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7 P.M. – MARCH 20 - 1881

The sun had already dipped behind the western ridge, bleeding out across the sky in violent shades of red and orange. The cold settled in like a second presence, something unwelcome yet inevitable. The wind stirred the embers of the dying town, feeding the fire, drawing it hungrily toward the few buildings still standing. Shadows stretched long and jagged, twisting unnaturally in the firelight.

Judge Stone knelt in the dirt street, cradling the body of Jack Abbott. His oldest friend. His truest friend. There was a time when the word “cowboy” meant something beyond cattle drives and gunfights—it meant loyalty, it meant grit, it meant dying in the dust for the man beside you. And that was exactly what Jack Abbott had done.

The world whispered for Stone to move, to rise, to leave this ruin behind. It was not a gentle urging but a pull, an almost tidal force pressing him toward escape. Something was calling him away from this place, something ancient, something inevitable.

Then, silence. The wind stilled, and the fire seemed to hush. The weight of something unseen pressed against the town, against his very soul.

Stone closed his eyes against the pull, but it gnawed at him. It was not natural. And he knew it.

His breath came ragged, not from grief, but from something deeper, something old and buried within him. A whisper at the edges of his mind, growing louder.

Leave this godforsaken, hard-luck crossroads town. Now.

His gaze lifted, searching the mountains, the lake, the distant pastures. All of them beckoned, glowing with an eerie beauty that did not belong to this moment of ruin. The horizon seemed too perfect, too inviting. As though something waited there, something that knew him better than he knew himself.

A deeper fear took root inside him. He did not want to hear what would come next. He had done this before. He had been here before. The realization settled like lead in his gut.

Jack Abbott's body was still warm in his arms when he let him go, his fingers trembling as he smoothed the dead man’s coat. “Thank you for saving my life, Jack,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

The cavalry was coming. He could hear the slow approach of hooves, the measured hesitance in their gait. Ruth Rider had brought them from Fort Garland, a little over an hour’s ride away. They were close now, a few minutes from reaching him. But they would not understand what had happened here.

Nothing human could.

The corpses of General Gus Maddox and his men were barely recognizable, torn apart by the spirit of Maggie Summers as she crossed from this world into whatever lay beyond. Blood had blackened in the dirt, and the ground itself seemed to recoil from what had transpired. The shadows clung to the ruins, restless but diminished.

They were gone now.

But not for long.

The smalls lived between moments, skittering in packs of hundreds, feeding off the unnoticed, the disregarded. They did not require grand betrayals or bloody deeds; they fed as easily on misplaced trust, unspoken words, the everyday cruelties that men ignored. They tallied debts that no man counted, and in the end, they always collected.

“Judge,” the air whispered.

Jack Abbott’s voice.

Not much more than a current of wind, yet distinct. New to the world of the dead, not yet worn into its deeper mysteries.

“Judge, I done my duty and all that, but things ain’t right. Not like before.”

Stone’s breath left him in a slow exhale.

He had been a judge for over a decade, his name given in mockery but earned in truth. A federal commission, a war behind him, a nation struggling to define itself. He did not talk about the war. Not anymore.

But this? This was something different. This was something older than the war, older than the country, older than law itself.

He did not turn to look at Jack’s spirit. He had done this before. It was always the same: the dead had so little time before the weight of their passage pulled them forward. He would not force Jack to waste what little he had left.

“Jack,” Stone said, his voice a slow rumble against the hush. “We’ve already talked, haven’t we?”

A pause. A ripple in the air.

“I’m sorry about that Indian, Judge. You seemed to like her. I was too late. I’m sorry about the whole thing. I didn’t understand how things worked back then. Not like now.”

Time had slowed. It always did in these moments, when the boundary between this world and the next blurred.

Stone shook his head. “They were Gypsies, not Indians, Jack. And for me, this is the first time we’ve talked since you died.”

Jack’s presence wavered. “I just got done telling you all that. Time don’t work the same at all, Judge. It’s not what I thought it was, that’s for sure. But we already had this talk.”

Stone could feel the weight of understanding settle in Jack’s spirit.

“Jack, for me, you just died. You just saved me from Major Kenny.” He motioned toward the back shooter’s body, a twisted heap in the dirt.

A long silence.

Then, Jack exhaled—or something like it.

“I reckon this makes a lot more sense then. I should have come here first.”

Stone closed his eyes briefly. “No. If you had come here first, you wouldn’t be able to tell me what it is I need to know.”

Jack hesitated. “I’m pretty sure I’m not supposed to tell you.”

The wind stirred again, shifting the embers, pulling the fire higher into the night.

“There’s an order to things, Judge. At least for a while longer. You’re at the center of it. That’s what I do know.”

Stone felt something shift. The weight of an unseen force tightening around him, around this moment. Something vast and unseen, measuring, watching.

And somewhere in the firelit ruins of this hard-luck town, the smalls were waiting. Counting.

The scale had not yet tipped.

But it would.

Stone had long since learned that a spirit, even one wearing the familiar face of a dead friend, could not be allowed to dictate the course of conversation. Ghosts meandered. They twisted speech into loops, danced around meanings, pulled the listener into an endless spiral of reminiscence and regret. A man could lose himself that way, chasing his own words through the echo chamber of the dead.

“Jack,” Stone said, his voice hard, cutting through the spectral haze. “We’re friends, sure enough. You even just saved my life, and I won’t forget it. But this is the part where you tell me what you need, quick and plain. Otherwise, I start thinking this ain’t you at all, and I take measures accordingly.”

The thing wearing Jack Abbott’s voice sighed, shifting in that way ghosts do—not quite movement, not quite stillness. “I know, Judge. It’s just... it’s strange, talking to you like this. We already had this conversation, but now we’re having it again, only I remember what you told me, but you haven’t told me yet.”

Stone exhaled through his nose. “That’s because of time, Jack. You need to start thinking in terms of a sequence. You and I don’t move through things the same way anymore. You drift. You fold back on yourself. I move forward, one step after another. You have to keep track of when just as much as where.”

Jack took this in with a slow nod, like a man hearing wisdom he might grasp in another lifetime. “So I go back to the beginning, even though for me this is near the end,” he said, working it through. “Alright. What I need from you, Judge, is for you to trust me the first time we meet again.”

Stone felt something cold coil in his gut. “You know I trust you, Jack. When are we talking? When is this meeting?”

“Can’t say for sure. It was further down the road. The cities were taller. More machines, fewer horses. People moving about like those old pictures of Paree.”

Paree. The way a cowboy like Jack said Paris. The word too fancy, too French for a man who’d spent his life under the wide sky.

Stone considered. “And if I trust you, that’s all you need? That sets you on your course?”

The ghost of Jack Abbott shifted again, the air thickening, the firelight bending around his edges. “I don’t know, Judge. Last time we met, for me, a little while ago, you were too upset. You wouldn’t listen. Things went south. So this time, when we do it again for the first time, I need you to try harder, okay? It matters more for you than it does for me.”

The weight of those words settled on Stone like a leaden sky. “Jack,” he murmured, “can’t you just tell me now?”

But the ghost was gone, swallowed by the shifting embers and the long shadows of the ruined town of Alamosa. The remnants of fire glowed like dying stars in the wreckage, and somewhere beyond the desolation, the slow march of hooves signaled Ruth and the cavalry’s advance. Yet, despite their approach, no time seemed to have passed. As though the world itself had held its breath.

Then a thought struck Stone, sharp and unwelcome.

Why would Jack Abbott, a man who knew the West as well as any, confuse Gypsies and Indians?

He sat in silence as the sky darkened, the last bands of red and orange bleeding out of the heavens, giving way to something deeper, something vast and indifferent. 

Something that waited.
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1926, DETROIT, MICHIGAN

The lights flickered. The pipes rattled. The building shook.

Screams erupted from the hallway, pouring in from beyond the private hospital room like the wailing of souls trapped in some unseen purgatory. Silhouettes flitted against the drawn curtain over the big glass window, erratic and distorted, as if the people casting them had lost control of their limbs. Some sprinted past, while others seemed to stagger, their movements wrong, like marionettes in the hands of an unskilled puppeteer.

Inside the room, a nurse gasped, her trembling fingers losing their grip on a clipboard. It clattered onto the tile floor. She did not pick it up. She turned on her heel and bolted into the chaos of the corridor, disappearing behind the curtain of shadow and light.

The doctor and the remaining nurse hesitated, their instincts at war—should they follow? Or should they stay, tethered to duty and reason?

The doctor, a seasoned man with weary eyes and a face carved by years of loss, glanced at his pocket watch. Even as the world trembled around him, he forced himself to perform the ritual of finality.

“Nurse,” he said, his voice straining for steadiness, “note the time of death as 1:26 p.m. Cause: complications arising from an inflammation of the abdomen.”

The nurse obeyed, though her fingers shook as she wrote.

The shaking intensified. Light fixtures detached from their moorings, crashing to the floor. Plaster cracked and sloughed from the walls, exposing skeletal beams like old bones forced into the light. Glass shattered somewhere nearby, a cascading chorus of destruction. A heavy chunk of plaster plunged from the ceiling, striking the ground inches from the nurse’s feet. She screamed, stepping backward, nearly slipping on the broken glass and debris.

The doctor grabbed her arm. “Down!” he commanded, pulling her toward the floor, toward the illusion of safety. He pushed her beneath the hospital bed—beneath the still-warm body of Harry Houdini.

“We’re on the fourth floor,” he gasped. “We’ll never make it out in time.”

The nurse sobbed. “But the other patients—”

“We’ll tend to them when it stops! We’ll be no use to anyone if we’re buried under rubble!”

He gripped her wrist tighter, as though afraid she would run. But there was nowhere to run. The hospital had become a great beast, trembling, groaning, threatening to devour them all. And yet—it did not fall.

Something was wrong.

The shaking should have subsided. Earthquakes in Detroit were rare, and even when they did strike, they were fleeting, tremors in the bones of a city built on industry and sweat. But this—this was not the earth’s fury. This was something else. Something unnatural.

The building convulsed like a dying thing—and then, without warning, all was still.

Not the stillness of peace, but the stillness of suffocation.

The dust from the shattered plaster did not settle. It hung in the air, suspended, as though the laws of gravity had been revoked. The doctor’s breath caught in his throat. Even the sound of their own frantic hearts seemed muffled, swallowed by an unseen force.

And then came the horn.

A low, sonorous wail, distant but all-consuming. It rumbled through the bones of the hospital, vibrating through the walls, through their very flesh. It was not a man-made sound. It was the kind of noise that did not belong in the world of the living, a thing so primal and vast that it seemed to seep through time itself.

The private room’s interior wall exploded—not outward, not inward, but in a way that defied comprehension. The debris did not tumble or scatter but instead seemed to dissolve into the air, vanishing without a trace. The gaping wound of the hallway stood before them, bathed in a light that was no longer white but a deep, suffocating orange—the hue of fire seen from miles away, of embers smoldering at the end of the world.

The nurse gasped, her body trembling. “Doctor—”

He clamped a hand over her mouth.

A rustling sound came from above them.

From the bed.

Their bodies stiffened. The nurse began to shake, her terror overtaking her reason.

A pair of legs swung over the edge of the hospital bed.

Bare feet met the floor, pale and slightly swollen. Deep red indentations circled the thick calves where socks had once been worn for too long. The figure stood, its movements fluid yet deliberate, neither hesitant nor hurried.

Heat pressed against them, an oppressive weight, like the air before a thunderstorm—but wrong. Not the heat of summer nor the heat of fire, but something old, something forgotten, something that should never have returned.

The horn sounded again.

And then, at last, the figure spoke.

“Whatever you do,” said the voice of a man who had died ten minutes ago, “stay behind me.”

The doctor did not need to see his face to know who stood before them. The man had a presence that could not be mistaken, even when wrapped in death. The nurse, too, recognized him instantly.

Harry Houdini had returned.

But whether he had come back as himself—or as something else entirely—neither dared to guess.

It was, of course, impossible that Houdini was standing there in front of them. Just moments ago, the doctor himself had pronounced him dead, his breath stilling, his body cooling. A finality as absolute as iron bars and locked chains—things Houdini had spent a lifetime proving were mere illusions to be unraveled. And yet, here he was, standing amidst the wreckage of his own demise.

The silence in the hospital room was punctuated only by the mournful wail of a horn, its echo stretching impossibly down the dim, antiseptic corridors. The sound was not entirely of this world. It resonated within their bones, as if calling something forth. And Houdini, barefoot, walked forward, stepping onto glass and jagged debris that should have torn his flesh. Yet the shards did nothing. Not even the smallest cut marked his skin.

He turned then, his expression one of bewildered defiance, eyes widening as if he saw something the doctor and nurse could not.

"No!" Houdini shouted, his voice ringing down the hallway. "They are under my protection! You will leave them be!"

And then he was gone, sprinting into the dim, sterile abyss beyond the doorway, swallowed by the oppressive fluorescence of the corridor lights. The doctor and nurse clutched at each other, their pulses frantic. Then came the first explosion.

The air seemed to rupture, collapsing inward before bursting outward in a concussive blast that rocked the entire floor. Dust and plaster rained from the ceiling tiles, the walls shuddering as if the building itself had taken a blow. Distant voices screamed in chorus, but the words were distorted, layered upon each other in impossible tongues.

Another blast. Closer this time. The doctor barely had time to register movement before Houdini came hurtling past the doorway, flung by some unseen force, his body twisting mid-air like a puppet with its strings violently severed. The force of the shockwave lifted the doctor and nurse from their hiding place beneath the bed, hurling them into the back wall. The world snapped to black.

Their last sight before oblivion was the most impossible yet.

A knight—eight feet tall—strode through the wreckage of the corridor. Not merely a man in armor, but something primal, something forged in the crucible of nightmares. His body was flame, his armor glowed white-hot, yet the heat did not distort the air around him. The fire did not consume. It merely was.

The knight paused as it reached the ruined doorway, turning its helm toward them. Its gaze—if it had eyes—was contemplative, almost curious. The helmet’s slit emitted no light, no expression, only emptiness. The weight of its regard pressed down on the unconscious forms of the doctor and nurse, as if their very souls trembled beneath it.

Then, movement.

Houdini reappeared in a blur of motion, his body surging toward the knight with desperate, reckless momentum. He lunged, colliding with the entity in a violent embrace, his arms wrapping around its blazing form.

The moment of impact detonated reality itself.

A brilliant white flash consumed the world, swallowing shadow and flame alike. The walls of the hospital quaked, windows imploding into nothingness. A sound, not like thunder, but something deeper—an unraveling—roared through existence. And then, in an instant, the two figures were gone.

Silence returned.

The horn, distant now, moaned once more.
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Robert Tigerton was an evil man. But what set him apart was that he embraced his wickedness, drank it in like a fine whiskey, and let it warm his insides. He had long since stopped wrestling with the notion of good and evil; those were the delusions of the weak, the fools who still believed in fair exchanges, honest work, and justice. He understood, in a way few did, that the world was a festering wound, a great beast gnawing on itself, and he had simply learned to feast alongside it.

Those who kept his company for more than a handful of jobs called him Tiger Bob, a nickname earned not just for his brutality but for the way he struck—sudden, overwhelming, and without hesitation. No wasted movements. A cornered beast with a predator’s patience. In the Detroit underworld, his name carried weight, whispered in back alleys and basement poker games, evoking a mixture of fear and reluctant respect.

Now, he sat in a booth by the front window of the Fox & Hound Pub, gnawing idly on a chicken-salad sandwich. He had chosen this spot deliberately—good vantage point, easy exits, and just enough pedestrian traffic outside to scout for opportunity. Across Six Mile Road, Grace Hospital loomed, casting long, sterile shadows against the crisp autumn light. He smirked at the irony. A place of healing in a city rotting from the inside. He imagined the countless broken bodies and lost souls confined within, their suffering seeping into the air like the distant hum of traffic.

Tiger Bob was between gigs, restless, hungry—but not for food. The itch in his gut had nothing to do with nourishment. It was the hunger for action, for the next mark, for the little electric thrill that came from finding someone who had yet to realize they were prey. He had a few simple rules, honed through years of practice.

First, choose the weak. The feeble, the frail, the ones already bent under the weight of life’s burdens. Old, obese, crippled, or just plain slow—these were the easiest. The mentally addled could be a gamble; sometimes they possessed an uncanny strength, a surprising resistance. But he could read people. He could smell their softness, taste their fear before they even knew it was there.

Second, never get caught. A simple principle, but one requiring discipline. A weaker man let his emotions cloud his judgment. Rage and greed led to sloppiness. If the job didn’t feel right, he could walk away. The itch could always be scratched later. The hunt was patient.

Third, if a mark got a good look at him, they wouldn’t live long enough to share the memory.

The waitress approached. He could tell what kind of girl she was before she even opened her mouth—a flapper when not on the clock, a cheap thrill-seeker who believed the world bent to her whims. She had the look of someone who thought she knew the game but had never actually played it.

“How’s everything?” she asked, a rehearsed smile plastered on her lips.

Tiger Bob let his gaze travel the length of her body, making a show of it. She didn’t flinch, but he saw the slight shift in her posture, the way she held her breath for just a moment. He liked that. It was a game, after all. He smiled lazily.

“Well, cupcake, I haven’t sampled everything yet, have I?”

A crude line, but effective. Women were surprisingly predictable. Some were disgusted, some flattered, and some—well, some didn’t know what they wanted until it was too late.

He reached out, his fingers sliding up the back of her leg, pressing against the thin fabric of her skirt, pushing upward—

She stepped back, quick but controlled, keeping the customer-service mask intact. “Hold on there, mister.” Her voice was firm, but there was a nervous edge.

Something dark flared inside him. A flicker of rage, quick and hot. Who did she think she was? Some choice bit of calico, too good for a man like him? His hand lingered in the air a moment longer than necessary, fingers curling slightly, as if he could still feel the warmth of her skin. His eyes lifted, locking onto hers without raising his head.

From across the room, a man by the register stirred. Big guy. Heavy hands. A bruiser, or at least someone who had seen a fight or two. He was watching now, one meaty palm resting on the counter near a stack of newspapers, the other gripping the edge like he might use it to lever himself up at a moment’s notice.

Tiger Bob exhaled. The rage slid away like water off oilskin. The rules worked. No need to force things. He relaxed his posture, gave the girl his best charming grin.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. Been on the road too long, must have been taken by your beauty.” His voice was velvet now, smooth and practiced. “Didn’t mean no harm.”

She hesitated. Then, relieved, she let out a small breath. “No problem. Can I get you anything else?”

Tiger Bob smirked. Good girl. Right where she belonged—smiling, placating, and grateful that a situation had been diffused instead of escalated. He had been practicing, willing people into submission with his thoughts. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn’t. But she said exactly what he had wanted her to say.

Still, she didn’t step closer. Smart girl. He studied her a little more now, turning over possibilities. Young. Skinny. If she lived alone, it could be easy. He’d have to see where she went after her shift, if it was worth the trouble. But not now. The big guy had gone back to his papers, but he was still there, still present. No need to stir the pot.

Tiger Bob settled back in his seat, picking at the last of his sandwich. The hunger was still there, coiling inside him, waiting for the right moment.

Soon, he told himself. Soon.

Tiger Bob slid the mask of his good-guy persona into place, flashing a polite smile. "I’m good, thank you, ma’am. I’ll take the check, please."

See? Keeping my hands to myself.

He rose from the booth, leaving a tip that sat comfortably in the realm of forgettable. Not too much to be remembered, not too little to be noticed. At the register, he paid with the same careful restraint, his smile calibrated to the exact degree of bland geniality. Then, with the ease of a man who had done this many times before, he stepped onto the street, vanishing into the current of city life.

And then the world began to tremble.

At first, it was subtle, a whisper through the soles of his shoes. A minor quake, perhaps—a shrug from the earth. But it did not stop. It stretched too long, as though time itself had fallen out of rhythm. The asphalt beneath him trembled in brief spasms, yet the buildings around him held steady.

All except the hospital across the street.

Tiger Bob watched as it swayed violently, as though trapped in a different reality, beholden to forces that had overlooked the rest of the city. High above, a section of the outer wall broke free. He traced its trajectory as it plummeted. Below, a woman was running, blind to the doom descending upon her.

Tiger Bob considered shouting a warning. But instead, curiosity coiled around his better instincts, and he remained silent.

There is no way I get this lucky. Come on, come on, land on her! A hundred points!

The impact was glorious. The debris struck her with unceremonious finality, reducing her to a ruin of flesh and shattered bone. The force of it made her burst, an arterial bloom splattering across the pavement.

Tiger Bob slapped his knee, a bark of laughter escaping before he caught himself. He looked around, expecting judgment, but no one seemed to notice.

“On the money! What a day!” he murmured, the grin still tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Then, the world unspooled.

The shaking ceased—not in the way an earthquake fades, but as though someone had pressed pause on existence itself. Runners froze mid-stride, locked in motion like wax figures. The airborne wreckage that had yet to hit the ground hung in suspension, denying gravity its due.

And the woman...

She was still there. Both of her.

Her body remained on the pavement, a grotesque tableau of finality. But she was also standing upright, untouched, staring in confusion at the space she should no longer occupy.

Tiger Bob’s pulse quickened, the mischievous glee giving way to something deeper, something darker. He felt the weight of the moment, the unreal straining against the edges of his comprehension.

“Hello!” he called, stifling an urge to giggle. “Are you okay there?”

The woman turned, puzzled but intact. “I think so! I thought I was a goner, but the bricks seem to have missed me!” She waved, her voice unnervingly normal.

Tiger Bob let out a sharp snort. His grin stretched wider.

“Look down,” he instructed, sweeping a hand toward the ground.

She hesitated, then obeyed. The moment her gaze landed on the ruin of herself, the truth clawed its way into her expression. She recoiled, lifting her feet as though afraid she might step in her own remains. Her breathing turned ragged, her hands trembled in the frozen air.

Tiger Bob should have been enjoying this. But the air had shifted, thickening with something old, something watching. A sound vibrated through the atmosphere, deep and inescapable—the reverberation of a horn, vast and ancient. It came from everywhere and nowhere, from within the frozen moment itself.

Tiger Bob had never been one to know fear. But now, standing within this fractured reality, he felt it creeping at the edges of his mind, a cold and crawling thing.

Am I dead too?

The thought slithered into his mind unbidden. His gaze flicked downward, half-expecting to see his own ruined corpse sprawled beside hers. But there was nothing. He was whole. Yet, when he tried to step away, his body refused.

Across the street, the woman was panicking, struggling against unseen restraints. Her screams tore through the silent stillness, but the world did not respond. Instead, her eyes lifted skyward, her wailing redoubling in intensity.

Tiger Bob followed her gaze.

The sky was boiling.

It churned like an overturned ocean, clouds twisting in violent eddies. A perfect circle formed at its center, a gaping wound of unnatural blue and blinding white light. There should have been wind, sound, something—but it was silent, oppressive in its vastness.

And then it opened.

From the abyss emerged a figure.

It descended with purpose, clad in armor that was not metal but something more primordial—frozen light and living shadow entwined. Its form was smoke and ice, shifting yet solid. Wings, vast and brilliant, extended from its back, though they did not move. They were decorative, vestigial, an imitation of something divine.

It did not fly. It was.

Tiger Bob had played many roles in his life—gambler, charmer, executioner of fate—but never before had he known the role of prey. And yet, as the figure drifted downward, its presence pressing upon the world like an ocean above a drowning man, he knew with certainty:

He was being seen.

And that, more than anything, terrified him.

The figure did not disturb the air as it moved, its wings more for display than function, as though it existed outside the realm of physics, an apparition of something beyond mortal understanding. Yet the woman beside him was utterly undone by its presence. Her terror was wild, unreasoning. It made no sense to Tiger Bob.

If they were dead, then this should be salvation, shouldn’t it? Some kind of angel come to bear them away? And yet she shrieked as if facing judgment itself.

“What do you see?” Tiger Bob called out, his voice straining to carry over her wails.

She turned to him, eyes wide and rolling in her skull, her breath heaving as she forced herself to speak through her sobs. “Revelations! I see the devil himself! Come to take me to Hell!”

Tiger Bob frowned. “Devil? Looks like an angel to me.”

But even as he spoke, doubt gnawed at his words. Why was he trying to reassure her? That wasn’t like him. Was he trying to help her? It wasn’t his way to soothe or console. So why had he said it?

The blue figure descended in a slow, measured glide, untouched by wind or gravity. It landed soundlessly, its sword gleaming, its shield an immovable truth against the dim light of the void they stood in. As soon as its feet touched the ground, its wings folded in, its motion seamless, effortless. Not human. Not anything Tiger Bob could place. It radiated something absolute.

Tiger Bob inhaled to speak again, but before he could, the being snapped its head toward him. The movement was so sharp, so final, that the breath froze in Tiger Bob’s chest. Not out of fear—he simply could not exhale. Could not inhale. His lungs ceased to need air.

And yet, he did not panic. Some part of him understood, on an instinctual level, that air no longer mattered.

The figure studied him for a moment longer before turning its attention back to the woman. Her cries had dwindled to whispered prayers, her hands clenched so tightly her knuckles had gone white. A sound rumbled from the figure, something deep and resonant, like the voice of the earth itself shifting in its sleep. The woman flinched at the sound, but she could understand it. She responded in desperate, pleading tones, her voice rising and falling in frantic bursts. Tiger Bob could make out none of it, only the raw panic rising in her, spilling over the edges of her sanity like water over a dam about to break.

The conversation lasted only minutes, but by the end, she had lost what little composure she had left. She flailed, her body twitching and jerking as if trying to escape its own flesh. The blue figure’s aura flared, growing brighter, its wings unfurling once more, the sword in its hand like a sliver of divine fire. The woman let out a final, piercing shriek before her motion became too fast to follow, her form dissolving into a blur of movement.

And then the figure stepped forward.

It did not strike her down. It simply walked into her.

For a moment, they occupied the same space, and in the next breath, she was gone. No body, no remnants. Only light, absorbed into the figure’s being.

It turned then, its gaze settling once more on Tiger Bob.

Breath returned to his lungs. He inhaled sharply, staggered back a step. He could move again. He flexed his fingers, then balled his left hand into a fist, reaching into his pocket.

The brass knuckles were a familiar weight as he slipped them onto his left hand. If all else failed, there was always the simplest answer.

The blue figure tilted its head slightly, its glowing eyes fixed on Tiger Bob’s defiant stance. It did not step back. It did not draw its sword.

“You wish to challenge me?” Its voice was no longer the rumble of the abyss, no longer unintelligible noise. Tiger Bob could understand it now, each syllable pressing against the fabric of reality itself.

A lesser man might have stopped to ask why. Might have sought understanding.

Tiger Bob wasn’t that kind of man.

He broke into a sprint, left hand raised, aiming for the most devastating blow he could land. The street was wide. The distance between them too far. Any idiot would see it coming.

The figure raised its hand again, and Tiger Bob froze mid-stride.

He couldn’t move, couldn’t fall. The blue figure floated forward, stopping inches away.

“This is not your time, Robert Tigerton.”

The name echoed inside his skull, bouncing through the corridors of his mind. He didn’t know how it knew his name. He didn’t care. He bared his teeth, his rage burning against the stillness that had him bound.

“Let me go!” he snarled. “I’m not afraid of your parlor tricks, you hack. Let me go, and we’ll debate all you want!”

The blue figure did not reply immediately. Then, like the crack of thunder, a sound erupted from its core.

Laughter.

Deep, booming, rolling laughter, shaking the air itself.

For the first time, Tiger Bob felt something strange creeping into his bones. Not fear. Not rage.

Warmth.

Something ancient stirred inside him, something beyond instinct, beyond reason. The sound of laughter was familiar, intimate, resonant. His lips curled into a grin before he realized he was doing it. And then, without meaning to, without understanding why—he laughed, too.

Laughter and something else. Something like recognition.

And then a name burst from his lips, a name he did not know but felt deeper than any truth he had ever spoken:

“Asclepius!”

The laughter stopped. The air stilled. The figure regarded him in silence.

Tiger Bob felt the weight of the name on his tongue, the certainty of it. And yet, in the next breath, he realized something else entirely.

He had no idea who Asclepius was.

But the name was true. He knew that much.

And somehow, he knew the blue figure did, too.

They both stopped laughing, though the echoes of their mirth seemed to linger, as if the world itself had absorbed the sound and now mocked them with faint, spectral reverberations. The Blue Knight reached behind its back and affixed its shield there with a slow, deliberate motion. Now, both hands were free. A statement. A quiet threat.

“Who the hell indeed, little one,” it said, its voice reverberating in a way that suggested vast caverns beneath a thin crust of surface reality. The words themselves did not simply land upon Tiger Bob’s ears—they pressed into his mind, kneading at his very sense of self.

Tiger Bob could understand Asclepius’s voice even better now. There was an undeniable quality to it, something beyond language, beyond articulation. It did not simply communicate meaning; it instilled it, wrapping each syllable in honeyed authority. This was not just a voice—it was a decree made manifest. Love and compassion swam within the deep bass of its tone, yet they were the kind of love and compassion one might feel standing before a great altar of judgment, a place where mercy and terror were indistinguishable.

“I meant no disrespect,” Tiger Bob said, careful, measured. His instincts screamed at him, not in alarm but in an uncanny recognition of how this moment should be navigated. He needed to put his best face forward—his happy-happy face. Safety might depend on it.

The Blue Knight inclined its head, as if it found the effort of acknowledgment quaint.

“Robert Tigerton,” it said. “I have a choice for you.”

That weight again. The world seemed to hold its breath. The electric lights in the street hummed at a slightly different frequency, the colors of the buildings took on an imperceptible shift, darker and richer, as if the city itself had leaned in to listen.

“I can take you to Hell,” the Knight continued, “or you can stay here, in the material world, and help me collect souls. You would be doing my lord’s work.”

No soul had ever been given this choice before. Not in all the twisted corridors of time. Tiger Bob knew this as surely as he knew the feeling of cold metal pressed against his temple, as surely as he knew the scent of whiskey and blood. This was an impossibility made flesh. A ticket out of Hell. A reprieve from eternal damnation.

He did not question how he knew the offer was real. He simply did. Reality itself bent in accordance with this thing’s words. There was no hesitation in his belief because belief itself had become obsolete; this was truth, as absolute and inescapable as gravity.

“How would I help you collect souls?” he asked. His own voice felt smaller now, more fragile, as if he spoke inside the hollow of a vast, ancient skull.

The thing laughed again, and the world seemed to tilt on its axis. It was a sound both immense and distant, like the grinding of celestial bodies, like iron chains rattling in the deep.

“Robert Tigerton,” the Blue Knight intoned, with the gravity of an officiant pronouncing a sacred rite, “I am a benevolent deity. All I ask is that you keep doing what you have been doing.”

A flicker of something primal, some animalistic apprehension, stirred in the marrow of Tiger Bob’s bones. But it was drowned beneath the rising tide of exhilaration.

“I will guide you,” the Knight continued, stepping forward, its presence pressing against reality like an impending storm. “Together, we will find those poised at the precipice, those teetering on the cusp of purgatory. You will corrupt them. You will usher them over the edge. Their final thoughts must be defiled, their last moments soaked in the filth of sin, so that when they fall, they fall fully into our grasp.”

The euphoria that surged through Tiger Bob was like a flood breaking a dam. It was relief and triumph, hunger and revelation, all at once. The Blue Knight had been right. This was no choice at all.

He felt his lips peel back from his teeth in a wide, giddy grin.

“Can we start with that flapper bitch waitress in the pub?” he asked, barely able to keep the eagerness from his voice.

The Blue Knight did not turn immediately. It lingered on Tiger Bob a moment longer, as if measuring something in him, as if appraising the depths of his readiness. Then, with the slow, inevitable grace of a tidal shift, it shifted its gaze beyond him.

Through the wide front window of the pub, the waitress was frozen in mid-action. Her fingers, delicate and birdlike, hovered above a ceramic cup. A stream of coffee remained suspended in air, caught in the precise moment between vessel and void. The whole tableau was a painting, a relic from a world that had suddenly ceased to move forward.

“Yes,” the Blue Knight said at last. “You have good instincts, Robert Tigerton. This will be our first trophy together.”

Tiger Bob exhaled, his body thrumming with new purpose.

“When the time comes,” the Knight continued, its tone wrapped in the weight of prophecy, “I will help you. You must learn how to end them properly. You must learn how to ruin them. Only then will their spirits be compromised.”

The lights of the city burned brighter, colder. The air was thick with something unseen, a presence just beyond perception, a knowing that pressed against the skin like unseen hands.

Tiger Bob nodded, his fingers flexing at his sides.

He understood now. He had been chosen. And the work would begin.
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Chapter 4
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Isaac Hobart Stone sat at the cash register of the Fox & Hound, his fingers tapping absently against the smooth brass casing of the machine. He owned the place. Well, he and his wife, Martha, owned it jointly, but it was his hand that turned the key and counted the till, and hers that prepared the meals in the back. A perfect equilibrium, the kind a man could spend his life striving for and never quite achieve. But they had it—or at least, something resembling it.

Their empire stretched across the country in quiet dominance. Seventeen Fox & Hound locations, one in every major city, all identical in their construction: towering windows spilling golden light onto the streets, booths lining the front, a polished lunch counter running the length of the room, black-and-white checkered floors stretching beneath the feet of weary travelers and businessmen alike. The walls, a deep shade of green, gave an air of tradition, of old-world familiarity, even as prohibition forced their pubs to function as mere diners. No liquor, no raucous revelry—just food, coffee, and quiet conversations held over plates of eggs and toast.

For now, at least. When prohibition ended, and it always did in one way or another, their investments would evolve from solid financial foundations into something far greater—something inevitable.

But that would come later.

For now, Isaac followed his routine with precision. Morning and midday at the register, eyes scanning the faces of his patrons, fingers curling around warm coins. In the afternoon, the First National Bank awaited, where he would pore over deposits sent from all corners of the country, tracking the numbers with a mind that never erred. An hour at the bank, then home—if such a thing existed—to Martha, to the shifting cityscape of Detroit, to the fragile moments they stole for themselves.

They had wealth beyond measure. Land, homes—eight of them, scattered across eight different states. They could have wrapped themselves in luxury, secluded themselves in silk-draped parlors, but instead, they worked. Every day. Their homes were modest, their hands still calloused from labor. Because that was the nature of things. To build was to exist. To cease was to slip into the waiting dark.

Isaac Stone had another name, one he wore with quiet authority.

Judge.

He preferred it that way. It suited him, more title than mere nickname, a reminder of his role in the balance of things. He read the newspapers every morning, stacks of them delivered from every city where his establishments stood. Not just to keep up with current events, though that was important. No, he read them for signs. Clues. Traces of the other world bleeding into this one.

Because his day job was not his only job.

The last customer of the midday rush—a clean-cut man with an easy smile—placed a bill on the counter, nodding his thanks as Isaac counted out change. The exchange was ordinary, unremarkable. And yet, as the man left, something in the air curdled. It was as if the light in the room had shifted, taking on a texture too thick, too heavy. Shadows lengthened at unnatural angles. An absence, more than a presence.

But there were no other signs. No flickering silhouettes at the edge of his vision, no mischievous, darting figures pulling at the hems of reality.

Not yet, at least.

Isaac had spent decades shining a light into the places darkness preferred to linger. It was part of the deal, the one that tethered him to both worlds. A bargain struck long ago, in a place he barely recalled but could never forget. Sometimes he regretted it. Sometimes he revered it. It had given him this life—his knowledge, his purpose. It had also given him Martha.

Martha Stone. Tall, slender, striking. Her black hair, often tied simply behind her head, was a river of darkness against the pale of her skin. Her face, symmetrical and sharp, framed eyes as blue as his own. She was Miccosukee by birth, raised among the Seminole in the dense wilds of Florida. She had been only twenty when they married; Isaac had been thirty-five, though he had not aged in the years since.

That was part of the deal, too.

He had died once. Not in the way most men did, with a slow crawl toward the inevitable. No, Isaac Hobart Stone had died as a prisoner of war in the days when the country had split itself in two, and he had made his bargain on the other side.

As he often told Martha, “It was a war, but there was nothing civil about it.”

The day outside was clear and crisp, the kind of autumnal afternoon where the world felt briefly suspended between life and death. The cool air carried the scent of dry leaves, the burnt fragrance of distant hearth fires. A Detroit Halloween. Children would take to the streets soon, laughing, pretending at monstrosity with masks and painted faces. As if the real horrors of the world had to be invited in, rather than simply waiting, watching, choosing their moment.

Something caught Isaac’s eye.

Across the street, a woman was moving with frantic urgency, her coat billowing as she half-ran toward the hospital doors. Then, with terrifying abruptness, she stopped. Clutched her chest. Her knees buckled.

And she collapsed onto the cold, unforgiving pavement.

Stone barely registered dropping his newspaper before he was already moving, his body reacting before his mind could process. The woman had fallen, crumpling onto the pavement like a marionette with its strings suddenly severed. The city—grey, towering, indifferent—carried on around her, pedestrians shifting their pace just enough to avoid tripping over her, but none stopping. It was an unspoken rule in places like this: if you stop, you become part of it, and no one wanted that.

He reached her first. Her body convulsed slightly, her mouth moving in desperate, misshapen forms, lips slick with spittle, eyes wide—too wide—as if trying to take in more of the world than was possible. Was she pleading? Was there something she needed to say before it was too late? Her fingers twitched against the pavement like they were grasping at the strands of something unseen.

Stone didn’t think. He scooped her up, her body unnervingly light, and sprinted up the street toward the hospital.

There should be an entrance just for emergencies, he thought bitterly, pushing through the revolving doors and into the too-bright lobby. The smell of antiseptic clung to the air, mingling with something deeper, something metallic and wrong beneath the hospital’s sterile veneer.

“Help! This woman needs help!” he bellowed, his voice reverberating off the tile and glass.

Two orderlies in pristine white rushed forward, their movements mechanical, efficient. They took the woman from his arms, their hands cool and impersonal as they strapped her onto a stretcher and wheeled her swiftly into the depths of the building. The doors swung shut behind them with a finality that left Stone uneasy.

A nurse materialized at his side, clipboard in hand, her face set in a polite mask of professionalism.

“What’s the patient’s name?” she asked, pencil poised.

Stone blinked. He realized, belatedly, how much he had been focusing on the sheer mechanics of moving, of reacting. He hadn’t stopped to think about who she was.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

The nurse’s eyes narrowed slightly. “What is your relationship to her?”

“I don’t have one. I own the Fox & Hound across the street. She collapsed. I brought her here.”

The nurse nodded, flipping through the forms clipped to her board, then pulled one from the back and placed it on top. A name had already been assigned.

“Jane Doe,” she murmured, scrawling something across the page before looking back up at him. “What did you see happen?”

Stone exhaled sharply, feeling the stirrings of irritation. The world had changed. Bureaucracy had encased the world in forms and procedures, replacing instinct with documentation. He was old enough to remember when you helped because it was right, not because it needed a form filled out.

“She collapsed,” he repeated. “I saw her fall and brought her here.”

The nurse nodded, tongue pressing against her upper lip as she transcribed his words, her pencil scratching against paper in a rhythmic, almost hypnotic cadence. The weight of the hospital pressed in on him—the distant beeping of machines, the hushed murmurs of suffering, the faint chemical tang of bleach failing to fully mask the scent of bodies in decline.

Then, chaos.

A crash. The metallic clatter of something toppling over. Gasps. Then, impossibly, a man came sprinting through the hallway.

Not just any man.

Harry Houdini.

Or rather, someone who looked exactly like him.

Completely naked.

The absurdity of the moment paralyzed them both, Stone and the nurse watching in mute disbelief as the man bolted through the hospital lobby and out into the street, vanishing into the city’s endless sprawl. No one chased him. No security guards stormed after him. The moment was simply absorbed by the great, indifferent beast of the city.

And yet, as soon as the Houdini figure disappeared, something shifted.

A feeling washed over Stone, unfamiliar and unearned—an inexplicable lightness, an overwhelming sense of rightness. The usual undercurrent of dread that had long lingered at the edges of his consciousness was gone, as though some imperceptible weight had been lifted.

The nurse, too, seemed affected. She inhaled deeply, a slow, almost reverent breath, her face softening into a serene expression.

“Well, that’s something you don’t see every day,” she murmured, her tone more content than confused.

Stone didn’t answer. He only gave a dry chuckle, turned on his heel, and stepped back out onto the sidewalk. The light of the afternoon wrapped around him, brighter than it should have been, warmer than he remembered.

The nurse watched him go, then shrugged, flipping the page on her clipboard. Her pencil moved fluidly across the paper, and she found, for the first time in a long time, that she truly enjoyed writing.

Something had changed.

But neither of them would ever be able to say what.
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Chapter 5
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Tiger Bob sat on the curb outside the waitress’s house, his long legs stretched out onto the street, arms draped over his knees. The house itself was barely that—more like a converted storage shed, hunched at the back of someone else's property, its tin roof dull beneath the streetlamp’s glow. The kind of place where people left their pasts behind, or pretended to. Places like this bred ghosts, ones still clinging to warm bodies, desperate to outrun the lives that had shaped them.

That was fine. It just meant he had to be careful.

The neighborhood was dense, the houses crammed together like teeth in a crooked mouth. Sound carried in a place like this. He couldn't let her scream. Not if he wanted to follow the Blue Knight’s instructions.

Damn thing’s name isn’t Asclepius, he thought, shifting his weight. It was the Blue Knight to him. He’d seen it, towering in that impossible moment—something that looked like a medieval specter but carried the weight of something older, deeper. Whatever bargain he had made, it meant playing by new rules now. No more killing for pleasure, no more uncalculated chaos.

Not that he’d been some crazed spree killer. He didn’t need to kill often. But he did, more than anyone would ever suspect. And now? He had to do something different. Something harder.

How the hell am I supposed to make her doubt herself? How do I make her believe she’s a bad person at just the right moment?

That was the deal. He had to turn the blade inward. No blood, not right away. Just the slow rot of doubt, corroding from within.

He exhaled sharply, rubbing his palm over his jaw. His mind still reeled from what he had seen earlier—the hospital collapse in an earthquake, rubble crashing into the street, screams swallowed in the dust. But then, the world had blinked, and it had never happened. The hospital stood untouched. People walked as if the ruin had been nothing more than a mirage.

Like two worlds stacked atop each other. The real world, and the world of the Blue Knight.

And here he was, straddling the line between them.

He glanced around. It was Halloween. A headache of a night—too many people in masks, too much laughter and drunken staggering. Mischief in the streets. The kind of night where a wrong move could put eyes on him.

The waitress, though—she looked like a flapper. A party girl. If she was planning to celebrate, that could work in his favor. He’d need to get close, figure her out.

Jeez, what a pain in the ass. I already hate this blue asshole’s rules.

What kind of deal did I even make? Well, not like I had a choice.

An idea struck him. He dug into his pocket, fingers closing around the diner receipt from earlier. A prop. A tangible little trick, something to plant a seed of familiarity. He stood, dusting himself off, then ran a comb through his hair. A few mints to freshen his breath. He rubbed the scuffed tops of his shoes against the backs of his pants for a quick shine.

Then, he walked up to the shack’s door and knocked.

A pause. Then, from inside—

“Hello?”

The right voice. He had memorized it earlier, the cadence and slight rasp.

“Hi,” he called back, keeping his tone light. “Sorry to bother you, but I need directions. I’m lost.” He let the words tilt toward charm, weaving a bit of easy helplessness into them.

A shuffle, and then the door cracked open. The woman stood in the threshold, wrapped in a robe—just a robe, from what he could tell.

“Hi,” he said, flashing a sheepish grin. “I was supposed to be heading to a party. 777 Dearborn Street, southwest.” He made a show of glancing at the crumpled receipt, furrowing his brow like he was double-checking. Then he lifted his gaze and widened his eyes in faux surprise. “Holy cow! Aren’t you the waitress from the diner?”

She looked from the receipt to his face, recognition dawning. “Yeah,” she said slowly, then smirked. “Mr. Chicken Salad. And Mr. Hands.”

Tiger Bob grinned. “That’s me.”

She leaned against the doorframe, the edge of her robe parting just enough to hold his interest.

“What was that address again?” she asked.

He repeated it, and she clicked her tongue. “Oh, I know your problem! Dearborn runs both ways. We’re northwest here. The addresses repeat.”

He made a show of slapping his forehead. “Oh, man. I walked all the way up here for nothing. I don’t have the energy to go another few miles tonight. Shoot, this was supposed to be a real humdinger of a party.” He slumped his shoulders in exaggerated disappointment, then let a hopeful idea creep into his expression. “Hey, wait—what’s your name?”

Her smile widened. “Emily. Emily Wheelhouse.” She held out her hand, and he took it. Her grip was firm, but not strong.

Skinny. Weak. Perfect.

“Well, Miss Emily Wheelhouse.” He let his voice dip slightly. “It is Miss, isn’t it?”

She blushed—genuinely, he thought. A flapper, but not a pro. She believed in all this, in the fun of it.

“Oh yes!” she said brightly. Then, with a sudden burst of excitement: “Tell you what. Why don’t you come in while I finish getting ready? Then you can come with me to a party. I’ll save your Halloween single-handedly!”

She stepped back into the small house, still holding the door open, inviting him in. As he crossed the threshold, she turned to look at him.

“I just realized—you know my name, but I don’t know yours.” She grinned. “I can’t have strangers in my house.”

Tiger Bob glanced around the space—neat, sparse, the kind of place where someone tried to make the best of having little. A single room, with only a small door leading to what was likely the bathroom.

He turned back to her and let the words settle in his mouth before speaking.

“My name is Robert, ma’am. But my friends call me Tiger. Tiger Bob.”

She closed the door with a quiet finality, her thin fingers lingering on the knob a moment longer than necessary, as if to reassure herself that the world beyond it had truly been shut away. The room was sparse, the air stagnant with the scent of mothballs and something faintly metallic, as though the past itself had begun to rust here. She motioned toward a straight-back chair—the only piece of furniture with a cushion other than the small, miserly bed shoved into the farthest corner, as though it, too, sought to avoid notice.

Tiger Bob sat, the chair’s wooden slats pressing into his back, rigid as a confession booth. His gaze roamed the dim, airless space, tracing the peeling wallpaper that curled like dead skin at the edges, the bare lightbulb humming faintly overhead like an insect trapped between worlds. The air carried a sterile chill, the kind that clung to hospital rooms and morgues.

This sucks.

The thought slid through his mind like a knife drawn idly across flesh, not yet cutting, just teasing the idea of damage. To pull this off, he’d have to get to know her—listen, absorb, learn the architecture of her mind, find the cracks, the places where self-doubt settled like rot. He’d have to nudge those cracks wider, manipulate the way she thought of herself, twist her reflection until she saw nothing worth saving. And then what? Wait for the perfect moment, the precise instant when her own despair outweighed her will to live? Wait for her to drop into that abyss, and then—what? Kill her?

He frowned, his fingers twitching at the edges of his knees. The idea of patience gnawed at him.

Maybe I made this whole thing up. Maybe there was never an earthquake. Maybe that woman never died. Maybe the Blue Knight is just a story I’ve been telling myself because reality is too thin, too transparent.

The possibility settled over him like a second skin, almost comforting. Madness didn’t scare Tiger Bob. Being locked away, now—that was another matter entirely. A cage was death stretched across years, the slow suffocation of everything he was.

I don’t have to play this game. I don’t have to jump through hoops. I can do whatever I want.

A grin curled at the corner of his lips, a slow, lazy thing, like a razor waiting in the dark. He let his head tilt back, exhaling through his nose.

I’ll party with this bitch until she bores me. Then we’ll have some old Tiger Bob fun. This will be the best goddamn Halloween ever.

A metallic rattle broke his thoughts. The bathroom door shuddered, then eased open.

Emily emerged, stepping forward with a careful, practiced poise, as though the act of leaving that room had transformed her into something else. A slim dress draped her body, but the cut of it was merciless—it revealed the absence of curves rather than flattering what little shape she had. The fabric hung against her like a misplaced costume, something borrowed from a dream that didn’t belong to her. Beads encircled her forehead, catching the dull light, and her dark hair was shaped into a modern bob, the kind of style that suggested a longing for reinvention, for some identity just beyond her grasp.

“Ta-da!” she announced, arms flaring wide before she spun in a loose, airy twirl.

Tiger Bob leaned forward, but the shadows held fast to his face, thickening unnaturally in the corners of the room. The air seemed heavier, as though something unseen had stepped inside with her, something vast and patient, watching from the edges.

“Baby,” he purred, his grin widening into something just a shade too sharp. “It’s going to be a night to remember.”
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Houdini walked down Michigan Avenue, the cold air pressing against him like an inquisitor, probing the limits of his altered flesh. The Detroit River stretched out to his right, a black, glistening thing under the October moon, no more than a half-mile away. He pulled the dark grey robe tighter around himself, its coarse fibers scratching against his unnatural skin. The mask, a crude piece of revelry stolen from a stranger’s backyard, concealed the horror of his countenance. They hadn’t seen him slip through the fence, hadn’t noticed the clever, stocky Austrian lifting their possessions like an old specter scavenging for lost trinkets.

It was better this way. He had come to understand that his body—his form—was not as it once had been. His veins had turned a deep, bruised blue, visible like rivers of ink just beneath his skin. He did not shiver, though the night carried the kind of damp cold that could slip into a man’s marrow. And more unnerving still, he did not tire.

He had tested this, running block after block, sprinting through alleys and across empty lots, waiting for the burn of exertion, for the hammering of his heart. But his heart did not beat. His breath did not quicken. His limbs did not fail. He was a thing in motion without limit, an automaton of flesh.

And then there was the matter of water.

Lesser amounts—a puddle in the gutter, the wet sheen of rain upon cobblestone—posed no threat. But the river... the river was different. It loomed, an invisible force pressing against him, repelling him with a silent, unspoken warning. Every step closer to its black depths twisted his insides with revulsion, an instinctive dread that he could not explain.

More curiosities presented themselves: his ankle, shattered only weeks before in a tragic accident during a water escape, had healed completely. No pain. No trace of injury. It was as though his body had been rewritten, purged of frailty.

The city pulsed around him, alive in ways it had never been before. He saw people, but he did not see them as he once had. Their faces and bodies had become secondary details, no more than hollow mannequins dressed for the occasion. What truly stood out now were the auras—luminous, shifting glows that enveloped them. Most were dim, faint whispers of blue or red. Some, however, burned brilliantly, casting dazzling hues upon the night: deep, unearthly blues, searing reds, and, in rare instances, a resplendent violet—a fusion of both. The colors stirred something within him. The blue lights gnawed at him, set his teeth on edge. The red ones, in contrast, filled him with an unnameable comfort, a warmth he did not expect.

The Michigan Central Station loomed ahead, an illuminated titan standing sentinel over the city. Its towering windows shone like cathedral glass, a luminous monolith against the autumn night. Before it, a park sprawled, crowded with revelers. Cars lined the streets, their trunks and backseats burdened with barrels of bootlegged liquor. The scent of illicit indulgence carried through the air, mingling with the crisp scent of fallen leaves and the distant musk of coal smoke.

Detroit was a city intoxicated by its own ascension. Industry had turned its streets into arteries of commerce, its skyline into a jagged monument to progress. It pulsed with ambition, with reckless energy, with the fevered urgency of an empire at its peak.

As Houdini moved through the throng, he found himself near a gathering of youths, their laughter ringing sharp and bright against the night. They did not drink. They did not indulge in the night’s darker pleasures. But they glowed—a deep, pulsating red that seemed to call to him.

Then, someone brushed against him.

A sudden impact.

A collision of flesh.

And then—

A shock.

It surged through him like lightning through a weathered rod, a jolt that rattled the very marrow of his bones. He staggered, barely reaching a low brick wall before the dizziness overtook him. The world folded inward, collapsing in on itself, twisting and distorting until—

—he was somewhere else.

A cavern. An impossible place.

The ceiling did not exist, and yet, above him stretched a sky—a vast, clouded expanse, a false heaven with no source of light. The walls pulsed with slow, geometric undulations, shifting patterns that hinted at an underlying structure, a lattice of meaning just beyond comprehension.

Before him stood the Red Knight.

Not a man, not truly. A thing wrapped in radiance, its form encased in a scarlet brilliance so intense that it was impossible to tell where its body ended and the light began. And surrounding it—

The jesters.

They were grotesque caricatures of mirth, creatures draped in garish greens and adorned with bells that did not chime. Their faces, exaggerated masks of painted glee, twisted with expressions that shifted too quickly, too unnaturally, as if their very essence rejected stability. They regarded Houdini with interest, their heads bobbing, hands gesturing in silent, chaotic conversation. And then—

Disinterest.

They turned away, suddenly bored, fading into the periphery of whatever passed for reality in this place.

The Red Knight spoke.

“You should not be here, little one.”

Its voice had changed. No longer the cold, commanding presence from before. Now, it was warm. Parental. A voice that wrapped around him like a childhood blanket, familiar and safe in its vastness.

Houdini tried to respond, but the act of speaking was foreign here. His words did not merely emerge from his mouth—they reverberated through him, from the soles of his feet to the crown of his head, each syllable a ripple upon the surface of an unseen ocean.

“I don’t know where here is,” he managed, the sensation unsettling yet oddly exhilarating.

The Red Knight regarded him, the glow of its form shifting in slow, hypnotic waves.

“We are nowhere, little one. You created this place and summoned us. It is
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