’s just a bookworm anyway.”
 
   I stay down in the archives with Morgana while the others trickle in upstairs.  Glenda goes up to meet them, leaving Morgana and I alone.  I expect her to try begging me to let her go, but she doesn’t.  Perhaps taking Glenda’s admonishment to heart, she only stares down at the floor, saying nothing.  I continue to watch her carefully anyway, just in case she tries to make a break for it; the charm remains in my pocket to negate her magic.
 
   Sophie comes down to get us a couple of hours later.  Upon seeing her, Morgana begins to cry again.  “This is your fault!  You said no one would find out!”  I grab Morgana around the shoulders and throw her back onto the archivist’s bed before Morgana can claw Sophie’s eyes out.  “You told her!”
 
   “You’re responsible for your own actions,” Sophie says as flatly as ever.  She turns to me and nods slightly.  “You can bring her upstairs now.  We’re ready.”
 
   I take hold of Morgana again, vanishing us into the center of the upper cavern.  As promised, all the others are there:  Mama, Aggie, Regina, Hisae, and the rest of the coven.  Of them all, Aggie seems the most bothered by what’s going to happen; her body trembles and she has tears in her eyes.  I want to go over and talk to her, but I have to stay with Morgana through the “trial.”
 
   It isn’t a trial in the mortal sense.  Glenda pushes through the circle to stand on the opposite side of Morgana from me.  “Sisters, one of us has committed a heinous crime.  Morgana le Fay, has conspired to overthrow the coven.  She has committed numerous atrocities, including the enslavement of numerous mortals and the murder of one Connor MacCullen. Of these facts there can be no discussion.  How say you, sisters?”
 
   “Guilty.”  I say nothing, neither does Aggie or Sophie.  Morgana only continues to look down at her feet and cry silently.
 
   “So say you.”  Glenda turns to Morgana.  “A guilty verdict has been rendered.  Is there anything you wish to say before sentence is pronounced?”
 
   Without looking up, Morgana mumbles, “I’m sorry.  I didn’t want to overthrow the coven.  I only wanted to discover the truth about where we came from.”  I brace myself in case Morgana tries to attack Sophie again, but she doesn’t.  She goes silent once more, still looking shyly at her feet.
 
   Glenda turns and nods to Aggie.  Now I understand why Aggie is so upset:  she’s the executioner for this mockery of justice.  My fellow witches step aside so Aggie can enter the circle.  From her pocket she takes out a pink vial, which she passes to Glenda.  Then Aggie turns away, not looking at me or Sophie.
 
   “Because you have shown remorse for your actions, your sisters will not invoke the harshest penalty.  Instead, you will be allowed to live and to someday rejoin your sisters in this coven.”  Glenda takes the cap off the vial and then nods to me.  I have to wrap an arm around Morgana’s neck and pinch her nose until she opens her mouth.  She tries to resist, but without her magic I’m too strong for her.  There’s nothing she can do as Glenda pours the pink potion down her throat.
 
   It takes only a few seconds then for Morgana to slip out of my grasp.  Not because she broke free of my hold; because she begins to shrink.  I take a step back, watching in horror as Morgana’s body compacts into that of a pimple-faced teenager.  She continues shrinking into a little girl swimming in her clothes.  A few seconds later she’s a toddler, her head the only part of her still visible.  And then she disappears entirely into her dress.
 
   From inside the dress comes the wailing of a baby.  Glenda reaches into the dress, pulling out a baby girl, her head covered in golden down.  Her face turns red as she continues to sob uncontrollably.  I can see why:  her eyes are still that of the adult Morgana while her body is that of a helpless infant.  I turn away, feeling queasy again.
 
   Sophie tears off a portion of Morgana’s dress, using this to swaddle the child.  Glenda smiles at the baby Morgana like a new grandmother.  “It’s all right, dear.  In fifteen years we’ll see you again.  This time I hope you stay on the straight and narrow.”
 
   There’s very little discussion afterwards.  Most of my sisters in the coven go back to whatever they were doing.  Aggie is still distraught, burying her head against Mama’s shoulder as if she too had regressed into a child.
 
   I stagger away to the edge of the cavern, sitting down on a rock and looking down at the ground.  Sophie comes over to sit next to me.  “What’s going to happen now?” I ask her.
 
   “Glenda will find a new home for her and keep an eye on her.  She’ll grow up again, recover her powers, and become a witch again.”
 
   “Is she going to remember any of this?”
 
   “Perhaps for a few days.  Eventually her mind will regress with the rest of her and she’ll forget everything.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   Sophie smiles at me, which is almost as chilling as what I just witnessed in the circle.  “That’s what happened to us.”
 
   “Us?  You mean—”
 
   “Yes.  You, me, and Agnes met a similar fate.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet.”  Sophie’s smile fades a little.  “I warned you about Glenda, didn’t I?”
 
   “Are you sure about this?”
 
   “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”  Sophie pats my shoulder.  “Go home and look at that portrait of us.  Really look at it.  Then you’ll understand.”
 
   I vanish back home a few minutes later.  The portrait still hangs in the living room, over the mantle.  I stare at it for what seems like hours.  The more I do, the more I begin to understand what Sophie meant.  There’s Mama with her black hair and brown eyes.  Aggie with her blond hair and blue eyes.  Sophie with her brown hair and blue eyes.  And then there’s me with my red hair and green eyes.  We don’t look anything alike—especially me.  The more closely I look, the more I try to see anything in common between us.  There’s nothing—not even Aggie and Sophie’s eyes are the same shade of blue.
 
   I spin around and nearly lay Sophie out when she taps me on the back.  “Don’t ever do that!” I shout at her.
 
   “You see it now, don’t you?”
 
   I nod to her.  “There’s no resemblance between us at all.”
 
   “Exactly.  And you know what that means, don’t you?”
 
   “Glenda gave us that potion and then had Mama raise us.”  I think of all the times Mama harped on us about being “proper.”  She said it was to teach us discipline, but maybe there was something more sinister involved; maybe she wanted to brainwash us into being good little witches so Glenda wouldn’t have to destroy us again.
 
   I sag onto the couch, burying both hands in my red hair that is nothing like that of my “sisters” or my “mother.”  Sophie sits down next to me and pats my back.  “I’m sorry,” she says.  “I know this is very distressing.”
 
   “No kidding.”  I look up at her, barely holding back tears.  “What do we do now?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   “Leave me to find some evidence.  Once I have it, then we can go to some of the younger witches, those who aren’t as loyal to Glenda.  We can force her to step down.”
 
   “What about Agnes?”
 
   “You can’t say anything to her about it.  You saw how she was blubbering in there.  She’s not as strong as you and I.  Once I have the proof, then we’ll tell her.”
 
   “So what am I supposed to do while you’re getting this proof?”
 
   Sophie only shrugs.  “I’m sure you can think of something.”
 
   It’s later, when I’m unpacking my supplies from that disastrous assignment that I do think of something.  Holding up the pistol and crossbow I used reminds me of the bandits—and Connor.  I remember what he said to me in the tavern.  Now seems like a good time to start a new business.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   It turns out that Connor is right:  when people are desperate, they’ll turn to anyone willing to help them—even a woman.  My first clients are ironically fighting against my homeland, the English, Dutch, Spanish, and Germans all battling the expansionist French king Louis XIV.  I spend a sleepless night in Connor’s old house before I decide that so long as these other countries aren’t trying to invade France then it’s all right.
 
   Connor was also right to say that this business would be a challenge.  Mama never took us even to the market, so I don’t grasp the concept of haggling.  This nearly sinks my first deal with the English, who want to buy some naval cannons to expand their navy.  When they try to negotiate a lower price, I reach into my jacket for my trusty crossbow.  In turn I have three pistols aimed at me.
 
   “Are you mad?” the Englishman making the deal shouts.
 
   “Probably,” I say.  “You can take what I’m offering or look somewhere else.”
 
   They make the deal without any bloodshed on either side.  The Englishman even shakes my hand and says, “You are quite a negotiator, young lady.”
 
   I want to put a crossbow into his shoulder just for calling me “young lady,” but I hold back.  Instead, I try to thank him as politely as Mama would.  I wait until he’s gone to mutter a string of curse words under my breath.
 
   The rest of the transaction goes smoothly.  I hire a team of workmen to load the cannons onto wagons and then transfer them to the docks, where the English take them.  The same Englishman as before gives me a sack of coins.  Now I am an arms dealer.
 
   “Are you going to count it?” he asks.
 
   “Not now.  I trust you.”  I don’t really trust him, but I can always track him down and turn him into a frog if he tries to cheat me.  He doesn’t, so my bookkeeper tells me later.
 
   The bookkeeper came with Connor’s house.  His name is Robert Hessman.  At seventy he’s older than Connor was and looks old enough to be my grandfather.  I call him Uncle Bob since he was close enough to be Connor’s brother and he thinks I’m Connor’s daughter.
 
   This one lie allowed me to take over Connor’s business with surprising ease.  After Connor died, his will stipulated all his assets were to be held in trust with Bob, who would then decide what to do with them.  I arrived on the scene a few days later, hoping to get a look at Connor’s books in order to learn about his business. 
 
   Bob answered the door when I knocked.  “Hello, sir.  My name is—”
 
   “What?”
 
   “My name is—”
 
   “What?”
 
   I lean close to Bob’s left ear and then shout, “My name is Sylvia Joubert!  I’m a friend of Mr. MacCullen.  I was wondering—”
 
   “You’re who?”
 
   “Sylvia Joubert!  I’m—”
 
   He cuts me off, motioning for me to come inside.  I shrug and then follow him into the house.  It’s smaller than Mama’s house in Marseilles, the parlor, library, and dining room much dustier too.  Bob works in the study, which looks as if a blizzard hit from the amount of paper scattered everywhere.  He sits on his stool and then turns back to writing in a ledger.
 
   While he works, he says, “I suppose you heard of your father’s death.  Ghastly business.”
 
   “Father?  No, I’m not—”
 
   He turns around and says, “Did you say something, young lady?”
 
   “I said I’m not—”
 
   “His things are upstairs.  You’re welcome to take anything you fancy.”
 
   I stare at Bob for a moment and then shrug.  I go upstairs to Connor’s bedroom, which is as dusty as the rooms downstairs.  There are no knickknacks or trophies in the room or anywhere else in the house.  There are only his clothes and sundry items, nothing providing any clues about who he was or what he did for a living.  There’s nothing there to help me take up his business.
 
   I come down empty-handed to find Bob still working.  I tap Bob on the shoulder and he turns around on the stool.  “Still here, eh?” he asks.  “Didn’t find anything you like?”
 
   “I was wondering—?”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   With a sigh I snatch a piece of paper from the floor and then grab Bob’s quill.  My written English is worse than my spoken English, so my note comes out, “I want to know his business.”
 
   He misinterprets this to think that I’m his bastard daughter come to ask about the father I didn’t know.  “Your father was a very kind and generous man.  I knew him for forty years.  You’d be hard-pressed to find a better gentleman.”
 
   I nod and then use the quill to underline the last word of my note.  Bob nods, finally seeming to understand.  “Ah, you want to know what he did for a living?”  I nod to him.  “I’m not sure that’s something a young lady needs to know.”
 
   I scribble on the paper, “I am NOT a young lady!”
 
   “No need to get rude, miss.  I’m only trying to be polite.”  It’s a painstaking process not only to get the information from him, but for me to understand it.  I learned basic addition and subtraction, but all of this nonsense about debits and credits is beyond me.
 
   Bob and I talk for hours—much of that time I spend writing notes to make him understand what I want—until nightfall.  At that point, he says, “You might as well stay here for the night.  It’s not safe for a young lady like yourself on the streets at night and I’m too old to provide much in the way of protection.”
 
   I sleep in the guest room upstairs while Bob toddles off to his room down the hall.  I don’t get much sleep that night, wondering if I’m doing the right thing.  Sophie said I shouldn’t tell Aggie or confront Glenda, but I hate lying around, doing nothing.  I’m a specialist in offensive magic; doing nothing isn’t in my job description.  I calm myself by thinking that it’s like tracking that bogeyman in Venice.  I have to be patient and wait for Sophie to flush Glenda out.  Then we’ll get things sorted out.  In the meantime, if I can keep Connor’s business going, to help people defend themselves from tyrants, then that’s what I should do.  At least then I’ll be doing something useful.
 
   A few days later I tell Bob that I want to stay and take up my father’s business.  Despite him repeatedly calling me “young lady” he doesn’t have a problem with this.  “It’ll be good to keep it in the family—so to speak,” he says.
 
   I’m lucky no other illegitimate heirs come forward to claim Connor’s estate.  While I feel a little guilty about claiming to be his daughter, it does make things easier with Bob—and with the courts.  Within a few months then I’ve established my new home in Edinburgh, in Connor’s house.
 
   One afternoon, six months after I’ve moved to Scotland, there’s a knock on the door.  I answer it to find Glenda standing there.  The glare she gives me indicates she’s none too happy.  I worry for a moment that she’s discovered Sophie working to find evidence against her.  Instead, she’s just angry with me.  “I think we should go have a chat,” she says.
 
   We go down the street to a tavern, where we sit in the corner with mugs of ale, like Connor and I in Thurso night before his death.  Glenda drinks her entire mug before she finally gets to the point.  “What is it you think you’re doing here, Sylvia?”
 
   “I’m running my friend’s business.”  I return her glare, adding, “It seems like the least I could do since Morgana killed him.”
 
   “The mortals don’t need anyone else helping them destroy themselves.”
 
   “I’m not.  I’m helping them defend themselves.”
 
   “That’s a very fine distinction.”
 
   “So what are you going to do, take me to the archives and have Agnes give me a potion to make me into a baby?”  I almost add “again” but manage to hold back at the last moment.
 
   “Not yet, but you should know better than to get involved with mortals.  You remember what happened to Henri?”
 
   “That’s why I’m doing this.  I’m trying to keep people like Henri from being killed.”
 
   “By selling guns?”  Glenda shakes her head.  “It doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to make sense to you.  This has nothing to do with the coven.”
 
   She shakes her head again.  “I’m worried about you.  All three of you.”
 
   “Has something happened to Sophie and Agnes?”
 
   Glenda snatches my untouched mug of ale and drinks it down.  “Agnes won’t speak to me.  And Sophie—there’s something going on with her.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Every time I meet with her, I get the feeling that she’s sizing me up.”  Glenda sighs and then waves her hand to summon the bartender for another drink.  “And now you’re cavorting around like this.”
 
   “You should have expected there would be consequences for what you did to Morgana.”
 
   “What would you rather I have done?  Given her a tap on the wrist with my ruler and let her go on her merry way?”
 
   “You could have made her older.  Twelve or nine, maybe.  At least three.”  I hold Glenda’s gaze as I say this, wondering if she’ll pick up on the reference.
 
   She doesn’t.  “I couldn’t take the chance she would remember something.  Then we would be having this problem all over again.”
 
   Glenda looks sadly into her mug of ale, but I’m in no mood for sympathy.  “Look, unless you’re going to take me in or want me to go off and kill some more bogeymen, I need to get back to work.”
 
   “If that’s what you want,” Glenda says.  While she always looks old, this is the first time she’s ever looked so ancient to me before.  As I’m leaving, she says, “Try not to get yourself hurt.”
 
   I’m not sure whether this is a warning or not.
 
   ***
 
   The latest war in Europe keeps me busy for the next year.  I still don’t know how to haggle, preferring the direct approach.  A few thousand pounds—or whatever unit of currency the transaction uses—doesn’t really matter to me; I don’t need the money.  Most of what I make I send back to Uncle Bob to invest how he sees fit.
 
   Glenda doesn’t come to see me again.  The only time I see any of my fellow witches is when I go back to the archives eighteen months after poor Morgana’s “trial.”  The latest archivist is not one of the Devereaux clan.  Instead, she’s a stray, an orphan girl Glenda found in Stockholm named Ingrid.
 
   Telling her the type of spell I’m looking for is as harrowing as trying to talk to Uncle Bob.  In this case it’s not because she’s deaf so much as dumb.  The first time I try to explain it, she just stares at me.  I make sure I’m using a spell to speak in her native tongue.  I describe what I need again and she says, “Spells are over there.”
 
   This leaves me to find the spell on my own.  I have to search the first level for twelve hours.  Ingrid, the dumb cow, continues to stare at me, making no attempt to help.  This was much easier with Clare around.  She had all the spells memorized—and she knew how to put them back properly.  Going through the pigeonholes, I find a half-dozen spells filed in the wrong place.  Why did Glenda bring this idiot down here?
 
   Having no luck on the first floor, I decide to try the vault.  Ingrid finally gets out of her chair to run towards me.  “You shouldn’t go in there.  It’s a bad place,” she says.
 
   “For you it is.  I’ll be fine.”  I push her aside, waiting until the cow has shuffled back to her chair before I open the metal door.
 
   I follow the winding path down into the cavern.  There are more shelves here, only the pigeonholes for these are blocked with crystal caps.  I pause at each one to read the description tag.  As I do, the spells fling themselves at the caps like caged animals.  I remember what Mama told me:  the spells want to be used.  Those in the archives want to be used so badly that they actually try to throw themselves at any witch who happens by.  That’s the reason for the caps on the pigeonholes.
 
   As I near the bottom, I notice there’s a spell missing.  The crystal cap is shattered, pieces of it lying on the floor.  The description is gone as well, so I have no idea which one it is.  I could try asking Ingrid, but I doubt that would do much good.  That’s probably the one I need, I think to myself.
 
   I do find what I need near the bottom of the cavern.  The spell is an enchantment for weapons so they can’t be turned against their owners.  I have to be careful in removing the crystal cap so the spell doesn’t shoot out at me.  I manage to snatch it with one hand as if I’m trying to wrangle a snake.  
 
   With the same amount of care I open the scroll to read the words printed on it.  I don’t say these aloud or else I would activate the spell.  Instead, I read them silently several times, until I have it memorized.  I carefully put the spell back into its pigeonhole and replace the cap.
 
   Upstairs I tell Ingrid that she has a missing spell.  “The old lady took it.”
 
   “Which old lady?”  Ninety percent of the coven look like old ladies.
 
   “I don’t know.  I didn’t get her name.”
 
   “Don’t you have a sign-in sheet?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I shake my head sadly.  “How old are you?” I ask her.
 
   “Fifteen—I think.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “It’s hard to remember anymore.”
 
   I think to myself that if Glenda thought making this girl an archivist was a good idea, then maybe Sophie is wrong about her.  Maybe Glenda is exactly as she appears.  For that matter, maybe she’s weaker than she seems.  That would explain why she has us do all the dirty work for her.
 
   I file this away to think about later and then return to Scotland.  I try the spell out by casting it on a sword.  I try cutting my arm with the sword, but the blade is repelled as if there’s some kind of anti-magnetic charge on my clothes.  I’m fairly certain then that my weapons won’t be able to be used on their owners.
 
   My first batch of these weapons goes to Germany.  The second batch goes to the Netherlands.  The shipload of muskets and I travel from Edinburgh to Amsterdam.  Along the way we pass numerous English and Dutch warships, but no French ones.  It would be ironic if my countrymen sink my ship.  
 
    At a café in Amsterdam I meet the buyers.  I never bring any security with me; as a witch trained in martial arts I don’t need any bodyguards.  Thanks to magic I don’t need a translator either.  I’m able to speak fluent Dutch to the buyers, which takes them by surprise.
 
   “You speak our language very well—for a Frenchwoman.”
 
   “Thank you.”  I take a sip of my tea, always lamenting the need for these formalities.  I would prefer they hand me the money, I hand them the guns, and we part ways.  That’s not the civilized, cultured way to do things.  Instead, we have to chat about the weather, the expected wheat harvest, and French wines.
 
   Only then are we finally able to get down to business.  “Before I take delivery, I would like to inspect the merchandise,” the Dutchman says.
 
   “You don’t trust me?  I’ve already done business with your allies.  You can ask them if I’m trustworthy or not.”
 
   “I assure you, Miss Joubert, it’s only a formality.”
 
   I sigh and then put down my teacup.  “My ship’s in the harbor.”
 
   I insist on walking to the ship.  “It’s such a nice day.  The sun and sea air is intoxicating,” I explain to the Dutchman.  In reality I don’t want to get into his carriage and then have him try to drive me away to some secluded location to try raping and killing me—which would prompt me to have to hurt him very badly.
 
   I know something is up when I approach the ship and see no sign of the captain or crew.  Apparently the Dutchman has decided he’d rather keep the guns and his money.  I try not to show any sign that I’m on to them as I step onto the ship.  “Everything’s down in the hold,” I tell the Dutchman, who’s such a gentleman that he takes my hand to help me aboard.
 
   “Then that is where we will go.”
 
   I lead him into the cargo hold, where I find the captain and crew already tied up.  A half-dozen Dutch soldiers stand guard.  I feign surprise and turn on the Dutchman.  “What is going on here?  Why are these men tied up?”
 
   “We are going to negotiate a new price now.”
 
   “What?  Absolutely not!  You let them go right away or—”
 
   The Dutchman slaps me across the face.  I double over and begin to cry as if he’s really done some damage.  In reality, his puny slap didn’t hurt as much as when Mama used to hit my wrist with her wooden spoon.  The Dutchman shouts, “Quiet, you French whore!”
 
   Those are the last words he ever says.  I turn on him, using my open palm to smash him back against the hold.  Before he can try to recover, I seize him around the shoulders and snap his scrawny neck like a twig.  With my back turned to the Dutch soldiers, I utter a Turn Out the Lights spell to instantly snuff out the candles in the hold.  
 
   From my jacket I produce my nightcrystal lenses.  With these I’m able to see the Dutch, who at the moment are groping around in a vain attempt to relight the candles.  While they’re still trying to find a light, I grab the nearest one and use the same Ashes to Ashes spell as on the bogeyman in Venice.  The man turns to a pile of ashes on the floor and I leap at the next one.
 
   I leave one of the Dutch soldiers alive.  With a snap of my fingers, a candle lights, so he can see my face.  I have the nightcrystal lenses tucked back into my pocket to make sure he can see my eyes.  “Go back to your superiors and tell them that we will complete our deal at the agreed upon price.”
 
   The captain thanks me for rescuing him and the crew and then says in Portuguese, “Why are you selling them the guns?  They are traitorous swine!”
 
   “There are people who still need these weapons.  Get the crates onto the deck.  I want to be out of here as soon as we can.”
 
   I’m in my cabin, lying on the narrow bed and staring up at the ceiling when the captain knocks on my door.  “Miss Joubert, there’s someone here to speak with you.”
 
   “Good.”  I’m thinking the Dutch were pretty quick to send someone over when I open the door and see it isn’t a Dutchman.  It’s Aggie.
 
   She looks older than me for the first time in a hundred seventy years, her face lined and dull hair turning gray.  The grim expression she wears only adds years to her face.  “What’s wrong?” I ask her.
 
   “It’s Mama,” she says.  “She’s sick.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Witches can get sick.  While our powers allow us to live for a long time, we’re not immortal.  We can get the same colds and fevers as mortals.  The difference is that we have potions that allow us to cure these.  The rare times I ever felt sick, I only had to vanish home and get a potion from Aggie and a few minutes later would feel perfectly healthy again.
 
   That’s what makes it so difficult when I go upstairs to find Mama lying in bed, looking almost like a corpse.  She’s aged at least twenty years since the last time I saw her, her hair white and wrinkled skin sagging as if it were made of wax that’s starting to melt.  That skin is also terribly pale and clammy.  Despite that she has two heavy quilts on top of her, she’s still shivering.
 
   I reach beneath the quilts to find Mama’s hand, which is more like a bony claw.  “Mama?” I say, my voice like that of a small child again.  “Can you hear me?”
 
   She turns her head in my direction.  When she opens her eyes, they’re rheumy and unfocused.  “Sylvia?”
 
   “It’s me, Mama.  Agnes said you’re sick.”
 
   “I’m dying,” she whispers.
 
   This bluntness prompts me to start crying.  “Dying?  You can’t—”
 
   “Don’t cry, dear.  You’re too old for that.”
 
   I smile at this and wait for Mama to tell me to sit up straight like a proper lady, but her eyes close.  For a horrible moment I worry that she’s dead, but then I hear breath whistling from between her lips.  She’s gone back to sleep.
 
   Despite what Mama said, Aggie is still crying.  She needs little encouragement to throw herself against me for a hug.  “I don’t know what’s wrong,” she sobs into my shoulder.  “I’ve tried everything, but it doesn’t seem to help.”
 
   “There has to be something.  In the archives—”
 
   “I’ve gone to the archives!  We both have.”
 
   She takes me down to the kitchen, where she’s stationed a cauldron big enough for both of us to bathe in.  At the moment it’s filled with a dark purple liquid that bubbles dangerously.  My nose wrinkles at a smell like an animal that’s died and lain out in the sun for two weeks.  Around this are a variety of weeds, seeds, animal parts, and crystals.  I don’t know what all of these are, but Aggie does.  She grabs a rabbit’s foot and tosses it into the cauldron.  Then with a wooden spoon that looks more like a rowboat oar, she stirs the concoction boiling in the cauldron.
 
   “I’ve tried everything I can think of:  wormsbud, tassleroot, even elfsfoot.  None of it does anything.”
 
   “How long has she been like this?”
 
   “About two weeks.”
 
   “Two weeks?  And you just now told me?” 
 
   Aggie shrugs while she continues to stir the potion.  “Mama didn’t want to bother you.  When she couldn’t get out of bed, we decided to go find you, but that took some time.  You’re not an easy person to find.”
 
   “I’m sure Glenda knew where I was.”
 
   Aggie stops with her stirring to glare at me.  “You’re still angry with her about Morgana?”
 
   “Aren’t you?”
 
   “I was at first, but it had to be done.”
 
   “So you’re taking her side?”
 
   “I don’t want to take anyone’s side.”  She picks up a ladle to dip into the cauldron.  “I just want Mama to get better.”
 
   “What exactly is wrong with her?”
 
   “Her magic is fading.  That’s why she looks so old.”
 
   “Fading?”
 
   “She’s losing it.  She’s becoming mortal.”
 
   “You tried a Restoration potion?”
 
   “Of course.  I’m not stupid.  She’s not responding to any of my potions, not even the Energy Boost one.  It’s the same thing when Sophie tried a spell on her.”  Aggie fills a rust-colored vial with the purple liquid and then caps it.  With a tired sigh she sits on a stool.  “It’s like she’s become resistant to magic.”
 
   “What about mortal medicine?  Have you had a doctor look at her?”
 
   “All they can do is treat the symptoms.”  Aggie’s face puckers with distaste.  “They wanted to put leeches on her.  As though draining her blood was going to make her stronger.”
 
   “So what’s that?”
 
   Aggie looks down at the vial she’s just filled.  She smiles tiredly.  “I call it the Kitchen Sink potion.  It’s a mix of six different potions.  Maybe it will do something.”
 
   “Probably kill her.”
 
   “That’s not funny.”
 
   “It wasn’t supposed to be.”
 
   It’s a good thing I have quick reflexes as I’m able to catch Aggie’s potion when she hurls the vial at me.  “What do you want me to do?  Sit by her bed and do nothing while she dies?  She’s our mother.”
 
   She breaks down into sobs again, resting her head against the counter.  I go over to give her another hug.  From how worn out she looks and how desperate she sounds, it’s clear Aggie has done everything she can to help Mama while I’ve been gone, sitting around on a boat and in a café in Amsterdam, talking about the weather.  “I’m sorry,” I tell her.
 
   We’re still like that when there’s a flash of light.  I look up to see Glenda standing in the kitchen doorway.  “Hello, girls,” she says.  “Any luck so far?”
 
   “Not yet,” Aggie says, straightening up to escape my hug.  “I was about to try another potion.  Did you have any luck in consulting the others?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  Is Sophie in the library?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  I need to speak with her.”  Glenda turns to me and flashes a crooked yellow smile.  “And welcome back, Sylvia.”
 
   ***
 
   The door to the library is locked while Glenda and Sophie talk.  I know better than to try eavesdropping on them.  Instead I follow Aggie up to Mama’s bedroom.  It’s very unlikely that Aggie’s latest potion will do anything; if they didn’t work individually then they probably wouldn’t work combined.
 
   Aggie stops in front of Mama’s door, but doesn’t open it right away.  She turns to me and says softly, “I tried the Inner Child potion on her.”
 
   “The one you used on Morgana?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I had already tried everything else.  I thought even if she was a child, she would at least still be alive.  Isn’t that what matters?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “It was just a last resort.  That’s all.”
 
   I put my hand on her shoulder and nod.  “I understand,” I lie.  Given the choice, I’m not sure I’d rather Mama die than revert back to a baby for us to raise.
 
   Aggie opens the door and we slip into the room.  Mama is still sleeping and still shivering and sweating at the same time.  It’s probably an illusion, but the wrinkles on her face look deeper than last time.  Aggie reads my mind and says, “Sophie says Mama’s aging rapidly.  She thinks about an hour for every one minute of normal time.”
 
   Aggie gives Mama a gentle shake, whispering, “Mama, it’s Agnes and Sylvia.  We’re here to give you some medicine.”
 
   “No medicine,” Mama whispers.
 
   “You have to try it, Mama.  Please?”
 
   Mama nods her head slightly.  She tries to sit up, but she doesn’t have the strength.  I put an arm around her shoulders and help her up.  She can at least open her mouth, allowing Aggie to pour the vial’s contents down her throat.  With another nod she falls asleep again and I arrange her into a sleeping position.
 
   There’s nothing more to do but sit beside the bed and wait for any sign of the potion working.  Aggie and I stare at Mama’s face, searching for anything to give us hope.  Five minutes tick by in silence before something happens:  Mama begins coughing.  At first it’s a mild cough.  Soon it deepens, until her entire body shudders violently.  I help her back into a sitting position and pat her on the back.  She continues coughing, her face turning purple.
 
   I turn to Aggie, who is staring wide-eyed at Mama.  “Get her some water!” I shout.
 
   Aggie reaches for the pitcher beside the bed, pouring a cup of water.  She puts this to Mama’s lips.  Most of the water winds up on the front of Mama’s nightgown, but some of it manages to get into her mouth.  This seems to help her, the coughing becoming less violent and the purple color fading from her face.
 
   She sags against my arms and I set her back down on the mattress.  Once Mama is resting somewhat comfortably again, Aggie bolts for the door.  “Agnes!” I call after her.
 
   I find her in her bedroom, lying on her bed as she used to do as a teenager when Mama scolded her for consorting with mortals.  I sit down beside her, touching her hair.  “It’s not your fault,” I say.  “You did your best.”
 
   “I almost killed her!”
 
   “But you didn’t.  That’s what matters.”
 
   Aggie looks up at me, her eyes still dripping tears.  “I hate this.  I hate myself.”
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   “You and Sophie are so calm and mature and look at me.  I’m in here crying like a little kid.”  She turns away to address the wall.  “I’m the oldest.  I’m supposed to be the responsible one.  I’m supposed to look after you two if something happens to Mama.”
 
   I can’t help but snort at this.  “I think we’re a little old for that.”  I begin smoothing Aggie’s hair out and then start braiding it like when we were kids.  It’s soothing to focus on something so simple as weaving Aggie’s tresses.  My hands are a little out of practice since I’ve only had my hair to work with in the last few years, but it all comes back to me.
 
   This seems to calm Aggie down as well.  Her body goes limp, with only the occasional sniffle.  I tilt my head to one side to see that she’s fallen asleep.  As I continue to work, I think of when I was a toddler, back when we moved into this house.  I was so bored then, with nothing to do, feeling like a helpless baby.  Then Aggie gave me my first big girl job of braiding her hair and I felt so proud.
 
   I finish with the braid and then lean down to kiss Aggie’s cheek.  I whisper into her ear, “You’re a great big sister.”
 
   I hear someone clear her throat and turn to see Sophie in the doorway.  Her voice is perfectly neutral as she says, “I’ve come to say goodbye.”
 
   ***
 
   With Aggie asleep, Sophie and I go into my room to talk.  “You’re leaving?” I ask her.
 
   “Yes.  To America.”
 
   I’ve heard stories of America, most describing it as a vast wilderness populated by wild animals and equally wild tribes of natives.  It’s not the kind of place I would imagine Sophie ever wanting to visit.  “Why are you going there?”
 
   “Glenda asked me to.”
 
   “So you and Glenda have patched things up?”
 
   “Not at all.”  Sophie lowers her voice and says, “I’m getting close.  That’s why she wants me to go.  She says it’s to look for a cure for Mother, but really she wants me out of the way.”
 
   “Then why don’t you have someone else go?  I could go there—”
 
   “No.”  Sophie’s voice drops even further, so I have to lean close in order to hear her.  “I’ve been studying some ancient texts.  I think what Morgana wanted to find is there.”
 
   “The birthplace of magic?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So you were working with her?”
 
   “No.  I showed her some of my notes and she misinterpreted them.  She should have waited until I finished my research, but she was impatient—like someone else I know.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Sophie straightens and raises her voice.  “Glenda is enchanting a broom for me to fly over to the Massachusetts colony.  That’s where I’ll start my search.”
 
   “How long is it going to take?”
 
   “Months, I’m afraid.”
 
   I think of Mama in the next room, her body aging rapidly as her magic fades away.  Is she going to have months before she’s nothing more than a corpse?  “Isn’t there some other way to help her?”
 
   “There is something radical we could try.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “If we could make a charm against Glenda, we could assassinate her.  That might release Mother from the spell.”
 
   “What spell?”
 
   “It’s called a Magic Shell spell.  It creates a barrier around someone to resist magic.  When you cast it on another witch, it causes her power to fade.”
 
   I think of my trip to the archives and the broken pigeonhole cover down in the vault, the spell and its description missing.  “That’s what she took.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “That idiot Ingrid said someone took a spell from the vault.  She didn’t get a name.  She just said it was an old lady.”
 
   “That could be anyone.”
 
   “But you think it’s Glenda.”
 
   “Who else would it be?”
 
   “But she and Mama have been friends for centuries.”
 
   “That’s what she says.”  Sophie leans closer again.  “Think about it, she gets Mother sick and look what happens:  I have to stop my research, you have to stop selling weapons to the mortals, and poor Agnes falls all to pieces.  With this one spell she’s single-handedly taken four of her rivals out of the game, without having to kill anyone.”
 
   “At least until Mama dies.”
 
   “If she dies.”  Sophie pats my hand.  “If I find what I’m looking for, it could give us the power we need to get rid of Glenda and her spell.  We can free Mother and restore her powers.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s what you want?”
 
   “Of course it is.  I love Mother as much as you and Agnes do.”
 
   “Even though she might not be our real mother?”
 
   Sophie shrugs at this.  “Family isn’t about shared blood.  You and I might not really be sisters, but we’ve been through so much together that we’re closer than many biological siblings, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Probably.”  I sigh and then turn to the window.  “What am I supposed to do while you’re gone?”
 
   “Do what you can to take care of Mother—and Agnes.”
 
   “What about Glenda?”
 
   “Unless you can make a charm, then don’t confront her openly.  She’s too powerful for any of us—especially alone.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   Glenda waits for us down in the living room.  She carries an old broom that looks as if it dates from when we first moved into the house.  “It’s all set to go,” she says, handing the broom to Sophie.
 
   Aggie has waked up in time to say goodbye.  She hugs Sophie, a fresh batch of tears coming to her face.  “Be careful, dear,” she says.  “America is a very dangerous place.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I feel guilty that it’s not me going instead of Sophie.  As a specialist in offensive magic, it would be less dangerous for me than for Sophie.  But finding a cure requires Sophie’s analytical skills, or so Glenda says.  I keep one eye on the head of the coven as I hug Sophie goodbye.  The elder witch gives nothing away, remaining stone-faced as I say, “Hurry up and find what you’re looking for.  Agnes and I will do what we can on our end.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Sophie says.  We follow her out to the front steps, where she tosses the broom into the air.  It doesn’t come down; instead it hovers in the air, waiting for her to climb on board.  This Sophie does daintily, carefully lifting her skirt before she mounts the broom.  
 
   Then she pulls back on the handle of the broom and it begins to rise into the air.  I watch it—and Sophie—grow smaller in the night sky.  Silhouetted against the moon, she turns and waves goodbye to us.
 
   And then she’s gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   It takes only a couple of days for Aggie and I to settle on a division of labor.  She oversees the running of the house and I take over running the rest of the estate.  As for Mama, we take turns watching her slowly decay before our eyes.
 
   There’s little we can actually do for Mama at this point.  Most of my time I spend sitting beside her bed, reading to her from one of Sophie’s books.  I start with the Argonautica, the book Sophie gave to me for my thirteenth birthday.  I feel just as powerless as back then as I read the story to Mama while she continues to sleep, shiver, and sweat.
 
   Aggie spends her time with Mama by sewing.  One day before I go in for my shift, I pause at the door to watch as Aggie works on a black dress of Mama’s—no doubt altering it for the funeral.  Aggie doesn’t have to even look at her hands as she works; they’re experienced enough to know what to do already.
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you,” Aggie says as she works.  “Everyone says it’s not my fault, that there’s nothing I could do, but there has to be something.”  She stops in her work, shaking her head.  “I’m no good to anyone.  I can’t help you.  Sophie and Sylvia don’t need me.  Glenda and the others don’t need me either, not really.”
 
   I take a step back, pressing myself against the wall when Aggie stands up and hurls the dress to the floor.  “What good am I?  Can’t you tell me that much?  All I can do is sew and make potions.  What use is any of that?”
 
   “Agnes?” Mama’s voice comes out in a hiss.
 
   “Mama?”
 
   I peek through the doorway to watch Aggie bend down.  Mama whispers something into her ear that I can’t hear.  When she’s finished, Mama sags back onto the mattress.  My heart stops for a moment as I wait to see if this is it, if she’s dead now.  But she must not be, as Aggie picks up the dress from the floor and continues sewing.
 
   I finally knock on the door frame, Aggie’s head snapping towards me in surprise.  “Oh, hello,” she says.  “Is it time already?”
 
   “Close enough,” I say.
 
   “I suppose I’ll take this down to the living room then.”  She tucks the dress under her arm and then bends down to kiss Mama on the forehead like a child.
 
   Once Aggie is gone, I pick up my book and turn to where I left off.  As I read, I wait for Mama to wake up and impart some hidden wisdom to me, but she doesn’t.  She remains asleep the entire time.  Maybe she doesn’t have anything she needs to say to me.
 
   My shift with Mama lasts until dinner.  Aggie and I eat in silence, having nothing to say to each other.  We’re both worried about Mama and about Sophie, who’s roaming the wilds of America in search of a cure.  At least that’s what Sophie wants Aggie and the others to think; I know what she really hopes to find there.  Whether that will help or not, I don’t know.
 
   In the evenings I go walking in the forest, on the paths Henri and I used to share.  To expend some energy—and to help stay in shape—I bring a scythe with me to help knock down some of the brush that has grown up over the trails.  I work slowly, clearing a bit at a time.  Within a few weeks, the paths look almost as they did when Henri and I were young.
 
   My mornings I spend roaming the rest of the estate.  The latest head of the Devereaux clan is named William.  He and his wife have seven children who do the bulk of the work on the estate, except during harvest time when more workers are brought in.  William has learned enough from his father—and countless generations of the family before him—that he knows far more about how to manage the vineyard than I do.  I leave most of the decisions up to him, preferring to watch he and his sons work.
 
   I take a shine to his youngest son, David.  For one thing, David’s hair is nearly the same shade of red as mine.  For another, he’s about the same age as Henri when I first met him in the stables.  David also works in the stables and has Henri’s energy.  I get up at dawn, but already David is out there, feeding and grooming the horses.
 
   The first time we meet, he hardly looks up from his brushing as he says, “You’re one of the ladies, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.  My name is Sylvia Joubert.  What’s yours?”
 
   “David Devereaux.”
 
   “That’s a nice name.”  I’ve never spent much time around children in my work as a monster hunter and arms merchant.  I never much liked children; they were usually a nuisance, getting in the line of fire.  But David’s similarities to Henri make me instantly like him.  “Do you want any help?”
 
   “I don’t need any help.  Especially not from a girl.”
 
   If a man had said that I’d have kicked him in the crotch to show him just what a girl could do.  With David I only smile.  “No, I guess not.  Can I help you anyway?”
 
   He shrugs and then points to a second brush lying on a shelf.  “If you want.”
 
   I take a few practice brushes, remembering what Henri taught me so long ago.  David grudgingly says, “You’re pretty good—for a girl.”
 
   “Thank you.”  He lets me help him with the others.  We clean out the stalls, where I let out a scream at seeing a mouse like when I was seven.
 
   David laughs at this, making no attempt to disguise his amusement.  “It’s just a tiny little mouse,” he says.  “Nothing to be scared of.”
 
   “I’m not scared.  He just startled me,” I say with a seven-year-old’s whine.
 
   After we’ve finished, I take a gray mare out of the stables and strap a saddle on it.  Mama would say that it’s not proper for a lady to ride a horse, but taking the horse around the estate is a lot faster than walking.  David stares at me as I work, his eyes filled with longing.  “Have you ever ridden a horse before?” I ask him.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Hop up.”
 
   “I don’t think I should.  Papa will be mad.”
 
   “I doubt that.  You’ve done your chores, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “Then there shouldn’t be a problem.  Unless you’re scared of a tiny little horse.”
 
   “I’m not scared!” he shouts.  He takes my hand, letting me pull him up onto the horse, where he sits in front of me.
 
   “It’s not so bad, is it?”
 
   “What do we do now?”
 
   I take the reins, pressing these into his hands.  “Give those a nice firm shake.  That will tell the horse to get moving.”
 
   David is a quick learner.  It doesn’t take long before he has the horse moving at a gallop across the meadow, towards the vineyards.  I see the tree where Henri and I talked—and kissed—and remember him saying that he loved me.  That was nearly two hundred years ago and yet the pain remains as sharp as it was back then.
 
   “Are you hurt?” David asks.
 
   “What?  No.  I’m fine.”
 
   “You’re crying.”
 
   “I just got some dust in my eye.”  I wipe at my eyes and then force a smile to my face.  “All better now.”
 
   After a week, David is a better rider than I am.  He seems to have naturally good balance and quick instincts that let him anticipate what the horse is going to do before it does it.  He impresses me by jumping the horse over a fallen log as smoothly as if the log weren’t there.  “You’re a natural at this,” I tell him.
 
   He nods, but his face turns glum.  I know what he’s thinking:  as a poor farm boy, he can’t afford a horse of his own, at least not a thoroughbred like this.  Probably the only horse he’ll ever own will be a broken down nag to plow a field.
 
   When we get back to the stable, I help him down and then we begin brushing the mare down.  As we work, I ask, “Does this horse have a name?”
 
   “No.  The missus doesn’t bother giving them names.”
 
   “Well, I think every horse needs a good name, don’t you?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   I run one hand along the horse’s nose and stare into its eyes.  “What would be a good name for you?  Let’s see:  Matilda?”
 
   “Matilda?”
 
   “What’s wrong with that?”
 
   “It’s stupid.”
 
   “Then you think of a better one.”
 
   He stares at the horse for a moment and then says confidently, “Smokey.”
 
   “Why that?”
 
   “Because she’s gray—like smoke.”  The way he says this indicates that it should be obvious to me.
 
   “Smokey it is then,” I say and pat the horse on the nose.  “Why don’t you put her away now?”
 
   David nods, leading the horse into the stall.  Smokey follows obediently, putting up no fuss as she trots into the stall.  I reach into a pocket to produce a few sugar cubes I took from the kitchen before I left.  I hand these to David to feed the horse.  Smokey snaps these up, going so far as to lick David’s hand clean.
 
   “I think she likes you,” I say.
 
   “She likes sugar.”
 
   “No, I think she really does like you.  She’s not this nice for me.”
 
   “That’s because girls aren’t supposed to ride horses.”
 
   I ignore this sexist comment and put an arm around his shoulder.  “I think Smokey would like to spend a lot more time with you.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “In fact, I think she would really like it if you were her owner from now on.”
 
   “Me?  But I can’t—”
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s a gift.”
 
   David looks down glumly at the ground.  “Papa won’t let me keep her.”
 
   “We don’t have to tell him.  It can be our secret.  You can keep her here and ride her whenever you want—so long as your chores are finished.  Deal?”
 
   “Deal.”  We shake hands and then he goes back home to his family while I have to go back to the house to look after my dying mother.  As I read to Mama, I can’t help but wish Henri and I could have gotten married and had children like David.  
 
   But those days are long gone; I continue reading while Mama sleeps.
 
   ***
 
   If not for those mornings with David and evenings in the woods, I would have gone insane.  I nearly do go mad when a blizzard snows us in that January.  For a full week Aggie and I are alone with Mama.  If we wanted we could use our magic to clear a path for the servants, but that would be too obvious.  Instead, we fend for ourselves.
 
   What bothers me more than having to do all of the household chores is to be stuck inside the house.  I vanish myself to Edinburgh after the first day so I can go outside and get some air.  This also gives me a chance to check in with Uncle Bob.  From what he tells me—after I write him a note—the deal with the Dutch went smoothly the second time around.  Without any prompting, they gave us an extra ten percent.  As for the dead bodies, they weren’t going to make any noise about that.
 
   I return to the house the next morning to find my sister replaced by a withered crone.  Aggie’s hair has turned silver, the lines on her face have deepened, and her midsection has thickened.  She even walks with a stoop as she crosses the living room to place a withered hand on my shoulder.
 
   “Not you too,” I say, fearing that Glenda has cast the same spell on Aggie.
 
   “No, dear.  It’s nothing like that.”  Her voice sounds uncannily like Mama’s now—at least like Mama’s before this illness.
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   “Mother said I should act my age.  If I want to feel mature then I have to look mature.”
 
   “Couldn’t you have made yourself a little younger than this?”
 
   “Of course I could.  What’s wrong with this?”  She gives my shoulder a squeeze, her hand still as strong as ever.  “I know it’s an adjustment, dear—”
 
   “Don’t say that!”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It just feels right.”
 
   I pull away from her hand.  “Are you trying to replace her?  Is that what you’re trying to do?”
 
   Aggie looks down at the floor and shrugs.  “To some extent, yes.  If Mother dies, someone will have to take care of the estate.  I can’t do that looking like some flighty girl.”
 
   “Mama isn’t going to die.  Not yet.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   I stomp away from her, up to Mama’s bedroom.  She’s looking even worse than when I left.  For the last month she’s been losing weight she can’t afford to lose.  Her bones are visible now against her skin.  Before long, will they start to turn to dust?  
 
   She stirs as I sit down beside her.  “Thylvia?” she asks.  Her teeth have fallen out and her eyes have completely failed.  
 
   I reach over to brush thin strands of white hair away from her face as I lean close to her, her hearing about the same as Uncle Bob’s now.  “It’s me, Mama.  I’m here.”
 
   “Your thithters?”
 
   “Agnes is downstairs.  Sophie is running an errand.”
 
   “Tho beautiful,” she whispers, touching my cheek.  “But tho afraid.”
 
   “Mama?”
 
   “Don’t be thcared, dear.  I’m going to a better place.”
 
   This is the first time Mama has mentioned any such place to me; as witches we didn’t believe in Heaven or nirvana or any of that nonsense.  I assumed that meant when we died we rotted in the ground like everyone else.  I figure Mama is getting senile now, her mind finally going out on her.  “That’s right,” I say.  “You’re going to Heaven.”
 
   “No, not Heaven.”
 
   “Then where?”
 
   “The afterlife.”
 
   “What’s it like?”
 
   “Tho bright.  Tho beautiful.”  
 
   The way she stares up at the ceiling, I worry she’s seeing that light right now, that she’s about to die.  “Don’t go, Mama.  We still need you.”
 
   “No.  You’re too old to need me.  You’re women now.”
 
   “Mama, please, don’t talk like that.  We’ll always need you.”
 
   “You never needed me.”
 
   I think of Mama hugging me when it came time to become a novice and her saying how proud she was of me.  “That’s not true.  I couldn’t have become a witch without you,” I tell her, but she’s fallen asleep again.
 
   Aggie and I put aside our differences over her transformation.  We continue taking turns watching Mama throughout the week after the blizzard, but neither of us strays very far, not wanting to miss the moment when Mama finally passes on.
 
   As the end nears, she begins mumbling in her sleep.  The topic of this varies; sometimes she’s complaining at the gardener for pruning the roses too much and others she’s talking to Glenda.  I’m alone in the room when Mama says, “We can’t let them know.  They’ve thuffered too much already.  The poor dearth.”
 
   “Who?”  She doesn’t answer me right away so I repeat the question.
 
   Mama turns to me, her rheumy eyes looking right at me.  “Agneth, Thophie, and Thylvia.  They can’t know about before.”
 
   I realize that in her delusions, Mama thinks I’m Glenda—and that Sophie was right.  “It’s all right.  You can trust me.  I won’t tell them.”
 
   “I hate doing thith to them.  They detherve better.”
 
   “Yes, they do.”
 
   “But it’th what they wanted.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?  Maybe we made a mistake.”
 
   “No.  They’re tired.  Like we are.  It’th too hard for them.”
 
   “It certainly is.”
 
   Mama shakes her head sadly.  “Poor Thylvia.”  I startle at this, thinking Mama realizes that I’m here.  Then she says, “I with we didn’t have to make her tho young.  But the ith tho thtubborn.  Tho thtrong.”
 
   “She’s not that strong.”
 
   Mama laughs, the sound like that of old parchment rustling.  “The tho headthtrong even ath a baby.  Alwayth wanth it her own way.”
 
   I smile slightly at this and wipe tears from my eyes.  “Yes, I guess she does.”
 
   “But thuch a good heart.  Her and Agneth.”
 
   “Don’t forget about Sophie.”
 
   Mama’s expression turns sour.  “Rotten to the core, that one.  Alwayth tho thpoiled and pampered.  We thouldn’t try to thave her.”
 
   “She’s not that bad.”
 
   “You wait and thee.  The ith trouble.”  These are Mama’s last words before she falls asleep again.  I let her hand drop to the mattress and then hurry out of the room.  
 
   I almost plow into Aggie on my way out.  “What’s wrong?  Has she passed?”
 
   “No.  We were just talking.”
 
   Aggie tries to put a hand on my shoulder, but I shake it away.  I go to my bedroom and collapse on the mattress.  It’s all a lie, just like Sophie said.  Our entire “family” is a lie.  Aggie, Sophie, and I aren’t really sisters, at least not by blood.  But Sophie was wrong about Glenda.  She hadn’t done this to punish us.  We were just three old witches who instead of dying or even retiring submitted to becoming children again and given a new life, here, with our “mother.”
 
   I don’t tell Aggie anything about this.  She has enough to deal with at the moment.  She’s trying so hard to seem like a wise, mature adult.  I still hear her crying to herself in her room.  I know better than to try to comfort her.
 
   The snow is cleared away after a week and the Devereauxes get back to work.  I go out to the stable to find David pressed into a corner, crying.  I don’t need to ask why, as I can see the answer for myself:  Smokey is dead.  Not just her, but all of our horses have died, frozen and starved from a week of being trapped in here.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say to David.  The horses are too far gone for me or Aggie to revive even with all of our magic.  We should have thought of the animals and come out here to take care of them, but we were too busy caring for Mother—and wallowing in self-pity.
 
   “It’s not fair,” he says.
 
   “No, it’s not.”  I kneel down beside him.  “We’ll get some new horses in the spring.”
 
   “But she was my horse.  I let her die.”
 
   “There was nothing you could do.”  Nothing a little mortal boy like David could have done, but plenty a witch like me could have done, if I hadn’t been so selfish to think only of myself for the past week.  I put my hand on his shoulder, glad he doesn’t try to shake it away.  “I promise when we go to the farm to buy new ones, I’ll let you pick out any horse you want.”
 
   “I don’t want another horse.  I want Smokey.”
 
   “I know, but she’s gone.”  I think of what Mama said and add, “She’s going to the afterlife.  It’s a bright, beautiful place where she’ll be really happy.”
 
   David shakes his head.  “Father Romeau said that horses don’t go to Heaven.”
 
   “Don’t believe everything he tells you.”
 
   David considers this and then looks over my shoulder, at Smokey’s stall.  “You really think she’s in Heaven?”
 
   “I know she is.”
 
   The ground is too hard for a burial, so we have to clear a spot of ground and burn the corpses of the horses and other animals.  This would be much easier for me, but I can’t use my magic in front of David, his father, or his brothers.  So we do it the old-fashioned way, piling up as much spare dry wood as we can find to make the fire hot enough.  David cries into my apron while Smokey burns.  I pat his head, unable to think of anything to say.
 
   I’m equally speechless when Mama finally dies.  This happens in the spring, as the snow is melting away to reveal the grass outside.  There’s still no word from Sophie in America, no cure in sight for Mama.  Aggie and I continue our vigil, every day Aggie growing more accustomed to her new old body.
 
   I’m alone when Mama opens her eyes and turns to me again.  Her eyes are the clearest they’ve been since I came home.  She reaches out to touch my hair.  “Tho beautiful,” she says.  “But tho afraid.”
 
   “Mama—”
 
   “Whatever happenth to me, remember that you and Agneth are thitherth.  Love each other like it.”
 
   “I will, Mama.  I promise.”
 
   Aggie appears at my side, probably having another of her feelings.  Mama smiles slightly as she touches Aggie’s wrinkled cheek.  “Tho grown up now.”
 
   “Mama—”
 
   “Don’t cry, dear.  A proper lady doethn’t cry in front of people.”
 
   Those are appropriately enough Mama’s last words to us.  Her hand slips away from Aggie’s cheek as she sags onto the mattress.  Her eyes close and then her body goes still.  Aggie and I watch her for a moment, but this time she isn’t sleeping.
 
   Our mother is dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   Despite that Aggie and I are about two centuries old, we’ve never gone to a funeral before.  I wanted to go to Henri’s funeral, but it was held at the nearby cathedral, a terrible irony given that Henri had died fighting forces loyal to the pope.  It wasn’t until I became a junior witch that I managed to visit his grave behind the cathedral.  Staring at the simple gravestone and plot of grass, I didn’t feel the same closeness to Henri as in the forest or the pasture, so I had not ever gone back.
 
   Since Mama wasn’t Catholic, she won’t be buried at the cathedral.  Instead, Aggie and I decide to bury her near the tree where she once talked to me about becoming a woman.  There won’t be much to bury, as I used an Ashes to Ashes spell to cremate Mama’s body so no one can make any charms from what remained of her hair and bones.
 
   Aggie clutches the urn to her chest in the living room.  As part of her vow to become more mature, she hasn’t cried in front of me since Mama died.  She still cries in her bedroom, when she thinks I can’t hear her.
 
   As with Morgana’s trial, the other witches of the coven trickle in as the news is relayed to them.  They vanish to the front gates so they won’t startle us inside the house.  Hisae is one of the first to arrive.  She bends down to take my hand and look into my eyes.  “Your mother was a great woman—and a great witch.”
 
   “Yes, she was.”
 
   “You must carry on her spirit now.”
 
   I only nod to this, not wanting to argue with her.  I won’t be the one who carries on Mama’s spirit; that will be for Aggie to do.  Not only do I look nothing like Mama, I’ve never acted like her either.  Aggie has far more potential to be a “proper lady” like Mama than I ever will.  I’m just the black sheep of our informal family.
 
   The others come in and squeeze our hands and say nice things about Mama.  Everyone agrees with Hisae’s assessment that Mama was a great woman and a great witch.  A few go on to say what a shame it is that she’s passed on while others try to console us by saying she’s gone to a better place now.  I remember what Mama said about the afterlife and nod to these people.
 
   Of the forty-six other witches in the coven at that moment, only one doesn’t show up, the one who should be here most of all:  Sophie.  I know she’s not coming when Glenda enters the living room, her face looking glum.  “Haven’t you found her yet?” Aggie asks.
 
   “I’m afraid not, girls.  Regina and Tabitha have looked all over for her on their brooms.  They haven’t found her yet.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s understandable,” I say.  “There’s a lot of ground to cover.”  My anger at Glenda has cooled since I heard what Mama said about my “sisters” and I, so I don’t feel the urge to punch her when she gives us this bad news.  I only wish that Sophie could be here so I could tell her what Mama said; that might cool her anger with Glenda as well.
 
   We wait three days for Regina and Tabitha to find Sophie.  They show up at the house empty-handed.  Tabitha limps over to me, her leg still not properly healed from the wound she suffered thanks to the Black Dragoon’s claws.  “We looked all over, but there’s so no sign of her.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “You tried your best,” I tell her.
 
   “I think we should go ahead now,” Aggie says.  “She’ll understand.”
 
   We form an impromptu parade to the burial sight.  David’s father has already dug out a hole large enough for the urn to go in.  The Devereaux family isn’t allowed at this gathering; Aggie and I will have a second memorial with them after the coven has gone.
 
   There isn’t a formal service.  Instead, a few of the witches relate some of their memories of Mama.  There are no humorous anecdotes because Mama never was funny or lighthearted.  Instead, the stories invariably tell of Mama’s kindness and generosity in helping her sisters of the coven with their spells, potions, or charms.  It becomes clear why Mama was chosen to raise Aggie, Sophie, and I:  she was practically a mother to everyone else in the coven already, always helping to nurture even the other senior witches like Hisae, Regina, and Tabitha.  
 
   Glenda is the last to speak besides Aggie and I.  The ancient witch clears her throat and then says, “Annabelle was the wisest, most giving woman I ever knew.  Especially in my early days as head of the coven, I could always rely on her fairness, honesty, and gentle spirit to guide me.  She was my oldest and dearest friend and I will miss her terribly in the days to come.”  For the first time, I see Glenda cry, her face looking even older, almost like Mama’s in her final moments.  She turns to Aggie and I, putting a hand on our shoulders.  “If there’s any comfort in this tragedy, it’s that Annabelle has raised these wonderful girls to carry on in her stead.”
 
   As the youngest, I speak first.  I tell them of when I was sixteen and Mama told me that my apprenticeship was over and how proud she was of me.  “I only hope that I can continue to make her proud in the future,” I say and then choke up.
 
   Glenda takes me into her arms, patting my back the way Mama used to do when I was upset.  “I know you will, dear,” she whispers into my ear.
 
   Aggie still holds the urn with Mama’s ashes in them.  She looks up from these to the assembled witches.  “I’m sure Mama would be very honored that you have all come here today and said such kind things about her.  I lived with her for over two hundred years, but there’s so much I didn’t know about her.  Still, I always knew what kind of person she was.  No matter what happened to my sisters or I, she was always here for us, to take care of us.”  Despite her best attempts to remain calm, Aggie begins to cry.  “We’re lost without her!” she wails and then drops to her knees on the ground.
 
   I break away from Glenda to kneel down beside Aggie.  I comfort her in the same way Glenda was trying to comfort me, by embracing her and patting her back.  “It’s all right,” I whisper into her ear.  “We’ll find a way.”
 
   We kneel on the ground for a couple of minutes, until Aggie has recovered enough to pull back from me.  Her face is red more with embarrassment at breaking down in front of the rest of the coven like this.  She takes out a handkerchief to dab at her eyes, a mask of calm settling over her face.  With a nod, she signals that it’s time to put Mama to rest.
 
   Aggie takes one handle of the urn and I take the other.  Together we lower her into the hole Mr. Devereaux has dug.  The urn fits tightly against the sides of the hole, but it reaches all the way to the bottom.  Aggie and I don’t bother with a shovel, using our hands to push the loose dirt back over the hole, until the urn is gone.
 
   ***
 
   Two weeks later, in part to cheer up David but mostly because we need them, Mr. Devereaux, David, and I go to a horse farm for some new animals.  I know something about horses, but I let Mr. Devereaux take the lead.  He has more experience in such matters and knows more of what he needs for around the farm.
 
   David is quickly drawn to a white pony grazing in the pasture.  He leans against the fence, watching the animal graze while his father and I inspect the rest of the breeder’s stock.  As Mr. Devereaux inspects the horses, I think again of my examination by the coven, when Mama took me to the archives to become a novice.  At the memory of this I want to back away, but I force myself to stay put.  Handling matters like this is going to be part of my life for the foreseeable future now that Mama is gone.
 
   We buy four workhorses and two for the carriage.  For the price of these, I could equip a regiment with muskets.  Mr. Devereaux thinks it’s a good price, so I have to trust that he doesn’t just want to waste my family’s money.  Mr. Devereaux goes to our borrowed carriage to retrieve the money.  As he does, I turn to see David still watching the white horse.
 
   “How much for that pony?” I ask the owner.  The price he quotes me is as much as the workhorses put together.  I wish I had my crossbow so I could “haggle” with him.
 
   “It’s a thoroughbred,” he says and then begins relating the horse’s impressive lineage.
 
   Mr. Devereaux interrupts this, setting the trunk of money down on the ground.  He turns to his son, shouting, “Stop daydreaming, boy, and get those nags ready to leave.”
 
   David turns away, hanging his head as he trudges over to our carriage to get the horses turned around.  I again wish I had my crossbow, or that I could just kick Mr. Devereaux in the crotch for ruining David’s dreams.  But then, why shouldn’t he?  The Devereaux family have been peasants serving my family for two hundred years.  Why should he have any hope?
 
   “I’ll take the white horse too,” I say.
 
   “Excuse me, mademoiselle—”
 
   I cut Mr. Devereaux off with a glare.  “I’m buying that horse and your son can ride it as much as he wants so long as his chores are done.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Good.  Get the animals ready to go while Mr. de Gaulle and I complete the transaction.”
 
   Mr. Devereaux looks like a bigger version of his son as he trudges off to take possession of our new horses.  I know it stings his pride to be ordered around by a woman—especially in front of another man—but he’s wrong.  David needs some hope and I’m going to give it to him.
 
   I buy a saddle for the pony so David can ride the horse back home.  The look of joy on his face is enough of a payment for me.  I insist on riding one of the workhorses, not caring about the looks the former owner or Mr. Devereaux give me.  I want to tell them that these are my fucking animals and I’ll do as I please, but instead I decide to maintain an icy, lordly silence.
 
   “How do you like her?” I ask David as I trot along beside him.
 
   “It’s a he.”
 
   “Oh, right.  How do you like him?”
 
   “He’s a great horse.”
 
   “Better than Smokey?”
 
   David winces a little as he thinks about this, perhaps realizing for the first time that he’s betraying the memory of his old horse.  He ducks the question by shrugging and saying, “I don’t know.”
 
   “He’s a thoroughbred,” I tell David and then repeat the horse’s noble lineage.  This impresses him far more than it impressed me.
 
   David stroke’s the pony’s mane.  “Am I going to get in trouble with Papa?”
 
   “No, of course not.  I’ve already arranged things with him.  You can ride the horse as much as you want—so long as you finish your chores.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Would I lie to you?”
 
   The joy returns to his face as he realizes that I’m serious.  If it were possible he would hug me, but since he can’t, he settles for saying, “Thank you, ma’am.”
 
   We have to stop halfway home to give the horses a break.  While David watches the animals, Mr. Devereaux takes me aside.  “I’m sorry for speaking out of turn earlier, ma’am.  It won’t happen again.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I know you just wanted to protect David from disappointment.”
 
   “That’s true, ma’am.”  Mr. Devereaux shakes his head.  “It’s a fine animal.  I just worry that the boy will get used to things we can’t provide.”
 
   “I understand.”  I ask Mr. Devereaux what Mama—and now Aggie—have been paying his family for their labor.  The paltry sum per month wouldn’t even buy a half-dozen muskets.  “When we get back I’ll talk to Agnes.  I think it’s time your family got a raise.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that, ma’am.”
 
   “I want to do it.  Your family has been loyal to my family for generations.”  I watch David with the animals for a moment, thinking back to Henri’s dreams of making his fortune at sea.  When those hadn’t worked out he had gone to another estate so he could own a bit of land for himself and in turn been conscripted into the army.  If Mama had paid his family better, maybe none of that would have happened.  Maybe Henri and I could have been together.
 
   I sigh and then turn back to Mr. Devereaux.  “I want the boy to go to school, too.  All of your young ones too.”
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am, but that’s really too much.”
 
   “No it’s not.  It’s not nearly enough.”  I say this harshly enough that Mr. Devereaux says nothing else, merely nodding to me.
 
   Our little caravan arrives home at sunset.  Once the horses are in the stable, David finally gives me that hug he wanted to give me earlier.  “Thank you,” he says again.
 
   “You just take really good care of him.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   I tousle his hair and then leave him to feed, water, and brush our new livestock.  Before returning to the house I stop at Mama’s grave.  The grass has sprung up thanks to a potion Aggie brewed so it’s hard to tell where exactly the urn is anymore.  I put a hand on the tombstone.  “Everything’s going to be fine, Mama.”
 
   I regret those words once I get inside the house.  The moment I open the door, Aggie wraps me in a hug.  She cries on my shoulder in a way she hasn’t since the funeral.  “Agnes, what’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s Sophie,” she says between sobs.
 
   “What about her?”
 
   “She’s dead.”
 
   ***
 
   Of the almost two-dozen to die in the Salem Witch Trials, only one actual witch was killed:  our sister Sophie.  From what Glenda tells us in the living room, Sophie was in Salem Town to get supplies for a journey into the interior.  Somehow she was captured, tried, and burned at the stake.
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense,” I say.  “Why didn’t she just vanish herself out of there?  Or why didn’t she use a spell to put out the fires or turn the judges into toads?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Glenda says.  
 
   I leap to my feet before Aggie can put a hand on my shoulder.  “And what about you?  Where were you?  Or the rest of the coven?”
 
   “We didn’t know.  Not until Tabitha went there in disguise.”
 
   “You didn’t know?”  I snort at this.  “I doubt that.  I’ll tell you what happened:  you gave the villagers one of your little charms, like the one you gave me for Morgana.  Then you let them kill her so we’d all think it was just an accident.”
 
   “I would never kill another witch,” Glenda says.
 
   “Like you didn’t kill Mama?”
 
   “Sylvia!”  This comes from Aggie, who gets to her feet.  She tries to grab my shoulder, but I shake her hand away.  “You were at the funeral.  You know Glenda loved Mother.”
 
   “That’s what she said.”  I stand close enough to Glenda to smell ale on her breath.  “Why don’t you tell Agnes about the missing spell in the archives.  Tell her about that idiot Ingrid you stationed down there to watch the place.”
 
   “Why would I kill your mother?  She was my friend.”
 
   “Because you knew what Sophie was doing.  You knew she was going to complete what Morgana started.  And you knew once she did, that she’d threaten to take your precious coven away from you.  So you got Mama sick to distract Sophie.  Then you sent her to America, where you could arrange that ‘accident.’”
 
   “That’s nonsense,” Aggie says.  “Glenda would never do that.  She’s not a monster.”
 
   I turn to Aggie, barely resisting the urge to grab her by the front of her dress.  “You saw what she did to Morgana.”
 
   “Morgana was a traitor.”
 
   “Wake up, Agnes!  This woman is a liar!”  I’m about to tell Aggie everything, about our past, but Glenda grabs me.  Her grip is like iron, so despite Hisae’s training I can’t break free.
 
   I wait for Glenda to kill me, but she only drags me into the dining room.  Aggie starts to follow, but Glenda signals for her to stay back and like a good dog Aggie does as her master commands.  “Consider your words very carefully,” she hisses into my ear.
 
   “Why should I?  You’ll make me a child again?”
 
   “You’re still a child,” Glenda says.  I brace myself to begin shrinking as Morgana did in the archives, but nothing happens.  “What do you think telling Agnes that will accomplish?”
 
   “She has a right to the truth.”
 
   “You’ve seen what a state she’s in.  First her mother and now her sister—”
 
   “They aren’t really her mother or her sister.”
 
   “You should know that blood isn’t all that matters.  Annabelle loved you—all of you.  Had it been up to me I would never have let her take Sophie on.  That girl was nothing but trouble right from the start.  But Annabelle thought she could redeem herself.”  Glenda shakes her head sadly.  “See how that turned out?”
 
   I stare at Glenda, unable to speak for a moment.  “You’re saying Sophie killed Mama?”
 
   “She’s the one who found that fool Ingrid and took her down to the archives.  I’m willing to wager she stole that spell and used it on your mother.”
 
   “Why would she do that?  Why would she kill Mama?”
 
   “To give her an excuse to go over to America and look for this silly ‘birthplace of magic.’”  Glenda rolls her eyes.  “I thought your sister was too smart to believe in such foolishness like that.”
 
   “If Sophie believed it then it’s probably true.”
 
   “She would believe anything that would give her control of the coven.”
 
   “So you killed her?”
 
   “It had to end.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just have someone bring her back for trial?”
 
   “What good would a trial have done?  We could have given her the same punishment as Morgana and then fifteen years later she would be right back at it.”  Glenda shakes her head sadly.  “This isn’t the first time this has happened.”
 
   “Let me guess:  the last time she roped Agnes and I into her scheme and you punished all three of us.”
 
   “No.  You and Agnes volunteered.”  I remember what Mama said before she died, so it’s not much of a shock when Glenda continues, “You and Agnes were as old as Annabelle and I.  You were tired of living.  You needed a new life.  Annabelle thought if she raised the three of you together as sisters, you and Agnes might rub off on Sophie.  Of course it didn’t work.  That one was rotten to the core.”
 
   “Who killed her?  You?  Hisae?  Tabitha?”
 
   “None of us.  You were exactly right in there:  I gave the villagers the charm so they could try her.  The mortals didn’t need much prompting to think she was a witch.  They’re such small, paranoid creatures.”
 
   I suddenly feel a tingle I haven’t felt since I became a witch.  My body begins turning white, just as it did back in the forest when Henri and I kissed.  I break free from Glenda’s grip and then hurl her across the room with a Static Charge spell.  She slams into the wall, leaving an indentation shaped like her body.
 
   When she stands up, the ancient woman with the white hair is gone, replaced by a young woman with long black hair and skin that’s glowing white like mine.  Her eyes glow with equally bright blue light as she glares at me.  “You had better stop this now, Sylvia.”
 
   “Or what?  You’ll kill me?  Right here, with Agnes in the next room?”
 
   “If I have to.”
 
   “Sophie was right about you.  You’re more powerful than you let on.  You just don’t show it so we think you need us for your stupid coven—”
 
   I can’t get any more words out as my throat begins to constrict.  I hold up a hand to cast another Static Charge spell, but Glenda zips across the distance between us in the blink of an eye.  She grabs my right arm, twisting it in the wrong direction until it snaps.  I scream with pain and she lets me drop to the floor.
 
   The glow fades from my body, leaving me broken and writing in agony.  Glenda’s body reverts to its elderly form as Aggie comes running into the room.  “What’s going on in here?  Why are you two fighting?”
 
   “She…killed…Sophie,” I manage to get out.
 
   “The mortals killed Sophie,” Glenda says.
 
   Aggie bends down to examine my broken arm.  Glenda could fix it if she used her real power, but she won’t, not in front of her faithful servant Agnes.  So I have to lie on the floor, almost blinded by pain while Aggie runs upstairs to fetch a Restoration potion.
 
   This leaves me alone with Glenda again.  The head of the coven kneels down, putting a hand on my back.  “I’m sorry it had to be this way, Sylvia.  You don’t remember what it was like before the coven.  There was chaos.  Witches fighting witches, doing terrible damage to the world.  Your mother and I started the coven to unite the witches and to safeguard magic.  I won’t let anyone destroy that—not Sophie or you or even Agnes.”
 
   “You can’t kill us all.”
 
   “Sylvia, please, listen to reason for once.  Sophie killed your mother.  She set Morgana up to betray us—and nearly kill you.  What happened was justice.”
 
   “It was murder!”
 
   “Sometimes murder is justice.”  She pauses to listen for Aggie’s footsteps.  “You still have one sister.  Do you want to destroy her too?”
 
   “Agnes can handle the truth about what you did.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Glenda’s eyes burn with blue light again.  “Do you think I’ll let you and her turn on me?  Before you can count to five, I’ll have you both in cribs, sucking from some wet nurse’s teat, like Morgana.  Is that what you want for her?”
 
   I think back to the archives, of Morgana flailing her tiny limbs and screaming.  Only now I see Aggie’s face in her place.  I shake my head.  “No.”
 
   “Then let it go.  Stop making these wild accusations.”  Glenda takes my other arm, not to break it, but to help me sit up.  “Take some time off.  Focus on your sister—and that little stable boy.”
 
   “You know about David?”
 
   “I saw you two riding up to the stables.  He looks a lot like Henri, doesn’t he?”  She brushes hair away from my face to look me in the eye.  “But he has hair like yours.  He’s probably what your child would have looked like, once you left us.”
 
   I close my eyes and think of Henri and then David.  “Did you kill Henri too?  Or did Mama?”
 
   “Neither of us.  The mortals don’t need our help to kill each other.  You know that.”
 
   “I suppose I do.”
 
   Aggie finally returns with the potion.  I take it from her and drink from the vial; it tastes like burnt peppermint.  She puts an arm under one of my armpits while Glenda takes the other.  I can already feel the potion working, my head becoming light.  I’m tired.  So tired.  I fall asleep in their arms.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie is sitting beside my bed when I wake up.  She smiles at me, but stops me before I can sit up.  “Take it easy,” she says.  
 
   I turn to the window—it’s daylight now.  “How long have I been asleep?”
 
   “Two days.”
 
   “Two days?”
 
   “You had a lot of healing to do.”
 
   I hold up my right arm, which is bent the right way now.  I flex it, feeling no pain.  Aggie’s potion worked as it should.  “Thank you.”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me.  That’s what sisters do for each other.”
 
   “I suppose.”  I look around my old bedroom, but we’re alone.  “Where’s Glenda?”
 
   “She left after we got you upstairs.”
 
   “That figures.”
 
   “She felt terrible about what happened.”
 
   “I bet she did.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “Why don’t you wake up and see what’s happening?  Glenda isn’t some helpless old woman.  She’s lying to you.”
 
   “Mother trusted Glenda with her life—with our lives.  That’s all I need to know.”
 
   I want to argue with Aggie about this, but then I remember what happened in the dining room.  No, Glenda wouldn’t hesitate to turn Aggie and I into babies like Morgana if we get out of line.  She’ll do anything to protect her precious coven.  That was if she didn’t just arrange for an “accident” to befall us as she did with Sophie.
 
   I lean back against the bed, my eyes turning to the shelves with my old dolls.  There are so many reminders here of Mama and Sophie.  It’s a house full of lies and betrayals.  I shake my head slowly.  “Agnes, I’m sorry.”
 
   “You don’t have to apologize—”
 
   “No, not for that.  For what I have to do.”
 
   “Sylvia, don’t do anything foolish.  I don’t want to lose you too.”
 
   I take her arm and look into her eyes.  “You don’t need me.  You’re a grown up now.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that.”
 
   “I have to go, Agnes.  I can’t stay here.”
 
   “That’s fine.  We can find another place—”
 
   “I want to go alone.”  I sigh and turn to the window.  David is out there, probably riding his white pony around.  I think of his joyful face when he rode the horse home.  I would like to stay here, to help make him happy, but that would only be another lie.  He’s not Henri.  He’s not our son either.  In time he’ll grow up and start a family of his own.  He’ll grow old and then he’ll die too—he is just a mortal.  “I need some time to think.”
 
   Aggie says nothing for a moment, but then finally nods.  “If that’s what you want.”
 
   It doesn’t take me long to pack since most everything I need is already at the house in Edinburgh.  I dress in my hunting outfit, one that Aggie made me years ago.  She comes back into the room after I finish getting dressed.  Before I can say anything, she hugs me.  “I’m sorry, Agnes.  I wish it could be different.”
 
   “So do I.”  Aggie isn’t crying, but I’m sure she is on the inside.
 
   I pat her back and whisper, “You’re still my big sister.”
 
   Aggie smiles tiredly at me and then pats the silver braid running down her back.  “I don’t know what I’ll do with my hair without you here.”
 
   We both laugh at this.  “I’m sure one of the maids can do it.”  I think of my conversation with David’s father.  I didn’t get the chance to talk to Aggie about that with everything that happened.  I tell her that I want to raise the wages for the Devereaux family and to send the youngest children to school.
 
   “Of course.  It’s only fair after what they’ve done for us.”
 
   “Good.”  I heft my bag on my shoulder.  “I guess I should be going.”
 
   We hug one final time.  “Take care of yourself, dear.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   I vanish out by the stables.  David is inside, brushing down his pony.  When he sees me in the doorway, his face lights up with a smile.  That is until he sees the bag on my shoulder.  “Are you going somewhere?” he asks.
 
   “Yes.  I’m taking a little trip.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  Could be a while.”
 
   “Why?”  His voice trembles and then he begins to cry.  He turns away from me, burying his head against his pony.  “It’s my fault, isn’t it?  I knew I shouldn’t have taken the horse.”
 
   I go over to him, rubbing his back.  “No, that’s not it.  It has nothing to do with you.”  I take him by the shoulders, turning him to face me.  I wipe the tears from his eyes.  “I care about you very much, David.  You’re my friend.  I would never do anything to hurt you.”
 
   “Then why are you leaving?”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “That’s always what grown ups say.  I’m not stupid!”
 
   I smile slightly at this.  “No, you’re not stupid.  You’re a very smart little boy.  And you’re going to get even smarter.  My sister is going to pay for you to go to school.  You and your brothers and sisters.”
 
   “I don’t want to go to school!”
 
   “Don’t worry, you’ll still get to ride your horse.”
 
   “But I won’t get to spend time with you anymore, will I?”
 
   “No, not for a little while.  But I promise I’ll come back really soon.”
 
   Even as I say this, I know it’s a lie.  I know I’m not going to see David again.  As much as I care about him, there are too many painful memories around this entire estate anymore.  The memories of Henri, Mama, and Sophie linger everywhere like a bad smell.  I need to get away from here, to clear my head.  Only then can I decide what to do about Glenda and the coven.
 
   Being only a child, David believes my lie.  He gives me a hug.  “Come back soon,” he says.
 
   “I will.”  I stop in the doorway of the stables to wave to him one last time.  Then I go around the corner and vanish myself back to Edinburgh.  
 
   Uncle Bob is sitting on his stool, going over the accounts like usual.  I have to tap him on the shoulder before he realizes I’m there.  “You’re back,” he says.  “Not a moment too soon.  Some gentlemen from London have been trying to reach you for days.”
 
   These gentlemen wisely left a note with their names and the address of their inn.  I nod and then write Uncle Bob a note, saying, “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   Before I worry about that, I go upstairs to rest, still feeling hung over from the Restoration potion and the effort of vanishing myself around.  There’s plenty of time to rest now—I have my whole life ahead of me.
 
   


  
 



Part 3
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Sitting in the café, I start to feel my age.  I hate the 18th Century.  I hate the dresses that weigh a hundred pounds and make me feel as slow and heavy as a cow.  I hate waltzes and that Austrian fuck Mozart.  I really hate corsets.  At this point I would give anything to go back to the simpler times of the 16th or even 17th Centuries.
 
   The powdered wigs I’m torn about.  On one hand it’s irritating to have a twenty-pound weight on your head.  On the other, I enjoy fashioning the elaborate designs, sculpting them out of someone else’s hair.  Those are what actually drew me to Paris, where I have a thriving little shop and a stable of loyal, wealthy clientele.  Most of these clients are men, but there are some women—like me—who would rather wear a wig than go through all the effort to make it look as if they are wearing one.
 
   I’m sitting in the café to meet the husband of one of my clients.  Not for anything romantic—there’s been no one since Henri all those years ago—but for a more noble cause.  Dissent is stirring against the latest King Louis, revolution is in the air, and I want to be a part of it.  Bringing down a descendant—however distant—of that other King Louis who doomed Henri to death would make this dismal century worthwhile.
 
   The good thing and the bad thing about owning a popular wig shop is the busybodies who frequent it.  The bad thing is that I have to listen to their yammering and pretend as if I care about who is sleeping with whose gardener or whose son just went to America to become a fur trader or whose daughter is about to marry some rich marquis.  Most of the time I want nothing more than to tell them to shut up, buy a wig if they want one, and get the hell out.  But sometimes they let slip something useful.  Such as when one noblewoman said her husband has been spending a lot of time in his study with the riff-raff from the university.
 
   It didn’t take me long to make contact with this woman’s husband and to set up a meeting at this café.  In my letter, I’m careful not to give my name in case the letter falls into the wrong hands, but mostly because my countrymen are not all that enlightened when it comes to the rights of women.  The letter only gives a time and a location—the back corner table of this café along the river.
 
   The man is fashionably late, which is fine for a soiree, but not for a business deal like this.  Damned French, I think to myself, despite that I’ve been French for nearly three hundred years.  The English, Germans, Dutch, and Swedes never keep me waiting like this.  Only the damned French with their sense of style have to make me wait.
 
   The man finally shows up, looking every bit like a wealthy dandy.  I recognize his flowing wig as one of the first I fashioned after opening my shop.  His mouth turns down in a scowl as he sees me sitting at the table in my bulky dress and two-foot-high wig.  “Excuse me, madam, but I believe you have the wrong table,” he says.  “I am supposed to meet a man here to discuss some business.”
 
   “I’m afraid I am the man you’re here to meet.”
 
   “You?  But you’re a—”
 
   “A woman?  Very observant.”
 
   “Such impertinence.  If you were my wife—”
 
   “I know your wife.  She’s sleeping with your stable boy.”
 
   “How dare you!”
 
   “Sit down, monsieur and let’s get down to business.”
 
   I can see the man wants to turn on his heel and walk away; I shouldn’t have told him about his wife’s infidelity.  He turns halfway, but then with a sigh collapses onto the seat across from me.  He signals the waiter to bring him a cup of coffee.  The popularity of coffee is one thing about this century I don’t mind.
 
   “Your letter said that you could help us,” the man says, his voice as bitter as the coffee.
 
   “And I can.”
 
   “We don’t need a woman’s help.”
 
   “I’m not just a woman.  I also happen to be in a business that would be very beneficial for you and your friends.”
 
   “What business is that?”
 
   “I sell guns.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Yes.  I can sell you enough muskets to equip a whole division.  And since I believe in your cause, I’m willing to sell them at a substantial discount.”
 
   The man considers this while taking a sip of his coffee.  “How do I know that I can trust you?”
 
   “How do I know that I can trust you?”
 
   “You would question my honor?  You impudent—”
 
   The only good thing about these clunky dresses is that they make it easy to conceal weapons.  I keep a pistol in my right sleeve, the holster designed so with one jerk of my forearm it’s in my hand and pointed at the man’s neck.  “I’ve had about enough of that kind of talk.  Maybe you’re too dumb to understand, but I want to help you.  I’m not going to do it for free.  You look around and I think you’ll find my prices are much fairer than anyone else’s.”
 
   Despite the gun pointed at his neck, the man sneers at me.  “Maybe we don’t need to buy guns at all.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re going to get really far with a bunch of old muskets.  I can sell you the newest models, stuff better than what Louis’s troops are using in the field.”
 
   I want to throttle the man when he shakes his head.  “We already have a plan to procure the weapons we need.  Good day to you, madam.”
 
   I watch the man go, sliding my pistol back into its holster.  Yes, I definitely hate the 18th Century.
 
   ***
 
   It takes a half hour to wrestle out of the dress, corset, and wig.  I spend a few minutes scraping off the makeup on my face and then combing out my hair.  Looking in the mirror, it feels good to see myself again, not some tarted-up “lady.”  This makes me think first of Mama and then of Aggie.  She’s still living on the estate; I wonder if she’s succumbed to these trends or if her isolation has made her into an antique.  
 
   It takes far less time to slip into a normal peasant dress.  I leave my hair down, letting it breathe.  Then I head out from my apartment to the nearest tavern.
 
   The Frenchmen aren’t much more enlightened about women in taverns either.  They assume that you’re either a waitress or a whore.  When a slimy little worm tries to buy me a drink, I decline.  “Come now, mademoiselle—”
 
   I jab him in the throat with my left hand.  While he gasps for air, I signal the bartender to bring me a drink.  “And put it on his tab,” I say.
 
   I take my drink into the darkest corner of the bar, thinking that I should have vanished back to my favorite watering hole in Edinburgh.  I’ve gone there for so many years they have a table reserved for me.  The staff turns over enough there that no one ever gets suspicious of how Sylvia Joubert manages to keep coming in after ninety years.
 
   I watch some of the younger patrons play darts, while others are engaged in raucous discussions of their exaggerated conquests.  In an opposite corner I see a group of young people hunched forward in serious discussion.  These are probably some friends of the man I just finished meeting.  They look like the earnest university types who think they can change the world.  Maybe they can.  It certainly seems like the time is ripe for that, what with England just losing thirteen of its colonies to a ragtag bunch of farmers and merchants.  
 
   Plenty of my countrymen aided that effort, but I did not.  I want nothing to do with America after they killed Sophie.  I don’t care if Glenda is right and Sophie killed our “mother;” that didn’t give Glenda the right to summarily execute her without even a show trial like Morgana.  That many of the rabble uprising against the English were descendants of those Salem butchers is something I couldn’t forgive.
 
   This time I’d like to get involved, to help change the world.  I want to throw off the yoke of the monarchy and end the whole feudal system that kept boys like Henri essentially slaves for generations.  Aggie and I already staged our revolution nearly a century ago by freeing the Devereaux clan from poverty.  Now their houses are as big as those of some noblemen and they own their own livestock.  David took his one pony and eventually started a successful horse farm, where he and his family could live in peace and security.  That’s the dream I want for all of my countrymen.
 
   One of the boys from the corner gets up and comes over to me.  He looks familiar to me, so much like Henri and later David that it makes my heart ache.  “Excuse me, mademoiselle,” he says.  My hand stiffens to clip him in the throat.  “Are you waiting for anyone?”
 
   “I’d like to be alone if that’s fine with you,” I say more harshly than I intend.  I don’t need to be haunted by Henri’s ghost anymore.
 
   “I apologize.  I just thought perhaps if you aren’t waiting for anyone you’d care to join our discussion.”
 
   “Why would I want to do that?”
 
   “We’re discussing the rights of French women.  You seem like you might have a unique perspective on that.”
 
   My cheeks turn warm as I realize he saw what I did to that weasel at the bar.  I pick up my drink and nod to him.  “I think some discussion might do me good.”
 
   I follow the young man over to the table.  I’m surprised to find another woman already sitting there.  She’s younger than I am, with brown hair that’s so straight and thick that I wish I could scalp her to use her hair in a wig.  “This is Rachel, my fiancée.  And these are my friends Joaquin and Noah.”  The young man sticks out his hand for me to shake.  “My name is Andre.  And you are—”
 
   “Suzette Joliet.”  This is the alias I’ve adopted since coming to Paris, in part to make it harder for Aggie or the coven to find me.  Another reason is that it makes it easier to keep my legitimate business separated from my other business.
 
   “That was quite impressive what you did to that pig,” Rachel says and I instantly like her.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Where did you learn to do something like that?”
 
   “My aunt taught me.  She visited the Far East in her younger days.”
 
   “You’ll have to teach me sometime.”
 
   “I’d love to.”
 
   The boy introduced as Noah snorts and says, “You wouldn’t see that wife of Louis’s do such a thing.  She needs a servant to lift her arms for her.”
 
   The others snicker at this, except for Rachel.  I sit next to her and become instantly embroiled in a discussion of the oppression of French women.  “All they want is for us to sit at home and raise their babies,” Rachel says.  “They want us to be slaves, not wives.”
 
   “I’ll drink to that,” I say and I do.
 
   “What is it that you do?” Andre asks me.
 
   “I create and sell wigs.”
 
   Joaquin snorts at this.  “The aristocrats and their wigs.  Real hair isn’t good enough for them?”  He takes a drink and then asks me, “How can you stand working for such empty-headed fools like that?”
 
   Before I can say anything, Rachel comes to my defense.  “I think it’s great that Suzette expresses her creativity and manages her own business.  More women should be like her.”
 
   “More women should be tools of Louis’s minions?”
 
   “I’m not a tool of anyone,” I snap and wish I brought my pistol.  That’s my kind of tool.
 
   “Yes, well, I’m afraid your business is going to take a hit once Louis and the rest of them are driven out of here,” Andre says.
 
   “You’re going to overthrow him?”  I can’t contain my disbelief at this.  None of these kids looks as if they’ve ever fired a gun before.  These are the type who are better at printing slogans than staging an actual revolution.  For that you need guns—an army like the Americans had in overthrowing the English.
 
   “Not just us.  All of us who are oppressed.”
 
   “Except the women, right?” I say, thinking of the meeting that brought me here.
 
   “Women are welcome to join us.”
 
   “As what, nurses?  Concubines?”
 
   “We’ll be equals,” Rachel says.  “We all have a stake in the health of our country.  We’re all citizens of France.”
 
   “I’m not sure everyone would agree with that assessment.”
 
   “They will once they see what we can do when we work together.”
 
   I smile in spite of myself.  Rachel’s eyes are so full of hope, so young.  It was the same way I looked when I was a naïve sixteen-year-old willing to leave the coven for Henri.  He was gone, along with Mama and Sophie and even David had died a few years back from old age.  This girl has yet to have her heart broken in that way.  I want to help her and her friends just to make sure that doesn’t happen, to keep her innocence pure.
 
   We continue talking for about an hour, until Joaquin and Noah have to return to class.  This leaves me with Andre and Rachel.  They take each other’s hands, so in love that again I feel a pain in my chest.  “I suppose I should be going too,” I say.  “I have work tomorrow.”
 
   Rachel reaches out with her other hand to take my arm.  “Wait.  Andre and I are going to dinner.  Perhaps you’d like to come?  I know I would enjoy your company.”
 
   “That’s generous of you, but I wouldn’t want to intrude.”
 
   “It’s no intrusion,” Andre says.  “It’s not often I get the chance to talk with two such intelligent young women.”
 
   The way Andre smiles at me indicates he probably wants to do more than just talk.  “I’m afraid not tonight.  I’m feeling a bit tired.”
 
   “Some other time, then?” he asks.
 
   “Perhaps.”  I nod to them and then hurry out of the tavern.  I sag onto the couch once I get back to my apartment.  A part of me badly wants to go back and accept their invitation—and whatever might come after it.  But I know I can’t.  I’m too old for that kind of foolishness.  I already know from Henri—and a lesser extent David as well—what sort of pain that will bring.
 
   I do my best to forget about Andre and Rachel, until she appears in my shop two days later.  She’s inspecting a wig so tall and heavy that it would probably snap her thin neck.  “Can I help you?” I ask her.
 
   “So this is where the great Suzette works,” she says.
 
   “Yes.”  I try to keep my voice neutral, asking her, “Is there anything in particular that you’re looking for?”
 
   “No.  I just wanted to apologize for the other day.  We didn’t mean to offend you.”
 
   “You didn’t offend me.”
 
   She nods at this.  “Andre sometimes thinks his charm is greater than it is.”
 
   “He’s a cad.”
 
   “He is not!  Andre is a very intelligent, sensitive man.  I’m lucky to have him.”
 
   I put my hand on her arm.  In this huge dress and powdered wig it’s easy to feel like a grandmother to this young girl.  “If he’s not sleeping in someone else’s bed yet, he will be soon.”
 
   She tears her arm away from me.  “How can you say that?  You’ve known Andre for all of an hour.  I’ve known him almost my entire life.”
 
   I nod.  Childhood friends turned lovers, like Henri and I.  It will probably end as badly for them.  Still, there’s not going to be any reasoning with her, just as no one could reason with me back then.  “I’m sorry, Rachel.  I assumed too much.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She fingers the wig for a moment, neither of us saying anything.  Then she finally says, “Andre and I are going to listen to Francois Cabot read from his newest book of poems tonight.  Perhaps you’d like to come?”
 
   There are a lot of things that I’d rather do than listen to poetry, but I know Rachel is trying to make amends for Andre’s flirting with me.  “I’d love to,” I say.
 
   ***
 
   The reading takes place in the same café where I tried to sell guns to one of the revolutionaries.  This time I’m in my peasant dress, with my hair down and face not slathered with cosmetics, so no one recognizes me.  I find Rachel and Andre sitting at the table in the back where I held my ill-fated meeting.
 
   Rachel stands up to greet me.  “I’m glad you could come,” she says.  “I thought you might change your mind.”
 
   “And miss a chance to hear poetry like this?  Don’t be silly.”
 
   Andre pulls out a chair for me.  “I’m sorry if I offended you,” he says.
 
   “That’s all right.  I overreacted.”
 
   Andre claps his hands and then smiles.  “Well, now that we’re all friends again, let’s get something to drink.”  He signals for a waiter and we all order coffee.
 
   The café pushes a few tables aside so the poet can sit on a stool.  He’s a little nervous-looking man.  When he reads, his voice takes on a passion much larger than he is.  I’ve never enjoyed listening to verse, but I’m enraptured by his words, the rest of the world seeming to fade away as I focus on his images.
 
   The audience applauds loudly after he finishes this first reading.  Rachel turns to me, the same look of wonderment on her face.  “He’s great, isn’t he?”
 
   “He certainly is.”
 
   “He’s Andre’s cousin.”
 
   We don’t get a chance to chat any further, as the poet begins reading again.  The rest of the reading goes by in a blur, as if his words have put me into a trance.  After the last poem—and a hearty round of applause—the poet comes over to our table.  Andre stands up to clap the shorter man on the back like a younger brother.  “Well done, cousin,” Andre says.
 
   “Thank you,” Cabot says in almost a whisper.  
 
   He sits down with us, though he orders tea and nibbles on a piece of pastry.  His face turns increasingly red as the rest of us sing his praises.  “I haven’t read much poetry, but that was really beautiful,” I tell him.
 
   “Thank you,” he says again.  We all wait for him to grace us with some keen insights or observations, but he says nothing more than pleasantries.  Increasingly he seems embarrassed to be here, his body tensing as if he wants to run away.
 
   Andre tries to draw him into a discussion of French politics, but Cabot refuses to be drawn in.  “I’m just a poet,” he says.
 
   “That’s why you should care more than most,” Andre says.  “In an Enlightened France you’ll have the freedom to write and say whatever you want.”
 
   “I already do that,” Cabot says, the closest he comes to showing anything like the same kind of passion as when he was reading.
 
   “So whose side are you going to take then?”
 
   “I don’t want to take sides.”
 
   “The time is coming when everyone will have to take a side.  You’re either for the monarchy or you’re for liberty.”  This sounds like the kind of slogan that Andre and his friends write in pamphlets to distribute around the city.
 
   Cabot is unmoved by this.  “I’m leaving this country in a few days.”
 
   “Leaving?  Why?”
 
   “I want no part of the bloodshed that’s coming.”
 
   “But where are you going to go?” Rachel asks.
 
   “Ireland.  I have some friends there who will take me in.”
 
   “Francois—”
 
   “Please, cousin, don’t try to convert me.  I’ve already made my decision.  You’re welcome to come with me.  All of you.”
 
   “Now see here, I’m not going to run from Louis like a mangy dog.  I’m going to stand and fight,” Andre says.
 
   Rachel takes his arm and nods solemnly.  “We’re going to stay and fight.”
 
   I say nothing, but later, as Cabot is preparing to leave, he asks to speak to me in private for a moment.  “You look like a sensible young woman,” he says.  “You must know that Andre and his friends are doomed to fail.”
 
   “I’m not sure about that.  They seem very committed to their cause.”
 
   “It takes more than commitment to govern a nation.  You would do well to remember that.”  Cabot kisses my hand, flashes a shy smile, and then he’s gone.  I return to the table with my new friends, but as I listen to their idealistic promises of equality and liberty, I can’t help wondering if Cabot is right.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   It takes nearly a month before things come to a boil in the city.  It’s been long overdue since the king dismissed finance minister Necker for demanding he spend within his means and with more and more foreign-bred troops appearing on the streets.  An eruption of violence was inevitable.
 
   For that month I’ve been going to various underground meetings with Andre and Rachel.  The man I tried to sell weapons to is at some of these meetings, talking strategy with Andre and others—all men of course.  I know better than to suggest anything or to make another pitch to sell them the guns they need to carry off anything.  Instead, Rachel and I spend most of our time in the background and serving as hostesses to the men, fetching them coffee, bread, and cheese so they can continue to talk late into the night.
 
   The more I hear, the less enthralled I am with what’s happening.  As I feared, Andre and the others aren’t military leaders, nor are they politicians.  Most of them are academics, philosophers, or artists.  They wouldn’t be able to run my family’s estate, let alone an entire country.
 
   I try to brace Rachel for disappointment, but she refuses to listen to me.  She’s so enamored with dreams of individual rights and liberty that she can’t see the truth staring her in the face:  there will be rights—but only for men.  Rachel, me, Aggie, and every other woman in France will continue to be a second-class citizen.
 
   On the fourteenth of July, I open the shop as usual.  Business has been drying up in the last few days, ever since Necker’s dismissal.  There have been numerous riots around the city, with people stealing food and guns wherever they can.  A wigmaker’s shop has neither of these, so I figure it’s safe enough for me.  If things do get rough, I have two pistols, a musket, and a rapier in my workshop, not to mention a full arsenal of magic.
 
   Because of the chaos, there’s not much for me to do at work.  I spend most of my time in my workshop, where I work on fashioning a wig for a young man about Rachel’s age, the son of a marquis.  He’s marrying a landowner’s daughter near Normandy next week despite the tensions going on in the city.  As when I was braiding Aggie’s hair as a child, the simple task of weaving the hair relaxes me, so for a few minutes I don’t have to think about what a mistake it was to come here to Paris.
 
   I had a good enough life in Edinburgh.  Uncle Bob long since passed on, leaving me the house all to myself.  I didn’t spend a lot of time there, spending most of my time on the road or at sea to ply my trade.  After Uncle Bob died, I didn’t have anyone I considered a friend or confidante, just my employees and the bartenders at my favorite tavern.  
 
   It was a lonely life, but it was good enough for me.  I couldn’t say I was happy, but I wasn’t miserable either.  I got to see plenty of exotic destinations, meet a lot of people, and do a job I was good at.  Why did I throw that all away to come back here?
 
   More importantly, why did I let myself get sucked in by Rachel and Andre?  It was mostly Rachel at fault.  I liked her the moment I met her.  She’s such a bright, innocent girl, so passionate about her beliefs.  She’s the kind of girl I would like to have as a daughter—would have liked to have as a daughter with Henri.  In that way she’s a symbol of my lost hopes and dreams.  I want to try and protect hers, though I know it’s likely all of this will end in tears.
 
   Of course it doesn’t have to.  They don’t need guns with a witch on their side.  A few Static Charges or Fireballs and I could send Louis’s troops running.  For that matter I could easily capture the king himself and turn him into a pet toad for Rachel.
 
   If I did any of these things, it would be the last magic I used for the next fifteen years—if at all.  Glenda would see to it that I was punished for so directly interfering in the lives of the mortals and for revealing my magic to them.  She would shrink me down to a baby again as she did to Morgana—who is now back in the coven, though with the new name Sabrina and remembering nothing of her old life—or she would outright kill me as she did to Sophie.
 
   Even if I used magic to intervene and Glenda didn’t punish me, what would I do then?  I would have to keep intervening until I would essentially be a tyrant ruling the people of France.  Of all the things Mama and the others taught me, not using magic to alter the lives of mortals is one rule I can agree with at this point.
 
   I’m still working on the wig, trying to keep these pessimistic thoughts away, when Rachel comes running into the shop.  My first thought is that Andre must have been arrested, that Louis’s forces are cleaning house and eliminating anyone who stands in their way.
 
   So it takes me by surprise when Rachel throws her arms around me in a hug.  “It’s happening!”
 
   “What’s happening?”
 
   “They’re storming the Bastille!”
 
   “The Bastille?  Why?”
 
   “To free the prisoners and take the weapons inside.”
 
   I snort at this.  They could have had weapons weeks ago if that’s what they wanted.  Instead they were attacking a prison with rocks and sticks.  At least they would save some money this way.
 
   Rachel lets me go, her smile fading slightly.  She expected I would be as overjoyed as she is by this news.  “Didn’t you hear me?  It’s finally going to happen!”
 
   “I hear you.  Don’t you think the king’s men will put this down?”
 
   “The soldiers are defecting to our side.  The French Guard are deserting in droves.”
 
   This didn’t come as a complete surprise since some of the soldiers stationed to guard Paris had been defecting already.  I had assumed their commanders would eventually bring them under control and continue serving the king.   Apparently I’m wrong.
 
   “That is good news.”
 
   “It’s great news.”  Rachel takes my shoulders, giving me a little shake.  “What’s the matter with you?  You should be excited.  Everything we’ve worked for is about to happen.”
 
   “Don’t get your hopes up, Rachel.  There’s still a long way to go.”
 
   Of course she gets her hopes up; she’s young.  If she could live as long as I have, she would have reason to be more cynical about the future.  Revolutions don’t happen in a single event and not without a significant amount of blood shed on both sides.
 
   I let her take my arm to lead me to the door.  I can see the smoke rising into the distance from the direction of the Bastille.  “I’ll get my keys and lock up,” I say.  Before I do lock up, I make sure to hide my money and other valuables beneath a loose board so they might survive the looting and destruction that’s sure to come.
 
   ***
 
   By the time we get there, most of the excitement is over.  The crowd is already swarming into the prison to take what they can.  Rachel wants to join them, but I hold her back.  “What are you doing?” she asks.
 
   “You don’t want to go in there.  You’ll get trampled—or worse.”
 
   “But Andre is in there!  I have to go.”
 
   I slap her lightly across the face.  This brings her around to reality.  “You aren’t going to be able to find him in that mess.  We’ll stay here until things get figured out.”
 
   She pouts like a child, her lower lip trembling, but in the end she agrees.  We wait in an alley, watching the chaos unfold.  By nightfall the mob has finished its work and is hauling the beleaguered commander of the Bastille garrison away.  Rachel sees Andre near the front of the mob and breaks free from me to run towards him.
 
   I follow after her, arriving just in time to witness their tearful reunion.  Andre’s clothes are torn, but he seems unhurt.  The nobleman who refused to buy guns from me is one of the casualties, which I take to be cosmic justice.
 
   “Where are we going now?” Rachel shouts to be heard over the mob.
 
   “To the Hotel de Ville to give that pig de Launay what he deserves,” Andre says.  De Launay is the commander of the garrison, the one being dragged along by the mob.  Whatever punishment he receives, it’s not going to be pleasant.
 
   I let the mob carry me along, staying close to Andre and Rachel.  They chant and sing as if we’re in a parade, as if there’s something to celebrate.  As Rachel said, I see soldiers among our group, far more than I had thought.  This is a good sign, but at the same time it might lead to an escalation of the violence.  Despite having captured some guns and gunpowder and won over some soldiers, Andre and the others aren’t nearly organized enough to fight a legitimate battle.
 
   At the hotel, I’m reminded again of Morgana’s “trial” as de Launay receives his punishment for defending the Bastille.  Andre and some of the other leaders of the mob discuss what to do with the man.  In the end he dies like Caesar in a frenzy of stabbing.  His head is sawn off and paraded through the mob.  This makes Rachel violently ill.  I take her away from the crowd so she can throw up on the street.
 
   “What are they doing?” she asks once she’s finished.
 
   “It’s mob justice,” I tell her.
 
   She begins to cry, the first of her illusions shattering.  She expected this to be a noble undertaking, the forces of righteousness battling those of evil.  Instead it’s a storm of blood and hate on both sides, one that’s destined only to get worse.
 
   I look Rachel in the eye and say, “Let’s get out of here.  Out of the city.  Out of France for that matter.  I have a friend in Scotland with a house we can use until things calm down.”
 
   “I could never leave Andre.  I love him.”
 
   “It’s only going to get worse, Rachel.  It’s not going to end tonight.”
 
   “I don’t care.  As long as Andre stays, I’ll stay.”
 
   This seems like a very old-fashioned idea for a girl who believes strongly in giving equal rights to women.  Still, I can see the love in Rachel’s eyes.  She will stick it out with him to the end, even though it will destroy her.  I sigh and nod.  “If that’s what you want.  But as long as you’re here, I’ll be here too.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that.”
 
   “Of course I do.  You’re my friend.”
 
   With this settled—and Rachel’s stomach settled as well—we find Andre in the crowd again.  By the time we return, there are more soldiers being beaten and killed.  The crowd cheers raucously, as if they’re watching a sporting event instead of murder.  I want to stop it all, to use my magic to end the killing, but I know I can’t.  I can only stand back and watch.
 
   None of us sleep that night.  Once the killing has stopped, the mayor of the city executed along with the others, the real work begins.  We begin to build barricades in the streets with whatever we have at hand.  None of these barricades would stand up against military artillery, but that doesn’t matter.  What does matter is that the people keep busy, that way they won’t have time to think about how hopeless all of this is if the king decides to really retaliate.
 
   Throughout all of this, Andre becomes a leader of the mob.  Rachel stays by his side as his loyal fiancée, her smile and spirit unflagging, though her eyes are tired and sad.  I stick close to them, as a good friend and also as a bodyguard, should anyone try to assassinate Andre or Rachel.  I don’t say much, not wanting to betray my feelings about this foolish idea.
 
   Once the barricades are complete and the mob armed with what weapons we can manage—everything ranging from rifles to stones—the waiting sets in.  Rachel falls asleep with her head on Andre’s shoulder, a satisfied smile on her face.  Andre looks over at me and flashes a tired grin.  “We’re doing it,” he says.  “We’re liberating the people.”
 
   “Were those executions part of the liberation?”
 
   “Some people got out of control.  It’s to be expected with so much excitement.”
 
   “Excitement?  It was murder.” 
 
   “If you don’t believe in what you’re doing, perhaps you should leave.”
 
   “I already told Rachel that I’m going to stay as long as she does.”
 
   He nods and strokes Rachel’s hair.  She continues to sleep, blissfully unaware of everything going on around her.  “She is strong—for a woman.  Not as strong as you.”
 
   He tries to lean over his fiancée to kiss me, but I shove him back.  “What the hell are you doing?” I hiss at him.
 
   “I want you, Suzette.  Since the moment I saw you sitting in the corner of that tavern.”
 
   “You have a fiancée, one who loves you enough to stay through all of this madness.”
 
   “I love Rachel, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be together too.  She doesn’t have to know.”
 
   “I would never betray her like that.  Neither should you.”
 
   “That’s old world thinking.  This is the new world, with new rules.”
 
   “Those rules include hurting a girl who loves you?”
 
   “She’ll only be hurt if she finds out.”
 
   “When she finds out.”
 
   “Suzette, be reasonable—”
 
   I grab Andre’s right arm, twisting it until I hear something pop.  He groans with pain.  This isn’t as severe as when Glenda broke my arm after Sophie’s death, but he won’t have a Restoration potion to help him recover either.  “You hurt that girl and next time it’s not going to be your wrist.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes,” he says through his pain.
 
   “Good.”  That’s all we say to each other for the rest of the day.  Despite the flimsiness of our defenses and the relatively small size of our numbers, we’re successful.  Louis backs down and dispatches the soldiers around the city back to the frontier.
 
   Rachel first kisses Andre and then hugs me.  “We’ve won!” she shouts.
 
   “Yes, we won,” I say, though I know that it’s only just beginning.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   The king is dead.  I keep telling myself that this is what I wanted.  I wanted Louis XVI to die for all the senseless deaths he and all the other monarchs across the world caused—especially Henri’s death.  I came here to Paris to watch him fall.
 
   And yet I cry when I hear that he’s dead.  I could have been there to watch it in person.  Andre could have gotten me onto the platform if I wanted.  But when he asked, I told him no.
 
   Instead, I sit in my apartment.  The wig shop is gone now.  The aristocrats are on the run and powdered wigs are a symbol of the decadence of the old regime.  This leaves me with nothing to do in Paris except to bide my time.  Yet I’m still here.
 
   My other business flounders because of my indecision.  France is at war with Prussia and Austria, but for the first time, I don’t have any idea which side I should be on.  There is no just side in this conflict, so I sit on the sidelines, ignoring the overtures of the Prussians and Austrians.  The French don’t send anyone to me; much to Rachel’s chagrin, there is no equality of the sexes yet.
 
   I haven’t seen Rachel in over a year—or at least she hasn’t seen me in that long.  Andre has become a major player in the new government, the failed attempt at a constitutional monarchy, and Rachel has risen with him.  I see them on the streets, but I always stay back so they won’t see me.
 
   The last time we talked was after the latest constitution was ratified.  This created the constitutional monarchy, that would supposedly allow Louis to stay on the throne while ensuring liberty for all French citizens—male citizens at least.  Rachel came skipping up to my apartment with the energy of a little girl, despite the child in her belly about to come out.
 
   “Isn’t it wonderful?” she asked.  I only shrugged in reply.  Her face instantly turned downcast, as if I’d scolded her.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “What difference is this going to make?”
 
   “It will make a lot of difference.  We can finally bring everyone together and begin a new era.”
 
   “But you let him have veto power.  Do you really think he’ll let you get anything done?”
 
   Rachel sighs and accepts the seat I offer to her.  She arranges herself into a comfortable position, putting both hands on her bulging stomach.  “You’re always so negative.”
 
   “Someone has to be.”
 
   “Then what do you want us to do?”
 
   “Stop trying to appease both sides.  Royalty or democracy:  pick one.”
 
   Rachel left in tears.  She gave birth to a little girl a month later.  The child died six months after that from a fever.  If we had been on speaking terms, I could have saved her baby; I could have fetched one of Aggie’s potions to save the girl.  Instead, Rachel’s child is dead, like Louis XVI—like all of our dreams for a new and better France.
 
   Sitting in my apartment, sipping a glass of Scotch from my house in Edinburgh, I regret what I said to Rachel that day.  Not just because it alienated her and Andre, but because they heeded my advice.  After a year of failure to co-exist, the latest legislative body finally picked one form of government.
 
   I finish my drink and then shake my head.  During the storming of the Bastille I had been afraid things would get bad; I never thought they would be this bad.  The last three years have been seeped in blood, Louis’s only the latest to flow.  Such good intentions and yet how quickly they’ve dissolved into a stream of horrors.
 
   Sitting in my apartment, in the dark, I wait to hear a knock on the door.  I wait to hear Rachel tell me the “good” news.  I wait but she doesn’t come.  I should get out of here; I should go back to Edinburgh.
 
   Instead I pour another drink.
 
   ***
 
   Another year goes by before Rachel and I speak again—for the last time.  The Revolution has failed.  In its place is The Terror.  There’s still a republican government of sorts, but one that forces farmers to surrender grain to the government and one that conscripts all men to fight in the war against all of our European neighbors.
 
   The paranoia that killed Sophie in America is nothing compared to the paranoia that runs rampant under Robespierre and his cronies.  Thousands are killed by that wonderful new contraption the guillotine.  The liberty Andre, Rachel, and the rest fought for five years ago is nothing more than a sick joke now.
 
   I’m sitting inside my darkened apartment with the bottle of whiskey that has become my best friend in the last three years.  I once again tell myself that I should have gone back to Edinburgh years ago.  At the very least I should have gone home to help Aggie.  It can’t have been easy for her these last five years, not with so much anti-aristocratic paranoia.  She’s my sister and Rachel is nothing anymore, not even my friend.
 
   At that moment there’s a knock on the door.  I stare at the woman standing there for a few seconds before I realize this is Rachel.  The last three years have not been kind to her.  She looks like a skeleton wearing clothes, bringing to mind Mama in those last few months before she finally died.  Her hair, once so smooth and thick, has become thin to the point of balding and is matted as if she hasn’t washed it in weeks.  When she opens her mouth, I see teeth missing.  The most horrible change is her eyes, which look so empty, so defeated now.
 
   “Suzette, you have to help me.”
 
   Despite everything that’s happened, I can’t just turn her away.  I let her inside, showing her to a chair.  I don’t have any coffee or tea, so I fetch her a cup of lukewarm water.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s Andre.”
 
   “Is he sleeping with someone else?”
 
   “No, it’s much worse.  They’re going to kill him.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The new government.  They’ve arrested Robespierre and the others—and Andre.”  Rachel shakes her head sadly.  “They didn’t take me only because I’m a woman.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “We have to save Andre.”
 
   “Save him?  But you said—”
 
   “We can break him out of prison.  We have to.”  She begins to sob, burying her head in my shoulder.  “He’s all I have left.”
 
   “You still have me,” I say.  Of course I could break Andre out of prison.  I could walk right in there, killing anyone who got in my way, and then vanish him from there.  Much as I couldn’t single-handedly overthrow Louis or save him, I can’t save Andre either, not with my magic.  Then I would end up facing Glenda’s wrath again.
 
   That is if I use my magic overtly.  So long as I don’t let the mortals know I’m a witch, then the coven can’t say anything about it.  I pat Rachel’s back and look into her eyes.  “I’m going to get him out of there, all right?”
 
   “You are?  How?”
 
   “Never mind that.  You just have to trust me.  Can you do that?”
 
   She doesn’t need more than a second to decide.  She loves Andre enough that she’ll embrace any chance of getting him back—even a crazy chance.  “Yes.  I trust you.”
 
   “Good.  I want you to get on a coach and go to Marseilles.  Wait for us there.”
 
   “Marseilles?  But—”
 
   “Trust me.”
 
   She does trust me enough that she accepts the money I give her and goes to find a coach to take her south.  Before we part, I give her a kiss on the cheek.  I know I’m not going to see her again.  “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect your dreams,” I tell her.
 
   “It’s not your fault.  Dreams aren’t meant for the real world.”
 
   “Rachel—”
 
   “You were right, Suzette.  You were right about everything.  I should have listened to you.”
 
   “Don’t be ashamed.  What you tried to do was noble.  You and Andre.”
 
   We hug for one final time and then she’s gone.  I wait until she turns a corner before I go upstairs and plot how to save her husband.
 
   ***
 
   The French penchant for sexism plays into my favor this time.  It’s surprisingly easy to get inside the prison.  I only need to dress in a plain dress, cover my hair, and look down at the ground as I shuffle towards the gates.  The guards don’t bother asking me any questions before they let me go inside, assuming I’m nothing more than a humble servant.
 
   The far more difficult part is getting to Andre’s cell.  The first problem is that I don’t know where he’s being held inside the prison.  The second problem is that as a woman I don’t have access to the corridors.
 
   I solve both problems at the same time.  Continuing to shuffle along, I make my way towards the cellblock.  A guard stops me, seizing me by the arm.  “Where do you think you’re going?” he snarls.
 
   “I’m looking for the kitchen,” I say, trying to sound as meek as possible.  “It’s my first day.”
 
   “The kitchens are that way,” he says, pointing to the left.  “Hurry up and go before I have you put into one of these cells.”
 
   I take no small amount of pleasure in grabbing him by the arm and hurling him against a wall.  Before he can recover and come at me, I kick him in the midsection and then finish him off with a knee to the face.  Then I drag him into the nearest cell, where I take his keys and weapon.  
 
   “I want to know where Andre Perrault is being held.”  The guard wastes little time in giving me the location, which is unfortunate because I would have liked to give him a few extra bruises.  Instead, I only have to hit him once to knock him unconscious.  
 
   Once I’m sure he’s asleep, I use a Mirror Image spell in order to make myself look like him.  This is a flimsy illusion, but so long as no one tries to touch me, I should be all right.  It’s too bad there’s not a mirror around so I can check; I’ll just have to hope for the best.
 
   The problem with the Mirror Image spell is the feeling of double vision it gives me.  I can see the guard’s longer limbs, but at the same time I can see my own as well.  Even something as simple as putting a key into a lock becomes a chore as I have to make sure to use the guard’s hands and not my own.
 
   I pass by a few other guards and manage to exchange salutes without revealing myself.  I keep waiting for someone to see through the illusion, but no one does.  No one stops me as I enter the corridor where the latest batch of traitors to the new government are being kept.  I hear Robespierre weeping in his cell, which I figure is just as well.  For as many lives as he’s ruined, he deserves what’s coming to him.  The same could apply to Andre, but Andre is Rachel’s husband and Rachel is my friend.  That’s the only reason I’m risking death by either the new government or the coven by breaking him out.
 
   I have to go through half the key ring before I find the key to Andre’s cell.  Andre is sitting on the floor, staring glumly at his feet.  He hardly looks up as I walk into the room.  “You, traitor, stand up,” I command in the guard’s voice.
 
   Andre does as he’s told, a broken man now from years of disappointment and disillusionment.  He says nothing as I charge forward and punch him in the jaw.  With little more than a grunt he collapses back to the floor.  I tap him with the guard’s boot just to make sure he’s unconscious.
 
   Then I scoop Andre up and we vanish from the prison.
 
   ***
 
   We reappear in front of the gates to my family’s house—which has really been Aggie’s house for the last hundred years.  She hasn’t changed much since the last time I saw her, except now her hair is a dull gray that reminds me of Sophie.  She’s waiting for me at the front door, probably because of one of her feelings.
 
   She waits until I set Andre down on the couch before she hugs me, seeing through the illusion.  “Oh, Sylvia, you’re back!”  She guides me over to a chair, where I sit down.  “Would you like some tea?  I just put a pot on to boil.  There’s some cake too, leftover from yesterday.”
 
   “I could use a cup of tea,” I say, not having drank anything but Scotch and water in the last three years.
 
   Aggie brings back a silver tea set that like the rest of the house has survived the looting and rebellions against the gentry throughout the rest of France.  She pours two cups of tea; she has a third one for Andre.  “Who is this young man?” she asks.
 
   “The husband of a friend of mine.  I had to get them out of Paris.  He was going to be executed in the morning.”
 
   “Oh dear.  Did anyone see you use your magic to rescue him?”
 
   “No.  I made sure he was unconscious first.  The guard too.”
 
   Aggie clucks her tongue at me.  “Sylvia, you should know better than to get involved with a mortal like this.  If Glenda finds out—”
 
   “What’s she going to charge me with?  I didn’t let anyone see me use magic.  I didn’t kill any mortals.  I didn’t even use magic to knock him out.”
 
   “You’re playing a dangerous game, dear.”  Aggie leans forward to pat my hand.  “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  We’ll keep him unconscious here for a day or two.  By then his wife should reach Marseilles.”
 
   “His wife?  Did she—”
 
   “No, she doesn’t know anything either.  Do you think I got stupid in the last century?”
 
   “Of course not.  I’m only trying to look out for you like a big sister.”
 
   “I don’t need a big sister right now.  I just need you to keep him here for a couple of days.  Is that too much to ask for?”
 
   Aggie’s lower lip trembles, but she doesn’t cry.  I still feel bad.  She’s probably been waiting a hundred years for this reunion and instead of it being a joyous occasion, I come looking like a man, carrying another man over my shoulder, and then snapping at her for being concerned about me.  “I’m sorry,” I say.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  We can keep him in my old room.  I’ll give him a potion to keep him asleep.”
 
   “Thank you.  I—”  I suddenly lose my voice, a sob coming out.  Aggie is already leaning forward to embrace me.
 
   “It’s all right.  You’re home now,” she whispers as she strokes my hair.
 
   Home.  The word seems odd to me after so long away from here.  I don’t really know what “home” means anymore.  Everywhere I’ve lived—Edinburgh, Paris, and especially this house—is haunted by ghosts.  There isn’t anyplace where I feel safe and secure, not like when I was a child in my bedroom with my dolls and Mama, Aggie, and Sophie down the hall.
 
   Aggie has kept my bedroom the same, but it feels strange to me.  I toss and turn in the bed, unable to get comfortable.  I know the problem isn’t the bed, so much as this entire house.  I know that as much as Aggie wants me to, I can’t stay here.
 
   I get out of bed and creep downstairs to the library.  Aggie has hardly touched this room either, so Sophie’s books are still where she left them.  I find two sheets of parchment, but for the ink I have to search the entire lower floor until I find some in the kitchen, where Aggie was writing a list of household chores that needed done.
 
   The first sheet of parchment I address to Andre.  “I know how much you and Rachel care for this country, but it has turned its back on you.  You are both still young enough that you can make a new life for yourselves—a new family if you choose.  I will arrange for passage to Louisiana for both of you.  Go there and start a new life.  Make Rachel happy.  She loves you in a way you probably can’t even comprehend.  She’s the reason your head is still on your shoulders and not on a pike right now.”
 
   The second letter I address to Aggie.  “I’m sorry that I have to go again so soon.  I thought maybe things would be different after all this time, but the ghosts are still here.  You’re a stronger person than I am to be able to live with them for all this time.  No matter what happens or where I go, you’ll always be my sister.”
 
   I fold and seal these separately and then leave both on the nightstand in my bedroom, where Aggie will find them when she comes to check on me in the morning.  I can see in my mind the heartbroken expression on her face when she sees that empty bed.  I would like to be able to stay here and be the sister she wants, but I can’t.
 
   Instead, I vanish to the stables to saddle up a horse for the trip into Marseilles and to arrange passage for Rachel and Andre to the New World.  Maybe there they can find the happiness that eluded all three of us here.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   I’m at sea when the Revolution officially ends.  Napoleon is swept into power and any illusion of a democracy ends.  I hear of the news at a tavern in London, where the sailors there are already talking of another war.  It seems that Europe can’t stay out of a war for five minutes these days.  Even as someone who profits from these wars, I find it a bit absurd.
 
   I vanish up to Edinburgh, where a pile of messages await me.  Most of these are overtures from European envoys looking to upgrade for the next war.  I’m too tired to go through these at the moment.  I’ve just spent the last three months away from my home here, arranging a deal in Russia.  After that, I think I deserve at least a few minutes to relax.
 
   There is another message that I read immediately.  This is from Rachel in New Orleans.  At the time of the letter—about the same time I left for Russia—she gave birth to her second child, a boy they named Robert.  They already have a daughter they named Suzette, which prompted me to cry for the first time in years.  
 
   I take the letter up to my bedroom, slipping it into the nightstand with the others I’ve received from them.  I have Aggie to thank for this; she gave them my address in Edinburgh so they could thank me for helping them to escape France.  From what Aggie said in a letter to me, Andre remembers nothing of how he escaped, only waking up in Aggie’s house, where she gave him my letter.
 
   I feel on the verge of tears again, but I don’t cry.  I should be happy for Rachel and Andre, that they’ve managed to find a new life in Louisiana.  And I am happy for them, but I’m also jealous of them.  They’ve found happiness while I have nothing.  All I have is a job, one that’s ceased to have much meaning for me anymore.  I’ve tried to uphold Connor’s principles, but it doesn’t seem to matter.  One side or another—what does it really matter?
 
   I am truly alone now.  My only friends are an ocean away.  I haven’t loved anyone since Henri nearly three centuries ago.  I don’t even have Uncle Bob anymore.  All I have is this house, a table at a tavern—and a sister.
 
   I haven’t seen Aggie since I left Andre in her care.  I wrote her a cordial letter to thank her for taking care of him, but that is all.  As the years have dragged on, I’ve considered going back, at least for a visit.  Then I remember the reasons why I left:  the terrible memories lurking there in every corner.  The memories of Mama, Sophie, David, and especially Henri.
 
   I don’t want to go back, but what else is there?  I’ve spent five years trying to find something else, but there’s nothing.  There’s nothing that takes away the loneliness.  Is this how Aggie feels?  Does she wake up every morning wondering what point there is in getting out of bed?  At least Aggie still has the Devereaux clan and the coven.  I don’t even have that much, only a rotating group of employees.
 
   As I’m mired in these thoughts, I hear a knock on the front door.  Cursing under my breath, I hurry downstairs to answer it.  A boy stands there nervously, his cheeks turning red as he sees me clad in only a nightdress.  “What do you want?” I hiss at him.
 
   He holds out an envelope.  “Letter for Miss Joubert.  I was told to deliver it straightaway.”  Before I can take the envelope, he pulls it back.  “Are you Miss Joubert?  I’m not supposed to give it to anyone but her.”
 
   “Yes, I’m Miss Joubert,” I say.  I don’t have any money nearby, but the boy turns and runs away before I can find anything for a tip.
 
   I stop at the mirror and see why he was so frightened.  Like Rachel, I haven’t aged particularly well since the Revolution.  There are swaths of gray in hair that’s become wild and tangled from too long without proper care.  Deep wrinkles crease my forehead and the corners of my eyes.  The lines around my mouth are even worse, my lips sagging in a perpetual scowl.  I turn away from the mirror and sigh.  To the boy—and everyone else—I probably look like the crazy spinster aunt or some harsh schoolmistress.  
 
   I could of course change this with just a few magic words.  There seems no point to it.  I’ve long since passed the need to impress any young men—or women.  Let the mortals be frightened of me.
 
   Without opening the letter I know it’s Aggie.  I recognize her neat handwriting with its whimsical curlicues.  Mama had the same handwriting.  Sophie’s was just as neat, though lacking any sort of fanciful touches.  Mine looks as if a chicken has attacked the page with its beak, the strokes sharp and harsh.
 
   I open Aggie’s letter in the parlor, not sure what I’ll find inside.  A plea for me to come home?  A catastrophe on the estate?  Maybe it’s news of the coven; maybe that bitch Glenda has finally got what she deserves.
 
   My first guess turns out to be right.  “Sylvia, please come home straight away.  I have a surprise for you.”  That’s all that Aggie writes to me.  I stare at the page for a moment, wondering why she didn’t just vanish herself here if there’s something she really wants to tell me.  But then she might not know when I was home.  Except that her message arrived on the exact day I came back.  I shake my head.  Aggie and her feelings
 
   I consider what to do for a moment.  Then I remember that I really have nothing to do except more meaningless arms sales.  A visit home might not be so bad—so long as it’s a short visit.  I’m also curious to know what Aggie’s being so secretive about; such secrecy isn’t in her nature, at least not since Mama died, when she stopped with her flings.
 
   With a sigh I go upstairs to change and pack.
 
   ***
 
   I vanish myself to the front gates so I don’t surprise her.  She is of course expecting me, the gates already open.  I’m hardly through these gates when I see Aggie running towards me.  Except this isn’t the Aggie I left behind nearly five years ago.
 
   This is the Aggie from before Mama died, the beautiful and somewhat vain young woman capable of breaking any man’s heart.  Her milky white skin is perfectly smooth and with a bit of baby fat to it.  Her hair is golden, flowing down to her waist.  She badly needs me to comb and braid it for her.  She’s lost weight everywhere, including her breasts, which no longer sag inside her dress.  The dress itself fits snugly to show off her figure, a golden belt circling her tiny waist.  
 
   I can hardly feel anything when she throws herself against me in a hug.  After a moment’s hesitation, I pat her back and the silky tresses that would make a great wig.  “I’m so glad you came!” she says, her voice full of sunshine again.  “I wasn’t sure if you would.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?  You’re my sister.”
 
   “Because we haven’t seen each other in five years, silly.”
 
   “So I guess this is your big surprise.”
 
   “Not entirely.  Come inside.  I’ve got some tea brewing.”
 
   She takes my hand, practically skipping up the front drive.  I’ve never felt so old before as I do watching her with her suddenly boundless energy.  If anyone saw us, they would probably take me for her much-older sister—or more likely her mother.
 
   I drop my bag by the front door and then follow Aggie into the living room.  She claps her hands and the silver tea set appears on a tray on the table.  This is the kind of frivolous magic use Mama would scold us for.  But Mama has been dead for over a century now and I don’t feel like trying to mother my older sister.
 
   As she pours the tea, I can see Aggie’s body trembling from the excitement of her news.  She hands a cup to me, not bothering to let me take a sip before she blurts out, “I’m in love!”
 
   It’s good I didn’t get to drink my tea or I would have spit it up all over her.  “What?”
 
   “Love.  L-O-V-E.”
 
   “I know what it is,” I snap, thinking of Henri.  “With a mortal?”
 
   “Of course with a mortal!”  Aggie makes a sour face.  “You think I would fall in love with someone in the coven?  They’re a bunch of boring old biddies.” 
 
   “So were you.”
 
   “Oh Sylvia, stop being so cynical.  It’s no wonder you look so old.”
 
   “Agnes, you know it’s against the rules to love a mortal.”
 
   “I don’t care.  Alejandro and I are in love.”  Her body trembles again and she squeals like a young girl.  “We’re getting married!”
 
   I can’t stand anymore.  I get to my feet and grab Aggie by the shoulders.  “Are you insane?  What about the coven?  What about being a witch?”
 
   “I can still be a witch.”
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   Tears bubble up in her eyes.  “You don’t understand.  I knew you wouldn’t.  You don’t have any idea what it’s like to be in love.”
 
   “Of course I do.  I loved Henri.  You still remember that, don’t you?”
 
   “Then can’t you be happy for me?  I’ve found my Henri at last.”
 
   I know I should probably slap Aggie across the face to try and knock some damned sense into her head.  She’s not sixteen like I was, even if she might look that way.  She’s three hundred eleven years old, far too old for this nonsense.  Then I see how happy she is, the same love I saw in Rachel’s eyes—and in my own.
 
   I sag back onto the couch.  “How did you find him?”
 
   ***
 
   His name is Alejandro Chiostro.  When Aggie first saw him a year ago, she was still a gray-haired crone.  As fate would have it, Aggie met him in church of all places.  As a witch she never went to Mass, but one of the Devereaux girls had a baby and Aggie out of politeness went to the baptism.
 
   She sat in the back of the cathedral, where no one would notice that she didn’t sing any hymns or say any prayers.  Alejandro sat across the aisle from her.  Though she appeared to be in her sixties and was actually much older, she was still instantly smitten by him.  She loved his smooth olive-tinged skin, his wavy black hair, his warm brown eyes, and especially his glowing smile.  He flashed this to her during the ceremony; she in turn blushed like a teenager and hid her face for the rest of the service behind a fan.
 
   Alejandro lingered in the cathedral after the baptism—as did Aggie.  He waited until he thought everyone was gone to go up to the altar and pray.  Aggie used a Hearing Aid spell so she could overhear him praying for good weather so his ship could return safely to Italy.
 
   God did not answer his prayer, but Aggie did.  She hurried out of the cathedral and found a secluded place near the docks.  There she cast a Typhoon spell.  “Just a little one,” she assures me as she tells the story.
 
   The storm was enough that Alejandro couldn’t leave port that day.  This gave Aggie time to go home and make herself young again.  She spent much of the night feverishly updating one of her dresses, the same one she’s wearing now.  She didn’t need an Energy Boost potion; her love—or lust—strong enough to keep her going.
 
   The next morning she returned to the cathedral.  Alejandro was there again, but this time to confess his sins to the priest.  Aggie hurried past him without looking to kneel down in the same spot Alejandro did the day before.  “Oh Lord,” she said, loud enough so he could overhear, “please give me the strength to endure these trying times.”
 
   She stopped again to burst into tears.  “I’ve felt so alone since you took Mama and Papa and Sophie from me.  I know it was all part of your divine plan, but I feel so alone.  Please help me so I can feel strong again and do your work.  Amen.”
 
   Alejandro wasn’t the type to make a move right away.  He waited until he finished confessing his sins, perhaps preemptively confessing a few more.  Aggie waited outside, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief.
 
   “Excuse me, mademoiselle,” he said, his Italian accent making his French sound musical.  “I couldn’t help overhearing your prayer.  I too have asked the Lord to give me strength.  I recently lost my dear sister Sonia.”
 
   “Oh, how terrible for you.”
 
   “It has been quite trying.  I thought perhaps I could help you with your own struggle.  If you could forgive me for being so forward, perhaps we could discuss the matter over dinner?”
 
   Aggie had to resist the urge to squeal with happiness and leap into his arms with joy.  Instead she summoned all her strength to say evenly, “That sounds delightful.”
 
   Their courtship proceeded along formal lines.  Alejandro was a gentleman, not even kissing Aggie on the cheek until the third time they met.  Their dates were separated by weeks apart as Alejandro had a vineyard of his own back in Italy, outside of Tuscany.  It’s not as large as our vineyard, but Alejandro runs the entire place himself since his father died.  When Aggie showed him our estate, he insisted on meeting the latest head of the Devereaux family to share ideas on growing grapes and making wine from them.
 
   “He’s such a smart man—and he’s well off too.  Not as much as us, but he’s quite comfortable,” Aggie assures me.
 
   He proposed to her just two days earlier.  He did it the proper way, by kneeling down in this living room and offering her a ring.  She fishes the ring out of a pocket so I can see it.  The gold band with its pea-sized chunk of diamond must have cost a tidy sum.  “Isn’t it beautiful?” she asks me.
 
   “It’s nice.”  I clear my throat and then ask, “When is the wedding?”
 
   “Next June.  We’ll have it here, at the cathedral where we met.”
 
   “You’re going Catholic now?”
 
   “I have to.  Alejandro is a very spiritual man.”
 
   I can’t help snorting at this.  “He’d probably burn you at the stake if he saw your potions.”
 
   “Alejandro loves me.  I don’t care about anything else.”
 
   “But you’re not going to give up your powers?”
 
   “I will if I have to.”
 
   I feel a pain in my midsection as if she’s punched me.  If Aggie gives up her powers, then it will be just a few decades before she grows old the natural way and then dies.  I’ll be truly alone then, everyone else I care about nothing more than dust.  “Agnes—”
 
   “Don’t worry about that.  We’ll figure it out later.”
 
   “If Glenda doesn’t put you on trial first.”
 
   “Why should she?  Mama was married to a mortal and she didn’t give up her powers.”
 
   I consider telling Aggie the truth I’ve kept hidden for the last century, but I doubt she could accept it, not right now—probably never.  “I suppose you’re right.”  I try to smile at her, to show her my support for her choices—however bad they might be.  “Where are you two going to live?  Here or in Italy?”
 
   “Here.  Alejandro is going to sell his vineyard to a cousin.  I hope that’s all right with you.  I thought since you haven’t been here in so long—”
 
   “No, that’s fine.”
 
   Aggie nods and then her smile fades.  She nervously sips from her cup of tea.  “There’s something else I need to tell you.  Try not to be too angry with me.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Well, I had to tell him a tiny little lie.”
 
   “That you’re not a witch, I know that already.”
 
   “No, a lie about you.”
 
   “Me?  What did you say about me?”
 
   Aggie looks down at her feet, her cheeks turning red as if she’s about to cry.  “I was showing him around the house and he saw that portrait Mama had made of us—you know the one over the mantle?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Well, I told him that was painted when I was twelve and Sophie was nine and you were three.  Alejandro is a very smart man, as I said before.  He did the math in his head—”
 
   I lean forward, my hands curling into fists.  “Agnes, how old did you tell him I am?”
 
   “He thinks I’m twenty-one now, so—”
 
   I can do the math in my head too.  Twelve.  She told him I’m twelve years old.  I want to slap her across the face and then choke the life out of her for her stupidity.  Instead, I barely keep my calm.  “You’ll just have to tell him I died in some terrible accident.”
 
   “Then who will I say you are?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Say I’m your aunt or something like that.”
 
   “But he’s really excited to meet you.  He thinks you’ve been at finishing school.”
 
   “Then we’ll say I died in a carriage accident on the way home.”
 
   Aggie bursts into tears.  “You don’t understand,” she says.  She sobs for a minute before gaining enough composure to say, “His sister was twelve when she died.  That’s why he’s so excited to meet you.  It would make him so happy to have a little girl the same age around the house.”
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   “I know it’s a terrible sacrifice and I’m very sorry to ask you.  But it won’t be that terrible.  It won’t be like Morgana.  You won’t be a baby.”  She takes my hand, looking into my eyes.  “Please, Sylvia.  Do it for him—for both of us.”
 
   I want to turn her down and vanish right out of the house, but I can see how much it means to her to make Alejandro happy.  With a sigh, I say, “All right.  I’ll do it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   It takes Aggie three days to brew an Inner Child potion like the one used on Morgana.  In this case she has to make sure it’s weak enough that it won’t turn me into a baby again.  I can’t use a spell to make myself that young, younger than when I first gained my powers.  There’s a chance I could make myself fourteen and Alejandro wouldn’t notice, but Aggie insists on making this perfect.
 
   While Aggie works, I vanish back to Edinburgh to tidy up things there.  If Aggie’s potion is successful, then I won’t be able to resume my life—such as it was—for nearly a decade.  I pay someone to board up the windows while I pack up my clothes, papers, and my few knickknacks.  All of this I take up to the attic, where it can wait for me until I’m an adult again.
 
   I let out a startled scream when Glenda appears in the attic.  The expression on her face tells me she’s none too pleased.  “Finally letting yourself go?” she asks nastily.
 
   “I could still take you if we weren’t using magic.”
 
   Glenda only shrugs at this.  “Perhaps.”  She sits down on Uncle Bob’s old stool I brought up here after his death.  I grimace at this, but decide not to say anything.  “I want to know exactly what you and Agnes are up to.”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me, child.  I’ve already popped in on Agnes.  I saw what she’s done to herself.  And I see what you’re doing here.  Are you finally going back home?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I thought as much.  Care to tell me why Agnes made herself so young again?”
 
   “You saw her, so why don’t you tell me?”
 
   “She said she was tired of feeling so old.  I know that’s bullshit.  Tell me what she’s doing and it’ll go easier for both of you.”
 
   “Is that a threat?”
 
   “I don’t need to make threats.”  On cue I feel a pain in my right arm to remind me of the last time I tried to stand against Glenda.  No, she doesn’t need to make threats.
 
   “She’s having another one of her flings.  You know Agnes.”
 
   Glenda snorts at this.  “This isn’t just a fling.  I’ve seen that look in her eyes before—in a certain novice’s eyes long ago.”
 
   “It’s nothing.  She’s just feeling her age, getting carried away.”
 
   “What about you?  What’s your part in this?”
 
   “I’m just going home to stay with her.  Someone needs to look after her.”
 
   Glenda’s voice turns softer, more like the grandmother she appears to be, as she says, “Sylvia, if Agnes is in trouble I want to help.  But I can’t help if you lie to me.”
 
   “We don’t need your help.  This has nothing to do with the coven.  It’s just between the two of us.”
 
   “Everything you do has to do with the coven.  I thought you’d have realized that by now.  I don’t want another Morgana on my hands—or another Sophie.”
 
   “Agnes isn’t plotting against you.  She worships you.”
 
   Glenda lets out a sigh and for a moment looks her true age.  “I wish you two wouldn’t be so difficult.  I’m too old to play nursemaid to two headstrong witches.”
 
   “That was Mama’s job, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.  She was supposed to teach you right from wrong and to have proper respect for authority.  I guess she failed.”
 
   “So what are you going to do now:  drag us into the archives for a trial?”
 
   “Not yet.  Consider this a warning.  If you do anything to jeopardize the coven, I will have no choice but to punish both of you.”
 
   “I’ll pass that on.”
 
   Glenda sighs again.  “I need a drink.  What about you?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Then I’ll see you later.”  Glenda vanishes from the attic and I’m alone again.  Later I do go out to get a drink, sitting at my reserved table for probably the last time.  Even once I become an adult again I might not come back here to Edinburgh except to get my belongings.
 
   As I gulp down one glass of whiskey after another, I try to tell myself that this is an opportunity.  I have a second chance—or a third chance really—to start a new life.  This time I can make better choices.  Maybe I can find a way to be happy this time.  I try to tell myself this and yet I still don’t believe it.
 
   Having finished closing up shop in Scotland, I return home.  Aggie gives me another hug to welcome me.  Then she reaches into a pocket to fish out a pink vial like the one Glenda forced Morgana to drink from.  “It’s all ready—I hope.”
 
   “You hope?”
 
   “I tried some of it on a chicken.  It seemed to work.”
 
   “Great, but I’m not a chicken.”
 
   “I know, but I couldn’t very well abduct some poor mortal woman and force her to drink it, could I?”
 
   “There are probably a few old dowagers who wouldn’t mind being twelve again.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “I know.”  I take the vial from her.  “You owe me for this.”
 
   I pop off the cap and then pour the contents down my throat.  It tastes sweet, like tea with about six sugars added.  It’s fizzy as well, the bubbles dancing on my tongue for a moment before I swallow.  I make sure to drink the whole thing so I won’t throw off Aggie’s precise calculations.
 
   Nothing happens at first.  I open my mouth to say something, but all that comes out is a loud belch.  At the same time, the room swells around me.  Aggie seems to shoot up about a foot, so I have to look up to meet her eyes.  I hold up my arms, flapping the dangling sleeves.  “It worked,” I say, my voice sounding higher and softer.
 
   “Yes, it did,” Aggie says.  “It worked perfectly.”
 
   She holds up a mirror so I can see my face.  My face is smoother than hers, and paler as well.  My chubby cheeks turn magenta as I blush at seeing myself as a child again.  I manage to get one hand out of my dress, the fingers shorter and pudgier now.  I use these to touch my hair, which is more of a copper red, not having fully darkened yet.  Looking closely, there are even a few freckles along my nose that I had forgotten about.
 
   My eyes remain the same.  Despite the softness and innocence of the rest of my body, my eyes are still the hard, cold eyes of a grown woman.  These eyes sparkle with tears as it begins to sink in exactly what I’ve done to myself.  I’m just a little girl now, a little mortal girl.
 
   Aggie pats my back and kneels down to look me in the eye.  “It won’t be so bad,” she says.  “It will just be for a few years, until you get your powers back.  Then you can make yourself as old as you want.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   She gives me a hug that feels strange, more like the hugs Mama used to give me.  “I can never repay you for this,” Aggie whispers into my ear.  
 
   ***
 
   Alejandro’s first visit since my transformation will be for Christmas.  We never observed this holiday before, but Aggie insists we have to this year for Alejandro.  “It will give you two a chance to meet each other,” she says.  She pinches my cheek, which annoyed me the first time I was a child.  “I know you’re going to get along famously.”
 
   I doubt this, but I don’t want to spoil Aggie’s happiness.  I keep telling myself to try and make the best of this situation, this chance to start over fresh.  The only question that continues to haunt me is what I can do differently this time around.  Unless my powers don’t come back—which seems unlikely since Morgana’s did after she went through this—I’ll still be a witch in the coven.  I could try to learn a new discipline, but I doubt that would work.  Maybe I could find another business to involve myself in, one that would make me happy.  Yet I’m not sure what that would be.
 
   For the most part it’s not too difficult of an adjustment to go from middle-age to puberty.  The biggest adjustment is getting used to not being as tall as I was, so I have to stand on my toes in order to reach the back of the counters in the kitchen and stand on a chair to reach the highest shelves.  The stairs are where I have to really be careful the first few days, making sure to watch my feet so I don’t miss a step and fall.
 
   This second childhood would be far more bearable if not for Aggie.  She insists on treating me as if I’m a child in mind as well as body.  She’s always pinching my cheeks and tousling my hair.  She insists on tucking me in at night and kissing me on the forehead.
 
   She also makes me a whole new wardrobe of dresses.  All of these have the lace and ruffles I despised when I was growing up.  She even makes bows to match, which she forces me to wear in my hair.  When I come down in these dresses with the bow in my hair, she always pinches my cheek and says, “You look so pretty!”
 
   I try to tell myself that this is Aggie’s misguided way to make me feel better about myself.  The other explanation is that she sees me as a real life doll for her to play with.  I don’t think Aggie would revel in my torment like that, but then maybe this is all an elaborate way to punish me for deserting her all those years after Sophie died.
 
   For Christmas she gives me another adorable dress.  This one is made of velvet, the same shade of red as my hair will eventually darken to.  The dress is of course trimmed with lace and comes with a bow so I look more like nine or ten years old than twelve.  She pinches my cheek and then runs a hand along the hair reaching to my waist.  “You’re so adorable,” she says.  “Alejandro is sure to like you.”
 
   “I hope so,” I grumble, feeling like a petulant child.  I want to tear the bow out of my hair and put on a normal peasant dress, but I can’t.  This is Aggie’s big moment, when the two people she loves most will meet each other.
 
   She has the oldest Devereaux woman working as a combination of a maid and butler while she entertains Alejandro.  Mrs. Devereaux opens the door at precisely two o’clock to reveal Alejandro standing in the doorway.  He’s dressed in a black suit with a top hat in his hand.  Aggie forgets any sense of decorum and runs into his arms.  He manages to pass the hat to Mrs. Devereaux before taking Aggie in his arms.
 
   Alejandro is proper enough that he only kisses Aggie on the cheek.  They share a brief embrace, before Aggie turns him to face me.  “Alejandro, this is my sister Sylvia.  She’s just come back from finishing school for the holidays.”
 
   Time seems to stop around us as Alejandro takes my hand and kisses it as if I’m royalty.  “You are every bit as beautiful as your sister said,” he says to me.
 
   I hadn’t really believed Aggie when she said how wonderful Alejandro is, but now I can see she wasn’t exaggerating.  He really is as handsome as she said, his body lean yet muscular beneath the suit.  His eyes are filled with tenderness as he looks at me and his smile so bright that I can feel my heart ready to burst.  Now I know why Aggie loves him.
 
   Then he stands up and takes Aggie’s hand.  She leads him into the living room to see our first Christmas tree.  I’m left standing there in the foyer, my heart racing and cheeks burning with heat.  I continue to stand there until Aggie calls out, “Sylvia?  Come show Mr. Chiostro the decorations you made.”
 
   With unsteady legs, I force myself to go in there and face him again.
 
   ***
 
   Most children can’t sleep on Christmas Eve.  I’m not thinking about the gifts I’ll get the next day.  Instead, my thoughts are of Alejandro.  Whenever I close my eyes, I see him smiling at me.  I’ve felt this way only once before—with Henri.
 
   It doesn’t help when I tell myself that Alejandro is marrying my sister and that he thinks I’m only a little girl.  I still keep seeing that smile and imagine that I’m the one he’s going to marry, that I’m the one he’ll kiss on the lips.  I grab a pillow, hugging it close to my body and imagine that it’s Alejandro, that we’re lying in bed together.
 
   Aggie opens the door at dawn.  I still haven’t slept at all, so I look terrible that morning as Aggie gets me ready for my first Mass.  I wear the dark red dress again complete with the bow in my hair.  I frown at my childish reflection, wishing I could look like a grown up again for Alejandro.  “Is Alejandro coming with us?”
 
   “Of course he is, dear.”
 
   We take the carriage, the roads still clear and firm enough to use it.  Aggie and I sit on one side with Alejandro across from us.  His eyes focus on Aggie, but I’m close enough that I can imagine he’s really looking at me.  He does turn to me during the trip and paralyzes me with another smile.  “So when are you heading back to school, Mademoiselle Sylvia?”
 
   “Oh, um—”
 
   “In January—so long as the weather holds,” Aggie says.
 
   “And what is it they teach you at this school?”
 
   “Oh, the usual:  etiquette and manners and such,” I say, being intentionally vague; Aggie and I didn’t cover this part of my fake history.
 
   “Agnes says you can read and do sums.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He smiles at me again.  “Those are good skills for a young woman to have.  My sister used to help my father with the inventories at the vineyard.”
 
   I nearly faint when Alejandro calls me a “young woman” instead of a little girl.  Maybe he can see that I’m not a child, at least not on the inside.  “I’m sorry about your sister,” I blurt out.
 
   This steals the smile from his face.  He nods sadly to me.  “Thank you.  That’s very kind of you.  Did Agnes tell you that she was the same age as you?”
 
   “No,” I lie.
 
   “Sonia was just twelve years old when the fever took her.  She was a very beautiful girl and smart as a whip too.”  His smile returns as he adds, “Though not as beautiful or smart as you.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say in a strangled whisper, feeling ready to pass out.
 
   We arrive at the cathedral where Alejandro and Aggie met—and where they’ll be married this summer.  Alejandro takes Aggie’s hand to help her out of the carriage.  He takes me by the waist to carry me to the ground.  With anyone else I would have kicked and screamed that I’m big enough to do this by myself, but I like the feeling of Alejandro’s strong yet gentle hands around my waist.  His hands are like Henri’s, like those of someone who’s worked hard all of his life.
 
   I have never gone to a Mass before, so I have to watch Alejandro and the people around us to know what to do.  For the hymns and prayers I mouth the words, except for the “Amen” at the end of the prayers.  Aggie knows more of the words, but sometimes I can see her lip-synching with the congregation.
 
   The priest gives us a sermon about Jesus being born and what a miracle this was.  I try not to scoff or look uncomfortable during this.  I want to believe it the way Alejandro believes it.  Yet as the priest continues to drone on, I find my eyelids drooping.  Before I know it, I’ve fallen asleep.
 
   I wake up later, blissfully aware of Alejandro carrying me.  When I stir, he pats the back of my head.  “It’s all right, mademoiselle,” he says.  “I was feeling a bit sleepy myself.”
 
   He sets me gently in the carriage and I yearn for him to kiss my forehead like Aggie does when she tucks me in, but he doesn’t.  He kisses her on the cheek instead after helping her up into the carriage.  They talk about how wonderful the service was and Aggie tells him that she’s already arranged for them to use the cathedral for their wedding.
 
   We remain in our church clothes to open the gifts under the tree.  Aggie gives me more dresses that I’m sure will have matching bows with them.  I didn’t buy her anything, but she gives herself a bonnet and says it’s a gift from me.  This warrants another pinch of my cheek.  “Thank you so much, dear,” she says.
 
   “You’re welcome,” I grumble.
 
   I save Alejandro’s gift for last.  I’m surprised he bought me anything at all since we met only yesterday.  Untying the box, I try to imagine what he might have gotten me.  I can see him watching me, anxiously waiting for me to open it.
 
   I try to hide my disappointment to find a doll inside.  It’s a more expensive doll than any Mama gave me, the doll’s face and hands made of porcelain.  The doll has red hair and green eyes, which is probably why Alejandro bought it for me.  I hug the doll to my chest and smile at him.  “She’s beautiful,” I say.  “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re most welcome, mademoiselle,” he says, rewarding me with a smile.
 
   The box for Aggie’s gift is much smaller.  She opens it up and squeals with delight.  She holds up a silver necklace with a heart pendant at the end of the chain.  “This is gorgeous,” she gushes.
 
   “Allow me to put it around your neck,” Alejandro says.  She holds back her hair so he can fasten the chain around her neck.  The silver heart bobs around her breasts as she turns around to hug Alejandro and kiss him on the cheek.
 
   “Thank you so much for this.”
 
   I squeeze my doll tightly, trying to hold back tears.  Of course Alejandro doesn’t love me.  I’m just a little girl to him, the cute baby sister of his fiancée.  She’s the one he loves, not me.  She’s the one he’s going to marry, while I’ll have no one.
 
   I take the first opportunity to excuse myself, carrying the new dresses and doll upstairs.  I drop the dresses on the floor and then leap onto the bed.  I press my face against the doll, letting its dress absorb my tears at the unfairness of it all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Since this new year is 1800, Alejandro and Aggie throw a big party on the estate, inviting all of the Devereauxes and some of the new acquaintances she’s made since she started to go to church.  That none of the Devereauxes say anything about Aggie suddenly looking forty years younger comes as a bit of a surprise.  Maybe she’s used some kind of spell to addle their minds.
 
   For this party, Aggie even brings in fireworks from China.  She has Mr. Devereaux light these off at exactly midnight to celebrate the new year.  It’s not officially the end of the wretched 18th Century, but almost.  I wish I could be alone, to think about Rachel and Andre and the failed Revolution.  So many have died in this century, so many who didn’t need to.
 
   As the fireworks go off, Alejandro gives Aggie a kiss.  It’s the kind of deep, passionate kiss I wish I could share with him, the kind of kiss I used to share with Henri.  I turn my head up to watch the fireworks, feigning interest in these like a good little girl.
 
   Alejandro surprises me with a kiss.  It’s on the cheek of course, but this still makes me feel dizzy.  The kiss lasts only a few seconds, though it feels like an eternity.  “No pretty girl should go without a kiss at midnight,” Alejandro says with a wink.
 
   He leaves two days later, hoping to reach Italy while the wind is still in his favor.  He’ll spend the winter there, returning in the spring to prepare for the wedding.  While he’s in Italy, he’ll finalize the sale of his vineyard to his cousin so he can take over our family’s estate once he marries Aggie.
 
   He gives Aggie another passionate kiss goodbye.  I again yearn for such a kiss, or even one on the cheek like at New Year’s.  Instead, he breaks my heart by patting my head.  “You’ll probably be a woman before I return,” he says with a smile.
 
   I smile shyly back at him.  “I doubt that.”
 
   Then he’s gone, leaving Aggie and I to face the winter.  It’s difficult for both of us, though of course more difficult for me.  At breakfast the next morning we have our first argument of that terrible winter.
 
   “I’ve been asking around.  There are some really good boarding schools you could go to once Alejandro and I are married,” Aggie says.
 
   “Boarding school?  But that’s just a lie you told him.”
 
   “It might be good for you.  You could make some new friends and learn more about deportment.”
 
   “Deportment?  If Mama couldn’t teach me that, there’s no chance anyone else will.”
 
   “Sylvia, be reasonable.  Alejandro is going to think you’re at finishing school.  Where else do you propose to go?”
 
   “Why do I have to go anywhere?  Why can’t I stay here?  You can say I dropped out of stupid finishing school and you’re going to teach me at home.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   I leap up from the table.  “I understand.  You don’t want me around.  You want the whole house for you and Alejandro without some stupid little kid bothering you.”
 
   “That’s not what I said.”
 
   “That’s what you meant.”
 
   “I just want what’s best for you.”
 
   “You’re not my mother!  Stop trying to act like it.”  I storm up to my room and slam the door.  This is just a gesture since Aggie could easily vanish herself into the room.  She doesn’t, probably figuring I need a few minutes to gather myself.  
 
   A witch does vanish into the room.  Glenda appears at the foot of my bed while I’m crying about how unfair this situation is.  “You poor little fool,” she says.  “What did you let her do to you?”
 
   I look up from my moist pillow to glare at her.  “I didn’t let her do anything.  I volunteered.”
 
   “You volunteered to let her take your powers from you?  Whatever for?”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   Glenda sits down on the bed and rubs my back as if she’s my grandmother.  “Sylvia, please, I want to understand.  What’s going on here?”
 
   Though I’ll hate myself later, I think to myself that if I tell Glenda what’s happening she’ll put a stop to it.  Then Aggie won’t be able to marry Alejandro and I can have him to myself.  “Aggie fell in love with a mortal.  She’s going to marry him.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  This isn’t the reaction I hoped for.  I wanted Glenda to be furious, to vanish herself into the living room and scream at Aggie, threatening her with severe punishment if she carries this any further.  I explain to Glenda about the picture and Alejandro’s sister.  She clucks her tongue at this.  “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?  I could have helped you.  Now there’s nothing I can do for you.”
 
   “I wanted Agnes to be happy.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “I don’t know anymore.”  I wipe at my eyes, trying to regain my composure and act like the woman I still am inside.  “It’s harder than I thought it would be.”
 
   “Of course it is, especially at this age and with all of your memories intact.  It would have been far easier if she’d wiped your mind.”
 
   “Then it would be like the first time.”
 
   “Yes, it would.”  She rubs my back again and flashes a nearly toothless grin.  “It’ll be all right.  Just a few years and then you’ll be a witch again.”
 
   “Then I can turn myself back?”
 
   “Once your power is stable.  How old are you now:  ten?”
 
   “Twelve.”  I put a hand to my cheek.  “Do I really look ten?”
 
   “You’ve always had a young face, dear.  Don’t worry about it.”
 
   I nod, but I’m thinking that it’s still at least four years.  Four years before I can be an adult again on the outside.  Will I still be one on the inside?  Lying on my bed and crying like this, it’s easy enough to think that I’m regressing inside, as Sophie said would happen to Morgana once she became a baby.  “What are you going to do about Agnes?”
 
   To my dismay, Glenda shakes her head.  “Nothing.  She’ll receive her punishment soon enough.  Both of you will.”
 
   “I’m already getting mine.”
 
   “I know, but it’s going to get worse.  Much worse.”  It didn’t take long for that prophecy to come true.
 
   ***
 
   Throughout the winter, Aggie and I continue to quarrel.  We finally decide that the fall after the wedding I can go work on the horse farm David started so many years ago.  Aggie doesn’t really like this idea—she’d rather have me learning which fork to use at dinner than using a pitchfork to clean the stalls.  There’s not much she can really do about it since she isn’t my mother.  She isn’t even my legally appointed guardian.
 
   Despite reaching this compromise, things don’t get much better between us.  Aggie tries like my mother to make me into a “proper lady” while I resist her efforts out of spite.  I refuse to even braid her hair as I used to do.  I suppose that Glenda was right in that Aggie should have wiped my memory so I would forget everything.  Then I might be more obedient, though probably not.
 
   I’m grateful when the snow melts and I’m able to go outside again.  I put on my old leggings and tunic.  They’re still a little big, but fit well enough.  I go out into the forest, taking a scythe with me to clear the paths.  It’s much more difficult work with my puny twelve-year-old’s muscles, so after a half hour or so I’m exhausted.
 
   I sink to the ground, curling up there like an animal to take a nap.  I feel Henri’s presence as I always do and wish that stupid war wouldn’t have taken him from me.  Then we could have been together, though by now we would long ago have died.  If Mama was right, then we could be together in the afterlife forever, along with whatever descendants I gave birth to.
 
   Instead I’m here, alone and miserable as I have been for the vast majority of the last three hundred years.  I eventually fall asleep, dreaming of Henri.  In the dream I race out here to the forest, finding him in our special place.  I push the brush aside to find him kissing Aggie.
 
   “But we were supposed to be together!” I wail.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says, “but you’re too little.”
 
   It’s at that moment that I realize I’m not sixteen or even twelve.  Instead I’m just three years old, wearing the same frilly white dress as when I first arrived here with Mama and my sisters.  They go back to kissing while I continue to cry.  I shrink until I’m swimming inside my clothes, screaming wordlessly.  Aggie frees me from the dress and I know that like Morgana I’ve become an infant again.  She pinches my cheek and says, “Isn’t she cute?”
 
   I wake up screaming, but it’s only a dream.  I’m still twelve, which at the moment is better than being a baby.  Henri is long dead and Aggie loves Alejandro Chiostro.  I get to my feet and continue working, swiping at the brush with a vengeance as I remember the dream.
 
   It takes me a week to clear the paths.  After that I’m free to roam again.  Where Henri and I kissed, I practice the martial arts moves Hisae taught me centuries ago.  My body isn’t as quick or as strong as I’d like, but it helps me to stay in shape, so when I’m a grownup again my body will still remember.  This also helps to reassure me that I’m not a child yet, at least not inside my mind.
 
   A few weeks later, I finish a set and collapse onto the grass to rest.  Since that first time I haven’t had any more nightmares about Henri and Aggie, though I continue to have similarly themed nightmares.  This time I dream I’m walking down the aisle of the cathedral, dressed in a lacy white wedding gown.  Alejandro waits at the altar for me.  Throughout the ceremony Alejandro and I stare at each other with love.  Then comes the moment when we’re supposed to kiss.  Alejandro lifts my veil, but instead of kissing my lips, he kisses me chastely on the cheek.  He lifts me up and again I’m just a helpless toddler.  He still holds me in his arms as Aggie comes forward to kiss him.  I’m smothered by their bodies as they seal their union with a kiss.
 
   I wake up screaming again.  Only this time I feel strong, gentle hands on my shoulders.  “It’s all right,” Alejandro whispers.  I turn to see that it’s really him.  He smiles at me and I melt against him, sobbing as he strokes my hair.  “You’re safe now.”
 
   He waits for me to calm down before he asks what I’m doing out here.  “I’m just playing,” I say, feeling this is the right twelve-year-old answer.
 
   “It isn’t safe for you out here in the forest.  There are animals—”
 
   “I’ve been coming out here since I was seven.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  You’re an experienced woodsman then?”
 
   I know he’s mocking me; little girls aren’t supposed to play in the forest and dress like a boy.  “Your sister was worried about you,” he says.  “She thought you might have run away.”  
 
   “I fell asleep,” I say dumbly.  “I had a bad dream.”
 
   “Ah, yes.  You don’t have to worry about that anymore.”  Alejandro takes my hand and I know that he’s right, that I won’t have any more nightmares.
 
   ***
 
   The wedding is scheduled for the first day of summer.  This Aggie feels is an auspicious date for a marriage.  Despite giving lip service to the Christians, Aggie is still a witch and still believes in what others might call superstitions.  
 
   The closer the date gets, the more agitated Aggie becomes.  She shouts at the Devereaux women who are helping to prepare the reception.  She chides me daily about going out to the forest, wanting me to act like a young lady while Alejandro is here.  She even yells at him when he comes to my defense.
 
   This is so out of character for Aggie that I wonder if someone’s put a curse on her.  In the end I decide that it’s just because she wants everything to go perfectly.  She wants her marriage to Alejandro to get off to a good start.
 
   We get into a serious row when Aggie says that I’m to be the flower girl.  “What’s that?” I ask her, unfamiliar with Christian weddings.
 
   “You go down the aisle ahead of us and drop flowers along the way.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Because it’s tradition for a little girl to do that.”  She explains the various roles of the wedding party.  The argument begins when she explains about the bridesmaids.
 
   “I want to be a bridesmaid!”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  You’re too young.”
 
   “I am not!”  I stamp my foot and pout to belie this.
 
   “Sylvia, please, don’t start with me now.  The flower girl is a very important job.”
 
   “Just not as important as the bridesmaids.”
 
   “Every job is equally important.”
 
   “No they aren’t.  You don’t think I can do it.  You think I’m a baby!”
 
   “Maybe if you didn’t act like a baby I wouldn’t treat you like one!”
 
   I stomp up to my room and slam the door.  When it opens, I assume Aggie has followed me up to continue the argument.  “Go away!” I scream through my pillow.
 
   “Forgive me, mademoiselle,” Alejandro says.
 
   I look up from the pillow to see him there.  He smiles at me and I smile back through my tears.  I furiously try to wipe these away so I won’t look like a little girl to him.  “I’m sorry about that,” I say.  “Agnes and I had a fight.”
 
   “I heard.”  He sits down on the bed and puts a hand on my back as Glenda did.  “Your sister is under a great deal of stress right now.  She needs our kindness and understanding.  There’s so much for her to do and she doesn’t have your mother or father to help her.  That means we all have to help however we can, even if that’s taking her abuse.”
 
   “I hate being so little,” I say before I can stop myself.
 
   “It won’t be long until you’re a young woman like your sister.”
 
   “But not as pretty as her, right?”
 
   “You’re going to be a very pretty young woman.”
 
   “Not like her.  I’ll never be like her.”  I turn back to my pillow.  “I’ll never be as skinny or as blond as her.  And I’ll never be a lady like her.”
 
   “Perhaps.  But that doesn’t mean you still can’t find someone who will love you for who you are.”
 
   “The only one who ever loved me like that is dead.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.  What happened?”
 
   “He was a soldier.  He died.”  I’m sure Alejandro is confused by this, but I don’t care.  Before long he’ll be married to Aggie and I’ll still be alone.  “I tried to save him, but I couldn’t.”
 
   “That’s terrible, but I’m sure you can find someone else to love you.  You’re young; you have your whole life ahead of you yet.”
 
   “I know.”  I let Alejandro think he’s comforted me; I let him think that everything is going to be all right.  Inside, I know nothing is ever going to be all right again.
 
   ***
 
   I can’t sleep the night before the wedding.  Every time I try, I have terrible nightmares like back in the forest.  I give up and sneak down to the cellar, where Aggie still keeps her potions.  I find an Energy Boost one and drink it down.  Looking among the others, I search for one that I could use to make me an adult again or to make Alejandro love me instead of Aggie.  There’s nothing.  
 
   I go upstairs, spending the rest of the night fiddling with my hair, finally settling on a modified French braid that doesn’t make me look too childish.  When Aggie sees this, she can’t resist the urge to pinch my cheek.  “You’re so beautiful!” she gushes.  “Can you do something like that with my hair?”
 
   “I suppose,” I say.  I do something similar for her, except that I weave flowers into her hair as well.  Aggie pats her head, tears coming to her eyes.
 
   “It’s beautiful.  Thank you so much.”  She hugs me, the last hug we share for a long time.
 
   Aggie of course made her own wedding dress.  It’s even more elaborate than those I saw in my nightmares, with enough lace to make three dresses for me and a train six feet long that one of the littlest Devereaux girls will carry.
 
   I stare at the dress, my mind burning with jealousy.  I want to be the one in that dress; I want to be the one marrying Alejandro.  But I have to wear a much smaller white dress that calls to mind the one in our family portrait, the one I wear in my nightmares.  I hate this dress instantly; even the dark red one from Christmas would be better.
 
   Mrs. Devereaux gives me a basket full of flower petals.  She tells me that once we get to the cathedral I’m supposed to go down the aisle and scatter handfuls of these petals along the way so the rest of the wedding party can walk on them.  “I understand,” I say.
 
   I watch Mrs. Devereaux help Aggie get into the wedding dress.  I sit in a corner with the basket on my lap.  I feel so useless, so extraneous.  I might as well not even be here.  It’s unlikely Aggie or Alejandro would notice if I left.
 
   This thought continues to haunt me as Aggie turns around in the dress.  “What do you think?” she asks me.
 
   “You look pretty,” I say, giving her the twelve-year-old answer.
 
   “You think Alejandro will like it?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t he?”
 
   Aggie seems satisfied with this.  She turns around to face the mirror, smoothing out a few imaginary wrinkles.  Then Mrs. Devereaux gives her the veil, which she puts down over her face.  “I think I’m ready to get married,” she says.
 
   Us girls go out to our carriage first.  We go on to the cathedral, with Alejandro and the male members of the wedding party to follow separately.  On the way to the cathedral, Aggie turns to me and says, “Make sure to spread the petals as evenly as possible.  We don’t want just random clumps of them.”
 
   “I know,” I say.  I want to growl that if I can kill a Class-4 demon, I can certainly spread some damned daisy petals on the floor of a cathedral.  I can’t say this with mortals in the carriage, so I turn away from Aggie to stare out the window.
 
   Aggie, Mrs. Devereaux, and the girl holding the train go to the rectory of the cathedral to wait so Alejandro won’t see her, something that’s supposed to be bad luck.  I loiter on the front steps of the church, careful not to get any dirt on my stupid white dress.  It would serve Aggie right if I did get it dirty, and if I dumped her stupid petals behind some bushes.
 
   Alejandro shows up a few minutes later, looking resplendent in his suit.  He unwittingly humiliates me by patting my head.  “Is that you, Mademoiselle Sylvia?  I thought it was an angel.”
 
   I smile in spite of this silly compliment.  “It’s me.”
 
   “Are you ready for your important job?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good girl.”  He gives me another pat and then leaves me on the front steps of the church, where I wait until Mrs. Devereaux fetches me.  She forces me to stand by the doors to the interior of the cathedral.
 
   The organist starts in on an unfamiliar tune and then two of Mrs. Devereaux’s sons open the doors.  I’m paralyzed for a moment as I see everyone in the cathedral staring at me, including the priest by the altar.  Mrs. Devereaux gives me a slight shove and I lurch forward.  I reach into the basket, numbly taking out some petals.  I finally gather my wits, remembering what Aggie said about distributing them evenly.
 
   I make it down to the altar, where I then sit on the front row of pews.  From there I watch Alejandro glide down the aisle with the grace of royalty.  My heart sings at this, at least until he gets to the altar and turns away from me, looking to the rear of the church.
 
   Despite my jealousy, I can’t deny that Aggie looks beautiful.  The dress of course fits her perfectly, flattering her skinny body.  The sunlight coming through the stained glass windows gives her a glow that makes me think this must be what an angel looks like.  In that moment I’m finally happy for my sister.
 
   That happiness doesn’t last long.  The moment Alejandro lifts the veil and kisses Aggie, the jealousy returns.  It’s official now:  they’re married.  My sister is now Agnes Chiostro, while I am still little Sylvia Joubert, alone and adrift.
 
   The reception is held on the estate.  There’s plenty of food and drink, enough for an entire regiment.  Aggie doesn’t usually drink more than the odd glass of wine, but on this day she drinks glass after glass of champagne.  I want more than the single glass of wine I’m allowed; I want some of my Scotch whiskey to help soothe my pain.
 
   I begin to cry as Alejandro raises his glass in a toast to Aggie.  “Since the moment I met Agnes, I knew she was the love of my life,” he says.
 
   I don’t stay to hear any more of this.  Instead, I slip inside and go upstairs.  I’m finally able to tear off the awful white dress.  I change into my tunic and leggings, the proper clothes for what I’m going to do.  I find the bag I brought here from Edinburgh, which still has some of my other clothes.  I dump these out, filling the bag with food, water, and money.
 
   The party is still going on outside as I slip down the stairs and to the front door.  As I reach the front gate, I turn and look back.  I know Aggie is going to be angry and disappointed with me, but I can’t help it.  There’s no place for me here, not with her and Alejandro. 
 
   I open the gate and start down the road—into the unknown.
 
   


  
 



Part 4
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   It’s so cold.  In my hurry to flee from Aggie and Alejandro’s reception, I didn’t think to bring a winter coat with me.  Now it’s snowing and my teeth are chattering.  I continue to stomp through the forest, trying to keep warm.  I curse myself again for not fleeing to a warmer climate.
 
   It would have been easy enough to go down to the port and buy passage or stowaway on a ship bound for Egypt, Louisiana, or even Alejandro’s home country of Italy.  Any of those places would be warmer at this time of the year than the Black Forest.
 
   I didn’t go to the harbor because I knew that would be the first place Aggie would look.  She and Alejandro knew people down there, people who could have told them where I was heading.  So instead I got on the road heading east.  Only instead of continuing east into Italy, I turned north, making my way to Germany.
 
   The first five months are easy enough.  I walk during the day and find somewhere to conceal myself for the night.  When my food runs out after two weeks, I take to foraging—and sometimes stealing—for what I need.  I don’t stay in any towns or with any farmers so I can remain invisible from Aggie.  There’s always a chance that Glenda and the coven know where I am, but she hasn’t confronted me yet.
 
   My days of invisibility are nearing an end as snow drifts down from the skies.  I can’t delude myself anymore by thinking I can stay in the forest all winter.  I need to find somewhere sheltered, where I can build a fire to warm myself.  If I could find a cave that might work, except that I’d probably run out of food and starve before spring comes.
 
   So I continue stomping through the forest, shivering inside my tunic.  I wonder what Aggie and Alejandro are doing right now.  Are they still looking for me?  Did they even notice that I’m gone or were they too in love to care about a silly little girl?  By now they might think that I’m dead.  I think of poor Alejandro, who already lost his sister.
 
   The memory of his smile and his kiss on my cheek prod me to keep walking east.  I’ll go all the way to Russia or even China if I have to in order to forget about him.  But then I’ll probably never truly forget him, just as I’ve never forgotten Henri.  A love so pure never fades away; it lasts forever.
 
   The wind picks up, blowing snow into my face.  It’s going to be a blizzard and I’m caught out in the middle of it, wearing nothing more than my ragged tunic and leggings.  The tears in my eyes turn to ice almost immediately.  I force myself to keep going, but my pace slows, my legs becoming heavy.
 
   This is how it ends, I think to myself.  I’m going to die as a little mortal girl after centuries as a witch.  All because I couldn’t stand my sister’s happiness.  I’m going to die for that jealousy, undeserved jealousy since Aggie has never shown me anything but kindness and love.  I think again of those early days in our house, when she let me braid her hair, encouraging me.  I remember the dress she gave me on my thirteenth birthday to show that she believed I would become a witch.  I should have stayed.  I should have done whatever it took to make sure she and Alejandro were happy.
 
   I finally pitch forward, lying motionless on the ground for a few moments.  This is where it’s going to end, out here in the forest, far from home.  My body will be feasted on by scavengers, the remains perhaps found by some hunter in the spring.  My bones will be buried in an anonymous hole, an end similar to Sophie’s.  It’s what I deserve for my selfishness.
 
   As I pass out, I hear a woman’s voice and think it’s Mama calling to me.
 
   ***
 
   When I wake up, I’m not in the afterlife.  Instead, I’m in a wooden house about the size of the old Devereaux homes back on the estate.  I’m resting on a straw mattress, blankets pulled up to my chin.  I sit up to look around the house, but there’s no one here besides me.  How did I get here?  I push the blankets back to see that I’m wearing a white nightgown about four sizes too big—an adult’s nightgown probably.  In the fireplace I see a pot and smell roasting chicken.  Obviously someone brought me here, dressed me, put me to bed, and left food cooking.  But who?
 
   The door bangs open, a gust of freezing wind prompting me to dive under the covers.  I hear a woman’s voice, the same one I heard before I passed out.  “You’re awake.  I thought you might sleep all winter like the bears.”
 
   She says this in German, but I’ve dealt with them enough over the years that I have a fairly good grasp of the language.  I lower the blankets to see a woman almost as wide as she is tall.  She takes off a snow-splattered coat and hat, shaking out black hair that’s lined with gray.  Her eyes are brown, so except for the weight she could be a dead ringer for my mother.
 
   “You found me in the forest?” I ask.
 
   “Yes.  I was collecting firewood before the storm and found you frozen half to death out there.  Whatever did you think you were doing?”
 
   “I’ve been living in the forest for months,” I say.
 
   “You’re an orphan then?”
 
   “Yes.”  I look around the house to see what the woman has done with my things.  “I have some money.  It’s not much, but—”
 
   “Nonsense, child.  I don’t need your money.”  The woman comes over to me and squeezes my right bicep.  “But I could use a pair of strong young hands to help me around the farm.”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   “Then it’s settled.”  She gestures to the pot in the fireplace.  “The broth should be plenty warm by now.  Sit there and I’ll bring some to you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The chicken broth is what I smelled earlier.  The woman offers me some black bread to go with it, but I decline, not feeling hungry at the moment.  As we eat, she explains that her name is Greta Braun—I should address her as Frau Braun—and this is her farm.  Her husband used to work the land while she and her daughter tended the animals, but then a fever killed her husband and daughter, so she’s been alone for the last two years.
 
   “What of you, child?  What’s your name?”
 
   “Sylvia J—Joliet,” I answer, remembering at the last minute to use an alias so she can’t send word to Aggie that I’m here.
 
   “So you’re French?”
 
   “Yes.  From outside Paris.”
 
   “And why are you wandering the forest?”
 
   I only shrug at this.  “I don’t have anywhere else to go.”
 
   “You do now,” she says and smiles at me.
 
   ***
 
   I spend a week in bed, getting my strength back.  Once I feel up to solid food again, Frau Braun takes to spoiling me.  “You’re so skinny,” she says.  “We have to put some meat on those tiny bones.”
 
   Frau Braun isn’t as good of a seamstress as Aggie—she doesn’t have Aggie’s experience—but she’s able to alter some of her daughter’s old clothes enough so I can fit into them.  This includes a heavy leather coat and boots that I wear outside to the barn.
 
   The Braun farm is similar to the vineyard, but not exactly.  The wheat has already been reaped and stored, so for the winter we just have to care for the animals.  Frau Braun owns a dozen cattle, dairy cows for milk and cheese.  She spends one morning teaching me how to milk the cows, something we have to do no matter how much it snows.  “You can’t let the milk build up,” Frau Braun says.
 
   The first time I try to milk a cow, I squeeze the udder too hard and the cow tries to kick me.  Besides being startled, there’s no harm done.  Frau Braun laughs and then helps me up.  “You have to be gentle,” she says.  She takes the udder in her hand and shows me how to do it again.  “Firm but gentle.  Do you understand?”
 
   “I think so.”  I try again and this time the cow doesn’t kick.  It remains standing in place as I drain the milk into a bucket.
 
   Frau Braun claps me on the back.  “Very good, young one.  You are a quick learner.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Once we’ve collected the milk, we have to separate the cream from it.  What milk and cream we don’t need—which is most of it—Frau Braun stores in a shed until she can take it into town to trade for what we need.  In the spring and summer she would do this right away, but the roads are nearly impassable right now from the snow.
 
   Because of the milk and cheese and the hearty portions Frau Braun insists on giving me, it isn’t long before she has to take out my clothes to give my stomach and backside more room.  By the time spring comes, I’ve actually become plump.  Looking in the mirror, I see a round, soft face with bulging cheeks and a double chin.  I put a hand to a stomach that bulges as if I’m pregnant.  Even my fingers have turned pudgy.  The only part of me that hasn’t grown are my breasts, which remain steadfastly flat.
 
   I should probably hate this change; after centuries as a monster killer and gun runner, I should hate to become a fat cow.  Yet, I don’t.  I smile into the mirror, liking the way my chubby cheeks brighten.  I’m not the Sylvia Joubert who used to kill monsters and sell guns.  I’m a new person, a milkmaid instead of a warrior.
 
   With this new body comes a new attitude.  For the first time that I can remember, I’m actually pleasant.  I smile a lot more and even my voice seems brighter.  The reason is that when I wake up, I already know what I have to do:  I have to go out and help Frau Braun with the cows and feed the chickens and collect their eggs.  Every day there’s a whole list of things that must be done in order for the farm to function.  There’s no time to lie around, worrying about the past or the future, only time enough to live in the present.
 
   As the snow begins to melt, Frau Braun takes me into town.  It’s not much of a town, just a simple village.  We take our wagon loaded with milk, cheese, and eggs to the store to trade for meat, flour, and coffee.  This is the first time I’ve gone into the store, so she introduces me to the shopkeeper.  “This is my niece, Sylvia.”
 
   “Hello,” I say, feeling suddenly shy.
 
   “I didn’t know you had a niece, Greta,” the shopkeeper says.
 
   “There is much you don’t know about me,” Frau Braun says, but in a pleasant way, capped off with a wink.
 
   Besides the meat, flour, and coffee, Frau Braun also buys a couple yards of pale blue fabric.  “What do we need that for?” I ask.
 
   “To make you a pretty new dress for the spring festival.”
 
   “Oh,” is all I can think of to say at the moment.  We haven’t really talked about what would happen once spring came.  I’ve been so busy working on the farm that I haven’t considered going anywhere else once the weather warmed up.  There’s not much of a decision to make, as there’s nowhere I’d rather be than with Frau Braun.  I smile at her and then say, “Can I get some new shoes too?”
 
   ***
 
   The spring festival is a yearly tradition in the village.  From what Frau Braun says, the exact date varies, as sometimes spring comes late.  Once the snow is gone, the villagers leave their homes and assemble in the town square to celebrate having survived another harsh German winter with singing, dancing, feasting, and lots of drinking.
 
   The dress Frau Braun makes me is crude compared to Aggie’s, but I still have tears in my eyes when she gives it to me.  “It’s beautiful,” I say, knowing she didn’t really have the money for such a luxury and how much work she had put into making it after I had gone to bed.
 
   The day of the festival I put the dress on, along with the pair of shoes I bought with my own money.  Frau Braun uses some of the leftover fabric to make me a kerchief that she ties around my hair.  I’ve tied my hair into looping braids, one on either side of my head.  The end result is that I look nothing like the old me.  Even my eyes are different, bright and sparkling instead of cold and harsh.
 
   Since it’s a nice day, we walk into town, bearing some cheese and roast chicken for the feast.  I feel like skipping, but I resist this urge, not wanting to trip and get my dress dirty before everyone can see me in it.  A few months ago the opinion of a bunch of provincial German farmers wouldn’t have mattered to me, but now this is my home, where I want to spend the rest of my life.
 
   The rest of the village is already there when we arrive.  There’s about a hundred people in all, including a couple dozen children.  Frau Braun puts a hand on my back and then leans down to whisper into my ear, “Why don’t you go and show the other children your new dress?”
 
   “All right,” I say with a tremor of uncertainty.  I’ve spent all winter on the farm except for that one trip to the village, so I’ve never met the other children before.  Seeing a few boys about my age, my cheeks turn warm.  I suddenly feel fat and ugly.  I shouldn’t have come here; I should have stayed on the farm with Frau Braun.
 
   A girl about my age comes up to me.  “Those are very nice shoes,” she says.
 
   “Thank you.  I bought them myself.”
 
   She introduces herself as Eva and like Frau Braun, instantly determines that I’m not from around here.  “Where do you come from?”
 
   “France,” I say, looking down with embarrassment at the ground.
 
   “I have an aunt in France,” Eva says.
 
   She invites me to sit down at her table with a couple other girls.  I listen to them share the local gossip they probably heard from their mothers while I mostly stuff my face with food.  One of Eva’s friends finally turns to me and says, “We haven’t seen you here before.”
 
   “She’s from France,” Eva says.
 
   “My father says the French are no good bastards, especially that Napoleon Bonaparte.”
 
   I wince as if the girl has slapped me, but I can’t think of anything to say.  Napoleon is a no good bastard, as are a lot of my countrymen, the ones who destroyed the Revolution and nearly killed Andre and Rachel.  I look down sadly at the table, again wishing I could go home.
 
   Eva comes to my defense, saying, “Your father is a drunk.”
 
   “He is not!”
 
   While the others argue, I smile shyly at Eva and relax a little.
 
   ***
 
   The festival continues all day.  As evening falls, the makeshift band begins to play folk tunes.  My new friend Eva shows me how to dance to these songs.  I have some trouble in my new dress and shoes, not to mention that gaining all this weight has hampered my flexibility and sense of balance.  I’m sweating before the first number is done, but I press on.
 
   For the next song, a pair of boys join us.  The taller and thinner of the two takes Eva’s hand, while a shorter, stockier boy offers to dance with me.  I take his hand and while we dance, he introduces himself as Uwe.  He has a farm a few miles from Frau Braun’s so technically we’re neighbors.  I tell him where I come from and he’s impressed.
 
   “You came all the way here from France?”
 
   “Yes.  I walked here.”
 
   We’re both tired from dancing, so we take a couple of mugs of beer and go behind the stables to talk in private.  I tell him about Paris and Marseilles.  Uwe hangs on my every word.  “I wish I could go to Paris,” he laments.  “The farthest I’ve gone is into the forest with my brothers.”
 
   “Well, maybe you will once you get older.”
 
   “I doubt that,” he says.  “Father will want me to help with the farm.”
 
   “There are worse things than working on a farm,” I say, but then I’ve already seen the world.  A poor farm kid like Uwe—like Henri—is unlikely to ever get that chance.  At most he might get to Stuttgart or Berlin once in his life, probably for his honeymoon.
 
   Though we haven’t known each other for more than an hour, I’d like to take that honeymoon with him.  I’d like to show him the world and once we’ve seen it all, return to a farm like Frau Braun’s to raise a family.  We could be happy then, the two of us and our children.  We could have the life Henri and I were denied, the life Aggie will have with Alejandro.
 
   Before I realize what I’m doing, I lean forward to kiss Uwe on the lips.  He’s surprised for a moment and then he kisses me back.  As we kiss, I feel a tingling in my left foot, as if it’s falling asleep.  I know it’s not my foot, remembering the last time.
 
   Oh no, I think to myself.  Not now.  Not when I was finally so happy.  But as the tingling continues to spread up my body, I know I can’t spend the rest of my life as a plump milkmaid.  I’m a witch.
 
   I push Uwe away, mumbling, “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.”
 
   Then I take off running into the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   I spend the summer in a cave.  I can’t remember how I got to this cave or where it is.  All I can remember is running blindly from the village, my body glowing white as it did when I kissed Henri so long ago.  When I woke up, I was here.
 
   Most of my time I spend lying on the stone floor of the cave.  Since I don’t have Mama and Sophie to tend to me this time, it’s a good thing that I fattened up over the winter.  This fat sustains me through the summer, along with bugs and grubs.  When I’m thirsty, I drink from a pool of water that drips down from the ceiling.
 
   As I lie on the floor of the cave, I remember what Mama told me the last time I went through this.  I try to focus, to not fight against the magic.  Still there are the occasional hiccups of magic that turn bats into butterflies and scorch the walls with fire.  When these happen, I hear Sophie’s voice hiss in my ears, “Focus!”
 
   Much of my time I spend crying, lamenting that I had to run away without getting a chance to say goodbye to Frau Braun.  She deserved better after showing me so much kindness, after giving me a new life.  I cry because that new life is gone now.
 
   In the back of my mind I knew this day was coming.  A part of me knew that eventually my powers would return and I would have to go through this painful process again.  But as last winter had dragged on with nothing happening, I gave in to the hope that this time would be different, that this time I could be an ordinary girl.
 
   Instead I’m cursed to be a witch again.  Now I know what Glenda was talking about when she said that I was going to be punished for going along with Aggie’s scheme.  This is my punishment, to have to endure this transformation from an ordinary child into an apprentice witch.
 
   I keep track of the days by scratching a mark on the wall with a rock.  When I make my first mark, my stomach blots out my feet as I lie on my back.  By the thirty-fifth mark, I can see my toes again.  By the sixty-seventh, I can see my entire foot.  And by the ninety-fifth, my stomach is actually caving in on itself.
 
   I crawl out of the cave on the hundredth day.  It’s been three days since I’ve had an accident with my magic.  I’m so desperately hungry that I have to risk venturing out to find something more substantial than grubs.  Hunting is much easier with a crossbow or knife—or magic.  I don’t have any weapons and my magic is too unstable to use.  So I have to do it the old-fashioned way by using a pointed stick I find lying on the ground.
 
   The dress Frau Braun made me is now like a tent; I tear off a bit of the skirt to fashion a belt for myself.  The shoes still fit, but I leave them in the cave so I’ll make less noise.  I creep along the damp ground of the forest, searching for something:  a rabbit, a bird, or even a squirrel.  I’m far too hungry to be picky at this point.
 
   I hear the brush rustle and brace myself to pounce on whatever comes out of there.  Even if it’s a bear; all I need is to get my stick into the right spot.  What I’m not prepared for is to see Frau Braun there.  I bring my stick into stabbing position for a moment, my mind too addled from months of isolation and malnutrition to know if what I’m seeing is real.
 
   “Sylvia!” Frau Braun shouts.  “What are you doing?”
 
   I drop my makeshift spear to the ground and then melt into her outstretched arms.  “I’m sorry,” I say through my sobs.  “I’m so sorry.”
 
   We sit down on a log, where she continues to hold me while I continue to bawl.  She strokes my filthy, greasy hair that’s still somewhat braided and says, “The whole village looked everywhere for you.  Where did you go?”
 
   “A cave.”
 
   “Why would you do that?  Did someone hurt you?”
 
   “No.  I was going to hurt them.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I can’t tell you.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”  As much as I want to keep leaning against her, to let her keep stroking my hair as if she’s my mother, I have to pull away.  At any moment I could have an accident and Frau Braun could wind up a toad or a pile of ashes.
 
   “Whatever it is, you can tell me.  I want to help you.”
 
   “You can’t help me.”  The only ones who can help me are the witches of the coven and they’re the last people I want to see at this moment, especially Aggie.  “I have to go.”
 
   “Sylvia, don’t go.”  To my surprise she begins to cry too.  “The farm is so lonely without you.  The house is so empty.”
 
   “I want to go back with you, but I can’t.  It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because of me.  Because of what I am.”
 
   “What is that?”  When I don’t say anything, she reaches out to take my hand.  “Sylvia, please.  You can trust me.  I would never hurt you.”
 
   I take a deep breath and then I say, “I’m a witch.  I can make magic.  Or at least I will be able to, once I’m older.  Right now my magic is unstable.  That’s why I had to leave.  I didn’t want to hurt you or Uwe or Eva or anyone else.”
 
   She stares at me, trying to absorb this.  Most any other mortal wouldn’t believe it, but she looks into my eyes and she knows I’m telling the truth.  “How long does this take?”
 
   “Last time it took two years.”
 
   “Last time?”
 
   “This isn’t the first time I’ve been thirteen.”
 
   “How many times have you done this?”
 
   “This is the third time—at least.  There might have been others.  I’ve been around for a long, long time.”  I sit down again, putting my head against her shoulder.  “But I haven’t been happier in the last two hundred years than working on your farm.”
 
   “I haven’t been so happy since before my daughter died.”  We sit there like that for a long time.  I don’t feel any tingling to indicate a magical eruption.  I start to think that maybe I could stay with Frau Braun through this; maybe her love could keep me steady.
 
   Then I feel my right foot tingle.  “Go!” I shout to her.  I’m already jumping to my feet and running back for the cave.  Everything below my neck is tingling as I reach the mouth of the cave.  I have just enough time to throw myself to the ground.  There’s a burst of light and then I hear bats shriek.  Probably another fireball.
 
   I’m still lying there when I feel Frau Braun’s hand on my back.  “Are you all right, child?  Are you hurt?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.  But you’d better go before it happens again.”
 
   She helps roll me into a sitting position and then strokes my hair again.  “Could I at least bring you some food?  You’re all skin and bones again.  And perhaps a new dress too.”
 
   “That would be fine.”  Before she can go, I take her arm.  “Thank you so much for all of your help.”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me, child.  You’ve been a blessing for me.”
 
   I nod to her and watch her hurry off to get back to the farm and retrieve some food and clothes.  While it would be nice to wait around for these, I know I can’t.  It’s still too dangerous for her to be around me.  I can’t risk becoming dependent on her again and then having an accident.
 
   I force myself to my feet and take off running again.
 
   ***
 
   Sometime in the fall—late September or perhaps early October—my magic comes under control.  Or at least I manage to go two weeks without an incident.  There’s still a possibility of another accident, but it’s less likely than before.  
 
   The weather is turning cold again, which means I need to find somewhere to stay.  As much as I’d like to go back to Frau Braun’s farm, I know better now.  I can’t let myself forge any attachments to mortals.  It will only end up hurting me again, like Frau Braun, like Alejandro, and like Henri.  
 
   When I emerge from the forest, my dress is ragged, my body practically a skeleton, and my hair a tangled mess.  Before I can look for somewhere to stay for the winter, I take a dip in a river.  I’m able to catch a frog on the bank, which I eat raw.  It’s not the worst meal I’ve had since leaving Frau Braun’s farm.
 
   The bath allows me to clean off a layer or two of dirt and with another strip of cloth I’m able to tie my hair back to look somewhat presentable.  I’ll probably still look like an urchin, but at least I won’t look like a madwoman.  After rinsing the taste of raw frog out of my mouth, I go into the town.
 
   I search for two days, sleeping on the cathedral steps at night, until I find work as a scullery maid.  Working on Frau Braun’s farm has prepared me for manual labor, though working in the kitchen is far less interesting than on the farm.  Still, my meager wages provide me with shelter, clothes, and enough food to keep from starving.
 
   I make sure to stay quiet this time.  I look down at my feet and shuffle along, to the point where my coworkers think I’m dumb.  They crack jokes about me in my presence, thinking I’m too stupid to comprehend what they’re saying.  When they talk to me, they raise their voices, use small words, and gesture a lot.
 
   Once spring comes, I take no small amount of pleasure in quitting.  I tell my coworkers in the kitchen exactly what I think of them, a curse-filled rant that goes on for five minutes.  After making a few obscene gestures, I take my few possessions and continue east.
 
   This pattern continues over the next three years, when I’m about seventeen years old in traditional reckoning.  I’ve put on a little weight—much of that in my breasts at last—though not nearly as much as with Frau Braun.  My hair has darkened to the shade I remember it as before I took Aggie’s potion.  My eyes are again cold and hard, like those of someone much older.  If not for the acne dotting my face I could probably pass as twenty-five or even thirty.
 
   I meet a lot of people over this time, but none of them are particularly memorable.  I make sure none of them are memorable by staying aloof.  Besides working as a scullery maid, I clean rooms in a hotel in Berlin; I shovel manure in a stable in Warsaw; I mop the floors of a physician’s office in Vienna; and I serve coffee at a café in Prague.  Throughout this, I draw the line at prostitution or any crime greater than stealing food or clothes.
 
   As this time drags on, I don’t have any more accidents with my magic.  There’s no one to judge me ready, but I’m sure that I’m a novice again.  Once I leave Prague, I go out into the country, finding a secluded spot in the forest.  There I practice a few basic spells.  I turn a squirrel into a toad and use a Static Charge spell to bring down a deer.  With a Fireball I roast the deer so I can feast on it that night.
 
   I don’t hear anything from Aggie or Glenda throughout this.  Late at night in whatever flophouse I’m staying at, I turn to the door and expect one of them to vanish in.  At the very least I expect Aggie to get a letter to me, telling me the latest about her and Alejandro.
 
   I tell myself that I hope they’re happy, but deep down I know this isn’t true.  What I really want is for Alejandro to leave Aggie so I can be with him.  Then I look in the mirror at my pimply face and greasy red hair and I know that won’t happen.  Alejandro would never leave a beautiful woman like Aggie to be with an awkward child like me.
 
   I cry myself to sleep a lot of nights and then keep moving farther away from France.
 
   ***
 
   By the time I’m seventeen, I’m not sure exactly where I am.  Somewhere in Romania.  It’s definitely a long way from the family vineyard outside of Marseilles.  The villages I pass are as small as Frau Braun’s in Germany, but far less prosperous.  The people here look as worn and haggard as I feel.  Even the children have a desperate, forlorn look to them.
 
   I wander into one village around three o’clock.  The bells of the local church—the only building made of stone instead of wood or mud—chime as I enter the village square.  I have a bag with my few possessions slung over my shoulder.  Those few items—clothes, mostly—are probably enough to make me one of the gentry around here.
 
   There’s not going to be any work in this town.  There’s probably nowhere to find work in this whole cursed country.  I should head back to the west, to Greece or Italy.  No, I can’t go to Italy, not the place that gave birth to Alejandro.  Maybe I could go to Greece and then take a boat to Africa.  That might put enough distance between me and them.  I could always go to America to look for Rachel and Andre.  I could claim to be Suzette’s niece.  I shake my head, knowing that’s an absurd plan.
 
   I stop at the local tavern, which is nearly empty at this time of day.  The bartender glares at me for a few moments, sighing before he comes over to me.  “What do you want?” he asks.
 
   “A drink.”
 
   “We don’t serve women here.”
 
   In addition to practicing with spells, I’ve also spent some time reacquainting myself with the martial arts Hisae taught me.  I’m still not as quick as back in my demon-hunting days, but I’m quick enough to grab his wrist with one hand and use the other to smack his head down on the bar.  “I think you should reconsider your policy,” I tell him.
 
   With a strangled cry he nods in agreement.  I let him go so he can fetch me a cracked mug, into which he pours the local swill.  It’s so bitter that my lips pucker, but at this point I’m glad for anything wet.  
 
   I know I should drink this one beer and then leave, but I’m tired and I don’t know where else to go, so I stay.  My tame bartender brings me more drinks without question.  My body is young enough that the alcohol goes straight to my head, so before long I’m feeling lightheaded and giddy.
 
   I’m on probably my sixth beer when a couple of the local men saunter in.  One of them sees me at the bar and says, “When did you start serving little girls?”
 
   “Just mind your business,” the bartender says.
 
   The man will have none of that.  He sits down next to me, putting a hand on my back.  “Hello, young lady,” he says.  “Are you waiting for your mama and papa?”
 
   I turn to him and give him a drunken smile.  “No, I’ve been waiting for you.”
 
   His face lights up at this.  “Well, here I am.”
 
   “How much do you want?”
 
   “Let me think about that.”  I look up as if I’m considering this for a minute.  Then I punch the man in the crotch.  He falls off his stool while I laugh uproariously at his pain.  “That one was for free.”
 
   His friends take exception at this, sliding off their stools to avenge him.  I slip off my stool, stumbling a little bit as I do.  I’m far from peak fighting condition at this point, but these are just a couple of country bumpkins.  One tries to reach out for me; I sidestep this and then kick him in the back of the knee.  He crumples in a heap next to his friend.  The other isn’t much brighter, swinging clumsily at me.  I duck under this, punch him in the kidneys, and then finish it off by breaking his nose with the heel of my hand.
 
   I should know to get the hell out of there, to the next village or two.  But I’m too tired and too drunk to go far.  I’m sleeping in a stall in the stables—the only thing that passes for an inn in this place—when they come for me.  Only this time it’s not just three of them; it’s a half-dozen.
 
   I can hear them coming from far off, long enough that I can rouse myself, grab a pitchfork, and go to the front door.  A couple of them are smart enough to bring rifles, models that were old during the Revolution.  While ancient, these weapons could still hurt me if I let them.  I lean against the doorway and smile at the approaching lynch mob.  “Was it something I said?”
 
   “We’re going to have fun with you, little girl,” the man I punched in the crotch says.
 
   “I doubt you will.  You’re probably still sore from this afternoon.”
 
   The ones with the guns aim these at me.  I laugh in defiance at this.  “Those toys aren’t going to do anything to me.  You boys go home before you get hurt.”
 
   I duck just as they fire their rifles.  The shots go overhead, doing nothing more than spooking the horses.  I’m already lunging forward, throwing the pitchfork at the ringleader.  The pitchfork catches him in the leg, which isn’t where I aimed it, but good enough.  While he’s screaming, I’m already throwing one of his buddies over my shoulder.  
 
   On another day, especially in my prime, I could have subdued all six easily enough.  Today I’m too young and too slowed by drink for that.  I get four of them down when one of the men with rifles brings the stock of it down on my head.  I pitch forward on the ground, where they take turns hitting and kicking me.  I taste blood in my mouth and hear ribs snap, but I don’t give them the satisfaction of screaming.
 
   Once they think they’ve beaten me into submission, one of them turns me over onto my back.  They gather around me and I can see from their predatory gazes that they plan to rape me, probably a number of times.  “Please don’t,” I whimper.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s too late for that, girl,” the ringleader says.
 
   It’s the last thing he ever says—at least as a human.  I mutter a few words and he becomes a pile of clothes on the ground, from which hops out a toad.  His comrades stare at this for a moment in disbelief.  This gives me enough time to get unsteadily to my feet.  “Who wants to be next?” I ask.
 
   One of the men with the rifles has reloaded and tries to shoot it at me.  Before he can pull the trigger, the rifle becomes a snake that bites him on the arm, like the bandit in Scotland.  I use a Static Charge spell to send two others flying.  The other two are already galloping away, screaming, “A witch!  She’s a witch!”
 
   While the townspeople were perfectly content to let me be beaten and raped, they can’t abide a witch in their midst.  I haven’t reached the edge of town when I see the mob coming after me.  They’re armed with torches, pitchforks, and whatever else they can find on short notice.  This is probably what Sophie faced in Salem, except she couldn’t use her magic thanks to Glenda.
 
   I can’t use my magic either.  I’m too tired and sore and young; I’ve used up my magic to take down the thugs.  There’s nothing I can do then but run away.  The problem with that is my broken ribs make each step feel as if someone’s stabbing me in the chest.  So long as these people are serious about lynching me—and I’m sure they are—I don’t have any hope to escape.
 
   That is until escape appears in front of me.  I almost run into Glenda as I watch the mob gaining on me.  She grabs me with one hand, drawing me close to her.  “Hang on, child,” she says and then we vanish.
 
   ***
 
   I wake up in my house in Edinburgh, in my own bed.  It’s dusty, prompting me to sneeze.  When I do, I don’t feel any pain in my ribs.  Rubbing my face I still feel the crusty pimples there, so at least Glenda hasn’t turned me into a baby yet.  She’s probably saving that for after I wake up and she can take me to the archives.
 
   She somehow senses that I’m awake, opening the door about thirty seconds later.  She throws one of my old dresses to me and says, “Get dressed.  We’re going out to get a drink.”
 
   I groan, a drink being the last thing I want at this point.  Though I’ve probably been asleep for a day or two while the Restoration potion worked, my head still aches as if from a hangover.  That’s probably Glenda’s work, to remind me of the dangers of excess drinking, especially for a novice.
 
   They still have my table reserved at the tavern.  “I’m Sylvia’s niece,” I tell the bartender.  “Auntie said I could use her table.”
 
   The bartender shrugs and motions for Glenda and I to sit down.  She waits until she has two glasses of whiskey in front of her and I have a glass of water in front of me before she gets down to business.  “You realize I could put you up on trial for that, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” I say, looking down at the table like a scolded child.
 
   “What did you think you were doing?”
 
   “They started it.”
 
   She sighs and shakes her head.  “I thought you knew better than that.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Maybe I should put you on trial.  You and your sister.”
 
   “Aggie?  What did she do?”
 
   “You mean besides marrying a mortal and giving birth to his child?  Not to mention inappropriately using a potion on her own sister?”
 
   “A child?”
 
   “A son.  His name’s Mathieu.  Sweet little thing.”  Glenda shakes her head, realizing that she’s supposed to be scolding me.  “Just because you look like a teenager doesn’t mean you should act like one.  You know better.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say again.
 
   “If I hadn’t found you when I did, you’d be as dead as Sophie right now.  Do you realize that?  Do you realize what that would do to your sister?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Has she noticed I’m gone?”
 
   “Of course she did.  Agnes cried herself silly for two weeks.  Serves her right for what she did to you, as far as I’m concerned.”
 
   “She seems to have gotten over it.”
 
   “Every time I visit her, the first words out of her mouth are if I’ve seen you.  She wants you to come home.”
 
   “I don’t want to come home.”
 
   She nods at this.  “It’s that mortal, isn’t it?  You love him too.”
 
   “No,” I say too quickly.
 
   “Please, child, I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   I begin to cry, setting my head on the table while I sob.  Glenda pats my back, saying nothing to me.  I finally raise my head to wail, “What do I do?”
 
   “If you want my advice, I think you need to find yourself a real job.  Not scooping up horseshit or cleaning dishes either.  The job you were trained for.”
 
   “You want me to work for you again?  Run around killing demons?”
 
   “After a fashion.”  She returns to her seat and I look up at her, wiping the tears from my eyes, my moment of weakness over.  “There’s this tiny country near where you just were.  A little place called Transylvania.  Vampires have been running wild there, whole nests of them sucking the life out of anything that moves.”
 
   “Can’t Hisae or one of the others deal with it?”
 
   “Of course they could, but I think this would be a good way for you to get your feet wet.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to do it?”
 
   Glenda shrugs.  “In that case, you and Mathieu can share a crib.”
 
   The implication here is obvious:  serve Glenda and the coven or they’ll put me on “trial” and do to me what they did to Morgana.  “You’re blackmailing me?”
 
   “If I have to.”  She reaches out to take my hand, giving it a maternal squeeze.  “I know this has been hard on you, Sylvia.  Losing your mother and sister and now this whole business with Agnes.  You’ve become lost.  You need some direction in your life.  You need to find a purpose.”
 
   “Killing monsters?  That’s a purpose?”
 
   “For you, yes.  You’re a warrior, Sylvia.  It’s in your blood.  There’s no point denying it by trying to be a lady or a milkmaid or any other silly thing.  Become who you were meant to be again.”
 
   “Or else—right?”
 
   Glenda sighs.  “I promised your mother I’d look after you if anything happened to her.  If you won’t try to save yourself, then I’ll do it for you.”
 
   I look down at the table.  I don’t really want to go back to work for the coven, but what choice is there?  Wandering around as I’ve been doing for almost five years now?  Go back into the arms business?  As happy as I was milking cows, I know I can’t go back to that either.
 
   I’m a witch—a witch who specializes in offensive magic.  This is what I’m meant to do.  “All right,” I say.  “I’ll go.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   There are a lot of myths about vampires.  People say that they can turn into bats, bugs, rats, or even mist.  They’re afraid of garlic, crucifixes, and holy water.  They have superhuman strength and speed.  They can bend people to their will.  And of course that they’re young, handsome, and charming.
 
   I find none of these to be true when I begin destroying vampire colonies in Transylvania.  Vampires don’t turn into anything.  They aren’t afraid of any spices or Christian paraphernalia.  They only appear to have superhuman strength and speed when they’re backed into a corner and have to fight.  They can bend people to their will, but only in the same way as any other mortal, through threats and bribes.  And all of the vampires I meet are pale, emaciated, and generally hairless creatures.
 
   The best way to think of them is like opium addicts.  They prefer to lie around in their lairs, sucking on a human victim.  When they run out, they’re forced to get off their rears and find some fresh meat to feed their fix.  The only story about vampires that is true is that they can’t go out into sunlight.  It’s not that they’ll turn into ash; they just spend so much time in the dark that they become like moles.
 
   I find that killing a vampire is pretty straightforward and not much different than killing a Class-4 demon.  You could try putting a stake through the heart and cutting off the head, but I find it simpler to shoot them with a silver-tipped crossbow bolt and disintegrate them with an Ashes to Ashes spell.  There’s no truth to the story that a vampire can rise again if you sprinkle blood on the ashes.
 
   Hisae goes with me on my first vampire hunt.  She’s been through this a number of times over the years.  She looks the same as the last time I saw her, which isn’t a surprise given her line of work.  She gives me a hug and then a smile.  “You’re so young,” she says.  I touch my acne-marred cheek, but she shakes her head.  “You’re so young inside.”
 
   “I’m the same as I always was.”
 
   “Perhaps so.  That might explain your unhappiness.  You have a young heart.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “That I do not know.”  Hisae shakes her head.  “It was a mistake for Glenda to put the three of you together.  It’s hindered your growth, kept you from maturing properly.”
 
   “So you think Glenda should turn Aggie and I back into babies?”
 
   “No.  Eventually you’ll find your way.  The road will just be more difficult.”
 
   I look down at my feet, feeling suddenly shy and small.  “How do you keep from forming attachments to mortals?”
 
   “I give myself to the coven—to my sisters.”
 
   “Oh.”  I look up at her, trying to smile.  “Let’s kill some vampires, then.”
 
   She vanishes me to Transylvania, outside a village that doesn’t look much different than the Romanian one I left behind.  We walk into town to find it all but deserted.  Those people who do remain stay behind locked doors and windows.  Despite that vampires aren’t super strong and can’t turn into mist, they can still open doors and windows by conventional means.
 
   “Where are they?” I ask.
 
   “Vampires hate the sunlight.  So we must find somewhere underground.”
 
   I follow her, my crossbow in its sling for easy access.  The crossbow is the same one I used to use; I only had to restring it after over a century of neglect.  I feel strange walking around in my tunic, leggings, and jacket again with the crossbow in its sling and my pockets filled with charms.  I feel as if I’m playing dress-up, trying on my mother’s clothes and pretending.
 
   Villages like this don’t have much in the way of basements or elaborate cellars, so we conduct our search outside of town.  I stay close to Hisae, nightcrystal lenses allowing me to see her despite the darkness.  We tramp through a forest, Hisae not making a sound while my every step seems to break a branch or crush a leaf.
 
   “You have forgotten much that I taught you,” she says.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Do not apologize to me as if you’re a child.  This is not a child’s work.”
 
   “I’m—right, I understand.”
 
   Being far more the expert than I am, Hisae finds the entrance to the lair.  Only trained eyes could spot the rock sitting out of place along the side of a hill.  Hisae taps the stone with one finger.  “You see the moss on the side?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That indicates the stone was moved here.”
 
   I nod and then help her in rolling the stone aside.  The opening is narrow enough that we have to get down on our knees to crawl inside.  We move in single file, our crossbows at the ready for when we run into the vampires.
 
   The tunnel widens into a cavern that reminds me of where Morgana was searching for the “birthplace of magic” in Scotland.  The only mortal here is a dead girl about my age.  A half-dozen vampires are hunched over her body, feasting on her.  Hisae fires immediately, hitting one in the neck.  I follow suit, my aim a bit rusty, so my shot goes through a vampire’s shoulder.
 
   They turn and hiss at us, but Hisae and I have already reloaded.  It’s a slaughter, not one of the vampires laying a finger on either of us.  Once we have them all on the ground, Hisae stands back, telling me to use the Ashes to Ashes spell.  I say the words and the vampires—along with their victim—disintegrate.
 
   I’m surprised that I don’t feel sick after this.  Perhaps my stomach remembers all those dead demons from years gone by.  Or maybe my stomach just thinks justice was done.  In any case I feel more tired than sick after this first battle.  “Is it all right to thank you?”
 
   “Of course.  Courtesy knows no age.”
 
   “Then thank you.”
 
   She puts a hand on my shoulder.  “You will do well, young one.  You have the blood of a warrior in your veins.”
 
   “That’s what Glenda said too.”
 
   “She’s right.  There’s no changing who you are.”
 
   “What if immaturity is in my blood too?”
 
   “Then your life will continue to be filled with pain.”
 
   She leaves after that ominous prophecy, leaving me to sit there in the forest and ponder my future.
 
   ***
 
   The last nest takes me to the largest castle in Transylvania.  It’s not much to look at in terms of European castles—I’ve seen a lot bigger ones in France and Scotland—but it’s where the cream of Transylvanian society comes to gather.  It’s also where the vampires make their home.
 
   Gaining access takes a month of undercover work.  I don one of my old peasant dresses and get a job in the kitchen as a scullery maid.  This doesn’t require much of an adjustment for me, so I can fit in with ease.  
 
   The harder part is getting away from the kitchen long enough to explore the castle.  I know the vampires will be congregating down in the crypts, but I want to know the best route down there—and out of there should things go bad.  I finally get lucky when one of the other women asks me to go down and fetch some potatoes from the cellar.
 
   With this as an excuse, I have free rein to roam around the lower levels of the castle.  I go to the cellar first, finding the sack of potatoes.  I carry this over my shoulder so if anyone asks I can say that I’m just a poor lost girl looking for the kitchen.  Once I’ve established this alibi, I search for the entrance to the crypts.
 
   A stairway leads down to a heavy door that’s designed to keep the stink from reaching the rest of the castle.  I want to pull open the door, but the time isn’t right.  For one thing I don’t have my crossbow or my silver bolts with me.  Instead I head back to the kitchen, absorbing a tongue lashing for being so slow with the potatoes.
 
   Returning to my tiny room that night, I go over my weapons.  By my estimates there are at least thirty vampires in there.  I should probably call Hisae to back me up, but then I tell myself that I’ve killed hundreds of vampires over the last five years.  I’m not a nervous little seventeen-year-old anymore.
 
   I go to work the next day, working my usual shift so as not to arouse any suspicion.  Not that the vampires would really care; the only thing they care about is having a fresh supply of blood.  Still, it’s better not to take chances.  That’s the first thing I learned after I started to work on my own and nearly got my head smashed in by assuming a vampire was down when in reality he was merely grazed.
 
   After I leave the castle, I vanish back to my room, to change and strap on my weapons.  Then I vanish back to the doors to the crypt.  This time I open the doors, tying a handkerchief around my nose and mouth to keep out some of the smell.  I still feel queasy as I step into the crypt with its centuries worth of rotting corpses.
 
   Making my way along the corridors, the only creatures I see are rats.  These don’t pay me much attention as I continue deeper into the crypts.  The stonework becomes less elaborate and more primitive the farther I go.  Near the end the stone is gone entirely, so there’s only packed dirt around me.  I’ve never been claustrophobic, but thinking of how far underground I am is enough to make me consider it.
 
   The vampires occupy the oldest chamber of the crypt.  They’ve shoved the old bones into a corner, on top of which are fresher corpses.  My estimate is short by ten.  They’re split into three circles, each one feasting on a different body.  One of these is one of my coworkers from the kitchen who supposedly had today off.  
 
   I don’t waste time with any quips or attempts to reason with them.  I open up with a Fireball spell.  It’s not as effective as the Ashes to Ashes spell as a vampire with a full belly of blood can withstand bones right down to the bone.  The spell does scatter them and throw them into confusion.
 
   While they’re roaring and hissing at each other, I leap into the fray with my crossbow.  I put the bolt through a vampire’s chest and then kick another in the groin.  Though they don’t have the urge for sex anymore, vampires are still sensitive in that area.  With one hand I reload my crossbow and with the other I use a Static Charge spell to hurl a couple more vampires against the wall.
 
   The only way for a vampire to turn you into one of them is to bite your neck, which is why I wear a thick leather collar.  This comes in handy when one of the vampires jumps on my back and tries to bite my neck.  I use a Glow in the Dark spell to blind him and then turn to put a bolt through his midsection.
 
   The fighting lasts for another couple of minutes, most of it finishing off those vampires badly burned from my initial attack.  There’s one who remains.  He’s dressed in regal fashion, right down to the crown on his ugly head.  I recognize him as the father of the current owner of the castle, the previous Count Dracula.
 
   He’s the first vampire to ever talk to me.  “We will return,” he hisses to me.
 
   I shrug at this.  “You’re probably right.”  Then I put a crossbow bolt through his chest.  He screams and writhes on the floor until I finish him off with an Ashes to Ashes spell.
 
   I repeat this with the others, until the crypt is full of nothing but ashes.  Then I vanish back to my room, my work complete.
 
   ***
 
   I reclaim my table in Edinburgh.  It’s a different bartender, so he doesn’t realize that the last time I came in here I was just a pimple-faced girl and that before that I was a middle-aged woman.  Since I’m old enough now for hard liquor, I order four whiskeys:  two for me and two for Glenda.  I drink one of these while I wait for her to arrive.
 
   She’s punctual as always, sitting down at my table a minute later.  She gulps down one of her whiskeys before I make my report.  She nods at this, not so much as cracking a smile.  “I knew you could handle it,” she says.
 
   “I guess so.”  I sip from my other whiskey, wanting it to last a little longer.  “You have another assignment for me?”
 
   “You want to get back in the field so soon?”
 
   “What else am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Well, you could take a vacation.”
 
   “I didn’t think we took vacations.”
 
   Glenda shrugs.  “Your sister is about to give birth any time now to her third son.  I know she’d like for her little sister to be there.”
 
   “Why?  I wasn’t there for the first two.”
 
   “It’s been nine years Sylvia.  Isn’t it about time you put things right between you?”
 
   “We’ve gone longer without seeing each other.”
 
   Glenda gulps her second whiskey and then signals for another.  “You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”
 
   “Why are you suddenly concerned about my relationship to Agnes?”
 
   “I’ve always been concerned.”
 
   “You’re the one who kept me away from her for five years.”
 
   “Because I knew you weren’t ready.  I suppose you still aren’t.”
 
   I only snort at this.  “This is where I’m supposed to say I’ll go because you’re saying I can’t handle it, right?”
 
   “I was merely stating my opinion.”
 
   “You never ‘merely’ do anything, you conniving old hen.”
 
   She smiles at this and raises her recently arrived glass to me.  “There’s the Sylvia Joubert I know and love.  It’s good to see you’ve reclaimed your spirit.”
 
   “I didn’t reclaim anything.”
 
   “Please.  I remember when you were skipping around as a fat little farm girl, happy as a pig in shit.”
 
   “I was happy.  What’s wrong with that?”
 
   “You really wanted to spend the rest of your life milking cows?”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I?”
 
   “Because there are a lot of girls who can milk a cow; there are very few who can kill forty vampires in one fell swoop.”
 
   “Thanks—I think.”
 
   Glenda nods and then finishes her drink.  “Your sister is going to give birth in two weeks.  It’s going to be her last child.”
 
   “I thought telling the future was forbidden.”
 
   “I don’t need to look into the future to know any of that.  She’s thirty years old now; she’s not a young woman anymore.”
 
   “Are you saying she’s going to die?”
 
   “No, I’m only saying that it’s not going to be as easy for her this time.  I’m sure if her prodigal sister returns, it will buoy her spirits.”
 
   “What about my spirits?”
 
   “I think it would help you to go back and face your old demons.”  She smiles at this.  “You can kill every other demon but your own.”
 
   “That’s because they don’t make a charm for that.”  I leave some money on the table and then stand up.  I take a few steps before I stop and turn around.  “You’re sure that she wants to see me?”
 
   “She’s always going to love you.  She’s your sister.”
 
   With that, the decision is made.  I’m going back home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   Since, as Glenda said, I’m here to slay my personal demons, I wear my vampire-hunting outfit as I vanish myself to the front gates of our old home.  The gate isn’t open, which takes me by surprise, as Aggie usually anticipates when I’m going to show up.  It’s easy enough to vanish to the other side of the gate and then start up the front path.
 
   The front of the house looks relatively unchanged since the last time I was here, except there are no decorations up this time for the wedding reception.  I pause at the front steps, looking back towards the gate.  There’s still time to vanish myself back to Edinburgh or Transylvania or anywhere else I want to go.  Aggie’s already had two children without me; she doesn’t really need me here.
 
   I’m still working up my courage when the door opens and I run out of time.  My entire body stiffens when I see that it’s Sabrina—the former Morgana—at the door.  She stares at me for a moment, trying to remember me; we’ve met only briefly since her trial and transformation.  I’ve gotten about ten years younger and she about ten years older since our last meeting.  Her hair is white, her skin wrinkled, and eyes hidden behind spectacles to leave no trace of the infant in the archives.  “Sylvia?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me.  What are you doing here?”  I stand on my doors to peek around her shoulder, into the foyer.  “Is Glenda here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   I reach into my jacket to take out my crossbow.  “Then why’s someone from the coven here?  What are you doing to Agnes?”
 
   “I’m Agnes’s midwife.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Of course.  That’s one of my specialties.  Unless you would rather let a mortal do it.”  She reaches out to put a withered hand on my shoulder.  “There’s nothing to worry about, young lady.  I’ve already delivered her other children.”
 
   Her voice sounds sincere and there’s nothing in her eyes to indicate that she means Aggie any harm.  With a nod I stick the crossbow back into its sling.  “I’m sorry about that,” I say.
 
   “It’s perfectly understandable.  You’re concerned about your sister.”
 
   “I suppose I am.  Where is she?”
 
   “She’s in bed, resting.”
 
   “How is she?”
 
   “Why don’t you go see for yourself?”
 
   “Right,” I mumble and then brush past her.  The interior of the house has changed slightly, with some different paintings on the walls.  These are landscapes depicting Venice, Naples, and Tuscany, which I assume are to make Alejandro feel more at home.
 
   I stick my head in the living room and suck in a breath.  The portrait of Mama, my sisters, and I is gone from over the fireplace.  There’s another portrait of Aggie, Alejandro, and their two sons, who have Alejandro’s olive-tinged skin and brown eyes.  The only difference is their hair is brown instead of black and they have Aggie’s finer bone structure.  I find myself focusing on the image of Alejandro, who in the portrait at least looks just the same as I remember.  The artist has even managed to capture the brightness of Alejandro’s smile.
 
   I have to force myself to look away and go upstairs.  The house is silent except for the echo of my footsteps.  Where are Alejandro and the children?  I should have asked Sabrina that when I came in.  Maybe they’ve gone away on a trip back to Italy and haven’t returned yet.  Maybe they’ll be delayed until after the baby is born.  If I’m lucky, I might be able to sneak in and out of here without having to see him again.
 
   I curse myself for my cowardice and then keep going up the stairs.  I open the door to Aggie’s old bedroom, but she’s not in there.  Instead, I see two smaller beds with a painting of a hunting scene over each bed.  There are toy boats and soldiers on the floor to indicate this bedroom is for Aggie’s sons.  I wonder if I should have brought them a present, but then I suppose vampire ashes wouldn’t make a very good gift.
 
   I’m still standing in the doorway when I hear Aggie call out, “Sylvia?”  I follow the sound of her voice to Mama’s old bedroom, which is now the master bedroom.  My sister is propped up on some pillows, the covers pulled up so I can only see the great hump of her pregnant stomach rising and falling.
 
   The years have been kind to her.  Her hair is still golden and still in a long braid over her shoulder, like when we first came here.  Her skin is paler than I remember, probably from staying here in the house the last few months.  When she smiles, I see tiny lines around her lips and eyes.  “I thought I felt you,” she says.
 
   “You and your feelings,” I say, unable to resist smiling back at her.
 
   “Come here so I can get a better look at you.”  I do as she asks, stepping over to the side of the bed.  I’m tall enough now that she can’t reach up to pinch my cheek or pat my head.  Still, she makes me feel like a child when she says, “Look at you!  So grown up now.”
 
   “Thanks.”  I push a chair over beside the bed so I can sit down and look her in the eye.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   She shrugs.  “Pregnant.  Very, very pregnant.”
 
   “Glenda said it shouldn’t be much longer.”
 
   “I hope she’s right.”  Aggie sags back against her pillows.  “This one has been so trying.”
 
   “Well, you’re not as young as you used to be.”
 
   “I’m only thirty.  I’m not an old lady—so far as anyone else knows,” she says with a wink.  Then she reaches out to take my hand.  “So you’ve been killing vampires?”
 
   “Glenda tell you that?”
 
   “Sabrina mentioned it.  You’d better watch out for her; she’s quite the busybody.  I can only imagine what she tells the others about me.”
 
   “So are you still a witch?  Glenda didn’t make you give up your powers?”
 
   “No, she’s never mentioned it.”  We’re silent for a few minutes, both of us searching for the right words to say.  Finally Aggie says, “I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   Then she falls asleep with a smile on her face.
 
   ***
 
   I leave Aggie to sleep and go down the hall.  My bedroom is the same as I left it.  The dresses Aggie made for me hang up in the closet and the adorable bows are piled up on the vanity.  I’d like to burn these reminders of those dark months I spent here as a twelve-year-old, but it would probably hurt Aggie’s feelings.
 
   Taking off my jacket, I drape it over the back of a chair.  I sag onto my old bed, letting out a tired sigh.  The feather mattress is much better than the rough straw pallets—or hard slabs of rock—I’ve been sleeping on in Transylvania for the last five years.  I reach beside me on the bed, where Aggie has left the doll Alejandro gave me for that first Christmas.  Staring at the doll’s glass face is almost like looking in a mirror nine years ago.  I think back to that day and how distraught I was when Alejandro gave me a doll while Aggie received a beautiful necklace.
 
   I’m still thinking about this when I hear a man clear his throat.  “Hello, Mademoiselle Sylvia,” Alejandro says.  “Madame Sabrina said you were up here.”
 
   The doll falls from my hands, onto the mattress.  I can see then that the portrait did not do him justice.  He looks even more handsome than last time I saw him, the few gray hairs at his temples and lines around his eyes giving him a distinguished look.  My face turns warm as I realize what a sight I must look like in my dusty green tunic and leggings, with my boots still on, and my hair uncombed.  “Yes, I’m right here,” I stammer, instantly becoming twelve again.
 
   “You must be tired after your journey.  Would you care for something to eat?  I could have the cook—”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   “Perhaps some water?  Or wine?”
 
   “No, thank you.  I’m just going to take a little nap.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  Forgive the intrusion.”
 
   “It’s not a problem.”  I smile weakly at him, feeling ready to faint when he smiles back at me.  He nods and then backs out of the room.  I wait until he’s gone to kick off my boots and roll onto my side, clutching the doll he gave me to my chest.
 
   I lie on the bed but I don’t fall asleep.  My mind is too busy repeating our brief encounter over and over again.  I had hoped that after nine years and everything I’d gone through I could handle being around Alejandro again.  It’s clear from what happened, that I can’t.  Despite everything, my feelings for him still haven’t changed and I’m no better at handling them as when I was a little girl.
 
   My instincts tell me to leave this place immediately.  I should go before I get hurt again—or before I say or do something to hurt Alejandro or Aggie.  I should forget about fighting my own personal demons and just slither off somewhere to hide until Alejandro is gone.
 
   I know all of this, but I don’t.  I think of Aggie down the hall, ready to give birth at any moment.  I think of her smile and how happy she is to see me again.  She’s my sister and she needs my love and support.  Sitting up, I tell myself that I can handle being around Alejandro for a few days, until Aggie gives birth and I can leave again.
 
   The problem is that I can’t seem to get away from Alejandro for long.  Sabrina taps on my door to call me for dinner.  She eats in the kitchen while Alejandro and I eat in Aggie’s room with her.  Alejandro sits on one side of the bed and I sit on the other, both of us facing Aggie, watching her for any sign that it’s time.
 
   Aggie grunts and then puts a hand on her stomach as the baby kicks her.  “He’s a strong one,” she says.  “One of these days he’s going to kick right through my stomach.”
 
   “He must get his strength from his mother,” Alejandro says.  He leans down to kiss Aggie’s hand.  From the way she blushes at this, I know she’s still as madly in love with him as she was nine years ago.  I have to turn away towards the window to hide my embarrassment.
 
   “So, Sylvia,” Aggie says and I turn to face her, “what sorts of adventures did you have while you were gone?”
 
   “Oh, well, it wasn’t too exciting.  I just walked around.  Did some odd jobs.”
 
   “There must be more to it than that,” Aggie says.  Glenda’s probably told her everything already, but she wants me to get it out in the open with Alejandro around.
 
   “I spent the first few months in the forest in Germany.  When it got cold I met this nice woman named Frau Braun.  She had a dairy farm and she let me work there for a while—until I had to move on.”  I have to be careful not to say anything about the reason I left, because I’m certain Alejandro doesn’t know the truth about his wife.  I quickly run through some of the other jobs I held as I grew up again.
 
   Alejandro listens with genuine interest, nodding his head thoughtfully at times.  Once I finish, he asks, “What have you been doing lately?”
 
   “Mostly I’ve been hunting.  Big game.  Bears and such.”
 
   “That seems like a dangerous profession for a young woman.”
 
   If one of those clods in Romania had said that I would have chopped their windpipe just to show them how vulnerable this “young woman” was, but not with Alejandro.  With him I only look shyly at the floor.  “It’s not that dangerous if you know what you’re doing.”
 
   “Sylvia’s always been good in the outdoors,” Aggie says.  “Ever since she was a little girl, she would go out into the forest on her own no matter how much Mama scolded her.”
 
   “Not all women are meant to be domesticated,” Alejandro says, looking at me.  I blush again and wish I could leave, but then Aggie groans.
 
   She turns to me, trying to smile through her pain.  “Sylvia, be a dear and fetch Sabrina.  My water just broke.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   When it comes to giving birth, a witch is like any mortal woman.  Despite Sabrina’s century of midwife experience and Aggie’s extensive knowledge of potions, there’s nothing that can take away the pain as she gives birth—at least nothing safe.  All Sabrina can do is give Aggie a wooden spoon to bite down on.
 
   “Isn’t there something else you can do?” I ask.
 
   “I’m afraid not.  Using any magic on her would be too dangerous for her and the child.”
 
   Alejandro, like any mortal man at this time, has gone down to the living room to wait.  I consider going down there with him, but Aggie reaches out for my hand, taking it in hers.  “Please stay with me,” she whimpers.
 
   I regret holding her hand when the next contraction comes and Aggie nearly breaks every bone in my hand.  I have to bite down on my lip to keep down a scream of my own.  Still I manage to keep hold of her hand throughout the process.  “You’re doing fine, Agnes,” Sabrina says.  “Everything is fine.”
 
   It seems strange to me that Morgana, who tried to kill me over a century ago, is now Aggie’s midwife, saving her life and that of her unborn child.  While I hold Aggie’s hand to reassure her, I keep an eye on Sabrina, just in case she starts to remember that old life and decides to get some payback.  I wipe the sweat from Aggie’s forehead and then whisper, “You’re going to be all right—both of you.”
 
   “I wish Mama and Sophie were here,” Aggie says.
 
   “I’m sure they can see you from the afterlife.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Another contraction causes Aggie to scream again.  I’ve heard plenty of screams from dying monsters, but this is much worse because it’s my sister.  I wish I could do something for her pain, to make this easy for her.  There’s nothing I can do, except to keep holding her hand and try to reassure her.  “You’re doing fine.”
 
   “It hurts so much.”
 
   “I know it does.”
 
   “No you don’t!  You don’t know anything!”  Aggie shouts this as she writhes in pain again.  After the contraction, she looks downcast at her stomach.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No, you’re right.  I’ve never had a baby.”  I look over at Sabrina, thinking of the dream Morgana had fabricated in the cave, where I was pregnant with Henri’s child.  That was the life I had always wanted—the life Aggie now had.  Thinking then of Frau Braun’s farm, I remember how happy I was as an ordinary milkmaid.  Since becoming a witch all I’ve ever wanted is a normal life, a mortal woman’s life.
 
   Aggie pants while she waits for the next contraction.  “We’re almost there,” Sabrina says.  “It won’t be much longer now.”
 
   Aggie nods and then turns to me.  “Sylvia, there’s something I need to tell you.  It’s been bothering me for almost three centuries now.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I was so terribly jealous of you and Henri.  You loved him so much and all I had were stolen kisses with farmhands.  When he died, there was a part of me that was happy that you wouldn’t be happier than me.”  Aggie screams as a contraction comes on.  After the pain subsides, she begins to sob.  “I’m so sorry.  It’s such a horrible thing of me to think.”
 
   “No, Agnes, it’s all right.  I know you didn’t mean it.  Not really.”
 
   She nods, looking me in the eye.  “I don’t care what you do, Sylvia.  I just want you to be happy.  You do know that, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.  I know.”
 
   “Good.”  
 
   Sabrina looks up from her position between Aggie’s legs.  “Agnes, I’m going to need you to start pushing with the next contraction.  Push very hard, like when Mathieu and Marcus were born.  You remember that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Ready…now!”
 
   Aggie squeezes my hand even harder, until I hear something pop.  She pushes, managing to groan and scream at the same time.  When she can’t do either any more, she sags back to the mattress.  I wipe her forehead and dribble a bit of water into her mouth.  She accepts this gratefully, nodding to me.  “When you ran away,” she says through panting breaths, “was it because of me?”
 
   “No,” I say, which is true.  I didn’t run from Aggie; I ran from Alejandro.  “You didn’t do anything wrong.  It was all my fault.  I was young and stupid.”
 
   After the next push, she asks, “Why didn’t you come back?”
 
   “I was being stubborn.”
 
   “You always were a headstrong little thing.”
 
   I lean down to give her a brief hug around her shoulders.  Then the next contraction comes and Aggie has to push with all of her might.  “I see the head!” Sabrina calls out.
 
   “You’re almost there, Agnes,” I tell her.  “On the next one, push as hard as you can.”
 
   She nods to me and as the next contraction comes on, she closes her eyes and screams loud enough to nearly shatter glass.  “Go on,” I tell her.  “Push!”
 
   “He’s out!”
 
   I turn and see Sabrina holding a blood-spattered infant.  She slaps the child on the back and he begins to cry.  It’s the most wonderful sound I’ve ever heard.  I bend down to give Aggie another hug.  “You did it,” I tell her.  “You did it.”
 
   Aggie sighs with relief and then sags onto the pillows.  “Can I hold him?”
 
   “Just a moment.  We need to cut the cord,” Sabrina says.
 
   “Allow me,” I say.  I reach into a pocket and take out a silver hunting knife I used on vampires.  This time it’s used for the much happier purpose of severing Aggie’s newest son from the umbilical cord.  Sabrina holds the boy up so I can slice the cord.
 
   Only then does Sabrina wipe the boy off and wrap him in a blanket.  This she passes to me.  I hold the squirming child in my arms and looking down at his face, I see that he has his mother’s blue eyes.  His tiny face turns red as he begins to cry again, wanting his real mother.  I pass him to Aggie, who takes him gently, tears in her eyes.  She smiles at her son and whispers, “Hello, Luc.  Welcome to the world.”
 
   I wish I could warn Luc of the dangers of this new world he’s entered, but I know he’ll find out soon enough.
 
   ***
 
   Besides having Aggie’s eyes, Luc also has Aggie’s blond hair, a fact that becomes clear after Luc is cleaned up.  Perhaps because of this—or because she knows this is her last child—Aggie refuses to give Luc up, except to let Alejandro hold him.  The proud father rocks the infant in his arms and says, “He’s as beautiful as his mother.”
 
   I have to turn away as he bends down to kiss Aggie.  While I’m happy for them having a healthy boy, I still find it hard to see them together.  I step out of the room, using the flimsy excuse that I need to help Sabrina clean up.
 
   Sabrina is outside, burning the placenta and stained sheets so they can’t be misused for any charms or curses.  I sit on a log by the fire, staring into the flames.  “She’s still doing fine,” I tell Sabrina before she can ask.
 
   “She’s very strong.”
 
   I nod at this.  Aggie’s never been a warrior like me, but she’s strong where it matters—in her heart.  She’s endured the centuries of loneliness and come out of it finding true happiness with her family.  “Is the baby going to be all right?”
 
   “They’re both very healthy,” Sabrina says.  “What about you?”
 
   “I’m fine.”  I hold up my left hand.  “My hand is a little sore.”
 
   “You look tired.  You should rest.”
 
   “I don’t want to go to bed yet.”
 
   “Then stay here and watch the fire.  I’ll prepare some food for Agnes.  She needs to keep her strength up.”
 
   I nod and stay with the fire, watching the sheets burn.  The closest I’ve ever come to a moment like in Aggie’s bedroom was helping Frau Braun with a new calf.  Looking into those eyes that are so much like Aggie’s, I can’t help feeling a sense of awe, a magic greater than any I’ve ever known before.  As witches we can turn people into toads or other animals, but we don’t really create anything.  Mostly we end up destroying things—or at least I do.  What would it be like to create a new life like that, to give birth to a child who will grow into a man and have children of his own?
 
   I’m still thinking about this when I hear footsteps.  I think at first it’s Sabrina, but then I turn to see Alejandro.  He has a cigar clenched in his teeth; I can smell it despite the smoke from the sheets.  “There you are, Mademoiselle Sylvia,” he says with a smile.  He reaches into his pocket for another cigar.
 
   “No thank you,” I say.
 
   “Come now, it’s a tradition.  To celebrate the birth of a new child.”
 
   I shrug and then take the cigar from him.  He shows me how to bite off the end and then I light it using the bonfire.  The smoke enters my lungs and I double over as I cough.  Alejandro claps me on the back, his laughter like music.
 
   “They take some getting used to,” he says.  He sits down on a log beside me, staring into the fire while my eyes water and my stomach churns from the cigar.  “Another son.  I am a fortunate man.”
 
   “Yes,” I manage to whisper.
 
   “Agnes is such a wonderful woman.  An exceptional woman.”
 
   “She is.”
 
   He takes a puff of his cigar and then turns to me.  “So, Mademoiselle Sylvia, how many suitors did you acquire on your journeys?”
 
   “None.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe.”
 
   I look down at the ground, thinking of Uwe in Frau Braun’s village.  “There was a boy, back when I was thirteen.  He was very nice to me, but it didn’t work out.”
 
   “That long ago?”  He shakes his head.  Time seems to stop as he brushes hair away from my face.  “You poor girl.  Such a beautiful young woman should be fighting off suitors with a rapier.”
 
   “Stop,” I whisper as he bends down to kiss my cheek.  “Please stop.”
 
   “Since the moment I saw you, I wanted to do that.”  He tosses the cigar into the fire and then smiles at me.  “You’ve bewitched me, Mademoiselle Sylvia.”
 
   I want to laugh at the irony of this, to tell him that I really am a witch and that if he doesn’t back off I’m going to hurl him into Paris.  My body seems to have turned to ice, so I can’t move or speak as his lips brush against mine.  “You are beautiful,” he whispers.
 
   He kisses me on the lips for the first time.  I know I should push him away; I should knee him in the crotch and then threaten to tell Aggie what a cad he is.  Instead, I find myself kissing him back.  His lips still taste like the cigar, but I don’t care.  I close my eyes and for a moment I’m sixteen again and kissing Henri in the forest.
 
   When I open my eyes again, I remember that I’m kissing Alejandro—Aggie’s husband.  Aggie, who just gave birth to Alejandro’s son, and still loves him like a newlywed.  I finally, belatedly, gather the strength to push him away.  He tries to put a hand on my shoulder, but I bat it away.  “Don’t you dare touch me!” I hiss at him.  “Or I swear I’ll make sure you never father any more children.”
 
   He nods at this.  “Forgive me, Sylvia.  I was merely caught up in the moment.  The excitement of having a child—”
 
   “Don’t lie.  I’m not a kid anymore.  I know what you were doing.”
 
   “What are you going to do now?”
 
   I think about this.  I should go upstairs and tell Aggie what happened.  Then I think of her cuddling little Luc, her eyes filled with joy.  I can’t spoil that happiness for her, not after what she’s just gone through.  “Nothing.”  I wag a finger at him.  “But this can never happen again.”
 
   “Of course.  I am very sorry, Sylvia—”
 
   “Save it,” I snap.  I go upstairs, slipping past the master bedroom, into my room.  After locking the door, I collapse onto the mattress to cry for betraying my sister.  I know that while I didn’t say it, that Alejandro could see in my eyes how much I enjoyed that kiss.
 
   And I know that if he tries to kiss me again, I won’t be able to resist him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Despite the size of the estate, it’s difficult to keep from seeing Alejandro again.  He’s sleeping just one room down the hall, in Sophie’s old bedroom while Aggie recovers from the baby.  I nearly run into him the next morning when I emerge for breakfast.  He nods to me and acts as if nothing has happened, saying, “Hello, Mademoiselle Sylvia.”
 
   We eat breakfast in the bedroom with Aggie.  The baby is taking his breakfast at the same time, suckling from Aggie’s breast.  I turn my head away, not wanting to watch.  “Don’t be such a prude, dear,” Aggie says.
 
   “Your sister is only being polite,” Alejandro says.
 
   I don’t want him to defend me.  I don’t want him to act as if everything’s normal, as if nothing’s happened.  At the same time, I know I can’t want him to kiss me again.  I can’t want him to love me; not while Aggie loves him.
 
   I lose what little appetite I have when Aggie passes Luc to his father.  She leans in then to kiss Alejandro on the lips, just as he and I kissed last night.  The kiss is far briefer, Aggie too tired for passion.  She settles comfortably on her pillows, turning to me while Alejandro admires his new son.  “How long are you going to stay?” Aggie asks me.
 
   “I’m not sure.  I might have to leave soon.”
 
   “Where are you going to go this time?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.”
 
   “Wherever the wind takes you, I suppose.  My adventurous sister.”  Aggie sighs, probably remembering some of her own adventures when she was a young witch.  “I hope this time you don’t stay away so long.  The boys are dying to meet their aunt.”
 
   “We’ll see,” is all I can say, looking across the bed at Alejandro.  He looks up from Luc to flash me a smile that melts my heart.  I have to turn away, gazing down at my feet as if I’m still an awkward teenager.  In Alejandro’s presence I am.
 
   Alejandro mercifully passes the baby back to Aggie and then excuses himself to take care of things around the estate.  This leaves Aggie and I alone with her baby; Sabrina left sometime during the night to resume her other duties with the coven.  “Do you want to hold him?” Aggie asks me.
 
   I take Luc from her, noting how much more he looks like Aggie now that he’s cleaned up.  I don’t need Aggie’s feelings to know that Luc is going to grow up to be very handsome.  He’ll probably marry a beautiful woman like his father did and produce his own beautiful offspring.  Will he then risk that perfect life for his wife’s awkward little sister?
 
   Luc begins to cry as if he can read my thoughts—being Aggie’s child he probably can.  I rock him gently and try cooing comforting words, but it doesn’t seem to help.  He continues to bawl until his face is nearly purple.  “I’m sorry,” I say and then hand him back to his mother.
 
   She only has to smile at him and he quiets down, soon falling asleep.  Aggie continues to rock him while she looks up at me.  “It’s all right,” she says.  “You just need some time to learn the knack.”
 
   “I wish I could, but I’ll have to go soon.”
 
   “Come now, I’m sure Glenda can spare you for a few weeks.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be fair to Hisae and Tabitha to make them do it all by themselves.”
 
   Aggie nods, continuing to rock her new baby.  Then she says, “Is it still because of Mama and Sophie?  That was over a century ago.”
 
   “No, that’s not it.”
 
   “Is it Henri?  I know how much you loved him, but maybe you can find someone else—”
 
   “I don’t want anyone else,” I say more to convince myself than Aggie.  I had always told myself that I would love Henri forever, and yet now it’s Alejandro monopolizing my thoughts.  It’s his smile I see when I close my eyes and it’s his lips I taste on mine.  But then Henri has been dead for nearly three hundred years while Alejandro is still living and breathing, his scent everywhere around the house.
 
   “You can’t be alone forever,” Aggie says.
 
   “I have to be.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m going outside for some air.”
 
   “Please don’t run away again,” Aggie says with a tremor in her voice as if she’s about to cry.  The baby must sense this as he wakes up and begins fussing again.  She tries to calm the baby for a few moments to no avail.  “Could you be a dear and fetch a diaper from the nursery?  Somebody’s had a little accident.”
 
   The nursery used to be a guestroom, despite that we never had any guests in the house.  The bed has been pushed to one side to make room for a crib, where Luc will spend much of his time once Aggie feels comfortable enough to let him out of her sight.  On the changing table are some cloth diapers that Aggie probably made herself. 
 
   I stand in the room for a few moments, my legs feeling suddenly rubbery to the point where I have to grip the old bed for support.  What brings this on is the thought of my baby in the crib—mine and Alejandro’s baby.  I imagine that this is our house, where we raise our children and I’m his cheerful, eager young wife.  
 
   A few minutes later I come to my senses.  This is Aggie’s crib, where her child sleeps.  This is her house now, where she raises her family.  There’s no place for me here except as a visiting aunt.  That’s the only place in her life or Alejandro’s for me.
 
   I grab a diaper and return it to the bedroom, watching her change Luc with the efficiency of someone who’s done this for years—and she has.  I sit silently by the bed, knowing that I’ll never get a chance to become that proficient.
 
   ***
 
   While Aggie and the baby take a nap, I slip into my room for my jacket.  I’m tempted to just vanish myself back to Edinburgh, but from our earlier conversation, I know it’s important to Aggie that I stay, at least for a little while.  I promise myself that I’ll stay until my sister can get out of bed, when she and Luc should be in the clear.
 
   In the meantime, I slip into the jacket and head out to the forest.  I take the crossbow from its sling and load it with a regular bolt.  Maybe I can give Aggie some fresh venison tonight.  Killing something should help remind me of what I am, and what I am not.
 
   The paths in the forest are as clear as when I left them.  Seeing a crushed cigar on the ground, I realize why:  Alejandro has been out here.  He’s probably taken his young sons hunting or riding along the paths.  Perhaps Aggie’s sons have been scampering along these paths like Henri and I used to when we were small children.  This thought is almost enough to make me turn back, but I continue deeper into the woods, telling myself that I won’t be intimidated.  This is my forest, not Alejandro’s or Mathieu’s or Marcus’s or Aggie’s.
 
   After years of hunting vampires, I’ve honed my tracking skills enough that I can recognize the deer’s tracks despite that they’ve been all but obliterated by human ones.  I can trace the path it took along the path and can be reasonably sure that it’s a ten-point buck.  I’ve also relearned what Hisae taught me about moving stealthily, so I glide along the paths like a ghost.
 
   I feel like a ghost as I part the brush and see the clearing where I first saw Aggie kissing—and where later Henri and I came for our own kissing sessions.  It turns out that I’m slightly off:  it’s a twelve-point buck standing there.  I tighten my grip on my crossbow and line up my shot.  I want to make sure that I kill the animal in one shot, so he doesn’t have to suffer.  I’d also like to preserve the head; maybe Alejandro can put it on his wall as a trophy and think of me.
 
   This thought distracts me enough to spoil my aim.  My shot goes wide, hitting the deer in the neck.  The animal screeches with pain and then begins thrashing around, trying to shake the arrow out.  For a moment I’m frozen with horror for what I’ve done.  Then without thinking, I charge through the brush, into the clearing.  The deer could take out my eye or worse from the way he’s shaking his horns around, but I don’t care.
 
   I use a Speech With Animals spell and then put up my hands.  “It’s all right,” I mumble to the deer.  He turns his head to me, staring at me.  He snorts and paws at the ground as I take a step forward, but doesn’t attack.  “I’m not going to hurt you,” I tell him.
 
   He lets me pull the arrow from his neck.  I toss the bolt aside to examine his wound.  It’s deep, enough that without a Restoration potion he’ll probably die.  I look into the creature’s eyes.  “I’m sorry,” I tell him as I slash my knife across his throat.
 
   I’m down on my knees beside the fallen deer, weeping uncontrollably when he finds me.  He doesn’t say anything right away, kneeling down beside me and putting his arms around me.  “It’s all right, Mademoiselle Sylvia,” he whispers into my ear.  
 
   “I didn’t kill him cleanly,” I mumble.  “I hurt him.”
 
   “It’s just a deer.”
 
   “It’s not just a deer.  He was a living creature.  He deserved to die with respect.”  That is something Hisae told me during my training.  Monsters like demons and vampires long ago forfeited that right, but animals are innocent and pure.  Even the most violent predator is only following its instincts—like me.  I lean my head down, putting my lips to the deer’s velvety ear.  “I’m sorry,” I say again.
 
   Alejandro puts a hand on my shoulder.  We sit there in respectful silence for a minute.  Finally I stand up to go.  Alejandro smiles slightly at me.  “You’re not like any woman I’ve ever known, Sylvia Joubert,” he says.  “Women like your sister are tame canaries.  You are like a falcon—soaring wild and free.”
 
   “My sister is a good woman.  She loves you.”  This is and isn’t true; Aggie doesn’t just love Alejandro—she adores him as much as her new son.  “Please don’t make me betray her.”
 
   “But you feel the same way I do.  I know it.”
 
   “I do care about you.  I have for a long time.”
 
   “Then why not give in to those feelings?  Why should we deny what we both want?”
 
   “Because I love Agnes.  I thought you did too.”
 
   “I do love Agnes, but not in the same way I love you.  Agnes and I have become so familiar with each other.  Sometimes we sit in the parlor and say nothing for hours.”  Alejandro shakes his head sadly.  “In many ways we have already grown old.”
 
   He reaches out then to brush hair from my face as he did the night before.  Again I make no attempt to stop him, though I easily could.  “My love for you is raw, passionate, like a fire inside me that can only be extinguished by your kiss.”
 
   Maybe these aren’t the most poetic words ever, but they’re enough for me.  I let him kiss me.  I close my eyes and kiss him back.  Before I know what’s happening, he’s easing me onto the ground, beside the fallen deer.  “Alejandro—”
 
   “It’s all right, Mademoiselle Sylvia.  I won’t hurt you.”
 
   I’m three hundred twelve years old but I’ve never had sex before.  I’ve never so much as masturbated.  Sex wasn’t covered by Mama or by the coven’s training.  I’m familiar with it only distantly, from stories I’ve overheard in bars and from the details Rachel let slip during the Revolution.
 
   I do know enough to take off my leggings.  Alejandro seems to sense my confusion as he smiles at me again.  “It’s all right,” he says again.  “I’ll help you.”
 
   There’s not much for me to do that first time.  Mostly I just lie back when Alejandro takes off his pants and enters me.  I close my eyes, feeling him inside of me.  I find myself seeing not Alejandro, but Henri in my mind.  This is what Henri and I would have done had he lived.  We would have come out here and we would have made love like this, though probably more awkwardly.  I reach out with one hand, touching Alejandro’s cheek and then his hair; in my mind it’s still Henri.
 
   Like a gentleman, Alejandro lets me come first.  The moment is almost like the first time my powers came to me; I hear music.  With my eyes closed I see the music too.  It’s so beautiful, so pure.  I shriek like a dying vampire and hear startled birds scattering for cover.  Then the music fades and I feel a tiny explosion inside of me.  Opening my eyes, I see Alejandro with his eyes rolled back, his face captured in ecstasy.
 
   We lie by the deer carcass for a while, Alejandro holding me and stroking my hair as if I’m a pet dog.  Maybe I am his pet, but at the moment I don’t care.  Alejandro loves me and I love him, though I know I shouldn’t.
 
   “We can’t do this again,” I whisper to him.
 
   “I understand.  You love your sister.”
 
   “She’s all I have.”
 
   “No,” he says and smiles at me.  “You have me.”
 
   I kiss him, knowing I’ll never be able to resist him.  I am as helpless as a deer with a bolt caught in its neck.
 
   ***
 
   Alejandro and I make love eleven more times during the next two weeks.  During this time, Aggie recuperates enough that she can finally get out of bed and walk around without any pain.  I volunteer to get a Restoration potion, but she waves this idea away.  “I didn’t need one for the other two,” she says.  “Besides, Alejandro will worry if I’m unconscious for a day.”
 
   I’m not entirely sure about this, but I don’t say anything.  Aggie doesn’t seem to have any feelings about my betrayal.  Nor does she seem suspicious of the fact that I can’t look her in the eye after that first time in the forest.  To her I’m her supportive baby sister and Alejandro her magnificent husband.
 
   Perhaps the worst part is watching Aggie eat the venison from the deer I slaughtered.  I want to break down into sobs when she says, “That’s so thoughtful of you, dear.  Some fresh meat would certainly be lovely.”
 
   Alejandro gives nothing away, patting my shoulder.  “Your sister has become quite a little huntress since last we met.  She’s even promised to let me keep the antlers for the boys.”
 
   “I’m sure they’d love that, but don’t you think those antlers are a bit sharp?”
 
   “We can do something about that,” I say.
 
   To help distract myself, I spend days stuffing and mounting the deer’s head.  Aggie has some glass beads I can use for the eyes and Mr. Devereaux lets me use some of his tools.  As I work, I try to think of a way to tell Aggie, to end this once and for all.  I know she’ll forgive me eventually; I’ll have centuries to make amends.
 
   Yet every time I’m alone with Aggie, I can’t bring myself to tell her what I’ve done—what I’m doing.  I try telling myself that it’s because of her weakened condition or that I don’t want to ruin her reputation.  In reality, I don’t say anything because I want to keep fucking Alejandro in the forest, desecrating the place where Henri and I kissed.
 
   The last time Alejandro and I make love, as we’re lying spent in the grass, I say for what seems like the hundredth time, “We have to stop this.”
 
   “Why?  Agnes isn’t going to find out.”
 
   “She will eventually.  She’s not stupid.”  No, Aggie isn’t stupid—she’s just trusting.  She always has been.  That’s why Sophie never told her about our true origin and why I haven’t either.  That’s why she’s never put the pieces together on her own and has remained so loyal to Glenda through the years.  
 
   Though Aggie has lived a long time and seen the world, the vast majority of her life she’s spent here.  She didn’t have her heart broken by the Revolution; she didn’t see the headless bodies driven through the streets.  She hasn’t seen the grim underbelly of the world to understand what people are capable of—including people who love her.  In that way she’s still as innocent and naïve as her newborn son.
 
   I take Alejandro’s arm and look him in the eye, pleading with him.  “When she finds out, it’s going to destroy her.  That’s why we have to stop now.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “Now that she’s recovered and Luc is doing well, I’ll be going.”
 
   “You can’t go now.  The boys will be home in another couple of weeks.  They would love to have you around.  So would Agnes.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   “I think you know that already.”
 
   I nod.  It’s tempting to stay here longer, to meet Mathieu and Marcus, my other nephews.  I could relate my stories of Transylvania and Romania and the Black Forest to them at night.  I imagine their tiny faces flushed with excitement as they hang on my every word.  We could go out into the forest and I could teach them how to track and hunt properly.  Maybe that would give me a new sense of purpose.  Maybe I could be domesticated.
 
   But looking into Alejandro’s eyes, I know he’s the real reason I want to stay.  I want to stay so we can keep making love out here.  When the weather turns cold, we can go out to the stables or somewhere else on the estate where Aggie won’t find us.  But how long can we truly live like that before she finds out?
 
   “It’s better for all of us if I go now, before someone gets hurt.”
 
   “If you leave, you’ll hurt me,” he says.  “And yourself.”
 
   “I know, but this couldn’t go on forever.  We both know that.”
 
   I want him to deny this and to say that it could go on forever, that we could find a way to be together.  Instead, he only nods to me.  “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”  He smiles again and puts a finger on my chin.  “I’ll never forget you, Mademoiselle Sylvia.  You are truly a wonder.”
 
   “I won’t forget you either,” I say.
 
   Aggie is of course broken up over my departure.  “But why?” she says and the baby begins to wail, as if attuned to her moods.  She picks Luc up and cradles him in her arms.  More softly, she says, “I thought we were getting along so well.”
 
   “We are.  It’s just that I have things to do.  I have my own life.”
 
   “What sort of life is it?  Killing monsters and selling guns?  It’s dangerous.”  There are tears in her eyes as she says, “You said how much you liked working on that farm in Germany.  Why not stay here and work on our farm?  We could buy some dairy cows—”
 
   “Agnes, please.”  I look down at my feet as I lie to her.  “This isn’t my home anymore.  This is your house.  It’s your family’s house.”
 
   “You’re part of my family.”
 
   “No, not in that way.  I need my own place.  I need to be independent.  You know that.”
 
   “Yes,” she says in a tiny voice.  “I suppose I do.”
 
   She sets Luc down so we can hug.  “Can you at least come back for Christmas?  I promise I won’t make you wear that red dress again.”
 
   I can’t help but laugh at this, trying to imagine myself in such a dress with the stupid bow in my hair again.  “It’s a deal.”
 
   “Just don’t bring the children any weapons.  Alejandro and I are trying to raise them to be proper young gentlemen.”
 
   She sounds so much like Mama that again I have to laugh.  “I won’t.  I’ll bring them something nice and safe.”
 
   We hug one last time.  “Take care of yourself, dear.  Don’t let Glenda send you anywhere too dangerous.”
 
   “I won’t.”  A half hour later I’ve packed up and go to the front door.  Alejandro is there to kiss my hand as he did when we first met.  I blush at this.
 
   “Farewell, Mademoiselle Sylvia,” he says.  “Are you certain you don’t need a ride into town?  I would be happy to drive you.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  I like to walk.”
 
   “If you wish.  We look forward to seeing you again for the holidays.”
 
   “So do I.”  I resist the urge to kiss him right there in front of Aggie.  Instead, I only nod to them and then start down the path.  At the gate I turn to look back and see them still standing there:  Alejandro next to Aggie with the baby in her arms.  They look so much like a happy family in a portrait.
 
   I know I can’t come back for Christmas or ever again, not while Alejandro is still around.  I have to protect that happy family—Aggie’s dream.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   The arms trade hasn’t changed that much since the Revolution.  It’s still about being able to make the right contacts and offer what they want securely and at a reasonable price.  The only wrinkle is that some of my older contacts think Sylvia Joubert is about fifty years old by now.  I could make myself that old if I want, but I don’t want to go back and forth with my age.  Instead, I tell these people that I’m Sylvia’s niece Sandra.  I use the same alias with my ships and crews, though it’s unlikely any will remember the old me.
 
   The captain of the freighter bound for Egypt is named Jean-Paul St. Pierre.  He knocks on the door to my tiny stateroom.  “Are you all right, mademoiselle?  Do you need any assistance?”
 
   On any other voyage that’s my first time with a crew, I’m always eager to get on deck and help with the sails to prove that I’m not just some empty-headed girl.  This time I’ve stayed inside since we left Edinburgh, most of that time spent throwing up into my chamber pot.  Unlike Henri, I’ve never had a problem with seasickness, not even during the roughest storms.
 
   “Mademoiselle—?”
 
   I respond by throwing up again.  I don’t know what’s wrong with me.  Maybe I’ve come down with a fever.  I’m sure Aggie has a potion that would work on seasickness, or if not she could brew something up.  That would mean I’d have to vanish myself back home and listen to another lecture about how I should choose occupations safer and more sedate.  Mathieu, Marcus, and Luc would then burst in to hound me for stories and presents.
 
   And Alejandro would probably be there as well.  Two weeks should be more than enough time for him to get back from Naples—unless his ship ran into trouble.  We would exchange pleasantries and then at the first possible moment we’d go out to the forest for another fuck.
 
   This prompts me to throw up yet again.  All that’s coming out now is yellow bile, since I’ve hardly eaten anything in two days.  I find a towel that’s stained with bile and then wipe around my mouth as best I can.  Forcing myself to my feet, I go to the door, not caring if Captain St. Pierre sees me in my nightgown and with my hair a tangled mess.
 
   His eyes widen for a moment, but he quickly composes himself.  “I’m sorry to disturb you Mademoiselle Joubert.  Have you taken ill?”
 
   “I’m just feeling a little seasick.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  Is this your first voyage?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “There is not a physician on board, but perhaps we could stop at the next port and find one for you?”
 
   “No, let’s just try to get to Alexandria as quick as we can.”
 
   “If you wish, but—”
 
   “That’s what I wish.  Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to my bed.  Please don’t disturb me again unless you smell me rotting away in here.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, Mademoiselle—”
 
   “And address me as Madam Joubert, please.  I’m not a child.”  I shut the door in his face and then go to the window with my chamber pot to dump it over the side.  I know I was too harsh with the captain, but at the moment I’m too tired to care.  Sinking down on my bed, I turn to face the wall with the chamber pot pressed to my stomach.
 
   I don’t feel much better over the next three days it takes Captain St. Pierre to get the ship to Alexandria.  There are stretches—usually in the afternoon—where I feel only tired.  I manage to nibble on some of the crusty bread Captain St. Pierre has someone slide beneath the door, as if I’m a prisoner.  By the morning, I feel ready to die again, filling my chamber pot and staining the front of my nightgowns.  
 
   I’m too tired and nauseous to put up a fuss when the captain insists on having a boy walk me down the gangplank.  I wait until the boy lets me go to turn and vomit into the harbor.  I reach into a pocket for a coin to give the boy.  “Call a carriage for me, would you?”
 
   Ordinarily I would insist on walking to the meeting place, but there’s no way I can make it that far in this condition.  Really I should just reschedule the meeting until I’ve had a few days to recuperate.  But I’m still relatively new in the game—so far as people know—so I can’t afford to delay any shipments.  I consider having Captain St. Pierre handle things, except that he doesn’t have my experience in these matters.
 
   Since this is a Muslim country, I’ve set up the meeting for a public place—the local marketplace.  There a woman—even a pale, redheaded woman—shouldn’t look as out of place as at a café or other business.  I ask the boy to come with me so he can speak to the driver while I try to focus on keeping my stomach settled.  Somehow I manage to keep from throwing up in the coach, which I take for a good sign that I’m recovering.
 
   The boy takes my hand to help me down and I think of Henri helping me from our carriage when I first came to the family estate so long ago.  This boy looks nothing like Henri, but he is kind enough to let me lean against him as we enter the bazaar.  I try to take my mind off of my nausea by glancing at the various booths.  There are all sorts of items from bananas to chickens to what are supposedly antiques from the ancient tombs.
 
   The boy steers me to the northeast corner of the marketplace, where sacks of grain are piled up.  This is where our meeting is to be held.  I thank the boy and then study him.  He can’t be more than ten, about the same age as Aggie’s middle son Marcus.  His body is leaner and more muscular, from a life spent at sea.  Still, I doubt the child will be much good in a fight if negotiations should break down.
 
   I try to smile reassuringly at the boy.  His smile is hesitant and wary.  An orphan boy like him is probably used to disappointment.  Maybe when this is over I could adopt him and give him a real home.  I could raise him as my own son in Edinburgh.  Aggie and Alejandro could come visit us with their children—
 
   My stomach interrupts this daydream.  I hop off the stack of grain to bend down in the corner.  I reach for the pistol in my jacket as I feel someone pat my back.  Turning around, I see an old Arab woman.  From what I can tell, she’s not someone from the coven.  “Who are you?” I say in Arabic.
 
   “Relax, young one.  I only wish to help.”
 
   “I don’t need your help.  Thank you.”
 
   “Where is your husband?  He should not leave a girl in your condition alone.”
 
   “My condition?”
 
   “You are with child, no?”
 
   “No, I’m just seasick,” I tell her.  
 
   “Forgive me, young one.  I thought—”
 
   “I understand.  Thank you for your concern.”  The woman insists on giving me and the boy some sweetened dates to eat while we wait.  I let the boy eat most of these, unable to digest more than a half-dozen before I feel another bout of nausea.
 
   As we continue to wait, I try to think back to the last time I had my period.  I’ve never been someone who keeps track of such a thing; it’s never mattered before.  Was it a month ago?  Six weeks?  That seems right—and it would coincide with when Alejandro and I met in Venice.
 
   ***
 
   Venice is a much better place to be when you aren’t hunting bogeymen.  Alejandro took me there after I rendezvoused with him outside of his cousin’s vineyard in Tuscany.  As far as Aggie knew, Alejandro was on his way back from a visit there.  “What if she asks why it took you so long?” I ask him.
 
   He only shrugs at this.  “I can say we ran into bad weather or had a problem with one of the sails.”  He leans closer to kiss me.  “But she will not ask.  She never does.”
 
   Like many an addict, I’ve resolved time and again to stop seeing Alejandro.  The longest I’ve managed was nine months about three years ago.  Then Christmas came and Alejandro and I fucked three times in my bed while Aggie and the children were off shopping in town.  By all indications, Aggie still has no idea about her husband’s infidelity or her sister’s betrayal.
 
   Alejandro has come to Venice a few times on far happier missions than me.  We cruise around the city in a gondola, from which he takes me around the old city.  We eventually dismount to join the crowds seeing the sights.  I pretend I’ve never seen these before; I haven’t at least from this level.  
 
   He insists on taking me to St. Mark’s Basilica.  I’ve never spent much time here, given my hatred of the pope and his Church, which is centered a few hundred miles south of here.  For Alejandro’s sake I try not to show any reluctance to this.  He stops at a pair of magnificent bronze horses that make me think of young David and his love for the animals.  “These were returned not long ago from your country,” Alejandro says.
 
   The interior of the church is so gorgeous that even a nonbeliever like me is awed by it.  I stare up at the mosaics lined with gold, unable to contain my wonder at this.  Alejandro puts an arm around my waist to pull him close.  Apparently the Christian god has no problem with an adulterer bringing his lover into the church as nothing happens to us as we walk around.
 
   We stop to have coffee at a café, Alejandro taking his watch from his pocket repeatedly to check it.  “You in a hurry?” I ask him.
 
   “I’ve arranged something special for you,” he says.
 
   “I don’t need anything special,” I tell him.  “Just you.”
 
   “Ah, but this is a tradition in Venice.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “You’ll have to wait and find out,” he says with a wink.  He pays for our coffees and then takes my hand to walk me over to another gondola.  Alejandro whispers something to the gondolier in Italian that I can’t understand without using a spell.
 
   We sit in the front of the gondola, me resting my head on Alejandro’s shoulder.  With him is the only time that I’m ever comfortable being a traditional woman, in letting someone else take care of me.  He strokes my hair, which I’ve kept loose because I know Alejandro likes it that way; he says that symbolizes my untamed spirit that he fell in love with years ago.
 
   The gondolier mutters something to Alejandro in Italian.  He says something sharp in reply.  Ahead I see there are already a pair of gondolas approaching the enclosed bridge between the old prisons and the interrogation rooms of the Doge’s Palace.  This bridge is called the Ponte dei Sospiri or later as the “Bridge of Sighs.”  I probably could have walked the interior of the bridge if any authorities in Venice had ever caught me scrambling around the city and peeping into people’s windows.
 
   “What are we doing here?” I ask Alejandro.
 
   “It’s a local superstition that if you kiss beneath the bridge at sunset, your love will last forever,” he says.
 
   “Did you kiss Aggie here?”
 
   “No, but I want to kiss you here.”
 
   The gondolier finds some space for us to park beneath the bridge.  Though I know I shouldn’t, I turn around to face Alejandro.  As the sun sets, we each lean forward to kiss.  It’s a chaster kiss than we usually share, due to the presence of the gondolier and other lovers nearby.
 
   We save the real kisses for later, back in our hotel room.  Alejandro insists on carrying me over the threshold as if we’re married; indeed, he told the hotel manager that we’re newlyweds.  I play along with this, reveling in the idea of being married to Alejandro, even if it’s only temporarily.
 
   That is until he sets me down on the bed and says, “What would you like to do now, Mrs. Chiostro?”
 
   I shiver as if he’s dumped a bucket of cold water on me.  “Don’t call me that.”
 
   “But that’s what you are—at least here.”
 
   “Agnes is Mrs. Chiostro.”  I roll over, turning away from him.  “She’s your real wife.  All I can do is pretend.”
 
   He sits down on the bed putting a hand on my back.  “Don’t cry, Mademoiselle Sylvia.  I can’t bear to see you cry.”
 
   I wipe the tears from my eyes before I roll over to face him.  “How long are we going to go on like this?  It’s been six years already.  Shouldn’t we tell Agnes?”
 
   “Is that what you want?  You know how much that would hurt her.”
 
   “But we can’t go on sneaking around like this, can we?”
 
   He smiles at me, always having an answer to deflect my concerns.  “What does it matter so long as we are together?”  We kiss far more passionately than beneath the bridge and all of my doubts melt away.
 
   We fuck twice that night.  I’ve gotten far more adept that this since that first clumsy time in the forest.  Alejandro and I have experienced each other enough that I know what he likes and vice versa.  We’ve become able to make the experience last longer, drawing it out for nearly an hour before I finally come, unable to contain a scream that echoes off the vaulted ceiling of the room.  As always happens, Alejandro comes a few moments later, his eyes looking into mine.
 
   We part the next morning.  Alejandro gives me a deep kiss in an alley, so deep that it takes my breath away.  I’m still gasping for air when he says goodbye.  He brushes the hair away from my face so he can look me in the eye.  “I’ll be in Naples in three weeks.  Can you meet me there?”
 
   “Yes.  Absolutely.”  I would meet him anywhere at all, even in the bowels of Hell.
 
   “Good.”  With another much shorter kiss, he leaves me there.  I have to watch from a bridge as he boards his ship so none of his crew see us together.  It’s not likely they would be able to tell Aggie, but it’s because we haven’t taken such chances that we’ve been able to keep up our affair for so long.
 
   I wait until his ship pulls away before I go back to the alley to vanish myself back to Edinburgh to begin counting the days until I can meet him in Naples.
 
   ***
 
   Sitting on the bags of grain, I bury my face in my hands.  That must have been when it happened.  Really it was just a matter of time.  It should have happened years ago with the way we made love, always so recklessly.
 
   I’m still in this position when the buyers show up for our meeting.  Like that long ago Frenchman at the start of the Revolution, they don’t realize that they’re supposed to be dealing with a woman.  “You, woman, this is not a place for sitting,” one of them says in Arabic.
 
   I look up at this and wipe the tears from my eyes.  “You’re the ones who want to buy my guns?” I ask them in the same language.
 
   “Your guns?”
 
   “That’s right.  If you have a problem with that, I can take them elsewhere.  Maybe the French legionnaires would like them.”
 
   They confer with each other for a few moments.  In the end it’s like Connor said:  people will buy from anyone if they’re desperate enough—even a woman.  Being Arabs and in a marketplace they want to haggle; since I have even less patience than usual, I pull my pistol out and fire it over their heads.  They throw themselves to the ground while nearby there’s the sound of shouting.  “Take it or leave it,” I tell them.
 
   They decide to take it before I can get my crossbow from its sling to continue the negotiations.  I give them the location of the ship.  “Leave the money with the captain.”  Before they can slink away, I aim the smoking pistol at them.  “If you try shorting me, I’ll find you.  Is that understood?”
 
   They nod and bow before scurrying away.  I manage to wait until they’ve gone to throw up in the corner again.  Then I turn to the boy and say, “Go back to the ship and tell Captain St. Pierre that those men are coming.  Be quick about it.”
 
   “What about you, ma’am?”
 
   “I have to do some shopping.”
 
   I wait until he’s gone to duck behind the sacks of grain.  There’s no one watching me, so I can vanish myself to the archives.  I come in on the main floor and then climb down the ladder to the first floor.
 
   There is of course a new girl working.  Ingrid didn’t last long after Sophie’s death.  Since then, Glenda has been a little more selective in whom she puts down here.  The latest is a young girl who looks eerily similar to how I did as a milkmaid, except that her hair is dark brown and much straighter.  Despite that there can’t be much to eat down here, the girl is still about a hundred eighty pounds at least.  She makes no attempt to get off her stool as I approach.
 
   “I need some information,” I tell her.
 
   “What sort of information?” she asks in a shy voice.  I wonder how long she’s been down here, though she might not even know.
 
   “I need to find out if someone—a friend—is pregnant.  Is there some kind of spell for that?”
 
   “I can look for you,” she says.  She reaches under her desk, coming back up with a book almost as wide as she is.  The enormous book lands on the desk with a thud that kicks up dust.  The girl opens it and I can see that it’s a ledger indexing the various spells, potions, and charms.  She flips through page after page, her finger skimming along in search of the information.  “Here it is.  How to Determine Pregnancy.  Do you want me to fetch the scroll for you?”
 
   “No, I can get it.”  To my surprise the girl begins to cry.  “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”
 
   “You think I can’t do it because I’m fat, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course not,” I say, though that was exactly what I was thinking.
 
   “I’m not supposed to be fat.  I wasn’t when I came down here.”  She sniffles and I pat her back, trying to comfort her.  “I went down into the vault and one of the stupid spells got out.  Ever since then I’m hungry all the time, but if I eat anything I gain weight instantly.  Glenda says she has someone working on a potion, but nothing has helped yet.”
 
   I reach into my pocket for a handkerchief that I hand to her.  No doubt it’s Aggie who’s supposed to be finding a potion to change this poor mortal girl back to normal.  I only hope she doesn’t decide to show up with the potion as I’m here.  Patting the girl’s shoulder, I say, “I know the witch she has working on it and she’s very good at what she does.  She’ll find a way to help you.”
 
   “No she won’t.  No one cares about me!  I’m just a worthless orphan they dumped down here.”  The girl blows into the handkerchief, the sound like an elephant’s cry.  She tries to give the handkerchief back, but I let her keep it.
 
   Looking her in the eye, I ask, “What’s your name, sweetheart?”
 
   “Rebecca.”
 
   “Why don’t you go fetch that scroll for me, Rebecca?  Can you do that?”
 
   She nods and then hops off the stool.  She waddles over to the shelves, disappearing for a few moments.  I wait anxiously, tapping my foot and turning to the ladder in case Aggie or anyone else shows up.  It might be awkward to explain to them what I need this recipe for.
 
   The girl’s face brightens and she practically skips over to me.  “I found it!” she says.
 
   “That’s good, Rebecca.”  I take the scroll from her and read it a few times until I’ve memorized it.  Then I roll it back up to hand to her.  “Thank you, sweetheart.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Her chubby cheeks light up as she smiles at me.  “You’re the nicest witch I’ve met so far.”
 
   “Thank you.”  I see in that moment a way to use this to my advantage.  “Since we’re such good friends now, can you do something else for me?”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Can you not tell anyone that I came here?”
 
   She considers this for a moment and then nods.  “I can do that.”
 
   “Thank you, Rebecca.  It was very nice to meet you.”
 
   First I vanish back to Connor’s old house in Edinburgh, in the attic.  There, in a trunk, I have some magical items—charms, potions, and ingredients—stored away.  I sort through these until I find two round, smooth stones that are jade green, but with flakes of gold.  These are elfstones, some of the rarest stones in the world.  I drop these into my pocket and then seal the trunk again.
 
   I don’t return directly to the marketplace in Alexandria.  Instead, I vanish myself into an alley, where it’s unlikely anyone will see me.  This hunch proves correct, as no one does see me.  I pause here to bend down and throw up, which I fortunately kept from doing in front of poor, fat Rebecca.  Thinking of her, I remember how happy I was at Frau Braun’s, how happy I had been to look like a completely different person, an ordinary girl.  
 
   But I’m not an ordinary girl.  No ordinary girl could vanish from Egypt to Ireland to Scotland and then back to Egypt within the span of an hour.  No ordinary girl had possession of the valuable elfstones.  And no ordinary girl could do what I was about to do.
 
   Finding a live chicken in the marketplace is easy enough.  Again not wanting to waste time by haggling, I simply toss the merchant a bag full of coins.  I don’t bother to wait for him to count these before I snatch the chicken by its feet, holding it upside down.  The evil creature stabs at me with its beak, the beak shredding my jacket.  When it tries again, I seize its neck with my free hand.  “That’s enough from you.”
 
   The hotel where I’m staying overnight doesn’t have a problem with me carrying a live chicken through the lobby and up to my room.  There I let the chicken’s feet go, its feet clawing at me as I lock the door.  The feet don’t manage to do any damage before I grab them again.
 
   I wish I’d bought a cage, but I’ll have to just make do with my hotel room.  I have to let go of the chicken’s feet again as I reach into my jacket for my silver knife.  After setting this on the table, I go over to the bed and fetch the chamber pot.  This I take over to the table and then sit down.  Glaring into the chicken’s soulless eyes, I say, “Now you get yours.”
 
   It pains me more emotionally than physically as the chicken thrashes around while I slit it open from one end to the other.  The old expression, “like a chicken with its head cut off,” is pretty accurate, as the chicken is still thrashing around even as its blood is draining into the chamber pot.  The recipe from the archives specified that for it to work, I would need at least two cups of blood.  It’s difficult to gauge this in the chamber pot, so I have to make a rough guess.
 
   Once I’m satisfied I have enough of the chicken’s blood, I set it aside.  Its body is still moving, though not as violently as it was.  Ignoring the chicken, I wipe the knife clean for the next part of the recipe.  This part is far more painful physically as I have to slit open the palm of my left hand with the knife.  The recipe actually does specify the left hand for reasons I’m not entirely clear on; Sabrina would probably know.
 
   Holding back a scream, I let my blood drain into the chamber pot just as I did with the chicken.  Mercifully I need only a couple of teaspoons of my blood, not cups of it.  Once I’m sure I have enough, I tear off a strip of cloth to tie around my hand.
 
   With my uninjured hand, I reach into my jacket for the elfstones.  This is the easiest part of the recipe.  I simply drop them into the bloody brew and then wait for a reaction.  From what the recipe said, if the blood boils then I’m not pregnant.
 
   But my blood doesn’t boil.  It congeals, becoming a gelatinous magenta-colored mass.  I poke this with one finger as tears form in my eyes.
 
   Maybe I did the test wrong, but I doubt it.  I’m certainly not going to buy another chicken and even if I did, I’d need to ask another witch for more elfstones.  I’ll just have to assume that I did this test right.
 
   I’m pregnant.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   The good thing about hiding in a Muslim country is that none of the women are showing any skin.  This makes it easy enough for me to fit in while wearing a loose black dress that does a good job of disguising my belly.  The people are also respectful enough that even if they can tell, no one’s asking to touch my stomach and feel my baby kick.
 
   I can feel her inside of me now.  Any doubts I had were wiped away when I felt that first kick as I lay in bed here in Cairo, where I’ve taken refuge from the coven, Aggie, and especially Alejandro.  The bouts of morning sickness, lack of a period, swollen ankles, and tender breasts I could try to write off with another explanation.  I couldn’t once I felt that kick.
 
   There is of course no way to know for certain that my child is a girl.  Not even Aggie with her feelings can be absolutely sure until the baby comes out.  My own feelings tell me that it is a girl inside of me—Alejandro’s daughter and mine.
 
   I’ve spent many long days and nights trying to imagine what she might look like.  Will she have Alejandro’s brown eyes or my green ones?  Will her hair be black or red?  Will her skin have his Mediterranean complexion or my pasty redhead complexion?  I put the pieces together, sometimes giving her brown eyes, red hair, and olive-tinged skin and other times green eyes, black hair, and pale skin.  I see her as combinations of tall, short, fat, and thin.
 
   No matter how I see her, there’s one thing that remains constant:  I want to see her smile.  I want her to be happy all the time.  I want her to laugh and play and dance.  I don’t care if she’s a “proper” young lady or a vagrant.  All I want is for her to have the happiness and contentment that’s always eluded me.
 
   The problem then always becomes how I could possibly provide that.  I have enough money to take care of dozens of kids, enough to buy a house with plenty of room for the two of us.  I try to imagine myself changing diapers and cooking meals, but I can’t.  The only cooking I’ve ever done is over a campfire, usually involving roasting the carcass of a squirrel or rabbit on a homemade spit.  I could have servants do those chores as Mama did around our house; in that case, what will I do?
 
   I know I can’t be a mother like Mama or even like Aggie.  The first time my daughter throws a tantrum, what am I going to do, pull out my crossbow?  Would I use all of those martial arts moves Hisae taught me on her?
 
   I feel her kick again, so hard that I wince.  I remember what Aggie said about Luc one day kicking right through her.  Maybe that’s what my baby will do.  “It’s all right,” I whisper to her, putting a hand on my stomach.  “Mama’s here.”
 
   There’s a knock on my bedroom door.  A young woman shuffles into the room.  Her name is Jaida and she’s been my personal assistant since I arrived in Cairo two months ago.  I met her on the street, begging for money to support her family.  Her husband died from an illness and left her and her three children destitute.  I pay her a good wage and found a place for her and her family.  In exchange, she does my shopping, laundry, and other routine things that have become increasingly difficult the bigger I get.
 
   Jaida looks down at the floor as she always does.  “I’m sorry to intrude, Madam Joubert.”
 
   “You’re not intruding,” I tell her.
 
   “I was wondering if you require anything.”
 
   “I would really like some of those sweetened dates.  Do we have any around?”
 
   “I do not think so, but I am sure I can purchase some.”
 
   “That would be wonderful.  Thank you.”
 
   After Jaida toddles off, I lever myself out of bed with a groan.  By the end I’ll probably be bedridden like Aggie.  Before that can happen, I try to move around a little, just some basic tai-chi that Hisae taught me.  It’s supposed to relax my body and mind, though I’ve never really gotten the hang of that part.  Mostly I do it just so I can get some kind of exercise without straining myself too much.
 
   I again can’t get my head into the flow of the moves to relax myself.  Instead, I worry again about what will happen after the baby is born.  I can’t go back to hunting monsters in godforsaken places like Transylvania.  Nor can I sell guns anymore.  Both of these professions are far too dangerous for a mother.  The question comes again, as it has for centuries:  what do I do now?
 
   Settling down was much easier for Aggie.  She was already used to a relatively sedentary existence.  All she did before she married Alejandro was sew and brew potions.  On rare occasions she would go out to search for new ingredients or to research a potion for a special case, like poor Rebecca in the archives, who at last word has ballooned up to two hundred fifty pounds now.  Becoming a mother wasn’t much of a stretch for Aggie then.
 
   And of course Aggie is married.  What will I tell Aggie when the baby comes?  If she looks too much like Alejandro, will I be able to explain this?  I can say that I met someone else on one of my trips.  I can say that the child is an accident, a bastard.
 
   In my fantasies, I imagine that our baby will finally bring Alejandro and I together.  He’ll leave Aggie to be with me.  She’ll be devastated by this, but Aggie will find a way to get over it.  She’ll realize how much Alejandro and I love each other and then she’ll face the truth.  We’ll go somewhere nice and secluded, where we won’t have to worry about the coven or anyone else bothering us.  It’ll be just the three of us—at least until I give birth to a few brothers or sisters for her.
 
   Even as I think this, I know it’s a lie.  Whatever happens, there’s not going to be a fairy tale ending where Alejandro and I wind up Happily Ever After.  This is the real world and the real world is very, very messy.
 
   There’s another light tap on the door.  Jaida comes in, bearing a bag of sweetened dates.  I accept these with a nod.  “Thank you,” I say to her.  Before she can discreetly scamper off again, I ask, “Jaida, do you think I’ll be a good mother?”
 
   She considers this question too long for my taste, probably trying to find a way to phrase it so I won’t fire her.  “You have shown such kindness to me and my family.  I cannot help but think you will be equally kind to your child.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say.  After Jaida leaves, I sit down and stare out the window for a long time.  The air turns cold as night falls.  I sit there with my child and worry about the future.
 
   ***
 
   Jaida brings me a letter a week later.  Even before I open it, I know it’s from Alejandro.  His handwriting doesn’t have the whimsical touches of Aggie’s.  Like him, his handwriting is elegant without looking cute.  Despite the envelope’s long journey from France to Edinburgh, and then forwarded to me by Captain St. Pierre, I can still smell Alejandro’s scent on it.
 
   “Is that all, madam?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”  Ordering a servant around is still unfamiliar for me; Mama and my sisters did most of that when I was growing up the first time and the second time more often than not I was the servant.
 
   Once Jaida is gone, I lock the door, even though I know she wouldn’t dare to disturb me.  Still, I want this moment to be private, just between the three of us:  me, Alejandro, and our child.  I tear open the envelope and shake out the single piece of paper.
 
    
 
   My Dear Mademoiselle Sylvia, I hope this letter reaches you in time.  It has been too long since I last saw you.  My heart aches from the memory of our time together in Naples.  I have told Agnes that I will be going to Switzerland to inspect boarding schools for Mathieu and Marcus.  I should very much like to meet you again.  I will be staying for three nights at my cousin’s vineyard.  If you are able, meet me in Florence at the amphitheater of the Boboli Gardens on 23 July.  If not, I will understand.
 
   Yours Always,
 
   Alejandro
 
    
 
   When I read this, it’s July 10th.  That leaves me with almost two weeks to get to Florence.  This shouldn’t be too difficult to arrange.  Of course I could simply vanish myself to Italy, but I’ve tried not to use magic since learning of my pregnancy.  I doubt that vanishing could really hurt her, but I don’t want to take any chances.
 
   The real question is whether I should go at all.  If I go then I will have to tell Alejandro about our child.  I’ve put this off for a while.  First it was denial that I was really pregnant.  Then I thought perhaps I might miscarry early on, in which case there was no sense getting him too excited.  Now that I’m about six months along by my reckoning, it’s decreasingly likely that I’ll lose the baby without some kind of accident.
 
   I have to go.  I have to go and confront him with the truth.  When I do, I have to force him to choose between a family with Aggie and her children or a new family with me and my child.  Even if he wants to stay with Aggie, we have to find the best way to break the news to her gently.  I don’t want to have to lie to my child about where she came from, not like how Mama had to lie to my sisters and I.
 
   I push myself up to my feet and then call for Jaida.  She opens the door almost immediately.  “Is something wrong, madam?  Did you receive troubling news?”
 
   “No, not really.  I am going to need passage on a boat for Italy.  First thing tomorrow.”
 
   “Of course, madam.  Will anyone be accompanying you?”
 
   “No.  I want you to stay and look after things here.  I should be back in a few weeks.”
 
   After Jaida leaves, I begin packing up the tent-like dresses I’ve been wearing over the last month.  My old monster-hunting jacket doesn’t fit anymore, at least not over my stomach.  I shouldn’t need to kill any demons or vampires where I’m going anyway.  But maybe I can finally kill some of those personal demons as Glenda said years ago.
 
   With my bag packed, I lie down on the bed and put a hand to my stomach.  “Don’t worry, sweetheart.  We’re just going to see Papa.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   This is my first visit to Florence, which seems strange because Alejandro’s old vineyard—the one now owned by his cousin—is only twenty miles away.  We’ve had plenty of opportunities over the years with the frequent visits he makes to help his cousin.  That’s probably why we’ve never gone here, so he won’t run into anyone he knows. 
 
   I’ve never been interested in museums, but for the week I’m in Florence before Alejandro’s arrival, I spend most of my time in the various art museums.  The problem is that I can’t stop thinking about Alejandro, to the point where I see his face on Michelangelo’s David.  I have to sit down then, feeling flushed as I think about the statue’s enormous penis.
 
   As I’m sitting on a bench, I hear a little girl cry out.  “I’m tired, Mama!” she screams in Italian.  She pulls at her mother’s hand, trying to tug the haggard woman in my direction.  “I want to go home!”
 
   The girl manages to break free from her mother and dashes over to scramble onto my bench.  She sits there with her arms folded in defiance.  She has Alejandro’s complexion and black hair, a pure Italian.  Still, with her attitude she could be my daughter.
 
   The girl’s mother is trying to wrangle her three other children—all boys who are just as rowdy as their sister—leaving the girl to sit with me on the bench.  The child looks up at me, her eyes focusing on my stomach.  “How did you get so fat?” she asks me.
 
   “I’m not fat.  I’m pregnant.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “It means I’m going to have a baby.”
 
   “That’s a baby in there?”
 
   “Yes.  A little girl like you.”
 
   “How’s she going to get out of there?”
 
   “Well—”
 
   I’m saved by the girl’s mother coming over at last to scold her for running away.  “Stop bothering this poor woman,” her mother says.
 
   “She’s not bothering me.”
 
   “She’s not supposed to talk to strangers.”
 
   The woman snatches her daughter’s arm, prompting the girl to squeal.  My first instinct is to grab the woman’s wrist and snap it, but I tell myself that it’s her child.  As she’s being dragged away, the little girl turns to wave to me.  I wave back and then let out a contented sigh.
 
   Someone else comes to sit down beside me, but it’s not a little girl.  It’s Hisae, who looks even more out of place here than I do.  I shouldn’t be surprised that she managed to sneak up on me—that’s one of her specialties.
 
   “I see the rumors are true,” she says without preamble.
 
   “What rumors?”
 
   “You should know nothing is secret from the coven.”
 
   “You’ve been spying on me?”
 
   “Not me.”
 
   “Then who?  Glenda?”
 
   “I’m not at liberty to say.”
 
   “So what do you want?”
 
   Hisae shrugs slightly.  “I only want you to consider what you’re doing to yourself—and your sister.”
 
   “Aggie doesn’t know, does she?”
 
   “Not yet.  But even she won’t be able to remain blind for much longer.”
 
   “So what does the coven want me to do?  I can’t kill her.  Not now.”
 
   “I would never ask you to kill an innocent baby.  You know that.”
 
   “What about Glenda?”
 
   “She’s not the monster you make her out to be.  Everything she’s done has been for the greater good.”
 
   I snort at this.  “That’s the same thing Robespierre and the other thugs said when they sent people to the guillotine.  Then Napoleon said making him the emperor was for the greater good.  Every butcher and tyrant uses that excuse.”
 
   “Glenda is not a butcher.”
 
   “Just a tyrant.”  I glare at Hisae for a moment, but her face remains damnably calm.  “Do you remember how Glenda became head of the coven?  Do you remember who elected her?”
 
   “No one does anymore, now that your mother is gone.  They were the oldest two.”
 
   “Right, and they brainwashed all of us to think that Glenda is in charge and that we’re not to question her.”
 
   “And you would seek to replace her?  You would follow the same path as Morgana and Sophie?”
 
   “No.  I don’t want to run the coven.  I only want the coven to leave me alone.  This doesn’t concern them—or you.”
 
   Hisae hardly blinks at this.  “You are still so young,” she says as she did during our first time hunting vampires in Transylvania.  “Perhaps after this ordeal, you will finally achieve the proper maturity.  You and Agnes.”
 
   “What ordeal?  What are you planning to do to us?”
 
   “We are not planning anything.  The ordeal you face is the one you created with your lust.  Both of you.”
 
   “Well we can’t all be like you.  Some of us are actually human.”
 
   “I am as human as any of us, but I’ve learned to control it, to not give in to my baser impulses.”  She puts a hand on my shoulder; I don’t try to shake it away.  “When you end this petty feud with Glenda and give yourself to the coven, then you’ll find the peace that’s eluded you all of these centuries.”
 
   “I’ve served the coven.  I’ve done my part.  What else do you want me to do?”
 
   “You’ve served reluctantly, because you wanted to make your mother proud and later because you felt no choice.  You’ve never done it because you truly wanted to.”
 
   “Maybe I never wanted to,” I say, thinking of Henri.  All I wanted was to marry him, to live with him and have his children.  I put a hand on my stomach, on my child.  “Maybe this is all I ever really wanted.”
 
   “It’s what you think you want.  But do you truly think you would have been happy with Henri?  Do you really think you would have been happier as a mortal?”
 
   I close my eyes as I think about this.  I remember all those times I spent in the forest with Henri, how happy I felt when he said he loved me.  I think then of Frau Braun’s farm, where again I was so content to think of myself as normal.  “Yes.  Yes I do.”
 
   Hisae considers this for a moment and then shakes her head.  “No.  In time you would have chafed at bearing children and caring for livestock.  I can see it in your eyes, the fire—the spirit of a warrior.  A mortal’s life is not for you.”
 
   “What does the warrior do when she’s tired of fighting?”
 
   “When a warrior becomes too old for fighting, that is when she dies.”
 
   “Is that a threat?”
 
   Hisae’s laugh is more like a snort.  “No.  I would only do that if you ask.  And I do not think you will ask so long as the spirit is in your eyes.  When your eyes have turned dull, then you know it will be time.”
 
   She stands up and then puts a hand on my stomach.  She says a blessing in Japanese, a warrior’s prayer.  “You will have a beautiful child,” she says.  “She will be strong, like you.”
 
   Then Hisae is gone and I’m alone again to wait for Alejandro—and our future.
 
   ***
 
   The night before Alejandro is due to meet me, I can’t sleep.  I lie in bed for hours, staring up at the ceiling.  As if already attuned to my moods, the baby can’t sleep either.  She kicks and seems to be doing somersaults in my stomach at times.  I put my hand on my stomach and try to whisper reassuring things, but it doesn’t seem to help.
 
   I can’t blame her for being excited to meet her father.  I’m equally excited to show him my stomach—our accomplishment.  He probably won’t be that excited, not after going through three pregnancies with Aggie already.  He’ll probably be mortified now that I’ve ruined our neat little arrangement.  
 
   “It’s all right, baby,” I whisper.  “Papa is going to love you—like I do.”
 
   I’m too nervous to eat much, so I have to force myself to eat a piece of toast.  Once I finish, I take another stroll around the city.  I stay away from the art museums this time, not wanting to run into Hisae again.  Not that it probably matters; the coven is always watching.  
 
   I don’t have any more appetite for lunch, so I eat only a pastry with a cup of coffee.  The baby continues rolling around inside of me, to the point where I start to wonder if I should go see Sabrina.  The midwife could probably tell me if this is normal or if it’s a sign that I’m about to lose the child.  That would certainly make everything simpler for all of us. 
 
   As I sip my coffee, I think back to what Hisae said.  She’s right that I’ve never really wanted to work for the coven.  I joined because Mama expected it of me, because I wanted to be like my sisters.  Then I stayed because Henri died.  I rejoined after meeting Alejandro and to give me a purpose while I avoided him.  It’s never really been my choice.
 
   I put a hand on my stomach.  This is my choice.
 
   The Boboli Gardens are immense, more than eleven acres of land.  I wander along the paths, my heart aching whenever I see a woman pushing a baby carriage or carrying a baby in her arms.  I try to envision myself like that, taking my little girl for a stroll.  The problem is that all of these women have husbands with them, while I am alone.
 
   It’s the middle of the afternoon when I finally descend the stairs into the ancient amphitheater.  On the way down, I search the rows of seats for Alejandro, but he’s not here yet.  He might never show up here, at least not today.  His coach might have been delayed or he might have already died on the way here.  No, I would know if he was dead.
 
   There’s nothing to do but to mount the white stone steps into the rows of seats.  I stare at the grass field where plays and such were once held—and possibly still are held from time to time.  The baby kicks again, becoming impatient.  “Papa will be here soon,” I whisper to her.
 
   An hour goes by without him showing up.  Having not slept the night before and without an Energy Boost potion to help me stay awake, fatigue finally catches up to me.  I stretch out on the stone seats, turning on to my side with my stomach hanging over the side.  I use my hands as a pillow and soon drift off to sleep.
 
   I’m still in this position when I feel a hand touch my back.  “Mademoiselle Sylvia,” Alejandro says softly.  “Wake up.”
 
   My hands have fallen asleep, so it’s awkward for me to roll my bulky body onto my back.  When I do, the smile fades from Alejandro’s face.  His skin drains of color, giving him a sickly pallor.  “What have you done?” he whispers.
 
   “It isn’t what I’ve done,” I say.  “It’s what we have done.  She’s ours.”
 
   “No.  That can’t be.”
 
   “It has to be.  I haven’t been with anyone else.”
 
   Alejandro sags onto the bench beside me.  He buries his face in his hands.  “Are you trying to ruin me?”
 
   “Why do you keep blaming me?  I didn’t will this to happen.”
 
   “Of course you did!  You wanted to get pregnant like your sister.”
 
   “You’re being absurd.  I didn’t will myself to get pregnant.”
 
   Alejandro says nothing, but he refuses to look at me—or my stomach.  “How old is it?”
 
   “She is about six months old.”
 
   “How do you know it’s a girl child?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “There’s still time to get rid of it,” he says.
 
   I slap him across the face hard enough to leave red marks.  “How dare you!  I would never kill an innocent child.”
 
   “Then what do you propose we do?”
 
   I realize by looking in his eyes how stupid I’ve been.  Of course he doesn’t want to leave Aggie for me.  It’s futile to even suggest it.  “Did you ever really love me?” I ask him.
 
   He touches my hair, brushing it back as he always does before he kisses me.  Only this time he doesn’t kiss me.  He says only, “I do love you, Sylvia.”
 
   “But not like how you love Agnes.”
 
   “Agnes is my wife.  And the mother of my children.”
 
   “She’s a proper lady.  And I’m not,” I mutter, thinking of Mama and how long she tried to make me into a lady without success.
 
   “I am sorry, Mademoiselle Sylvia.  I thought you understood.  You and I can never be together in that way.”
 
   I nod to him.  “Some part of me probably did know.”  Then I look down sadly at my stomach.  My child will never have a happy family, at least not with Alejandro and I.  “What do we do now?”
 
    He thinks about this for a couple of minutes.  Finally he says, “My nephew encountered a similar situation.”
 
   “Must run in the family then.”
 
   He ignores this, continuing, “He took the mother of his child to a secluded location and she gave birth to the child.  When it was healthy enough, he returned and brought the child to his wife, claiming he had adopted it.”
 
   “What happened to the mother?”
 
   “She was well cared for.”
 
   “You mean he bribed her.”
 
   “If that’s how you choose to look at it.  He could have easily left them both on their own to live in poverty, as outcasts, or to die.”  He tries to take my arm, but I shake it away.  “You can stay with my cousin at the vineyard.  You can give birth there.  Once the child’s old enough, I’ll take it home to Agnes.  I’ll say that I’ve adopted it.”
 
   “What about me?  What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “You can still see the child, but as her aunt.”
 
   “You mean I can never tell my own daughter that I’m her mother?”
 
   “Yes.  Otherwise we will all be undone.  Not just you and I, but Agnes as well.”
 
   I stare down at my stomach again, putting my hand on where my daughter grows inside of me.  Alejandro’s scenario makes sense from a practical point of view.  Everyone wins:  our child gets a good home, there’s no scandal to destroy his reputation, Aggie never has to find out, and I can still see my daughter.  Except that I can never tell her that I’m her mother.  I imagine her as a little girl, staring at me with a stranger’s eyes when I come to visit for the holidays and the two of us exchanging awkward, stilted pleasantries like strangers.  I see her as a young woman about to give birth to her own child and taking Aggie’s hand while I have to wait outside while my own grandchild is born.
 
   “No,” I whisper.
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   I shake my head.  “I’m not going to do it.”
 
   “But you must.  Or else—”
 
   “I won’t ruin your precious reputation either.”  I stand up and then glare at him as intently as I can, although the effect is ruined by the tears in my eyes.  “You are never going to see our child or me ever again.”
 
   “Sylvia, wait!” he calls after me, but I’m already running down the steps.  I’m not all that fast in this condition, but I’m fast enough to get beneath the seats, where he can’t see me.  That’s as far as I need to go. 
 
   I vanish myself back to the apartment in Cairo, startling Jaida, who’s dusting the bedroom.  She barely suppresses a scream.  “Madam Joubert!  I did not hear you come in.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to scare you.”  I lie down on the bed, feeling the urge to sleep for a long time, to never wake up again.  If Hisae saw my eyes now, she would probably be willing to oblige me.
 
   “It’s just you and me now,” I whisper to my child.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
   I bring Jaida and her family to Paris with me.  It’s a tough adjustment for them since they can’t speak French, but at this point Jaida is about the closest to a friend I have who isn’t in the coven.  I make sure to compensate her handsomely and to bring in a tutor for her and her children so they can learn the language.
 
   The closer it gets to the blessed event, the more I have to rely on Jaida.  By then I’ve taken her around the city enough that she knows where to buy food, clothes, and other essentials.  Besides not speaking the language, she finds it difficult to go shopping in a city that doesn’t believe in haggling like back in Cairo.  “Don’t worry about it,” I tell her.  “I have plenty of money.”
 
   With two weeks to go, I retire to my bed and don’t get up again for the rest of my pregnancy.  Jaida becomes my nurse, feeding and bathing me and taking care of my waste.  This probably isn’t what she signed up for, but she doesn’t complain.  I’m probably the closest she has to a friend in this city as well.
 
   It’s stupid to give birth in Paris, the city I fled from just fifteen years earlier.  Alejandro and Aggie are just a couple hundred miles away.  I know that they sometimes come into the city so Aggie can examine the latest in fabrics and patterns.  When the children aren’t away at boarding school they bring them along too, taking them to the Louvre and parks so they children can be cultured—so they won’t end up like their wild Aunt Sylvia.
 
   It’s when I go to the park that I know what I have to do.  Watching happy families like Aggie’s, I know that my daughter and I will never be like that.  We’ll be on our own, just the two of us.  I could probably tell her that her father died in an accident like Mama told my sisters and I when we were growing up.  
 
   That’s not what I want for her.  I want her to have a mother and father who love her.  I want her to have sisters and brothers to play with.  I want her to have a complete family, so she can be happy.  I can provide her with a house, toys, and even a horse if she wants one, but I can never provide her a real family—or a real mother.  Remembering what Hisae said, I know that I wouldn’t be a real mother to my daughter.  I’d just be playacting.  She deserves better.
 
   When I tell Jaida what I intend to do, she is shocked enough to voice her disagreement for the first time.  “Why would you do such a thing to your child, Madam Joubert?”
 
   “Because I can’t give her a real family,” I explain.
 
   “It’s not the number of parents who matter.  It’s how much you love the child.”  Jaida of course believes this since she raises her children alone.  But she didn’t have a choice, not like I do.  I can make sure my daughter has a real family.
 
   “She deserves better than my love.  She deserves a real mother like Agnes.”
 
   Jaida still isn’t convinced, but in the end it’s not her decision.  It’s my child and therefore my decision to make about her future.  Alejandro should be part of this, but he already told me what he wanted to do.  I’d rather my daughter grow up with strangers than to have to watch someone else raise her.
 
   Since the coven already knows about the baby, I send word to Sabrina to deliver my child as she did Agnes’s boys.  She takes up residence in my apartment two weeks before I’m due, just in case I go into labor early.  Jaida watches Sabrina suspiciously, as if the older woman is an intruder, a con artist waiting for an opportunity to make off with my silver and money.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want Agnes here?” Sabrina asks me not long after she arrives.
 
   “No.  I don’t want her to know about it.”
 
   “Why not?  She’s your sister.”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “You mean because the baby’s father is her husband?”  Sabrina snickers at this.  “I’ve seen much worse in my time.”
 
   It still disturbs me when Sabrina talks like this, as I can remember her when she was a baby.  Now she’s going to be delivering my baby.  Maybe it’s not smart to ask a woman who once tried to kill me to help with this, but from what I’ve seen, Sabrina remembers nothing of her old life.  In her mind she’s always been Sabrina, a witch who specializes in being a midwife and bending dreams.
 
   I’m dreaming when it happens.  In my dreams I’m standing on a beach, watching a girl swim.  She’s not more than ten years old and I know she’s my daughter; she looks like me with the same red hair and green eyes, only her skin has a bit of Alejandro’s Mediterranean tone.  My daughter splashes happily in the water while I watch her and sigh with joy.  This joy is short-lived when I see a wave coming up.  The wave is taller than the highest building in Paris, like a mountain of water heading for us.  My daughter is oblivious to this, continuing to frolic in the water.  I scream for her and then dive into the water, trying to swim out to her to grab her before the wave drowns us both.  But I know I’m too late; the wave is coming down—
 
   I wake up with my sheets stained as if I’ve wet the bed and a sharp pain in my midsection.  Before I can scream for help, Sabrina is already running into the room, Jaida just a few steps behind.  I try to sit up, but Sabrina pushes me back down.  “Lie still,” she says.  “It’s time.  Your water’s broke.”  She puts a wooden spoon in my mouth for me to bite down on.
 
   I thought I had a good idea what to expect from having watched Aggie give birth to Luc.  It’s much worse when I’m the one feeling the pain.  The contractions start far apart, at more than an hour apart.  Just when I’m relaxed, the pain will come again, my scream muffled by the wooden spoon in my mouth.
 
   My labor drags on for more than a day.  I manage to keep down some food and water, but after sixteen hours I want nothing more than for my daughter to be gone from me.  “What’s taking so long?” I ask Sabrina through a haze of pain.
 
   She mops my forehead with a damp cloth and then flashes a nearly toothless smile.  “Some take longer than others, dear.”
 
   “Don’t call me that!” I snap, thinking of Mama and Aggie.  Those are the last people I want to think about at a time like this.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sylvia,” she says.  Then she looks down between my legs.  “You’re getting there.  Slowly but surely.”
 
   Jaida brings me a special treat:  a bag of sweetened dates she found while out shopping.  She pops a few of these into my mouth between contractions.  “You’re going to be all right, Madam Joubert,” she tells me.  “You are a very strong woman.”
 
   “Call me Sylvia, please,” I tell her.  I reach for her hand, giving it a squeeze.  I don’t need a servant right now.
 
   “Of course—Sylvia.”
 
   It nearly makes me cry that Jaida is the one holding my hand, not Aggie or Alejandro—or Mama, Sophie, Henri, Rachel, Andre, Frau Braun, Connor, and so many others.  So many people have come and gone in my life and yet in this moment when I need someone the most, all I have is a servant to take my hand and reassure me.  My life is so empty—and soon to get emptier.
 
   The contractions continue to become closer together, the pain so intense, worse than anything I’ve ever felt before.  I look over at Jaida, who smiles reassuringly.  “Am I hurting you?” I ask, thinking of how Aggie had nearly broken my hand.
 
   “I am fine,” she says.  “You must not worry about me and focus on your baby.”
 
   “It’s time,” Sabrina says.  “I want you to push when the next contraction comes.”
 
   I nod and then turn to Jaida again.  “In the nightstand is a blindfold.  Put it on me.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “You don’t have to.  Just do it,” I snap and then feel bad for it.  Jaida has shown me an abundance of kindness, much more than I deserve.
 
   The blindfold is made of black silk that I bought before I became bedridden.  Jaida ties it around my eyes, making sure that it’s tight enough so it won’t fall off.  The silk is comfortable against my face, while at the same time it renders me blind.  I won’t be able to see her now.  I’ll never see her.
 
   The next contraction comes and I push hard enough that I feel like I’m going to split in half.  I think of the chicken I cut open to determine that I was pregnant and imagine myself splitting open in the same way.  With the blindfold on, there’s only darkness and pain.
 
   And then it’s all over.  I hear Sabrina shout, “She’s out!”  A few dreadful seconds later, I hear her cry.  My daughter is crying.  The sound of it makes me want to tear off the blindfold, to grab her and reassure her that everything is all right, that Mama is here.  But I know I can’t; that’s my gift to her.
 
   ***
 
   I don’t give her a name.  Jaida urges me to reconsider this, but I refuse.  A name would make her into a real person and then I’ll never be able to let her go.  “It’s unlucky not to name a child,” Sabrina says.
 
   “I don’t care.  She’ll get a name when she’s in her real home.”
 
   I keep the blindfold beside my bed, putting it on whenever it’s time to feed the girl.  I try not to give in to the temptation to stroke the down along the girl’s head, to show her any affection.  I’m not her mother, I keep telling myself.  I’m just her wet nurse.
 
   “I wish you would look at her,” Jaida says.  “She looks so much like you.”
 
   “Don’t tell me that!  I don’t want to know.  I don’t want to see her.”
 
   That she looks like me only deepens my resolve to carry through with my plan.  I want her to have a better life than I’ve had, to have the sort of life I wanted when I was living with Frau Braun—the sort of life Henri and I would have given our children.  I wait until the girl falls asleep to give her back to Jaida.  Once I’m sure they’re gone, I lift the blindfold.
 
   Perhaps sensing my lack of attachment, the girl doesn’t put up much of a fuss.  She never wakes me up by crying in the night.  Sometimes Jaida gets up in the night just to make sure that the girl is still alive.  “It’s the strangest thing,” Jaida says.  “She doesn’t even cry when she’s wet or when she’s hungry.  She just lies there.”
 
   I want to tell Jaida that it’s because she’s my daughter.  Like her mother, she tries to appear strong, even if inside her little heart is breaking.  Again I want to abort my plan, to try raising her on my own.  Then I remind myself that I can’t, that I’m doing this for her.
 
   This goes on for five months.  By then I can feel that the girl has grown, that she’s healthy and strong.  When my hand inadvertently brushes against her head, I feel the wispy curls that are probably red, though a lighter red than my hair.  Tears stain the blindfold as I imagine braiding her hair the way I used to braid Aggie’s.  I see her in a French braid, a ponytail, pigtails, and even looping braids like I wore to the spring festival in Frau Braun’s village.  I want to be the one who styles her hair, who sends her off to school, who takes her to play in the park.  
 
   “Jaida!” I scream.
 
   “Is something wrong, Madam Joubert?” she asks an instant later, as if she’s been standing here the entire time.  “Would you like me to take the blindfold off?”
 
   “No.  Take the girl to the nursery.  I’m going out.”
 
   As soon as Jaida and the girl are gone, I get out of bed.  My legs are still weakened from so much time in bed, so I have to put a hand to the wall to support myself as I walk.  From the closet I pull out a dress and slip into it.  I don’t bother with my hair or makeup, unconcerned with how I look at this moment.  I’ve lost enough weight now that I can fit into my jacket again and can comfortably fit a pistol inside of it.  I’ll need this for where I’m going.
 
   I’ve waited too long already to do this.  I have to put things in motion or I’m never going to be able to go through with it.  Gripping the railing of the stairs, I make my way down to the street.  My feet grow stronger with each step, becoming more accustomed to working again.
 
   Having spent so much time in the shadowy world of selling guns, I’ve spent enough time in seedy bars to have overheard plenty of rumors—such as where to find a lawyer who arranges adoptions.  His office is near the Place Pigalle.  This area features two kinds of scum:  prostitutes and artists.  I’m not interested in either one, only in the lawyer’s office above a café.
 
   Edward Souray reminds me of Mama just before her death:  thin to the point of bones visible against his wrinkled skin and nearly hairless.  His black suit hangs off him as if he’s shrunk three sizes since putting it on.  When he speaks, his voice is a low whisper I have to strain to hear.  “You want to give your child for adoption?”
 
   “Yes.  But I want her to go to a good home.  I don’t want her to go into an orphanage.”
 
   “I think that can be arranged.  There are a number of wealthy families who are looking to adopt a child for one reason or another.”
 
   “I’d prefer it if they don’t tell her that she’s adopted.  I’d like her to think that she’s their natural daughter.”
 
   “We can make that part of the agreement.”
 
   “And I don’t want to know who adopts her.  I don’t want to know where they live or what name they give her.”  I stop to wipe at my eyes with a handkerchief Souray offers to me.  “I’ll have my servant bring her to you.”
 
   “If that’s what you wish.”
 
   “How long before you can find a home for her?”
 
   “It should only take me a week or two to make the arrangements.  I have one family in particular in mind.  The wife recently had a stillborn child.  They’re quite wealthy and with an excellent reputation.”
 
   “I don’t want to know any more!”
 
   “I’m only trying to assure you, Madam Joubert, that they will provide a suitable new home for your daughter.”
 
   “I understand.  You aren’t going to tell them who I am, are you?”
 
   “No.  That will remain in strict confidence.”
 
   “Good.”  I reach into my pocket to produce a sack of coins, enough to buy this entire building.  “There’s one more thing:  if an Italian man comes around asking about me, or a middle-aged blond woman, you aren’t to mention anything about this to either of them.”
 
   “I understand.  I assure you that this will be confidential.  You have my word.”
 
   The word of a sleazy lawyer isn’t much, but at this point it’s about all I have.  When I return home, I make sure Jaida has the baby put away before I slink into my room.  After taking off my coat, I lie down on the bed and let myself cry.
 
   ***
 
   As Souray said, he didn’t need long to find a suitable home.  The family he had in mind during our meeting leaps at the chance to adopt a baby girl.  They agree to the contract that they will not divulge to the girl that she’s adopted.  There are also details given about me, so they can’t ever contact me.
 
   I don’t want my baby going to the Place Pigalle, though she’s far too young to know anything about prostitutes or artists.  Instead, the meeting will take place near Notre Dame cathedral.  Despite my hatred of the church, this is a well-known location easily accessible to both sides and completely neutral.
 
   “Are you certain about this, Madam Joubert?” Jaida asks me.
 
   “Yes.  You have to take her there.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “I can’t let them see me.  They can’t ever know who I am.”
 
   “I understand,” she says, though she probably doesn’t.  
 
   “Once you leave with her, you’re never going to see me again.”
 
   “Madam?”
 
   “I’m leaving.  Tonight.  I won’t tell you where.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Madam.  Did I offend you in some way?  Have I performed inadequately?”
 
   “No, Jaida.  You’ve been exceptional.”  I put a hand on her shoulder.  “I’m not sure where I’m going and wherever it is, it won’t be the kind of place for you or your children.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I need to go somewhere far away, to make sure I don’t see her.”  I look down sadly at my feet, wishing I could take Jaida just for the company, but I can’t.  She has her own family to worry about.  “You can stay here if you want or go back to Cairo.  I’ll pay for it either way.”
 
   “That’s really too generous—”
 
   “You’ve earned it.”  I give her a brief hug to show my appreciation.  “I’m sorry about putting you through all of this.  Just remember that I’m trusting you with her life until the exchange is made.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, Madam.  I will protect her with my life.”
 
   Jaida leaves at sundown with my child.  She makes sure to dress the baby in warm clothing, a bonnet covering the girl’s head.  That bonnet and her jacket are all I can see of her as I follow Jaida.  She has no idea that I’m following her, or at least I assume she doesn’t.  I use Hisae’s training to stay to the shadows, to all but disappear.
 
   In my jacket I have two pistols, my crossbow, and my knife.  If there’s any problem at all with the exchange, I’ll be prepared to rescue my daughter.  At that point Souray and the prospective parents will regret trying to cross me.
 
   I’ve never gone to Notre Dame for obvious reasons.  I’ve passed it a few times, so I know where it is.  I get there before Jaida, finding a place across the street where I can hide behind a barrel and watch with my nightcrystal lenses.  Souray is already there, along with a carriage that will take my daughter away, out of my life.
 
   Jaida comes into sight a few minutes later.  She clutches my daughter to her chest, protecting the girl like her own child, just as she said she would.  Even from my vantage, I can tell that there are tears in Jaida’s eyes.  I hate myself for making her do this, but it’s the only way to give my daughter what she deserves.
 
   There’s a brief conversation between Jaida and Souray.  She hands over the child, hesitating for just a moment.  The skeletal lawyer takes my daughter and for nearly the first time since she was born, I hear her cry.  I can’t really blame her for crying at the sight of the lawyer.  
 
   There are a few more words before Souray hands the girl off to the people inside the carriage—her new parents.  The lawyer then climbs up onto the carriage beside the driver, where he’ll probably hitch a ride closer to his office.  Jaida turns in my direction and from the way she stares straight at me, I know she knows I’m there.  She gives me a wave to say goodbye.
 
   I’m not there when she returns home.  I’m already on a carriage to take me north to England—and then to America.
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Chapter 32
 
   In America I find a new occupation that I take to immediately.  Herding cattle on the broad American frontier is the best job I’ve held since I left Frau Braun’s farm some thirty years earlier.  For one thing, I get to work with cattle again, although these are beef cows, not the dairy ones like back in the Black Forest.  The other is that I get to wear my gun and crossbow while doing it.
 
   The crossbow is what takes the other cowboys by surprise.  Most of them simply rely on a rifle and maybe a pistol.  These rifles are still the awkward kind that require too long to reload for my taste.  I can fire and reload my crossbow six times while they’re still trying to reload once.  A demonstration of this and they shut up about the crossbow.
 
   Some of my comrades stay at one ranch or another, while I prefer to roam from one to another, wherever an extra hand is needed.  The money isn’t much, but I’ve got more than enough that I don’t need to worry about this.  The biggest problem always comes in convincing the ranchers that I can handle the work.  When it comes to their attitude about women, Americans aren’t much different from my French countrymen.  A demonstration of my riding and roping skills and they’re more than happy to have me, though they usually try to pay me less than my male counterparts, claiming I’m not as experienced.
 
   Roping is something I’ve never done before I get to the frontier.  I’ve done enough work with knots that I find the rope a natural fit in my hand.  I practice on my own until I’m good enough to demonstrate to a rancher looking for an extra hand.
 
   When I can’t find work on a ranch, I’m content to wander this wild new land on my horse.  As far as horses go, it’s not much to look at, a plain black mare with a white patch on its nose.  I call the horse Smokey, though it looks very different from David’s horse from long ago.  I bought Smokey in New Orleans, where I landed in the New World from London.
 
   While in New Orleans, I passed through the French Quarter, where Andre and Rachel have a restaurant.  I walk past the restaurant and see a gray-haired woman with spectacles wearing an apron waiting on a table.  It takes me a moment to realize this is Rachel, whom I hadn’t seen in thirty years.  I’m tempted to go inside and make up a story about being Suzette’s niece or cousin, but then I force myself to walk on.  I don’t want to get involved in any mortal lives, not anymore.
 
   The American frontier is a great place to not get involved with anyone.  Smokey and I can ride for days without having to say a word to anyone.  I sleep on the ground, using my saddle for a pillow and watch the brilliant sunsets.  I’ve never seen sunrises or sunsets like these, so bright and vibrant with color.  I stare at the sky until I inevitably think of my daughter and wish she could be here to see this with me.
 
   By now my daughter is fourteen.  At that age I was developing into an apprentice witch.  I’m not sure what happens with the child of a witch, though I assume since she’s half-mortal, she wouldn’t have any magic.  She’s probably an ordinary girl, like I always wanted to be.  In a couple of years she’ll probably start courting some nobleman’s son and begin her own family.  With a sigh I roll over and close my eyes to sleep.
 
   In the morning I ride into some small town in what is now the Republic of Texas.  I don’t catch its name, but then again there are towns like this springing up all over as people flood into the new country.  It’s just the usual:  a general store, a bar, a post office, a hotel, and a church.  There’s probably not more than thirty people who live here.
 
   I tie Smokey to the post in front of the saloon.  Then I head inside to get a drink or four.  The American whiskey isn’t nearly as good as the stuff I’m used to drinking in Edinburgh, but at this point liquor is liquor.  As long as it gets me drunk enough that I don’t have to think about my daughter, Alejandro, or Aggie then I don’t care what it tastes like.
 
   I’m on my third drink when a man sits down next to me.  Unlike everyone else in there he’s wearing a suit.  Also unlike everyone else, his suit isn’t covered in a layer of dust and grime.  He probably hasn’t been here long; he probably just rode in on a coach this morning.  The man orders two drinks, one he downs immediately.
 
   “Rough day?” I ask him, always more talkative when I have a few drinks in me.
 
   He nods at this.  “I’ve been on the road for a week and haven’t made a sale.”
 
   “What do you sell?”  From the look of him, I figure he sells some kind of “medicine” that has more alcohol than this whiskey.  
 
   To my surprise, he reaches into his jacket and pulls out a gun.  It’s a weapon unlike any I’ve ever seen up close before:  a silver pistol with a chamber in the center that spins around so five shots can be fired without reloading.  “I’m selling my new revolver.  It will change firearms forever—if anyone ever buys any.”  He holds out a hand for me to shake.  “My name is Samuel Colt.”
 
   “Sylvia Joubert.”
 
   He stares at me for a moment with the same look as ranchers when I first show up.  With my jacket covering my breasts, most of them at first think I’m just a boy with long hair.  I push aside the jacket so he can see my breasts.  “Yeah, I’m a woman,” I tell him.  I reach for my drink, gulping it down.  “You can stop gawking.”
 
   “I meant no offense, Miss Joubert.”
 
   “If you want to make it up to me, explain to me how this works.”
 
   “Well, Miss Joubert, perhaps it would be better to show you.” 
 
   After we pay for our drinks, he takes me outside.  It doesn’t take us long to reach the outskirts of town.  It’s much harder to find something for him to shoot at.  Colt finds a scrub tree and then motions for me to stand back.  Most of the town has followed us, sensing that something interesting is about to happen.
 
   “It’s very simple.  You aim at the target, cock the hammer back, and then fire.”  The sound of the revolver isn’t much different from any normal pistol.  What is different is that Colt can fire five shots even quicker than I could do the same with my crossbow.  All five of these shots hit the tree, spraying bark on the ground.
 
   “That is amazing,” I tell him.  The townspeople show their appreciation with polite applause.  I think of what Connor said so long ago, that whoever finds a way to make a gun that can reload quicker will become a millionaire.  Colt has done this and yet he isn’t rich.  “Why isn’t anyone buying these?”
 
   “That’s hard to say.  Maybe they’re afraid of change.”
 
   “Well I’m not.  How much do you want for it?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss Joubert, but—”
 
   “But you don’t want to sell to a woman, is that it?  You think I can’t fire your precious gun?”  I spit on the ground at his feet.  “I’ll bet you that I can fire that gun better than you.”
 
   “Now see here—”
 
   “What, you’re afraid?  You don’t think you can beat a girl?”
 
   “I do not make wagers against women,” Colt says.
 
   “That’s a convenient excuse.”
 
   “Madam, I am trying to be patient, but—”
 
   “The only woman I see here is standing right in front of me,” I say.  “You’re nothing more than a yellow chickenshit coward.”
 
   Colt’s face turns red, but he manages to keep from shouting at me as he says, “Very well, Miss Joubert.  I will accept your challenge.”
 
   The local merchant donates six burlap sacks that are then filled with dirt.  These are set up in two columns and three rows, each row approximately fifty yards apart.  Someone has helpfully drawn a crude bull’s-eye on each sack.
 
   The townspeople stand behind us, ready to watch the spectacle.  I’m sure a good number of them have money on the outcome, most of it I’m sure going against me.  After all, I’m just a woman; I couldn’t possibly know how to handle a weapon.
 
   I gulp down another two whiskeys before our shootout.  For a mortal this would be a bad idea, but I have enough experience—and a strong enough tolerance—that it doesn’t affect me much.  Mostly it provides a calming effect so I can put everything out of my mind except this contest.
 
   Colt motions for me to go first.  I shake my head.  “Ladies first,” I say.
 
   He growls something under his breath that I can’t hear.  Then he holds up his revolver.  He sights it as he did with the tree, cocks the hammer, and fires.  The bullet puts a hole squarely in the center of his first sack.  The townspeople cheer at this.
 
   “Very nice—for a girl,” I tell him.  He’s given me one of his revolvers, which is mine to keep if I win this contest.  The revolver feels heavier than a traditional pistol from the extra bullets.  I weigh it in my hands for a minute just to get a good feel for it.  Then I step up, cock the hammer back, and fire without aiming.  My bullet leaves a hole in the center of my first bag.
 
   The townspeople gasp at this, a couple of them groaning as they sense they bet on the wrong marksman.  The second bag goes the same way.  We both hit the center of our respective targets, me without needing to aim.  I’m not using any magic at all to assist me; I’ve simply been firing weapons long enough to know what I’m doing.
 
   For the third sack, Colt takes longer to aim his pistol.  He wants to make sure this shot is perfect.  I resist the urge to try and distract him or otherwise throw him off; I want people to think this is a fair fight.  When he fires, his aim is about a half inch left of the center.
 
   I snicker at this.  “Nice try,” I tell him and see his face turn red.  I don’t really need to aim, but I take a few seconds to do so anyway.  There’s no point in making a mistake now.  I cock the hammer back and then pull the trigger.  Before it’s hit the target, I turn to face the townspeople.  The look of shock on their faces is enough to tell me I’ve won.
 
   I turn to Colt, who’s equally dumbfounded to be bested by a woman.  “This is a damned fine weapon you got here.”  If I were still actively in the arms business I could probably help Colt sell some of his guns.  Maybe the word of mouth from this duel will be enough to help him.  After all, if a mere woman can use his gun, it has to be good.  “I’ll be looking to buy some bullets later.”
 
   The townspeople let me stagger through their midst on my way back into town.  I shove the revolver into a pocket; I’ll have to make a new sling for it later.  As I near where I left Smokey tied up, I’m certain the alcohol has gone to my brain.  There’s no way I can be seeing what I’m seeing.  There’s no way Sophie can be standing next to my horse. 
 
   But it certainly sounds like Sophie when she says, “Hello, sister.  I think it’s time you and I had a talk.”
 
   ***
 
   We go back to the saloon.  Sophie orders a sarsaparilla, not wanting to cloud her mind with alcohol.  I order the same to help me sober up.  “You’re supposed to be dead,” I tell her.
 
   “You really think a bunch of silly mortals could kill me?”  She clucks her tongue.  “I thought you knew better than that.”
 
   “Glenda said she gave them a charm.”
 
   “She did, which is why I left before then.”
 
   “But they said you were dead.”
 
   “It was someone else.”  Sophie pats the gray bun she still wears at the nape of her neck, as she has since she was nine years old.  “It wasn’t hard to find another woman who looked similar to me.  Similar enough to fool the stupid mortals.”
 
   I consider reminding her that we’re sitting in a saloon full of mortals, but think better of it.  Sophie would only tell me that as witches we don’t need to be afraid of them.  “So how have you managed not to be found by Glenda or the coven?”
 
   “It’s simple enough in this place.  The coven doesn’t have a presence here—or it didn’t until you came here.”
 
   “I’m not working for the coven.”
 
   “You have.  From what I hear, you’re an exceptional vampire killer.”
 
   “How did you hear that?”
 
   “From young Rebecca in the archives.  She was more than willing to talk in exchange for a cure to the Weight Gain spell.”
 
   “Which you probably used on her.”
 
   “Of course not.  The poor girl was merely careless.”
 
   “And you were there to take advantage.”
 
   “If I hadn’t, she would be dead by now instead of expecting her second child.”
 
   “So you went to the archives and they still haven’t found you?”
 
   “Why should they?  They think I’m dead.  It’s the perfect cover.”
 
   I can’t help blubbering like a baby sister at that moment.  “Why didn’t you tell us?  Agnes and I thought you were dead.”
 
   Sophie reaches across the table to pat me on the shoulder.  “I’m sorry, Sylvia.  You know I couldn’t tell Agnes.  If I did, she would have told Glenda.”
 
   “You could have told me.  I wouldn’t have told, not if you didn’t want me to.”
 
   “I’m sure you wouldn’t have betrayed me.  You’ve always been a loyal sister.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you come to me?”
 
   “Because I needed time to find what I was looking for.”
 
   I dab at my eyes with a bandana.  “The birthplace of magic?”
 
   “Yes.  I’ve found it.  At last.”
 
   “Are you sure?  Glenda said it was a legend.”
 
   “I’m positive.”  She takes my hand, giving it a squeeze.  “I want to take you there, Sylvia.  I need your help.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “Mexico.  A little place known as Tabla Diabla.”
 
   I consider this for a moment.  “There’s one thing I need to know first:  did you kill Mama?”
 
   “Glenda tell you that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you believed her?”
 
   “It made sense.”
 
   She gives my hand another squeeze and then takes off her spectacles so she can look me in the eye.  It’s been so long since I’ve seen those eyes, those steely, overly serious eyes.  “I loved our mother, Sylvia.  I would never hurt her.”
 
   “But you knew she wasn’t our real mother.”
 
   “That didn’t matter to me, just as it didn’t matter to you.”
 
   I want to trust her.  After a hundred fifty years, I desperately want Sophie to be alive and for the two of us to be happily reunited.  Maybe then I don’t have to be alone anymore.  We’ve never been extremely close, but maybe this time we can fix that.
 
   As if she can read my mind, she says, “I know how difficult it’s been for you.  I know what Agnes did to you, how she made you a child so she could marry that mortal.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I have my ways.”  She smiles at me.  “I know about your daughter.  I’ve seen her.  She’s so much like her mother—”
 
   “Shut up!  Don’t you dare tell me about her.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Sylvia.  I’m merely saying that I understand the pain you’ve endured.  I want to help you get over it.  Come with me to Mexico and we can start a new life—together.”
 
   I think about this for a minute.  As relatively happy as I am riding the range, it still pales in comparison to being reunited with my thought-to-be-dead sister.  Chances are this “birthplace of magic” is a bunch of nonsense anyway.  What harm could come from going out there with her to look at it?
 
   “All right,” I tell her.  “I’ll go.”
 
   ***
 
   I leave Smokey tied up at the general store while we vanish to Mexico.  Sophie has to hug me and vanish us together since she’s the only one who’s ever been to Tabla Diabla.  There’s a flash of light and then we’re gone.
 
   We reappear in front of a hill of rust-red stone.  Around it there’s nothing for miles except some scrub brush.  Despite this, Sophie smiles from ear-to-ear, which is unsettling given how stoic she usually is.  She motions to a hole in the side of the hill.  “It’s in there.”
 
   We both use Glow in the Dark spells to light our way inside the cave.  We get about a hundred feet when I see the first crude drawings along the walls.  These depict a group of people, who have the figure of women.  In another drawing lightning seems to come from the hands of these women, driving animals away.  Farther down the cave, a third drawing shows the women standing over other people, who are kneeling before them.
 
   “You see what this means?  We were once worshipped like gods by the mortals.”
 
   “Then why aren’t they still worshipping us?”
 
   “Because of Glenda.  She wanted to control not just us, but all magic.  That’s why she made the coven.”
 
   I say nothing to this, not quite ready to believe Sophie’s theories about Glenda and the coven.  I’ve seen that Glenda has power beyond what she usually shows—my right arm can attest to that—but I’ve also seen how tender and caring she can be.  I remember what Hisae told me back in Florence, that Glenda isn’t a monster, that what she’s done, she’s done for the greater good.  I’m just as skeptical about this as I am of Sophie.
 
   We continue along the cave, more drawings scattered at random intervals.  These are far less crude depictions of faces—all women’s faces.  They glow with blue light as we get near them, as if they’re alive.  I lean closer to one and gasp as I recognize Hisae’s face.  “What—”
 
   “That’s a record of Hisae’s birth.  We’re all here:  you, me, Agnes, Mama, and even Glenda.  Every time one of us was born, her face was drawn on the wall to record it.”
 
   I continue to study Hisae’s face.  This isn’t Hisae as a baby or even a little girl; it’s Hisae like I saw her in Florence.  “But if that’s a record of her birth, why is she an adult?”
 
   “Because we weren’t birthed like mortals.  We sprang fully formed, like Athena.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “A Greek goddess.  Don’t you remember the Argonautica?”
 
   “Vaguely.”
 
   Sophie clucks her tongue; if she had her baton she would probably hit me with it like when she was trying to teach me the language of magic.  “Come.  What you really need to see is at the end.”
 
   We continue to pass the record of faces.  Sophie is right that we’re all here, including me.  My face is a bit chubby and dotted with pimples, which means I was born a teenager.  I think again of what Hisae said about my young heart; maybe that explains it—I was born as the baby of the coven, the runt of the litter.  Aggie’s isn’t much older; neither is Sophie’s.  Mama’s is almost unrecognizable because she’s so much younger than I ever remember her, a young woman in her late twenties, though with the same stern eyes.  As for Glenda’s, I caught a glimpse of it when she broke my arm; hers is of a woman also in her late twenties with long black hair and furious eyes that seem to scream at me to turn back.
 
   The cave ends abruptly in a solid wall.  There are symbols carved into the stone, which I recognize as magic runes.  “This is it?”
 
   “No.  This is the door.”
 
   “How do you open it?”
 
   “We can’t.  Not yet.”  She gestures to the bottom right of the wall, where a portion of the rock has been broken away.  “Glenda took the last rune.  Unless I find out what it is, I can’t open the door.”
 
   “So how do you know this is the birthplace of magic?  How do you know there’s not just a bunch of bat guano back there?”
 
   “What else do you think Glenda would go to such lengths to protect?”
 
   “Are you sure Glenda did it?”
 
   “Who else would?”
 
   “Maybe it was an earthquake.”
 
   “An earthquake that destroyed just one rune?”
 
   This does seem pretty farfetched.  “Well, fine, let’s say you’re right:  what do we do now?”
 
   “We go to Glenda and confront her.”  Sophie lays a hand on my shoulder.  “Together we can overpower her.”
 
   I think of Glenda in her true form again and have my doubts whether two witches would be enough to do it.  “And then what?”
 
   “We force her to give us the rune and then we open the door.”
 
   “And if we find the birthplace of magic, what are you going to do with it?”
 
   “We’ll give birth to a new coven.  A coven that will reclaim our rightful place.”
 
   I think back to the first drawings we saw.  “You mean to enslave the mortals?”
 
   “Why not?  The mortals are inferior to us.  They should worship us instead of their feeble, invisible gods.”
 
   “What if the rest of the coven doesn’t want to go along with this?  You’re going to kill them?  Hisae, Tabitha, Sabrina, Agnes.  You’ll just kill them all?”
 
   “If we must.”
 
   “They’re our sisters.  Our sisters in magic.”
 
   “If they resist us then they’re traitors to magic.  And so are you if you refuse to help me.”
 
   A gleam of madness enters Sophie’s eyes.  She’s spent the better part of two centuries looking for the birthplace of magic.  She’s given everything, including her life, to find it.  Now that she’s so close, she isn’t about to let anyone stand in her way now.
 
   Yet I have to stand in her way.  Glenda was right about at least one thing:  a war between witches, between the old coven and the new coven, would be disastrous for the mortal world.  I think of my daughter, just an innocent teenager somewhere in France.  What would happen to her under Sophie’s new order?
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say.  “I can’t let you—”
 
   That’s as far as I get before Sophie lunges at me.  She hurls me against a wall hard enough that I hear bones snap.  My head rings from what’s probably the beginning of a nasty concussion.  I groan, my vision turning red as blood drips into my eyes.
 
   Sophie stands over me, her body glowing with the same white light as Glenda’s did when she broke my arm.  Sophie’s eyes glow with blue light, which somehow seems to radiate hatred.  “I’ve tried to be patient with you, Sylvia.  Now I’m telling you:  you will help me destroy Glenda or you will die—you and your daughter.”
 
   “Don’t you dare touch her.”
 
   “You’re such a waste,” Sophie says with revulsion.  “You could be as powerful as Glenda if you wanted to be, if you ever stopped being a child.  If you ever grew up and realized these mortals are nothing more than our playthings.”
 
   “They aren’t,” I say, thinking of all the mortals I’ve cared about over the years from Henri to Rachel to Alejandro to Jaida.  “They’re magical too.”
 
   Sophie shakes her head.  “I had hoped you would be reasonable.  Now I see that once again you’ll have to be taught your lesson the hard way.”  Her smile is sickening as she adds, “Maybe when she gets to the afterlife, your daughter can say hello to Henri for you.”
 
   “No!”  As I lunge at Sophie, my body is glowing white like hers, like when I first kissed Henri so long ago.
 
   I manage to catch Sophie by surprise and fling her into the wall with the runes on it.  The stone cracks but doesn’t shatter.  Before Sophie can recover, I launch a fireball at her.  This doesn’t have any effect on her.  She counters with a Static Charge that sends me flying backwards.  I land on my rear, but quickly get to my feet.  I’m fighting for not just my life, but my daughter’s as well.
 
   Before Sophie can hit me again, I use a Pile Driver spell to bring part of the ceiling down on her.  The chunks of rock don’t hurt her, but they distract her enough for me to lunge at her again.  This time instead of throwing her against a wall, I hold on to her.  She tries to break my grasp, but I refuse to let her go.
 
   I’m not sure what exactly is happening to me, but I can feel my power growing stronger by the moment, as if I’m feeding off of Sophie.  The white glow around my body becomes so intense I can’t see anything.  I can only feel that I’m still holding on to Sophie and that my entire body is vibrating.  I hear the same music in my ears that I first heard when I gained my powers, when I kissed Henri.  Only now the music is deafening.
 
   I fix Henri’s image in my mind, certain that I’m going to see him soon enough in the afterlife.  Maybe there we can finally be happy.
 
   I feel the explosion and I feel myself flying through the air.
 
   When I wake up, I’m staring up at a blue sky.  For a moment I think it must be the afterlife, but then I sit up and see the rust-red Mexican desert around me.  I’m still wearing the same clothes as when I vanished to Tabla Diabla, complete with Colt’s revolver in my jacket.  Touching my face, I don’t feel any cuts.
 
   Rising to my feet, I see the smoking crater where the cave used to be.  The birthplace of magic is gone—and so is Sophie.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33
 
   I try to vanish myself back to the town where I left Smokey only to find that my magic is gone.  I’ve finally got my wish and become mortal.  With a sigh, I turn away from the crater and limp north, back to Texas.
 
   The heat of the desert soon becomes unbearable.  I take off my jacket, but this doesn’t help much.  What I really want is a nice, cool glass of water.  The thought of water draining down my parched throat keeps me staggering forward for hours.
 
   The afternoon sun beats down on me, the heat rising to well over a hundred degrees.  There hasn’t been a river, stream, or even a cactus anywhere for miles.  There’s nothing in this wasteland except for me.  The thought gradually pops into my head that maybe this is my afterlife.  Maybe this is what the Christians would describe as Hell.  For my lifetime of sins, I’m doomed to wander this burning wasteland, alone.  I’ll never see Henri or my sisters or Mama or my daughter or anyone else I love.
 
   This thought is enough to bring me to my knees.  I drop onto the ground, face first.  What point is there in going on?  I’m dead and this is my punishment.  I might as well stay here until the vultures pick me clean—if any vultures bother coming by here.
 
   I’m only vaguely aware of someone rolling me over onto my back.  The water I’ve longed for pours down my throat.  I blink my eyes and see a young woman with black hair whose skin seems to be glowing white.  Her teeth are equally white when she smiles at me.  It’s an old woman’s voice that comes from her throat.  “Sorry to be late, but you handled things splendidly,” Glenda says.
 
   “Sophie.  She’s dead?”
 
   “Let’s hope so.”
 
   I want to refute this, but my mouth is still too dry.  Sophie may have tried to kill me, but I can’t forget her sitting beside my bed, teaching me to control my magic.  In her way, she loved me.  I manage the strength to shake my head.  “My sister.”
 
   Glenda nods at this.  “I know.  But you had to kill her.  There was no choice.”
 
    “No.”
 
   “She was out of control with her delusions of grandeur.”  Glenda helps me sit up.  “I always wondered in the end which side you would choose.  You chose well.”
 
   I find the strength to snort at this.  I didn’t choose Glenda’s side or the coven’s side.  I chose the side that would save my daughter, Aggie, and the other people I care about.  “I can’t vanish,” I tell her.
 
   “You’ve just overexerted yourself.  It’ll come back in time.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Are you strong enough to travel?”
 
   I consider this for a moment.  Thanks to the water Glenda gave me—at least I hope it was just water—I feel strong enough to stand on my own again.  I get to my feet, wobbling a moment before steadying myself.  “Let’s go.”
 
   Glenda takes my hand and in a flash I’m back in Edinburgh, in my old bedroom.  She helps me over to the bed, but I insist on taking off my boots myself.  The blankets are a bit dusty, but the bed feels soothing after lying in that desert.  “My horse,” I say.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  I’ll take care of it.  You just rest.”
 
   Before Glenda can go, I reach out for her hand.  “Don’t tell Agnes.”
 
   “I won’t.  She already thinks Sophie is dead.”
 
   “Not that.  Don’t tell her I’m here.”
 
   Glenda sits down beside me on the bed, brushing back my hair the way Alejandro used to do.  She isn’t about to kiss me.  “Sylvia, you have to stop running from this.  Agnes will forgive you.  She loves you.”
 
   I’m not worried about Aggie forgiving me.  What I’m most worried about is whether or not she’ll forgive Alejandro.  I don’t want to destroy their marriage, their family.  They’ve been married now for nearly forty years; they have grandchildren.  “I’ll tell her.  When I’m ready.”
 
   “Just don’t wait too long.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say as Glenda stands up and readies herself to vanish.
 
   “I’m the one who should be thanking you.  The coven owes you a debt.”
 
   “If you really want to repay me, then let me go.  I don’t want to kill monsters anymore.”
 
   “I understand.  In time you might feel differently.  Until then, I hope we can be friends.  I’m sure the same would apply to Hisae and some of the others.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Good.  I’ll be back later to check on you.  When you’re feeling better, we’ll have a drink.”
 
   “You’re buying.”
 
   “Of course.”  Glenda winks to me and then she’s gone.  I lean back against my pillows and then finally fall asleep.
 
   ***
 
   I stay in Edinburgh for the next six months.  Over that time, I wait for my magic to return.  Given the way it’s come back the previous two times, I figure I should go find a handsome boy to kiss.  Glenda continues to assure me that it’s just a matter of time before it returns.  As on Frau Braun’s farm, I start to hope that it won’t, that I’ll finally be able to live a real life.
 
   There’s nothing dramatic when it finally does come back.  Glenda and I are drinking at my table, something we’ve taken to doing almost nightly as I recover.  I feel the tingling in my foot and I know that it’s coming back.  This tingling continues for two days, spreading to the rest of my body.  I wait for an explosion or for my chamber pot to turn into a bird and fly away.  Nothing like that happens.
 
   “Of course not,” Glenda says.  “You’re an adult this time.  Your magic isn’t unstable.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Once the tingling has stopped and I can use my magic again, Glenda says, “I left your horse with the blacksmith in that town where you were.  I told him you’d be back for it in a few months.”
 
   “Aren’t you going to try and convince me to stay and rejoin the coven?”
 
   “No.  I think you’ve done enough—for now.”
 
   We share one last drink at my table.  “Did you really have the key to the birthplace of magic?” I ask her.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you ever go inside?”
 
   “We were all inside there at one point.”
 
   “What was it like?”
 
   Glenda considers this for a long time.  She’s probably the only one left who can still remember that far back.  “It was like being born again.”
 
   I smile slightly at this.  That’s the kind of cryptic answer I would expect from Glenda or Hisae.  “Can I ask you something else?”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “I saw the pictures on the wall.  Sophie said those were records of when we were born.”
 
   “And you want to know about yours?”
 
   “Yes.  Why was I younger than the others?”
 
   Glenda shrugs at this.  “All of us heard it at a different time.”
 
   “Heard what?”
 
   “The music.  That’s what led us there.  I was nursing my daughter when I heard it.  I knew I had to follow it.”
 
   “You had a daughter?”
 
   “Oh yes.  We were all mortals once.  Those of us who heard the music, we were able to become something else.”
 
   I close my eyes, trying to see myself as a teenager in some ancient village.  But I can’t.  There are no memories left from back then.  There’s nothing left of that young girl who wanted to become a witch.  Would she have made the same choice if she knew how things would turn out?
 
   I don’t realize I’m crying until Glenda puts a hand on my shoulder.  I wipe at the tears with my napkin.  “I shouldn’t have asked.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have told you.”  Glenda sighs and again I see how truly ancient she is for just a moment.  “That’s why you and Agnes wanted a new life, why they all did eventually.  It’s such a burden to remember all of those people we left behind.”
 
   “How do you live with it?  By giving yourself to the coven?”
 
   “Yes.  I have forty-seven girls to look after.  You’re not the only one who needs me.”
 
   “What about Hisae?  Or Regina?  Do they need you?”
 
   “Sometimes.  We all have bad days.”
 
   The obvious question is who Glenda goes to on her bad days.  Maybe that’s why she’s been spending so much time drinking with me.  Maybe even an ancient witch needs a friend.  “Thank you for being here for mine.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I told your mother I would look after you if she died.”
 
   We toast Mama and then I shake Glenda’s hand.  “Don’t be a stranger,” Glenda whispers into my ear.
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   I go out to the alley and vanish.  As Glenda said, the blacksmith in town has my horse.  I pay him for taking care of the animal.  Then Smokey and I ride from town, back onto the range.
 
   ***
 
    It’s almost nine years before I see Glenda again.  I’m in California, wading in the middle of a stream with a dish to search for gold.  I have more than enough gold back in Edinburgh, but it seemed like a new challenge when I first heard about it in Kansas.  Smokey managed to make it all the way here before she finally died, collapsing in her stall that first night.  I cried like little David did when his Smokey died.  Then I used an Ashes to Ashes spell to destroy her body.  The ashes I scattered in the river to be carried away.  
 
   Prospecting isn’t as much fun as I thought it might be.  It’s the kind of repetitious, patient activity that Sophie or even Aggie would be better at.  I start thinking about leaving this place after the first week.  One of my fellow prospectors has said there’s work to be had for the railroads, constructing new lines out here in California.  That seems like something I might enjoy more.  Really I’d rather just go back to Texas, but I’ve stayed away from there since supporting Mexico in their brief war against the Americans.  It wasn’t that I really believed the Mexicans could win; I just wanted to help them avoid being completely slaughtered.
 
   As I’m shuffling around the water, I feel someone tap me on the shoulder.  I figure it’s one of the other prospectors until I hear Glenda hiss, “We need to talk.”
 
   Turning, I see Glenda has made herself young again, at least for the moment; it would probably be bizarre for the mortals to see an elderly woman wading around here.  We wade out of the water, Glenda taking my hand to keep from falling down.  I show her to the shack I’ve been sharing with a half-dozen prospectors, all of them men.  They learned after I kicked one in the crotch hard enough to cough up blood to keep their hands off of me.
 
   As soon as we’re alone, Glenda turns old again.  She probably feels more comfortable that way after all of these years.  I have a hard enough time being middle aged.  “What’s wrong?  More vampires you need killed?”
 
   “No, nothing like that.  This is very sad news.”  She sits down next to me on the bed, putting a hand on my shoulder.  “I’m afraid Agnes’s husband has died.”
 
   “Alejandro?  Dead?”  I shouldn’t be surprised since he would have to be about eighty years old by now; most men die long before that.
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  I know you both cared about him very much.”
 
   “Yes.”  I stare at my feet, unable to cry just yet.  “When did it happen?”
 
   “Last night.  He died in his sleep.  He didn’t suffer.”
 
   I should want him to suffer after what happened between us, but I don’t.  I still love him, even now.  “That’s good,” I say.
 
   “As you can imagine, Agnes is quite upset.  I think you should go to her.”
 
   “I’m not sure—”
 
   Glenda lifts my chin to look me in the eye, glaring at me.  “Don’t be selfish, Sylvia.  Your sister is in a lot of pain.  She wants you there.”
 
   “She told you that?”
 
   “She didn’t have to.  I know her—and you.”  She continues to look me in the eye even when I try to look away.  “Whatever happened between you is over now.  Go to her and make things right.”
 
   “It’s been so long.”
 
   “That’s not going to matter.  She loves you.  And you love her.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “So go to her.”
 
   I nod slightly and then get to my feet.  There’s a small mirror hung on one wall for the men to shave with.  I stare into the glass and concentrate.  Silver creeps into my hair, starting at the roots and then working its way all the way down to the ends.  The lines in my face deepen, new ones cropping up.  The skin around my neck becomes loose, though not quite looking like a turkey’s wattle yet.  I look down at a liver-spotted hand, blue veins visible against my skin.
 
   Turning to Glenda, I ask in a scratchier voice, “How do I look?”  
 
   “Very handsome.”
 
   I smile slightly, knowing that “handsome” means I look old.  I don’t feel old, at least not yet.  “Are you coming with me?”
 
   “Not yet.  You should do this alone.”
 
   I nod to her and then I vanish back home—to my sister.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34
 
   The house is the same as when I left, at least on the outside.  It seems that time never changes the grounds of the estate or the vineyard.  Time only seems to change the people who live here.
 
   I can’t help feeling self-conscious as I shuffle up the front drive.  I’ve never been this old before.  I never realized how annoying it would be:  my back aches, my feet throb, and my lungs burn just from the effort of walking from the gate to the house.   I have to clutch my hands together to keep them from shaking.
 
   As I’m about halfway, I hear a man call my name.  The sound of his voice is enough like Alejandro’s that I flinch.  Alejandro is supposed to be dead!  Glenda wouldn’t try such a horrible ruse to make me come back, would she?
 
   Except that it’s not Alejandro approaching me.  It’s a man who looks far more like Aggie with golden hair and a slight, almost girlish frame.  I recognize him as Luc, who I had last seen at five years old.  “Aunt Sylvia!” he calls again and breaks into a run.
 
   Despite that he’s about forty years old now, Luc shows no embarrassment in hugging me.  Seeing him up close, it’s obvious that I was right when I first saw him; he did indeed turn out to be a very handsome man.  I free one of my trembling hands to pat him lightly on the back.  “Hello,” I say.  “How did you know it was me?”
 
   He smiles up at me.  “No other woman I know would be dressed like that.”
 
   My face turns warm as I realize I’m still wearing men’s pants and a flannel shirt, both of these stained with mud.  “I’m sorry.  I came straight here when I heard the news.”
 
   “Heard the news?  Papa only died last night.”
 
   I feel even more embarrassed at this, realizing my blunder in coming here straightaway.  “Yes, well, I was in the area.”
 
   Luc takes this at face value, probably having inherited his mother’s trusting nature.  “The rest of the family will be delighted to see you.”
 
   “I hope so.”  Like a gentleman, Luc takes me by the arm to help me up the rest of the drive.  Ordinarily I would insist that I could do this, but at the moment I feel my age.
 
   I’ve never seen Aggie’s grandchildren before.  They’re both in the parlor, sitting demurely on the sofa.  Like Luc, they have Aggie’s blond hair, blue eyes, and delicate bone structure.  They look so much alike—they even have their hair in identical curls—that they could be twins, though in reality they’re cousins.  The older of the two, Zoe, glares at me.  “Who’s this?  One of Grandmamma’s friends?”
 
   “This is your Aunt Sylvia,” Luc says.  “She’s been gone away in America.”
 
   “Why’s she dressed like a peasant?” Zoe asks, still glaring.  If I were younger, I would teach the girl some manners, or if I could use magic in front of these mortals.
 
   “Behave yourself, Zoe,” Luc says.  “Go and fetch your father and uncle.”
 
   Like Aggie’s grandchildren, her two other sons could also be twins.  The only difference is that Mathieu is balder and Marcus is heavier.  They both still look too much like Alejandro for my taste.  Unlike Luc, they don’t hug me; Mathieu shakes my hand while Marcus only nods to me.  Once all of the introductions are made, I ask the most important question, “How is Agnes?”
 
   “Mother is feeling out of sorts, as you’d expect,” Mathieu says.
 
   “She still won’t see any visitors,” Marcus adds.
 
   Luc nods sagely at this.  “She’s been up in her room ever since they took Papa away.  We’ve all tried to convince her to leave.  Even the priest came by to reason with her, but she refuses to budge.”  He squeezes my arm.  “Perhaps you can get through to her.”
 
   “I can try.”
 
   Before I go to the master bedroom, I find that my bedroom is still the same as the last time I left it.  The doll Alejandro gave to me for that first Christmas is on the shelf, dust on its hair and dress from over the years.  Everything in here is as dusty as my house in Edinburgh.  Did Aggie stop having anyone dust the place out of respect for me?  Maybe she wanted to preserve everything the way it was, thinking I would never come back.
 
   In the closet are a couple of old dresses, including the ones I wore as a child.  Despite that it’s been almost three hundred years, the dark green dress with gold trim Aggie made for me to wear to the archives is still hanging up.  It’s a tight squeeze now that I’m sixty instead of sixteen and looking in the mirror, the effect of it is macabre.  I take this off in favor of a rough brown dress that is bulkier and thus more flattering to my elderly body.
 
   With the silver hairpins Mama gave me so long ago, I pin my hair out of my face.  I still look terrible, but not as if I’ve been toiling in a stream all day.  I wonder if Aggie will still recognize me looking this way; she’s never seen me so old before.
 
   Instead of knocking on the door and trying to plead with Aggie, I simply vanish myself into the room.  It’s dark enough with the curtains drawn that for a moment I can’t see Aggie at all.  Once my eyes adjust a bit, I can make her out lying on the bed, her back turned to me.  From the way her body trembles, I’m sure that she’s still crying.  “Agnes?”
 
   She doesn’t turn to face me, but she does mumble, “Glenda told you, didn’t she?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “I know.  Thank you.”
 
   There’s no point in asking if she’s all right, because the answer to that is obvious.  I’m more concerned that Aggie might do something to herself, that she might try to kill herself so she can join her husband in the afterlife.  I slowly make my way around the bed to see that she has nothing in her hands, no knives or pistols or potions.  Though with her knowledge of magic, she doesn’t necessarily need a weapon.
 
   What’s most disconcerting are her eyes, which are glassy, not just from crying.  How long has she been lying here?  Luc said since they took the body, which could be as long as twelve hours ago.
 
   I bend down so Aggie can see my face.  “Everyone’s downstairs.  Your whole family.  Don’t you want to let them in?”
 
   “No.  I want to be alone.”
 
   “They’re worried about you.  So am I.  This isn’t like you.”
 
   “I’m glad that you came, but you can leave now.  I’m not going to hurt myself.”
 
   “That’s good.  Could I at least get you some water or maybe some bread?  You have to keep your strength up.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Don’t talk like that, Agnes.  I know you loved Alejandro.  He was a good man.”  I reach out to touch Aggie’s hair, which has gone completely white.  As far as her family knows, she’s seventy years old, ancient by mortal standards.  “He wouldn’t want you to be like this.  He would want you to be strong and take care of his family.”
 
   “They don’t need me anymore.  They’re all grown up.”
 
   “You can’t just lie here forever.”
 
   Before I know what’s happening, Aggie has used a Static Charge spell to hurl me back into the wall.  I lie there in a daze, hoping I didn’t break any of my brittle old bones.  For her part, Aggie stays on the bed, her eyes looking more intense as she stares at me.  “I’m sorry,” she says.  “I just want you all to leave me alone.”
 
   “You know running away isn’t going to do anything.  I’ve been doing that for over three hundred years now, ever since Henri died.  You need to go down there and face this with your family.”  I manage to get on my knees and crawl back to Aggie’s bedside.  She doesn’t react when I put a hand on her.  “They all love you—except maybe that little snot Zoe.”
 
   Aggie finally cracks a smile.  “She is a bit of a pill, isn’t she?  Probably because her grandmother spoiled her rotten.”
 
   When Aggie sits up, I climb onto the bed next to her, putting an arm around her shoulders.  It seems odd that after all this time we’re sitting in her bedroom, a couple of old ladies now.  Despite everything that has changed, we always seem to end up back here.
 
   “It doesn’t seem fair,” Aggie says.  “First Brigitte died and then Mathieu’s wife—she was such a lovely young woman.  Now Alejandro’s gone too.  It won’t be long until they’re all gone, is it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have married him.  Mama always said I shouldn’t get myself involved with mortals.  I suppose this must be why.”
 
   “I think you’ve been pretty fortunate.  You were married for fifty years.  You had three children and grandchildren.  Henri and I never even got the chance to get married.”  I don’t tell her about my daughter, who at this point is almost thirty-five years old; by now I could be a grandmother as well.  “You’ve had a good life here, haven’t you?”
 
   She thinks about this and then smiles at me.  “Yes.  I just wish it didn’t have to end.”
 
   “But at least you’re not alone.  No matter what happens to your children and your grandchildren, you’ll still have me.  You’ll still have Glenda and the others too.”  I give Aggie a hug; she clings to me for a few minutes, crying into my shoulder.  I simply stroke her hair and let her cry.
 
   Once she’s exhausted herself, Aggie gets up.  She throws open the curtains to let light into the room.  Silhouetted in that light, I can see that despite the wrinkles, the white hair, and the added weight, she’s still the young girl I remember—she’s still my sister. 
 
   Before we go downstairs, she takes my arm.  “Sylvia, could you do me a favor?”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Could you braid my hair?  Like you used to do?”
 
   “Of course.”  She sits down and I get to work.  It’s a bit tricky at first after so long and with these unsteady hands, but as always, I soon get the hang of it—we’ve had centuries to practice this.
 
   ***
 
   Despite my feelings about the Church, I go to Alejandro’s funeral at the local cathedral.  He’s going to be buried in the church’s cemetery, where his granddaughter Brigitte is already buried.  I ride in the carriage with Aggie, wearing a new black dress made for me by her granddaughter Lise, who sits beside me in the carriage.  Aggie sits across from us with Zoe pressed against her, almost protectively.  Zoe continues to glare at me even as Aggie strokes the girl’s hair. 
 
   Aggie’s sons arrive ahead of us in a separate carriage.  Luc helps me down and then waits to help his mother as well.  I’m not sure it’s an act when Aggie leans against Luc for support.  She’s wearing a black veil so I can’t see her eyes, though I suspect she’s been crying ever since we set out from the estate.
 
   Lise hasn’t said anything in my presence since I arrived, but now she takes my arm.  “Aunt Sylvia, could I talk to you for a moment?”
 
   “Of course, sweetheart.”  I let her guide me to the side of the cathedral, away from the cemetery.  Lise leans against the wall, tears sparkling in her eyes.  “What’s wrong?  Is this about your grandmother?”
 
   “In a way.  I’ve done something very bad.  I don’t want Grandmamma to find out.  It might kill her to hear such news.”
 
   “Your grandmother is a very strong woman.  I’m sure she can handle it.”
 
   The girl begins to sob and falls against me.  I pat her back, wondering what could be so terrible, though I should already know.  “I’m with child,” she whispers in my ear.
 
   From the way Lise is crying, I assume this isn’t a planned pregnancy or a wanted one.  I think of my own daughter, who could be just about anywhere by now, or might even be dead.  I’m the last person in the world then who should be giving advice to this girl.  “Does the father know?”
 
   “I haven’t told him yet.”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “A boy in my village.  If Papa finds out, he’s going to thrash me.  And Grandmamma—she’s suffered so much as it is.  I don’t want to hurt her again.”
 
   “I understand.”  I put a hand to Lise’s stomach.  From the feel of it, she can’t be more than four months along; she’ll probably start to show in a couple more months.  “Do you love this boy?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then tell him about the child.  If he wants to marry you, then you can both go to your father.”  I smile at Lise, but she doesn’t smile back.  “Don’t worry about your grandmother.  She’ll be able to handle the news when the time comes.”
 
   “What if he doesn’t want to get married?”
 
   “Then you can raise the child on your own.  Your grandmother and I will help you if your father won’t.”  My smile fades and I look into her eyes, turning deadly serious now.  “Whatever you do, don’t do anything to hurt the baby—or yourself.  You make sure you never let that child go.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.  Thank you, Aunt Sylvia.”
 
   Lise takes my arm, leading me into the church.  I’m glad for her support once I see Alejandro’s casket.  He’s much older than I remember, his hair as white as Aggie’s, though not much of it remains, and his face heavily lined.  The mortician has arranged him in an unnatural pose, with his hands folded on his chest.  Closing my eyes, I think back to when we were both much younger, making love in the forest.
 
   I have to turn away from the casket, before I lose control of myself.  Lise seats me next to Aggie, whose face is still unreadable because of the veil.  Sitting next to her, I can hear her sniffle every now and then.  I want to say something comforting again, but my throat is too choked by my own sobs, so I can only reach over to take her hand.
 
   We sit there, hand-in-hand, while the priest goes through the ceremony.  Aggie’s entire family is there in the front row:  me, Lise, Zoe, Mathieu, Marcus, and Luc.  Alejandro’s cousins, nephews, and nieces are in the pew behind us, having made the trip from Italy.  There’s only one person missing:  Alejandro’s daughter.  Wherever she is, does she know that her father is dead?  No, not so long as her adoptive parents never told her about her true origin.  Someday—I hope not too soon—perhaps Alejandro will finally get the chance to meet her.
 
   When it’s over, Alejandro’s sons and some of his nephews take the casket outside, to the grave where he’ll lie for the rest of time.  I keep hold of Aggie’s hand, the two of us leaning against each other, mutually keeping ourselves upright as we shuffle outside.  There are more prayers in Latin, a language I’ve never bothered to learn and don’t feel like using a spell to learn now.  
 
   Though there probably are caretakers to fill in the grave, Aggie’s sons insist on doing it themselves.  She has to turn away, resting her head on my shoulder as the casket is buried.  “He’s gone,” she whispers to me.  “He’s really gone now.”
 
   “I know,” I say to her.  “But we’ll always remember him.  Just like Mama and Sophie.”  I mentally add Henri, Connor, David, Rachel, Andre, Frau Braun, and many others to this list.  I wish I could add my daughter, but I never saw her.
 
   After the grave is filled, we file slowly back to our carriages, to return home—a home that will be much emptier now for Aggie.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35
 
   The golden age of the American frontier is nearing its end.  Thousands of people are being let into Oklahoma to snap up land for homesteading.  Between these homesteaders and the railroads, there’s not much wild left to the wild frontier.
 
   It’s about time I hang up my hat and spurs, though never my revolver.  That’s just as well as I’m getting too old for all of this riding around on horseback and sleeping on the ground.  When I came back from Alejandro’s funeral I made myself young again on the outside, but I still felt old inside.  It’s been forty years since then, though I keep myself in my mid-thirties, just spry enough so I can keep doing my job.
 
   I suppose connecting with Aggie’s grandchild Lise is what made me feel so old when I came back.  Or maybe it’s just the weight of all these centuries pressing down on me.  Or maybe it’s the steam engines, railroad tracks, and homesteaders that make me feel more and more like a relic every day.
 
   The last time I felt young and energized was during the Civil War.  I of course took the Union side, selling guns to the North.  I even cut my hair and joined a unit sabotaging Confederate supply lines in Texas and farther west.
 
   As the war wound down, it became like the early days of the Revolution again.  Lincoln was assassinated and all hope for anything good to come of this faded away.  They say slavery is over in the south, but that’s only in name.  In truth most of the black men and women are still economic slaves, like Henri and so many others were in feudal times.  The Indians have fared even worse, being driven from their land and slaughtered if they don’t abide by the bogus treaties.  There’s so much promise for this country, but the goal keeps slipping farther and farther away.
 
   With the war over, I got back in my saddle.  Only now instead of staying around a ranch, I could drive the cattle from Texas all the way up to Kansas to be loaded onto trains bound for Chicago.  As back in Texas, I found this work easy enough.  Still, the age I feel in my heart kept me from enjoying the riding, roping, and drinking as much as I used to.
 
   Even that’s going to be gone before much longer.  If the Civil War really did anything, it showed where the future lies.  It’s not riding around on a horse, roping cattle.  It’s in factories, in cities, and on the railroads.  
 
   That’s why for the first time in thirty years I’m wearing a dress and standing in an empty house.  There’s a man with me, a little man named Harlan Earl.  We stand in a space about half the size of the living room back at Aggie’s house, which Harlan calls the parlor.  I try to imagine a sofa, chairs, and other furniture in here.  Making a noncommittal grunt, I turn to the window.  The block is lined with other houses similar to this one, along with maple trees that are beginning to turn yellow.
 
   “If you’ll follow me, Miss Joubert, I’ll show you the kitchen.”  Harlan is a nice man and trying hard, but he annoys me like many Americans by pronouncing my last name as “Jew-Bert.”  In his good-natured way he probably wants to show me the kitchen because he thinks I’ll be spending a lot of time there, cooking for my eventual husband—if I can find one at my age.
 
   I try to make impressed-sounding noises as he opens the various drawers and cabinets and shows me how to work the stove.  I’m not sure why I’m at this house; like Connor’s in Edinburgh it’s much too big for me.  Still, it’s about time I settle down and just as industry is the way of the future, so is America the place of the future.  The Old World is just that—old and worn out from thousands of years of fighting.
 
   “Would you like to see the basement?” Harlan asks me.  I shrug, which he takes for a yes.  We descend the stairs into the basement, where the coal furnace is kept.  The rest of the space is cavernous, as big as the stables back home.  “There’s plenty of room for storage.”
 
   “Yes, there is.”
 
   We go back upstairs, touring the three bedrooms and storage rooms.  Harlan ends the tour in the master bedroom, though from his nervousness I doubt it’s because he’s flirting with me.  “As you can see, this is quite a good house.  Very sturdy and reasonably priced.  It’s also in a marvelous neighborhood with excellent schools—”
 
   “It’s a little big for me,” I tell him.
 
   “Oh,” he says and his smile fades.  It’s unlikely that he’s been on the job long and he probably was hoping for a sale.
 
   “But I’ll consider it.  Can you give me a couple of days to think about it?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” he says, his face brightening again.  He pats the pockets of his jacket until he finds a card with his name and address written on it.  “Whenever you’re ready, you just get a hold of me there.”
 
   “I will.  Thank you.”
 
   Like most major cities in America and Europe these days, there’s a foul smell hanging in the air of Rampart.  It’s the odor you get from too many places burning coal in close proximity, along with human refuse.  There’s talk of putting in a sewage system like in Paris or other civilized cities, but there isn’t enough funding for this yet.
 
   I return to my hotel, where I’ve been staying for the last week while I evaluate opportunities here.  Instead of going to my room, I go to the bar, which is empty at two o’clock in the afternoon.  I’m on my third whiskey when Glenda sits down next to me.
 
   She orders a whiskey for herself, gulping it down immediately.  “This can’t be good,” I say.
 
   “I’m afraid not.  Lise died last night.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.”  It’s been forty years since I last saw Lise; by now she was probably a grandmother herself.  “How’s Agnes taking it?”
 
   “Hard, as you would imagine.”
 
   “Yeah, I can imagine.”  Aggie’s children have all died, Luc keeling over in the stables ten years ago.  Zoe died five years ago in a house fire.  That left only Lise as Aggie’s most immediate relative, though she has a few great-grandchildren and probably great-great-grandchildren before long.  She isn’t as close to them as she was to Lise and Zoe, or Brigitte before she died; at well over a hundred by mortal reckoning she’s too old for baking cookies and kissing boo-boos anymore.  I try not to think of my daughter, who by now would be seventy-four, though more likely she’s long since died.  “You want me to talk to her?”
 
   “I think you should.  She always listens to you.”
 
   Glenda and I order another drink each and gulp them down at the same time.  “So how did Lise go?”
 
   “In her sleep.  Very peacefully.”
 
   “Like her grandfather.”
 
   “I suppose so.”  Glenda drinks another whiskey and then says, “I hear you’re retiring from the cowgirl business.”
 
   “The business is going to retire me before much longer, so I might as well beat it to the punch.”
 
   Glenda considers this for a moment, staring at me.  “There’s something different about you.  Let me get a look at you.”  As in the archives so long ago, she tilts my chin so she can look me in the eyes.  “I’ll be, it looks like you’re finally a grown up.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I mean that as a compliment.”
 
   I can imagine Hisae saying that I’m no longer young in my heart, which is how I’ve felt for most of the last forty years.  “I guess I’m finally getting old.”
 
   “We all do eventually.”
 
   I slide off my stool and then leave some money for the drinks.  Before I can leave, Glenda catches my arm.  “When you see Agnes, don’t be too shocked by what you see.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   With that ominous warning, I go out to an alley and vanish myself home.
 
   ***
 
   The house has the feel of a museum.  Not only the darkness, the dust, and cobwebs, but the smell of it.  Unlike all the years when the house was occupied by Aggie, Sophie, Mama, and I and then later by Aggie’s family, the house has a certain dank aroma, as if it’s rotting away.  The only person downstairs is the latest Mrs. Devereaux, a rotund woman with a pleasant face.
 
   “Mrs. Chiostro is napping,” she says as she boils some chicken broth.
 
   “How is she feeling?”
 
   “She only feels bad when she remembers.  That isn’t often these days.”
 
   “Oh,” I say, unable to think of anything else.
 
   “Are you one of Mrs. Chiostro’s great-granddaughters?”
 
   “Yes.  My name’s Sylvia.”
 
   “Sylvia?  I think Mrs. Chiostro had a sister named that.  No one’s seen her for a long time.  They say she was a very peculiar woman.”
 
   “She probably was.”  With a nod I take my leave of Mrs. Devereaux and start up the stairs.  My footsteps echo with each step and I feel a growing cold lump in my stomach as I think about what I’ll find up there.
 
   I tap on the door to the master bedroom, but there’s no answer.  I finally turn the knob and slip into the room.  It’s as dark as it was the last time I was in here, after Alejandro died.  Only this time Aggie is lying on her back, sleeping.
 
   She looks almost like Mama in her final days.  Her white hair is thin to the point of her scalp being visible.  Her cheekbones are pressed close to the surface, so close that they seem ready to tear through her skin.  The withered hands on top of the blankets are curled into claws, probably from arthritis. 
 
   I hesitate for a moment to make sure that she’s still breathing.  Then I reach out to gently shake her shoulder.  “Agnes?”
 
   “Mama?”
 
   “No, Agnes, it’s not Mama.  It’s Sylvia.  You have to wake up now.”
 
   “I don’t want to study.  I don’t want to be a witch.”
 
   “Agnes, wake up.”
 
   “I don’t care about the coven.”
 
   “That’s fine, Agnes.  I don’t care about them either.”
 
   “I want to kiss boys.”
 
   I can see this isn’t getting anywhere, so I try changing tactics.  “A proper young lady does not lie in bed all day,” I say in my best imitation of Mama.  “Now get up at once.”
 
   Aggie sits up as if fired out of a cannon.  When her eyes open, I see they’re as rheumy and unfocused as Mama’s before she died.  She looks around the room, waving her hands around.  “Mama?  Where are you?  It’s so dark.”
 
   I lean close to her so one of her hands can touch me.  “I’m right here, dear.”
 
   “I don’t feel good, Mama.”
 
   “That’s all right, dear.  Mama is going to help you.  But first we’re going to do a little magic practice.  Can you handle that?”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   “Good.  Now, I want you to think about what you look like.  Concentrate very hard on this.  As you do, I want you to say, ‘Bazzo Grinick Noram Alkun.’  Can you do that?”
 
   Aggie nods.  She closes her eyes and then repeats the magic words.  I worry that her magic might be too weak to work at this point, in which case I’d have to ask Glenda about an Inner Child potion.  But as I watch, Aggie’s hair thickens, her face becomes chubbier, and her skin turns smooth.  Her hair goes from white to gray to silver and then back to its natural gold.
 
   When Aggie opens her eyes again, she’s a sixteen-year-old novice.  Her eyes are clear again, the bright eyes of a young girl.  That is until she looks around the room.  She holds up a hand, staring at it for a moment.  Then she finally settles her gaze on me.  “Thank you, dear,” she whispers.  “I suppose I let myself go too long this time.”
 
   “It’s all right.  You’re fine now.”  I bend down to put a hand on her shoulder.  “Do you remember what happened?”
 
   “Yes.  They’re all dead now.  Only the great-grandchildren are left and they’re afraid to see me.”  Tears sparkle in her eyes.  “They think I’m just a withered old hag.”
 
   “You’re not—anymore.”  
 
   She slides over a little so I can sit next to her on the bed.  She stares down at her feet, making no effort to wipe her tears away.  “Glenda was right,” she says.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “When I married Alejandro, she said I would receive my punishment.  Now I realize that this was it, watching them grow old and die.  My beautiful babies.  My grandbabies.  Alejandro.”  She shakes her head.  “They’re all gone now.”
 
   We don’t say anything for a minute.  I’m not sure what I can really say at this moment to comfort Aggie.  Alejandro and the others aren’t ever coming back; her family is gone forever.  She surprises me by wiping at her cheeks and smiling.  “I don’t regret it.  Not a bit.”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “No.  I have ninety years of such beautiful memories.  I remember the first time I kissed Alejandro.  Standing at the altar with him.  Holding Mathieu, Marcus, and Luc after they were born.  Baking cookies with Zoe.  Showing Lise how to sew.  Reading to poor Brigitte.  No one can take that away from me.”
 
   I nod at this, thinking back to my own treasure trove of memories from over the years.  Most of these involve Henri and Alejandro, but there’s also Connor, David, Rachel, Frau Braun, not to mention Mama and Sophie.  There’s all those spectacular sunrises and sunsets I witnessed on the frontier.  Lifetimes of memories stored away in my mind.  “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “I suppose now the only question is what to do now,” Aggie says.  “I don’t want to putter around this old house for another hundred years.”
 
   “Come with me to America,” I say.
 
   “America?  I don’t know, isn’t that a little uncivilized?”
 
   I think of the house Harlan Earl showed me with its tree-lined street.  A house with too much room for one person, but just enough for two.  “Not anymore.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to impose on you.”
 
   “It’s not an imposition.”  I give her shoulder a squeeze.  “You’re my sister.”
 
   “But what would I do in America?”  
 
   “Whatever you want.  It’s the land of opportunity.”
 
   Aggie turns to me with a shy smile.  “I suppose we could give it a try.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   When Aggie and I return to the estate almost thirty years later, the place is a disaster.  It looks as if it’s been through a war, which is accurate.  The Great War, at least that’s what they call it in America, though I don’t know what’s so great about it.
 
   The gates are off their hinges, so we can just walk right through.  I can see Aggie shiver as we go around a crater left by an artillery shell.  At least there aren’t any dead bodies along the path.  
 
   The house itself has a few windows broken, some stone chipped, and a handful of bullets embedded in the walls.  I go up the steps first, reaching down to the holster at my hip for the revolver Colt gave me almost eighty years ago.  Though Aggie and I are witches, I just feel better having the pistol in my hand.
 
   “It looks deserted,” Aggie says.
 
   “Yeah, looks like,” I say.  Aggie has always been too trusting.  The war has only been over for a few weeks; there might still be deserters or scavengers holed up in here.
 
   I go in first, sweeping the foyer with my gun.  Aggie stays behind me as we shuffle along the hallway.  I peek my head into the parlor, wearing my nightcrystal glasses for the first time in years so I can see in the darkness.  There’s no one in here, but from the debris on the floor and the broken furniture it’s obvious someone was here.
 
   Aggie gasps and I realize why as she runs over to the mantle.  Someone has run a sword along the length of the portrait of her family, cleanly slicing through the faces of her sons.  “How could someone do such a thing?” she asks.
 
   “Foot soldiers aren’t always the brightest people.  You should be glad they didn’t use it for kindling.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose so,” Aggie mumbles, though I know she’s still devastated.
 
   We should have taken the paintings and furniture with us to Rampart—recently renamed Rampart City.  But Aggie wasn’t sure how long she would be staying and didn’t want to disturb her old house.  After a while we both just forgot about it, taking for granted that the house would remain untouched whenever we chose to visit.
 
   I put a hand on Aggie’s shoulder and give it a squeeze.  “We can have someone fix it.”
 
   “I know.”  The rest of the bottom floor is in a similar state.  The books in the library—most of them still Sophie’s books—have pages torn out, probably for toilet paper.  A few have lewd images drawn in them and captions in German that cause Aggie to blush.  “Animals.”
 
   Upstairs isn’t much better.  We start with the master bedroom, where Aggie and Alejandro used to sleep.  Someone has taken a knife or sword to the mattress, splitting it open.  The gutted mattress lies propped against the window, no doubt from someone looking for a hidden stash of money left behind.
 
   It’s the same in the other bedrooms, including mine.  Some savage has even torn the heads off of my old dolls.  I almost step on the shattered remains of the redheaded doll Alejandro gave me for Christmas.  Bending down, I scoop up the pieces, tucking these into a pocket.  Like the painting, maybe I can have someone repair it.
 
   “What a mess,” Aggie says.
 
   “It sure is,” I say.
 
   “I suppose most of it we can throw out.  The rest we ought to put into storage before the next awful war.”
 
   I nod at this.  You don’t need to have feelings like Aggie to know another war will come along; they always do on this continent.  “Let’s get to work.”
 
   ***
 
   The rest of the estate isn’t in much better condition.  The vines have withered away from a lack of attention.  I’m not a farmer by any stretch, but I know the entire vineyard will have to be replanted; we’ll have to start from scratch.  It’d probably be easier to plow the whole thing under and sell it to someone else, but Aggie and I have already agreed that we won’t give up this property under any circumstances.
 
   I’m relieved that no scavengers or vandals have desecrated Mama and Sophie’s graves.  Of course Sophie’s grave is just a tombstone, but it’s still a reminder of how much we cared for her.  I kneel down in front of Mama’s grave, brushing some dirt away from the stone.  “It’s me, Mama,” I whisper.  Mama probably wouldn’t recognize me now that I’ve let myself get old, though I can still take down men a quarter of my age.  “We’ll make this right,” I promise her.
 
   The stables where I first met Henri and later David have all but burned to the ground.  There’s only a few bits of charred wood and stone left to indicate where it ever was.  There probably won’t be much need for a stable now, not with all these motorized machines like automobiles and airplanes.  
 
   I find a broken scythe blade that I use to hack through the brush of the old forest paths.  Despite the pain in my old joints, I keep swinging the rusty blade to make my way along the path.  I have to know if my special place is still there.
 
   It’s been over a century since Alejandro and I last fucked there, but I still remember how to find the little clearing.  I part the brush, half-expecting to find a deer standing there.  But there’s nothing, just an empty bit of grass.  I lie down on this, putting my ear to the ground and closing my eyes.  If I listen hard enough, I can hear Henri’s voice tell me that he loves me.
 
   Four hundred years and the pain is still as fresh as when I first found him with the wound in his chest.  Love doesn’t die or fade away; if it’s real love it will always be there.  Though I’m now sixty instead of sixteen, tears still dribble down my cheeks, onto the grass.  “I’m sorry, Henri,” I whisper.  “I wish I could have saved you.”
 
   I lie there until I hear Aggie’s voice.  I open my eyes and for a moment I expect to see Alejandro lying next to me.  There’s no one.  I groan as I get to my feet and then limp out to the cleared path, where I find Aggie waiting for me with a look of concern.  “I thought you’d gotten lost,” she says.
 
   “No, I knew where I was going.”
 
   “I remember this place,” she says.  “I used to make out with boys here.”
 
   “So did I.”
 
   We share a brief laugh at this and then I take Aggie’s arm to walk back to the house.
 
   ***
 
   It’s a laborious process for two old women—even two old witches—to clean up the house.  I do most of the manual labor, having far more experience at it.  I haul the broken furniture out to the ruins of the stable, where I pile it up to burn later.
 
   Aggie focuses on tidying up the kitchen and then the library.  The books too badly damaged or defaced she puts into a bin to be destroyed.  I can only imagine how much this would pain Sophie.  The rest Aggie puts into neat stacks to be boxed up.
 
   On the second day of this, I see a man coming up the path.  I take out my pistol, leveling it at him.  The closer he gets, the more familiar his face seems.  Though we haven’t formally met, I know this is one of the Devereaux clan.  I shove the pistol back into its holster.
 
   “It’s good to see someone cleaning this place up,” Mr. Devereaux says.
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “May I ask your name?”
 
   “Sylvia Joubert.  My sister and I own this estate.”
 
   “Oh.”  Mr. Devereaux stares at me, probably trying to figure out why he’s never seen us before.
 
   “We’ve been in America for a while.  Once we heard the war was over, we decided to see what happened to the old place.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s in very bad shape.”
 
   “I noticed.”
 
   To my surprise, Mr. Devereaux bursts into tears.  “I’ve failed you!” he wails.  “My family has worked this land for centuries, nurtured it, but we could not stop the soldiers—or the tanks.  Those metal monsters came rolling through here, flattening everything in their path.  And the noise they make!”
 
   I put a hand on Mr. Devereaux’s shoulder.  “It’s all right.  I understand.”  I force a smile to my face.  “You and your family are welcome to come back now.  There’s a lot of work to be done to rebuild the place.”  I motion to the vineyards.  “We really need your expertise in the vineyards.”
 
   “They’re a complete loss, I fear.”
 
   “I fear that too, but we can replant.”
 
   He finally smiles back at me.  “Yes, we will rebuild.”
 
   “That’s right.  We’ll rebuild it to last a few more centuries.”
 
   Mr. Devereaux and I exchange ideas for a while.  His family has been hiding out nearby and he’s more than anxious to bring them back here.  I have little doubt that Aggie will agree to give them the same autonomy as before in managing the estate.  I can’t imagine that she will want to try living here again.  For better or worse, Rampart City is our home now.
 
   Once Mr. Devereaux leaves to tell his family the good news, I go inside to relay our conversation to Aggie.  I find her still in the study, which is mostly cleaned up now.  A painting stands in front of her.  As I step into the room, she turns the painting so I can see it’s the portrait Mama had painted of us when we first came here.
 
   “It’s hard to imagine we were ever that young,” she says.
 
   “I know what you mean.”  Back then we were just children, especially me.  Now there’s only two of us left and we’re tottering old women.  “What should we do with it?”
 
   Aggie considers this for a long time.  The way she stares at the painting, I worry she might finally figure out what Sophie discovered over two hundred years ago.  If she does, she gives no sign.  “Those days are over,” she says.
 
   I nod to her and lay the portrait in the crate with the others to be stored.  Before I close the lid, I look at it one last time.  Sophie was right that we look nothing alike, but from the love in our eyes, it’s clear that we’re a family.
 
   I shut the lid and then go back to work.
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