
		
			Chapter 1

			My job that morning was to banish a demon, but I was determined to finish my cup of coffee first.

			I sipped my java in front of Demetrios’s warehouse in Sunset Park, enjoying the panoramic view of the Manhattan skyline and New York harbor. I stared at the Statue of Liberty, which appeared the size and shade of a toy soldier at this distance. A warm breeze caressed my face. Next to me, Demetrios was shaking like a leaf.

			“What in the world are you thinking, Conrad?” Demetrios spoke in his typical rapid-fire fashion. “You’re just going to go in there, alone, to face this infernal thing? Without any help or backup from others at the Watch? Without even a priest? This is all kinds of crazy.”

			“I can handle it,” I said, projecting casual confidence. “You did ask for this to be resolved quickly, and it’s not like I haven’t dealt with an occasional demon before.”

			In fact, I’d never even seen any demons. I was not in any way whatsoever equipped to deal with a supernatural being of that magnitude. That was the bad news. The good news was, in my two decades with the Watch, I’d never once heard of a demon showing up in Brooklyn. Even if one arrived, it wouldn’t be slumming it in Demetrios’s warehouse. And if, by some miracle, a major baddie from Down Below decided to take up residence there, Demetrios wouldn’t have survived the encounter long enough to come crying for my help. Something else was going on, but if the guy with the thick checkbook expected the job to be extremely dangerous, who was I to dissuade him?

			“Quickly, yes,” said Demetrios. “You wouldn’t believe how far this has put us behind on deliveries. My customers are screaming bloody murder. On top of everything, there’s a shipment of Sumatran persimmons that is already beginning to rot. I hope you really know what you’re doing. I don’t relish the thought of having to scrape what’s left of you off the container walls.”

			“That’s the Demetrios I know and love. Sentimental to the end. Here, hold this.” I handed him the empty foam cup and headed for the entrance.

			The warehouse was packed with every kind of package and crate imaginable. The huge metal shipping containers were clustered in the center, with just enough room left to maneuver them in and out. Around the edges, mountains of smaller parcels occupied every available nook and cranny, arranged in an order apparent only to Demetrios and his staff.

			I primarily knew Demetrios as a wholesale trader in magical goods, but that was only a fraction of his business. Metal racks in his warehouse were crammed with imports, everything from Ecuadorian melons to Taiwanese vacuum cleaners. The place looked like the world’s most overstocked Costco. There were plenty of nooks for whatever was haunting the building to hide in.

			I walked past a tower of knockoff toys destined for dollar-store shelves. Boxes labeled Tackle Me Emo and Hangry Hangry Hipsters stretched toward the warehouse ceiling atop the sturdy foundation of cases of Poke-a-Moon cards. A pungent odor of rotting fruit wafted through the aisles.

			Since I hadn’t known what sort of trouble to expect, I’d brought as many weapons, charms, and amulets as I could carry without making my reliance on such tools apparent. I’ve made a lot more enemies than friends over the years, and having any of them learn that I was powerless without my trinkets would be incredibly dangerous.

			Only one out of every thirty thousand people is born gifted. Those lucky few can perceive auras, recognize supernatural beings for what they are, cast spells, and imbue their magic into artifacts by enchanting physical items the way batteries store electricity. I could perceive perfectly; casting was another story. I could use stored magic as well as any gifted but could never recharge the metaphysical battery of even the simplest of charms. In a secret world filled with superheroes and supervillains, I was the magical Batman: a grumpy and possibly somewhat unhinged vigilante with no special powers, who relied on his gadgets to keep up with the super-Joneses. Except I didn’t have Batman’s riches, or a mansion, or even a butler. Them’s the breaks.

			Not even my superiors at the Watch knew about my disability. They wouldn’t have kept me around—possibly with extreme prejudice—if they’d ever found out. So, I pretended to be a badass wizard and did my job well, giving no one cause to think otherwise. One day I hoped to find a cure for my condition. Or, failing that, a damn good explanation for it.

			I worked my way through the labyrinth of packages until I heard faint growling sounds emanating from a few aisles over. I unholstered a revolver that was loaded with silver bullets doused in holy water. Cliché, I know, but in my experience only the most effective solutions get to become clichés in the first place. Weapon drawn, I advanced slowly toward the noise. I turned the corner of a ceiling-high shelving unit stocked with waffle makers and found myself face to face with a Lovecraftian nightmare.

			The creature resembled a ten-foot-tall bulldog with several rows of jagged teeth protruding from its oversized mouth. It stared at me with cold fish eyes and emitted a low rumble from deep within its ugly-as-sin belly. I breathed a sigh of relief as I studied the telltale shimmer barely visible around the critter’s frame. Definitely not a demon.

			“Nice doggie,” I told it as I holstered the gun and rummaged through the inner pockets of my trench coat. Moving very slowly so as not to spook it, I withdrew a plastic pill bottle filled with orange powder.

			“Cujo wants a treat?” I asked in a soothing voice as I struggled momentarily with the childproof cover.

			Visibly annoyed with my apparent lack of desire to run away terrified, the critter let out a thunderous roar that, I hoped, Demetrios could hear outside. While it was busy posturing, I took a pair of quick steps forward and flung the contents of the pill bottle, aiming for its midsection.

			The monstrous visage quivered, gradually losing its shape, and blinked out. At my feet lay a furry little animal that looked like an ugly koala bear. It was knocked out cold by the sleeping powder. The Sumatran changeling snoring on the ground before me was a harmless creature. Its species projects images of big, scary monsters in order to repel predators, but they’re all bark and no bite. Poor thing must’ve gotten into the persimmon shipment and munched the long journey away, happy in the container full of its favorite snacks. The potent orange mix would keep the changeling dormant until I could get it to a buddy of mine at the Bronx Zoo who cared for a menagerie of supernatural animals.

			I checked the rest of the building to make sure there were no more changelings. Also, just to be nosy. Demetrios’s shipping company handled arcane imports from all over the globe, and I was always curious to know what he was up to, even if I had to search past pallets of slow cookers and shelves filled with auto parts to find anything noteworthy. After a sufficient amount of time spent wandering the aisles, I took off my trench coat and wrapped it gently around the changeling. Carrying the bundle under my arm, I exited the warehouse.

			“That was one nasty hellspawn.” I smiled at Demetrios, who was pacing nervously outside. “See, it even made me break a sweat.”

			“Is the demon gone now? Did you banish it?” he demanded.

			“It will not be bothering you again,” I said with utmost confidence.

			Magical items don’t come cheap, and given my unique situation I burned through them faster than an average teenage girl used up her cell phone battery. Demetrios would pay me handsomely for the morning’s work, and all it cost me was a vial of sleeping powder. What’s more, he would tell anyone who cared to listen about how I went one-on-one with a demon and won. So grows the legend of Conrad Brent.

			I glanced at the check he handed me and frowned. “You seem to have left off a zero.”

			With the infernal threat gone, Demetrios was quickly recovering his wits. “It’s what I’ve always paid you,” he said. Was that a note of annoyance I detected in his voice?

			“Some jobs are easier than others,” I said. “And while you can’t put a price tag on a quality exorcism, you should at least try. Because, believe me, you don’t want to be calling your exterminator next time you find yourself in this sort of a predicament.”

			I’m not a greedy man, but money is a useful resource, and you wouldn’t believe what some people charge for top-grade arcane artifacts. Haggling over the bill was yet another problem Batman didn’t have to deal with.

			Demetrios crossed his arms. “You’re getting more than most people earn in a month.”

			Sensing a losing battle, I changed tactics. “I’m just as happy to be paid the balance in information. You hear all sorts of things that might be of interest to the Watch.”

			His wallet safe for the moment, Demetrios relaxed. He scratched his chin, pretending to think, even though we both knew he could rattle off a dozen factoids about the illicit goings-on around the city if he wanted to.

			“The Kwan brothers are back in town,” he said. “They’re trying to offload a shipment of cursed coins—”

			“Yes, my associates in Manhattan are already on it,” I said. Inability to tell a demon from a changeling aside, Demetrios was no fool. The Kwans were his competitors—sort of, they weren’t really in the same league—and having the Watch take them out would benefit him. “Tell me something I don’t already know.”

			“There’s a new high-end fortuneteller in Williamsburg,” said Demetrios. “Bilking the mundanes and making waves. I can track down his name and address—”

			I waved him off again. “If the only thing getting hurt is their bank account, I don’t really care.”

			The Watch has one very specific mandate: to protect the mundanes. Any conflict between magic users, no matter how bloody, is outside our purview, which is perhaps a good thing given our limited numbers. We focus on defending the most vulnerable. Vampires treating the New York City subway system as their personal cafeteria? Werewolves in Central Park? Wizards using mind control to entice baseball fans to root for the Mets? We come down on them like a ton of supernatural bricks. But we don’t care about tarot readers.

			Demetrios thought for a moment before offering up another tidbit. “The Traveling Fair is coming to Queens next Friday.”

			Now that was interesting. The Traveling Fair was an exclusive auction house, sort of a magical Sotheby’s. They dealt in upscale arcane items and weren’t too particular about how dangerous their wares might be or whose hands they would end up in, so long as the buyer could afford the tab. They set up private pop-up events in places like New York, Paris, London, and Tokyo. Attendance was strictly by invitation, and only the invited bidders knew where and when the auction would take place. That helped with security, and to keep the unwashed masses away. Frankly, I was surprised someone like Demetrios knew about it. He must’ve been on the lowest rung of the invitees and, even so, doing better financially than I had suspected. And yet he had the temerity to argue over my payment!

			“What sort of outrageously overpriced crap is on offer this time?”

			Demetrios fished out a folded postcard from his wallet.

			The card was printed on fancy, thick stock and embroidered with the logo of the Traveling Fair. It was the crest of a minor Romanian baron, hinting at the Fair’s humble origins two centuries ago.

			“Let’s see.” Demetrios squinted at the cursive font. “They’ve got a da Vinci manuscript outlining his views on arcane weather manipulation, an Etruscan ring of invisibility, and a mudlark.”

			I was so stunned I nearly dropped the changeling I still held bundled in my trench coat. “A whatlark?”

			“Oh, I’m sorry. That’s the term they used, but mudlarks are known by many other names, such as middlings or voids. It’s a person who can perceive magic but is impotent to create it.”

			Of course, I knew what he was talking about. I was what he was talking about. A middling. A mudlark. A scavenger. There was a plethora of terms for a person like me—none of them flattering. But I’d never met another, nor knew of another who was alive. As best I could tell, while the gifted appeared roughly once among every thirty thousand humans, the odds of a middling were well north of one in a million. And the smart ones were hiding.

			I couldn’t express any of those things, so instead I just said, “Jesus, why would anyone want to buy a middling?”

			“They’re anathema to many of the traditionalist groups,” Demetrios said, looking at me like I was an infant who needed really simple things explained to him—slowly. “Some will pay good money for a chance to kill a middling.”

			No kidding. There were cults and covens and secret societies whose members would be all over something like that. The Salem witch trials had been all about finding and exterminating a single middling who was rumored to be hiding in that insignificant little town. As far as I know, there had been no actual middling. They did manage to hang several real witches, though.

			It wasn’t just the crazy cultists. Superstition against the middlings ran deep within the gifted society. The Watch wouldn’t protect them as they weren’t considered mundane, despite their lack of innate ability. Early in my career I had spent sleepless nights trying to figure out who among my colleagues might try to kill me if they ever learned the truth.

			I was showing too much interest in the subject and needed to backpedal. “I suppose there are people rich and eccentric enough to throw money away on all kinds of nonsense. The ring of invisibility though, that’s something I could actually use.”

			“You don’t seriously think you could afford the winning bid on it, do you, Conrad?”

			I looked him in the eye. “Perhaps if you paid me a fair wage for demon slaying I could.”

			That deflated Demetrios pretty good.

			“Tell you what,” I said. “Hand over the invitation and we’ll call it even. I may not be able to afford the ring, but I’d enjoy window-shopping. And rubbing shoulders with all sorts of interesting people. Could make a load of useful connections, meet clients willing to pay top dollar for my services.”

			For all its power and influence, the Watch was a volunteer organization. It was more a neighborhood watch, as the name implied, than a police department. Its members had to earn their own living, which meant getting people like Demetrios to pony up the cash for services rendered. But I was also expected—and quite willing—to hunt monsters and bust ghosts pro bono when necessary. As such, my excuse for wanting to attend the Traveling Fair should have sounded reasonable. When Demetrios hesitated I added, “Come on. It’s not like you are going to bid on any of those things.”

			He sighed theatrically and handed over the invitation. I said my goodbyes and deposited the changeling onto the back seat of my car. At some point I’d have to drive it to the Bronx, and then figure out how to rescue a fellow middling from a bunch of bloodthirsty fat cats. But all of that would have to wait. I had a packed schedule, and my day was only starting.

			I was going to need a lot more coffee.

		
	
		
			Chapter 10

			It took us four days to track down Marko Hanson. When we’d first met in New Jersey he’d claimed to be the one in charge of the facility, which was technically true but also a huge understatement. The snide bastard was in charge of the entire company. His name and signature were on all the paperwork, and there was plenty of paperwork to find. Nascent Anodynes International conducted business in over one hundred locations across a baker’s dozen of countries. They had investors and board members they were accountable to.

			Vaughn, on the other hand, was a ghost. His name appeared nowhere on the paperwork, nor on the company payrolls. The only proof of his existence was the eyewitness accounts: the big rat was often found at his master’s side, whispering in Hanson’s ear.

			We discovered all this without magic. Working for the Watch often involved finding people, and each of us had built up a rolodex full of competent lawyers, computer hackers, private investigators, forensic accountants, and other sharks skilled at navigating the waters of modern society. Some were high-priced contractors while others were volunteers. You save someone’s daughter from being eaten by monsters once, and there’s no limit to how many times they’ll be eager to utilize their professional skills on your behalf.

			Herc and I got the ball rolling with our respective contacts, and tips came pouring in. We learned that Hanson had a high-level meeting coming up in New York City, one he couldn’t blow off just to hide from us. Herc’s Irregulars were going to be there—both the mundane and gifted variety—but I figured I’d bring extra magical muscle, just in case. Our enemies had demonstrated resilience and cunning before and would surely have nasty surprises in store for us.

			Herc and his Irregulars arrived at the posh midtown office building, located only a few blocks from Holcomb Tower, hours in advance of when Hanson was scheduled to show up. They scoped the area and were on the lookout for any NAi advance security teams.

			I had placed calls to John Smith and Terrie Winter earlier. It took some convincing to get them to lend a hand in a situation they knew nothing about that was technically outside the scope of the Watch’s charter—again. Especially since I’d been ducking Mose’s phone calls and he had made his displeasure known to others. I fervently hoped that capturing Hanson and neutralizing his anti-gifted bioweapon would go a long way toward pacifying my boss. Terrie had agreed to help despite her reservations. John was more difficult to convince. He said he’d think about it, and I wasn’t certain whether he’d show up at the rendezvous point.

			Willodean stayed behind, despite her protests. She’d moved into my Sheepshead Bay apartment while we searched for Hanson and Vaughn, and I’d slept at my studio in Midwood. She studied magic, read the texts I’d provided for her, and practiced using some of the less dangerous charms and amulets in my inventory.

			I had expected my landlord to grumble about the stranger moving in downstairs, but he winked at me when I ran into him one evening. “Is about time you found nice girl,” he told me with a heavy Russian accent. I had thought it prudent not to disabuse him of his notion.

			When the time came to take on Hanson, again, I put my foot down. Willodean wasn’t trained like Herc and I were, wasn’t skilled in the use of magic, and we didn’t want to risk Hanson’s goons recapturing her if things went sideways. And so I was armed to the teeth but alone as I waited for Terrie and John in the coffee shop off Fifth Avenue, a few blocks from where our operation was to take place.

			I watched John enter, dressed in an impeccable three-piece suit as usual. I felt happy he decided to come after all, but the emotion quickly faded as Gord and Father Mancini filed in behind him.

			The Watch representatives from the Bronx and Staten Island weren’t my enemies, but they weren’t close friends, either. They were allies, friendly enough to stand united with me against the odd common enemy like the Cabal, but not the sort to volunteer their help on an operation like this. Their presence did not bode well.

			“Guys,” I said amicably, as the three of them approached my table. Gord loomed over everyone in the place as he brought up the rear.

			“Conrad,” said John. “Mose wishes to see you. You must come with us, now.”

			I glanced at the clock hanging on the wall. The numbers on its face had been replaced with stylized coffee beans. The shorter hand pointed a little shy of three beans.

			“You’re blowing my op. It’s going to go down in less than an hour, and you don’t want to leave Herc there without backup, do you?” I was certain everyone liked Herc better than they did me. “Come with me and lend a hand, or stay neutral if you want to. As soon as we’re finished, we’ll head to the Watchtower together, I promise.”

			John always played his cards close to his chest, his expressions difficult to read, but I thought he might have looked … sad. “In light of recent developments, we can’t allow that to happen,” he said.

			“What does that mean?”

			“I’d rather not discuss the matter here,” said John.

			The shop wasn’t busy in the afternoon, but there were enough people around that any confrontation would carry the risk of collateral damage. Not that I seriously thought I could take any two of them, let alone all three, if I tried.

			“Kindly follow us.”

			I reached into my pocket. Gord leaned forward and Father Mancini clutched his cross.

			Very slowly and deliberately I pulled out my phone. “Whoa. Relax, guys. I just need to warn Herc—”

			Gord made a fist. The phone I was holding shattered into bits of metal and plastic right in my hand.

			“What the hell? I just upgraded to the new model. It was like eight hundred dollars. Why did you have to go all Darth Vader force choke on it?”

			Gord glowered at me. “You will come now. No more talk.”

			He looked pissed. Really pissed, like someone had taken a dump in his cereal. I was pretty sure I hadn’t done anything recently that would tread on his extra-large toes.

			“Don’t try anything, Conrad. For the Lord’s sake.” Father Mancini sounded upset, too.

			I didn’t know what this was all about. Surely, Mose couldn’t have been that mad at me for staying out of touch for a few days—all of us had really long leashes; the job required it.

			Could my secret have possibly been uncovered? With Herc joining the middling ranks and with our quest to locate Hansen, I wondered if some stray bit of information had found its way to my fellow guardians at the Watch. At the very least, I had a convenient excuse for having lost my powers.

			Whatever it was, I’d have to do as I was told and sort things out. Even if I somehow managed to outwit the other guardians and escape, they knew where I needed to be in an hour, and I really didn’t want to test them further.

			I followed them outside and we piled into a Cadillac. Gord squeezed into the front seat while John and Father Mancini made me sit between them in the back, like an abductee in a cliché mobster movie.

			The car turned on Broadway and crawled downtown. Manhattan streets are always congested, a problem even magic couldn’t alleviate in a meaningful way. Precious minutes were wasted in bumper-to-bumper traffic.

			The others ignored me and after several failed attempts to start a conversation I quit trying. It was a really uncomfortable ride.

			The offices of the Watch occupied a floor in the basement of the Manhattan Municipal Building. For over a century, the forty-story building had housed many of the civil servants who ran New York City. It was designed with the approval and oversight of the Watch and located atop an ancient nexus of power. I’d asked about its nature but had never gotten a straight answer, other than an assurance that it enhanced the supernatural protections. Those protections were built into the building’s architecture, from the enchanted statue of Civic Fame at the top, to the protective runes hidden behind the walls, to the blessed cornerstones at the foundation. Hanson’s people had utilized the same technique in New Jersey, but their wards had been a pale shadow of the protection layers added by generations of the gifted. The building ranked among the most secure locations in the United States, along with the White House, Fort Knox, certain sections of the Smithsonian, Graceland, and Area 51.

			We flashed our IDs to get past mundane security and walked several flights down, to a floor that didn’t appear on the official maps or the building blueprints filed with the city. The door leading into the Watchtower was marked with the sigil of the effulgent eye. A printout was attached to the door with a bit of Scotch tape directly below it for the benefit of the mundanes. It read, HR Archives, 1927–1939. By appointment only. To date, no one needed city employee data from the Great Depression era badly enough to schedule an appointment.

			Only a few people occupied the desks and offices on our floor—the Watch had never been keen on employing a large staff. They looked up at the four of us, recognized us, and went back to work. Our presence wasn’t unusual at the office, and the rank and file were seemingly unaware that this time I was being brought in against my will.

			I kept it cool, as did my peers. We marched all the way across the Watchtower to the mahogany door. I opened it and walked through. My colleagues remained behind.

			The office I’d entered was well lit and consisted of an immense desk, a few filing cabinets, and a pair of waiting-room chairs for visitors. Behind the desk sat Mose himself.

			He was nearly as tall as Gord, and three times as wide. He must’ve weighed over four hundred pounds, though virtually none of that was fat. He stared at me evenly, his ancient eyes narrowed, his bald head still, his back straight, like a bodybuilder Buddha.

			Mose Humphrey looked middle aged, but he’d been around since the early 1800s. Once upon a time he’d been known as Mose the Fireboy, a volunteer firefighter in the Bowery who had arguably been New York’s first superhero.

			According to legend, he was eight feet tall (an exaggeration), strong as an ox (a slight understatement), a great brawler, and a snappy dresser who liked to live life as large as his own frame (accurate facts). Young Mose had loved food and women and drink, all in excess.

			What the legends didn’t tell you was that he was the most powerful gifted in New York City, and its sole Watch member until he’d recruited others in the 1840s and then disappeared for several decades. When he returned, he’d reclaimed control of the Watch and had remained in charge of the organization ever since. As best I could tell, he never left his office. (I had to wonder if there was a hidden shower and a toilet behind one of the wall panels.) He also seemed to have curbed his oversized appetite, subsisting on a humble diet of about 10,000 calories a day. He no longer possessed his penchant for gluttony in other ways either, prompting people to speculate whether he’d found religion or lost some ineffable bit of his soul during those missing decades.

			Even at over two hundred years of age and cooped up in his underground office, no one doubted Mose’s ability to outfight Gord, outspellcast Smith, and outwit me. He was a force of nature and—for all our powers and abilities—the main reason so few of the bad guys were willing to cross the path of the Watch.

			“Conrad,” he said, his deep voice reverberating through the room. “I’ve been trying to reach you.”

			“Yeah, I’ve had one of those weeks and stayed out of touch for a bit. I’m sorry about that. That’s not a reason to shanghai me and jeopardize my operation, though. I’ve been laboring to put it together nonstop for several days—”

			He raised his enormous hand, palm facing me, forcing my tirade to halt. “This won’t take long. I have but a single question for you, Conrad.”

			I crossed my arms, then uncrossed them, conscious of signaling defensive body language. “Yes?”

			“Are you a middling?”

			Mose’s question struck me like a thunderbolt from clear skies. Despite my usual optimism, I’d visualized a moment like this many times over the years, practiced an eloquent defense I might present if and when I was confronted, thought of tricks I might use to obfuscate the truth. But now, facing the ancient, powerful leader of the Watch in the privacy of his office, all I could manage was, “What?”

			Mose stared at me impassively. “I don’t like repeating myself.”

			“No!” I said, my voice breaking a little. I tried to infuse rage into it to hide the fear. “And I resent the implication!”

			Mose studied me for several seconds. Each of them felt like eternity squared.

			“I don’t believe you,” he said.

			I felt small in his presence, not only in physical size, which was a given, but in a matter of intelligence as well. I felt certain I wouldn’t be able to lie my way out of this one, felt like a first-year physics student trying to convince Einstein that gravity didn’t exist.

			What could have prompted this confrontation? It must’ve been Hanson, who’d sprayed Herc and me with his bioweapon. He or his minions must’ve whispered into Mose’s ear in order to discredit their enemy, accidentally stumbling upon a deeper truth.

			“There is a man by the name of Marko Hanson,” I said. “He is in the possession of a substance that can neutralize a gifted’s natural power. Several days ago, Hercules Mulligan and I were exposed to—”

			“Stop.”

			Mose actually raised his voice, and the word felt like a command, as though he’d infused it with magic.

			“I’ve known about you for years,” he said. “I often wondered if you respected me enough to admit the truth if I ever asked you directly. Now I have my answer.”

			You know the cliché about the world spinning around you? I now knew exactly what that felt like—and I’d been in situations where the ground had literally spun under my feet before.

			“You’ve thought me a middling for years and said nothing?”

			“I’m not prone to ancient prejudices,” said Mose. “You were good at your job. I thought your situation gave you an edge, placed a certain chip on your shoulder. You had to work three times as hard as anyone else to achieve half the result, and you didn’t let that slow you down. I found that … admirable.”

			I was having a really hard time with the realization that Mose knew. I’d thought myself so clever, so capable of misleading enemies and allies alike, and all this time Mose had merely found it convenient to ignore my ruse.

			“You’ve become erratic recently, Conrad. You’ve been putting your desire to transcend your limitations above your duties and responsibilities to the Watch. You placed your fellow members at risk in confronting the Cabal, and you were about to do so again, in pursuit of your vendetta against this Hanson fellow. This was a problem, and you needed to be reined in, but you ignored my calls. Even so, it could’ve been worked out. Unfortunately, someone else has also discovered your secret.”

			“Who?” I asked, dropping the pretense.

			“Karl Mercado.”

			This really wasn’t my day. It was difficult enough to accept that Mose knew the truth, but Karl? A prospect who’d been clueless about magic until merely months ago, who’d known me for all of a couple of weeks? How could he have figured this out? Had Mose claimed that Santa Claus had dropped an exposé about me down his chimney, wrapped around a lump of coal, I would have been more likely to believe that.

			“I’m sure you realize by now that Karl deeply dislikes you,” said Mose. “He claims he’s been paying careful attention to your methods and actions, and building his case ever since he learned of the concept of middlings. When he felt certain, he didn’t come to me directly, perhaps sensing I might order his silence. Instead, he first informed the other ranking members of the Watch and only then broached the subject with me.”

			“Whatever the others think of me, surely they wouldn’t take the word of a newbie over the man they’ve fought side by side with for years.”

			“That might be so, if you could prove him wrong. But you can’t. Your balancing act only works because no one is looking too closely. No one suspects a middling might be this bold.”

			He was right, and I was in a world of trouble.

			“What are you going to do to me?” I asked.

			“I must again reiterate that I hold no ill will toward middlings,” said Mose. “However, a great many people do. The knowledge of your condition is going to spread quickly, and you will soon become too much of a liability, a cause for dissent among our allies, and an additional reason for our enemies to paint a target on our backs. I have no choice but to terminate you. That is, terminate your position at the Watch. I have no intention of killing you.”

			I clenched my jaw and stared at Mose defiantly. Above his left shoulder an old clock ticked softly. Herc and his people would be attacking Hanson any minute now, sans my backup. I’d failed to help him as thoroughly as I failed to find the cure for my condition, a goal to which I’d dedicated so many years of the life Mose had just magnanimously offered to spare.

			“We’ll have to make the punishment appear severe,” said Mose. “We’ll confiscate all the magical items in your possession, make a scene of kicking you out of this building, and banish you forever from New York City.”

			I flashed my ex-boss a bitter smile. “That’s probably for the best. When the word spreads, the middling fan club as well as every evil punk whose head I’ve ever cracked will be gunning for me.”

			“Indeed.” Mose didn’t look much pleased with the situation, though with him who could really tell? “I can make arrangements to help you get out of the city. I own a cabin on a few acres of land outside of Rochester. You’re welcome to stay there until you figure out what you wish to do next.”

			“You’re literally sending me to a farm upstate? Thanks a bunch.”

			Mose nodded. He was offering me a kindness in his own way, but he wasn’t the type to wring his hands over my fate. He often said anyone could throw a good punch, but an individual truly worth their salt would know how to take a good punch and shake it off afterward.

			“I must decline your generous offer. There are loose ends I have to tie up.”

			“Suit yourself, so long as you leave the city in the next twenty-four hours,” Mose said. “I’d advise you not to wait that long. Who knows what other ears Karl has been whispering into? For now, turn over your charms and amulets. Every single one of them. I’ll know.”

			He watched me lay out an array of enchanted items on his desk. Mose could’ve let me keep a few trinkets, as means of defending myself. But if he had, that kindness would have cost him something, and he wasn’t sentimental. Artifacts were useful, and I’d obtained most or all of them while enjoying the protection and backup of the Watch, so he felt entitled to keep the lot.

			Naturally, I tried getting away with hanging on to a few choice morsels, but he somehow could sense their presence. He knew when I gave up every last magical item on my person and was left defenseless against the gifted for the second time in the span of a week.

			Mose nodded toward the door.

			“I wish you luck, Conrad. Don’t ever come back.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 11

			True to his word, Mose orchestrated a small spectacle of my departure. Although no official announcement was made to the staff, Father Mancini confiscated the ID card that allowed me access to the building in a spot where everyone would see it. He and Gord then escorted me across the floor like a pair of rent-a-cops summoned to kick a dismissed employee off the premises. The only missing prop was the cardboard box full of my personal belongings. I got to carry out nothing of value, having been politely robbed by Mose on my way out.

			Once outside I still couldn’t call anyone. In this situation I would have normally called the Watchtower and had someone there connect me or procure the necessary numbers. Even if I walked into the nearest store and bought a new phone, I didn’t recall anyone’s number by heart—who does these days? Activating the new phone and restoring my information from backup would take way too long.

			My options were to flag a cab and go uptown to where the confrontation between Herc’s team and Hanson’s people would almost certainly be long over, or head to Brooklyn and avail myself of my rapidly dwindling supply of magical trinkets. Despite the concern over Herc and his people eating at me, the decision was almost a no brainer.

			I hopped on the Q train.

			In the movies, action heroes race to their destination in fancy cars, lead foot on the pedal, tires squealing as they zigzag past slower vehicles. When it comes to places like New York or Los Angeles, that’s just bullshit.

			Because of red lights and traffic it takes less time to get from downtown Manhattan to south Brooklyn by train than it does by car, unless you’re driving an ambulance or a police cruiser with sirens on. In real life, the action hero would be abandoning their car double-parked in the middle of the road unless they could afford to spare ten to fifteen minutes driving around looking for a parking spot.

			As the word of my firing was surely spreading among the Conrad Brent fan club and I was literally in a race for my life, I spent forty minutes in a subway car sitting between a high school girl who was listening to K-pop on such high volume I could hear the nauseating songs through her headphones, and an old guy slurping ramen noodles from a Styrofoam cup. Drops of hot water from his cup sprayed my shoes. The stink of human sweat mixed with the odor of the noodles. I didn’t even have a tiny screen to stare into so I could pretend my fellow passengers didn’t exist.

			To pass the time I made a mental list of all the people and creatures likely to go after me the moment they learned I was a middling, and no longer under the protection of the Watch. It disturbed me how quickly I came up with a dozen candidates. I could hope they’d bloody each other jostling for who’d get their chance at me first, but that was merely wishful thinking.

			When the train finally pulled into the Sheepshead Bay station I squeezed past my fellow straphangers and ran to the house in the most undignified manner.

			The front door was ajar. My apartment had been ravaged, like a china shop after a close encounter with a herd of bulls. Everything of value seemed to be missing.

			“Conrad?”

			I heard Willodean’s voice and a wave of relief passed over me. At least whoever did this hadn’t gotten her, too. She entered the house behind me, looking frazzled but unhurt.

			“Where have you been? I’ve been trying to call you for the past two hours.”

			“An angry giant broke my phone. Long story. What happened here?”

			“There were eight of them. They turned the whole place upside down looking for hidden safes or something. I asked who they were, and they said they were the cops and showed me something that looked like a warrant, but they were all gifted and they didn’t seem like cops to me. They just kept packing up your stuff into boxes and loading them into a big white van. I tried to stop them, but they told me they’d throw me in jail if I”—she made air quotes with her fingers—“interfered with official business. When I kept making a fuss, they made me wait outside.”

			“Was it a tall Mercedes van with a blue stripe along the side?”

			“Yes! You know them?”

			“You might say that. They’re the Watch cleaning crew.”

			Willodean pointed at my clothes and books scattered across the floor. “They appear to suck at their job.”

			“I wish. They’re the people who show up after someone like me is done mopping the floor with the latest villain, and they mop the floors. Sometimes literally. They clean up the blood, remove the bodies, and either repair whatever structural damage the fight caused or make it look like whatever went down was mundane in nature.” I thought back to the lobby of the Nascent Anodynes International building, scrubbed of monster blood and body parts, and wondered if Hanson employed a similar team. “It’s also their job to comb the site for any magical items that might have been left behind. They’re especially good at that.”

			“Why would they come here? Ah! They didn’t know this was your apartment, did they?”

			I summarized the events of the last few hours to her.

			“What you’re saying is, your boss fired you, robbed you, and sent a crew to jack all your stuff? You should complain to HR.”

			“They weren’t even supposed to know this place existed,” I said, dejected. “Mose has been three steps ahead of me on everything. I bet they tossed my other apartment, too.”

			“I hate to pile on the bad news, but they also towed your car.”

			Willodean winced when she saw the expression on my face. I’d had the Oldsmobile since my earliest days at the Watch. It was a spoil of war, a prize I’d taken from the first arcane enemy I’d ever defeated. I’d poured time and money into it until the vehicle was more badass than I was. And now the Watch had taken that, too.

			“It won’t make up for everything, but there’s a tiny bit of good news. Before they kicked me out, your landlord came down and argued with the woman in charge of the intruders. He didn’t get far, but while he kept her distracted I stole one of the artifacts.”

			She beamed at me as she produced a brooch from her pocket. It was a large amethyst set in gold. “This looked expensive and important. What does it do?”

			I smiled, her enthusiasm infectious even at such a low moment.

			“It repels zombies.”

			Willodean’s eyes widened. “Zombies are real?”

			“Not the George Romero or the Walking Dead type. The real ones are corpses reanimated by black magic. They don’t swarm and they don’t eat brains. They’re about as effective as large guard dogs if you keep them in a confined space, and you don’t have to feed them. The animation spell lasts a few weeks, but one has to go through the trouble of procuring a fresh corpse, and few people want their valuables to stink of rotting flesh, so zombies are rare. If we ever encounter one,” I hefted the brooch in my hand, “this will repel them real good.”

			I thought back to what she’d said. “Our cleaning crew happens to be a sausage fest. Did you say there was a woman in charge?”

			Willodean nodded. “Short brunette. Bossy. Had this walking stick but she carried it around and didn’t use it to lean on.”

			Terrie Winter. One of the few people I’d call a friend. She’d led the team of gifted who stole my stuff, presumably knowing that I would be helpless against my enemies without it. But could I blame her? Our friendship was based on a lie. I had lied and manipulated her any number of times, including recently when I’d gotten her out of the borough she’d chosen to protect during the Traveling Fair auction.

			I had always sought comfort in how the ends justified the means, how I was maneuvering people into helping me for all the right reasons. But had I been, really? At the end of the day, did the universe care whether Conrad Brent had magical powers?

			I had no claim on Terrie’s friendship or loyalty. Even so, her direct involvement in my downfall somehow stung worse than Mose’s dismissal or the others’ opprobrium.

			“Conrad?” Willodean’s voice broke my train wreck of thought. “What should we do now?”

			“First, we need to get ahold of Herc.”

			“I’ve been calling him. He isn’t picking up.”

			“That can’t be a good sign. Call him again, please, and leave a voice mail. Let him know what’s been happening and to reach us at your number.”

			While Willodean made the call, I searched through the house hoping the cleaners might’ve missed something. They were good at their job; they’d taken everything remotely magical in the apartment, from the prized Atlantean shard and the heavy grandfather clocks to the scroll inside the mezuzah on the doorframe and the cross hanging above the door. They’d taken my laptop and my spare cell phone, as well as any books and notes related to the arcane. They’d found the hiding spot behind the radiator grill, and they’d broken into the safe that was deadbolted to the floor in one of my closets. The contents of the safe were gone, replaced with a folded sheet of paper that hadn’t been there before. It was a note handwritten in neat cursive script.

			
				Conrad,

				I’m sorry my duty and our friendship have come at odds today. If you ever need help with anything that doesn’t go against the Watch’s mandate, you know where to find me.

				—TERRIE

			

			After the day of gut punches, Terrie’s note felt like a cool drink of water in the desert. Not that I considered taking her up on her offer. For all his cynicism or practicality, Mose was right: I was bad news now, and I would paint a target on the back of those who might decide to help me.

			I went to the kitchen and lit the note, using the fire from the gas stove.

			“Whatcha burning? Evidence?” Willodean asked.

			I held the paper until the flames licked my fingers, then threw the rest in the sink.

			“Bridges,” I said.

			I had to accept that my time at the Watch had come to an end. I had to believe I’d accomplished more good than bad while I was there, but I wasn’t done. I owed Herc my help, and I wasn’t going to let some prick go around stealing people’s magic. Hanson and his minions were going down.

			We took a cab to Midwood and confirmed that my other apartment had been thoroughly searched as well. Willodean’s phone rang as we were leaving. She handed it to me.

			“Herc! You’re on speakerphone with me and Willodean. What happened? Are you all right?”

			“More or less,” he said. “Could’ve used some assistance, for sure.”

			“I’ve had problems,” I said. “I got kicked out of the Watch.”

			“Seriously?”

			“They figured out I lost my magic and didn’t want middling cooties,” I said. I felt awful keeping up the pretense, lying to my last remaining friend, but I still couldn’t bring myself to fess up. If there was ever a good time
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