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      Tristan Serrac couldn’t have known that Annalise was coming to kill him that day, but he was prepared for her—and for me—anyway.

      Either he knew we’d come to town and were headed to his place, or he lived every day as if he knew. How he managed to slip away from us, I still don’t know. Serrac ran a private security company, and he’d seen our faces. He knew us. Still, we’d been very careful.

      Maybe not careful enough.

      We’d driven south out of Washington state well before sunrise, then passed through Oregon into California. Last week, Annalise had swapped her Dodge Sprinter, which had been past its prime when she put it in storage more than seven years ago, for a new—to her—2014 Ram ProMaster.

      And I was behind the wheel, as always. This wasn’t Annalise’s first broken-down van, but it was the newest. So new, in fact, that it had come out a little more than five years back, while I was still trapped in the belly of a supernatural predator. I’d missed a lot of new things in those years, but I would have been perfectly happy to never have the pleasure of driving this boring white Dodge Fucking ProMaster, with the dings around the back bumper and a paint job on the front end that looked newer than the rest.

      I’d had it tuned up the day before we hit the road because I didn’t like the way it rumbled, but it didn’t sound much better on the open highway. Maybe the garage had ripped us off. Maybe the problem was with the engine mounts or something else a tune-up wouldn’t check. Still, I hated it.

      “This is embarrassing.”

      Annalise sat slumped in the passenger seat, her tiny feet up on the dash. She’d been sitting in silence for the last three hundred miles, and as I watched, she surfaced out of her trance and turned her beady eyes to me.

      “It’s embarrassing, boss,” I said again. “When I’m driving something that sounds like it’s shaking itself apart at highway speeds, people think I don’t take care of it. When I’m driving something with dings in the back bumper, they think I don’t know how to park. When they see this mismatched paint, they think I can’t tell when a sales rep is selling me a lemon—a car that’s been in a wreck. I’m the one behind the wheel. This shit reflects on me.”

      With her little-girl voice, Annalise said, “Shut the fuck up, Ray. What do you care what some asshole in the next lane thinks?”

      Fucking typical.

      Annalise didn’t even care what the asshole in the next seat—meaning me—thought of her. If she had, the van wouldn’t be filled with her armpit stink in fucking December when it was too cold to crack a window.

      And it was also typical that she didn’t understand how important the face you show to the world could be. How you looked was how people treated you.

      And we looked like victims.

      But we were not victims. I’d seen my boss tear off a car door and hit someone with it. I’d seen her shrug off a bullet to the face. She was a sorcerer and a peer in the Twenty Palace Society, which means she’d moved beyond worries about carjackers, cops, or other random assholes with guns.

      Still.

      “A ride like this makes us look like doormats. That matters, boss. How people see us matters.”

      She turned away. Whatever she had to say to that, she kept it to herself. We didn’t talk again until we drove by Serrac’s house the first time.

      “This fucker right here,” was all she said.

      I didn’t know what I expected from a three-million-dollar house in San Jose, but this was less than that. Near the end of a cul-de-sac but cramped by houses on either side, the house didn’t leave a lot of yard in the front. The walls were white, the roof slightly peaked and covered with orange tile, and high rectangular windows made of small panes of glass. The front of the house was dominated by a huge, ugly, white garage door with slender tinted windows at the top.

      The other houses on the block weren’t identical to this one, but they were all off the same style—orange slanted roofs, high narrow windows, big garage doors—and they all looked slightly bloated, like overinflated balloons. And they stood almost close enough to touch.

      “Boss, does that look like a three-million-dollar house to you?”

      “It’s a two-million-dollar plot of land. If he’d spent three million on a house somewhere else, he might have a security fence or something.”

      I turned around in the loop at the end of the cul-de-sac, then glanced at the house again. I spotted two cameras—one covering the driveway approach and the other at the edge of the porch—but didn’t have time to look for more.

      “Keep going,” Annalise said. She’d taken out her phone. “We’re going to eat first. And wait for night to fall.”

      I took out my own phone and glanced at it. It was barely past 4:30 in the afternoon, and I had to drive through terrible traffic to find a gigantic parking lot with standing restaurants sprinkled across it. Annalise wanted Applebee’s, for some reason, and we sat in a back corner, ordering wings and chicken tenders through the long hours until nearly nine at night. I scrolled through my phone, because my boss had no interest in talking to me and I’d left my paperback in the van. I watched and rewatched videos of that day’s police brutality, a privately owned unmanned rocket ship breaking apart sixty seconds after liftoff, and an avalanche of clips that were stupid, funny, or both.

      It was full dark when we returned to Serrac’s street, but the street lights and floodlights robbed us of any chance to move unseen. I parked in the cul-de-sac.

      “Boss, there’s a footpath where a cross street should be. You should go up there and hit the house from behind while I go in through the front.”

      “No,” she said. “We’re switching places this time.”

      “What? Boss, I’m the wooden man. I’m supposed to be the distraction.”

      Annalise pulled on her vest. During our weeks in Seattle when we were searching for Serrac’s name, she’d taken the time to replenish her spells. Now her vest bristled with colored ribbons held in place with alligator clips. At the end of each ribbon she’d inscribed a spell. “Ray, you stopped being a wooden man when we killed Roman Marchuk. You’re not a peer, either, obviously, or an investigator. We don’t have a name for the role you’re playing. Not yet. We don’t even know what your role is supposed to be. From what I’ve heard, Callin has been demanding that Isser recruit ‘his own Ray Lilly,’ so maybe that’s what this new role will be called.”

      I hated that, although I didn’t know why. “You’re the boss. If you say switch places, we switch.”

      We stepped out of the van. Annalise slung her firefighter’s jacket over her vest and zipped up the front. It hung down to her knees. That, along with her nearly shaved red hair and clunky boots, made her look like a homeless kid.

      She broke right along the sidewalk, heading toward the front walk of Serrac’s house. I went left, cutting across the grass to the footpath.

      Which was nice, actually. At first, I thought it was odd that a neighborhood would turn a sensible grid into a series of dead-end streets, but the footpath that connected all these little cul-de-sacs felt unexpectedly luxurious, like I was visiting a country estate.

      Even now, a little after nine, there were others out on the paths. An Asian couple in expensive running gear, complete with headlamps, jogged uphill without looking at me. Coming downhill was a middle-aged white woman holding a tiny corgi on a leash. Her other hand was covered by a plastic dog shit bag.

      Then I was even with the back of the houses. Serrac’s was second from the end, and there was a narrow path between the cedar fence around his neighbor’s backyard and the concrete wall that supported the houses uphill from them on the next block. I started down it.

      “Hello!” a woman’s voice called from behind me. “Looking for something?”

      I turned. It was the lady with the corgi, and she already had her phone out, snapping a picture of me the moment my face was visible. Annoying. Her expression suggested that she was being pleasant and polite, but only by force of will. Her corgi slowly trotted around her, wrapping the leash around her legs.

      “Yes,” I said, trying to be heard without shouting. “My friend’s pet. Poor thing escaped from its cage and it might get hurt out here.”

      “Oooo,” she said without altering her false politeness. “What sort of pet? Is it a hamster or—”

      “Boa constrictor,” as I turned away again. There was a cry of alarm from behind me. “Only an eight-footer,” I said over my shoulder. Not that I knew the first thing about big snakes. “Not a threat to people, but if someone else finds it first, they may shoot it out of fear. Let me know if you see it!”

      And I was off down the path, hoping the delay hadn’t left Annalise hanging. I didn’t want that woman calling the cops before I’d even reached the back door of Serrac’s place. I didn’t care if she showed that photo around—I was on the twisted path, after all—but these missions for the society were supposed to be secret. No cops allowed.

      I picked up the pace. The cedar fence came to an end, switching to a trellis laced with some kind of thorny plant. I thought it might be roses, but today was New Year’s Eve, so there were no flowers to check. Not that I knew anything about gardening.

      A thorn pierced the ring finger of my right hand as I boosted myself over, and at the same moment I felt the pain, a shotgun blast sounded at the front of the house.

      The trellis warped and cracked as I climbed, but it didn’t break. As I came over the top, a security light shone directly into my eyes. Landing on my back and rolling across the grass, I quickly scanned the space around me. Plush outdoor chairs with all-weather covers were placed around a fire pit on one side of the yard, and a brick pizza oven and grill sat on the other. I saw no one.

      Then I looked at the sliding glass door. The rooms inside were lit only by the glow of expensive gadgets. Serrac’s face, visible only by the indirect shine of the security light, appeared suddenly, moving toward the glass. He looked at me without expression. For a moment, he looked like a mask hanging in a darkened shop window.

      He bolted to my right as I scrambled to my feet. A moment later, my ghost knife was in my hand.

      It was the only spell I had left that I had cast myself, and I’d drawn it on a small sheet of notepaper no bigger than my palm. Since then, I’d stiffened the paper with laminate and a couple of layers of clear mailing tape that had begun to turn yellow at the edges. Not that a little wear and tear would have any effect on the spell itself. The ghost knife cut through ghosts, magic, and dead things, which meant it sliced inanimate objects like a sharp knife through warm butter, it destroyed magic spells by splitting the sigils apart, and it passed through living things without leaving a visible mark, although it changed them in other ways.

      I slid the ghost knife through the metal jamb where the sliding glass door handle met the frame. The door slid open easily, and a small piece of metal—part of the latch, I assumed, cut free by my spell—clattered against the tile floor.

      After having the security light burning into my eyes, the room was darker than I expected. As I followed Serrac, I stumbled over something I couldn’t see, which meant I was off-balance and entirely unprepared to be slammed against the wall by a linebacker-sized someone.

      Not that I could see him. I just felt his size and strength drive the breath out of me. Fireworks swirled in my field of vision.

      He stepped back. I tried to stay on my feet and failed. Fuck. A shotgun racked, and this guy—whoever he was, I hadn’t even looked at him yet—began to shout at me to stay down and show my hands. My head was still swimming, despite the protective spells that had been put on me, and when I tried to get onto my hands and knees, he kicked me, knocking me onto my back.

      I got a good look at him as he shouted that he had the legal right to shoot me. He was well over six feet and jacked like a bodybuilder, although he had the milky paleness of a guy who got all his fitness indoors. His black hair was shaved high and tight, and his black shirt was at least a size too small. This asshole wanted everyone to see how much time he spent at the gym.

      “Stay down!” he kept shouting. Then he noticed the ghost knife in my hand and aimed the shotgun at it. Before he could yell at me to drop it, I flicked it toward him.

      It passed through his ankle. It split his bootlaces and created a perfect, nearly vertical slot in the cuff of his pant, but it passed through his skin without leaving a trace.

      I expected the linebacker to suddenly relax and then apologize for knocking me on my ass. That’s the effect the ghost knife usually had.

      Instead, he pointed his weapon at my heart and shot me in the chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t even hurt.

      The ghost knife was my own spell—it was a part of me, and I could feel it when it was nearby and make it go where I wanted just by thinking about it—but it wasn’t the only spell I had. The outsides of my arms, from my knuckles to my elbow, were covered with magic that made that part of my skin bulletproof. And so was my chest from my collarbones down to my hips.

      So, the shotgun blast felt like someone threw a sofa pillow at me. And it stank. I could have gone my whole life without smelling the acrid, scorched metallic plume that billowed over my face, but that wasn’t the life I had.

      I called my ghost knife back and felt it zip into my hand again. It was supposed to cut the aggression out of this asshole, but it had failed.

      He was protected against it. Somehow, he was protected against the effect of my spell.

      A flare of green firelight lit the far end of the house, shining through the doorway. The linebacker turned toward it, just like anyone would, and I threw my ghost knife upward. I was aiming for the trigger of his shotgun, but the asshole was moving so much that I wasn’t sure where the spell had hit or even if it had hit at all. Pieces of the shotgun didn’t fall onto me, anyway.

      In the same motion, I rolled onto my side and threw a hard left into the side of the linebacker’s knee.

      I really, really wanted to hear the satisfying crack that would send this asshole to the emergency room, but he was too strong. Still, he lost his balance and fell, splintering a little coffee table.

      He racked the shotgun and sat up as I was getting to my knees. I lunged at him—this was point-blank range and nothing in his expression betrayed shock or surprise that I had survived the first round of buckshot—as he aimed at my face. I grabbed the end of the barrel and pulled it down. It went off again just as I centered it on my breastbone.

      The linebacker sagged backward, falling flat on his back. Then he stopped moving. I scrambled toward him, ready to slug him with everything I had, but there was a hole in his face just below his right eye.

      My ghost knife must have hit the weapon after all, damaging the barrel, and it had blown up in his face.

      Part of me thought I ought to feel sorry for him. I’d certainly felt bad for other security guards who’d ended up on the wrong side of the society, but not this guy. He’d been immune to my ghost knife, and he had seen me shake off a blast from a shotgun without blinking an eye. He’d known who I was and what to expect, and that meant he was like me. He was an asshole.

      Serrac. I listened for the sound of his fleeing footsteps, or the closing of a panic-room door. What I heard instead was a man’s scream that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I’d heard thousands of screams in movies and on TV, but none of them ever sounded like the real thing.

      That sound meant Annalise was doing her work.

      She didn’t need my help. In fact, this time she was my distraction. I went in the direction that Serrac had gone, turning into an office at the side of the house. A large ground-floor window hung open, and so did an interior door.

      After making sure no one was hiding under the desk, I looked out the window. The house next door was barely ten feet away. I might have suspected that Serrac had climbed out here and climbed in there, except I could see silhouettes against the curtains as the residents ran around in a panic, gathering up kids, yelling into telephones. They’d heard the gunfire and were in an absolute panic, which meant Serrac hadn’t gone that way. If his neighbors were his escape plan, then a plan would have to exist, and those people were not acting according to a plan.

      I ran through the door into the rest of the house then into the garage. A little silver Mercedes—a GLC 250, an SUV that I had never even seen before—sat alone in the dark. Serrac wasn’t inside it. The side door was locked and bolted. He couldn’t have gotten out this way. He didn’t have time.

      But I was giving him time, because I was searching in the wrong places.

      I rushed back into the house and found only Annalise coming at me from kitchen. There was a side entrance with a pair of deadbolts—I threw one to unlock it and knew Serrac hadn’t gone this way. Would he have taken the time to insert his house key and lock it again? I doubted it. And the only way he could have thrown that bolt without me hearing it was if it had been perfectly timed to the linebacker’s gunshots.

      “What the fuck, Ray?”

      I spun around, looking for another door, or maybe the entrance to a panic room. “Thin air, boss.” She scowled at me as though I was making excuses, which… Fuck that. I wasn’t. “I saw him. He ran. One of his guys shook off my ghost knife and shot me. By the time I handled him, Serrac was gone.”

      Annalise turned away, looking less pissed-off with each second. “Those fuckers had iron gates on them.”

      Which would explain how they resisted my ghost knife. I looked over Annalise’s shoulder toward the kitchen. Serrac had a gas stove, which meant his house would be easy to burn. “Fire?”

      Annalise shook her head. “We’re not here because he went after my friends, and we’re not looking to destroy paper spell books. Serrac is supposed to have two of the three original artifacts that magic comes from, and no fire in this world can destroy them. All it would do is make them easier to find in the ashes, and we don’t have time for that. Assuming they’re even here, which I doubt. Shit. I wanted Serrac himself. I wanted him to answer my questions.”

      Distant sirens grew louder. We had a little time, but now that I’d heard that sound, I wanted to use every second for getting away. “Then what’s next?” I asked, forcing myself to stand still and wait for her to give the order.

      She looked at me as if she could read my mind. “We go.”

      I ran into the woman with the corgi as I led Annalise back to the car. “Was that you?” she asked.

      “They killed it,” I said as I hurried past. “They didn’t have to, but they did.”

      “Maybe it scared them. Maybe they didn’t know.” But she was talking to my back.

      In the van, Annalise asked who killed what, and as I started the engine and pulled away, I explained the lie I told. She didn’t respond for a moment, and I had no idea what she was thinking until she said, “Iron gates, Ray. Fucking iron gates. The guy is either a rogue or he’s working for one, and he’s not being secretive about it.”

      I knew what she meant right away. The best security for anyone with any kind of treasure is for no one to know you have it. Security systems can be disabled, guards shot, and vaults cracked, but if no one knows you’re rich, no one will come around to rob you.

      And magic was the most dangerous treasure there was. People who wanted magic were the biggest assholes in the world.

      So, if Serrac was flaunting his spells, he was either a moron—which was dangerous enough—or he had the kind of power that scares off the assholes.

      “We didn’t get a chance to search his place,” I said.

      “And we needed it, Ray. This time, we really needed it. We’re not going to get another shot at his home—not right away, at least—and we’re going to have a hell of a time hunting him down now. This asshole hires ex-military, and his security company probably has safe houses and shit. What should have been quick and clean just got very dirty. The police are about to become interested in us, and Serrac himself…” She shook her head. “Even with the twisted path spells we’re carrying, we’re going to have trouble coming our way.”

      “So, we put the van into storage, again, and rent something smaller. Maybe get a lawyer on retainer or something.”

      “We need investigators,” Annalise said. She sounded aggravated, as though she was embarrassed that she had to say it. I could understand, sort of. Investigators were one of the tools the Twenty Palace Society used to hunt down spellcasters. They investigated weird shit, then filed reports. If a report indicated that something supernatural was going on, a peer would show up to start killing and burning.

      Investigators were supposed to be gone by the time my boss was on the scene.

      Annalise was already on her phone, arranging things. She wanted someone who already knew everything about the society and their mission… our mission. I’d been doing this shit long enough. It was my mission, too. How was it that I still felt like an outsider?

      She arranged for an investigator and a law firm to update her dossier on Serrac, Tristan, owner of Ten Bar Security Services. When she hung up, she pointed me toward a storage facility. The van was going into storage, and we’d be swapping plates again, just in case.

      It was a pain in the ass, but we couldn’t be lazy about this shit. Annalise and I may have been doing necessary work, but we were criminals. We broke into people’s houses and burned them down. Sometimes, we left assholes dead on the floor. Good or bad—and I thought we were good, or I wouldn’t be spending my nights in nameless motels or my days in a van permanently infused with Annalise’s gym-locker stink—we were still criminals. Getting sloppy was just one of the ways people like us could get busted or killed.

      At least this was something we could control.

      Once all that prep was done and I had a change of clothes, toothbrush, and my paperback stuffed into a little gym bag—along with the old plates, which would have to be ditched as soon as possible—we walked out into the street. Annalise had a bag on her shoulder too, but I couldn’t guess at what was in it. Her own spell book, which I’d never seen in all the years we’d traveled together? Her vest with the little colored ribbons on it? She had a way of carrying her stuff so that I only saw it when she had it in her hands, like a character in a video game.

      I leaned against the back of the van and rested my head against the panel. I’d hoped the metal would feel cool, but it didn’t.

      This was the biggest mission I’d ever undertaken for the society.

      This could turn our momentum around a hundred and eighty degrees. Every spell in the world came from these three original “spell books,” which were not actually books at all. We’d already recovered one years before. It was called the Book of Oceans, and it was nothing more than a tiny pool of liquid. Not even enough to fill a pint glass.

      But if you stared into it…

      Right now, it was hidden away. If we could get our hands on the other two, then no one would be able to create a new spell book without the permission of the Twenty Palace Society. That wouldn’t eliminate the dangers of assholes casting spells—spells that, if they went wrong, could wipe all life from the face of the planet—but it would reduce them.

      It would be a real win. A win we desperately needed.

      “If Serrac has the Book of Motes or the Book of Grooves in his house,” Annalise said, “our visit might force him to move them. Then we could try again, hitting him in transit and walking away with our prizes.”

      “We’d have to watch his house, boss, and I have no idea how we’d do that in his neighborhood. The houses are close together and have a shit ton of cameras, not all of them pointing inward. I was walking on that path for all of thirty seconds before someone asked me who I was and took my picture. If there’s a way to put a watch on that dude’s place without getting hassled, I don’t know what it is.”

      “Pft.” Annalise pointed down the street toward a squarish building with no windows and a little sign that was turned at an angle I couldn’t read. “That’s where we’re going. You’re going to think up a plan before we get there.”

      By the time we arrived, I had two plans. Maybe Annalise understood me better than I thought. The sign suggested this was a dive bar, but this was Silicon Valley. Even the dive bars served aioli with their fries. Which meant this wasn’t a dive bar at all, and we were the worst-dressed people in the place.

      After having camped out in a fucking Applebee’s all afternoon, I still wasn’t hungry, but I was happy to let my boss buy me a pint. We huddled in a corner booth and listened to guys in polo shirts and big stupid beards argue about crypto.

      I said, “First idea is the one that probably won’t work. We rent a house across the street. I know. It’s not clever. But we could set up quietly and sleep in shifts.”

      Annalise looked at me with no expression at all. “I’m not going to sit in a fucking chair all day waiting for some asshole to make his move, but we can put people in place to take care of it. But I didn’t see any FOR RENT signs out there.”

      “We can check with a realtor, maybe, although in that neighborhood, it’s more likely that we’d find an Airbnb. But you’re right. It’s a long shot. I put it first because I’d love to sleep in a house for a few days. Backup plan is that we park a car on the street—something new and nice that won’t stick out—and plant a camera in the window. We’d have to be camped somewhere nearby, or someone would, and watch in shifts, but—”

      “Fine,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Plan A if we can. Plan B if we have to. I hate to leave that asshole’s house unwatched tonight, but if you can’t come up with a way to do it without the cops spotting us, I’m not going to sweat it.”

      I turned the problem over in my head, but nothing short of a home invasion on one of Serrac’s neighbors came to mine, and that idea sucked. Besides, I had another mental itch that needed to be scratched.

      “Boss, do those guards make sense?”

      Annalise had her pint halfway to her mouth, but she stared at me and set it down. “What do you mean?”

      “The guy has money, obviously. He runs his own company and he can afford a big house on an expensive block. Right? But either he knew we were coming and hired three bodyguards to drive us away, or he didn’t know we were coming, which means he has three guys for a McMansion squeezed into a block of McMansions.”

      “Serrac runs his own private security company.”

      “Sure, boss. He’d hit you with a big surcharge if you wanted to hire three of his guys—”

      “Not that they’ll let me. The society has been trying to get me an appointment at Ten Bar for a week. They keep putting us off.”

      “Brushing us off, you mean. But that’s not my point. There’s no surcharge for him. He could just pay those guys’ salaries. He’s got the people and he’s got the money. But doesn’t it feel wrong to you? Iron gates, armed guards, spell books…” I said the last word at a whisper. “… stuffed into that little house on a street with neurologists and CFOs, whatever that is? Serrac is dangerous, sure, but he doesn’t feel big enough for this.”

      This time, Annalise took a drink from her glass. “You think he’s working for someone else.”

      “Dude is literally security for hire. I don’t think security for hire gathers the original spell books to himself while living in an overpriced sardine can surrounded by nosy neighbors. It feels too exposed.”

      “You keep talking about how it feels, Ray. This is the least convincing shit you could be saying to me right now. We’re going to spend the next few days looking for this asshole and trying to find a way to recover the original spell books he supposedly collected. How does it help me that he feels too small for this?”

      “Because if I’m right, he doesn’t have the spell books he’s been collecting. He was hired to do it for someone else, and that’s who we have to target.”

      “So, you think we need to check out his clients.”

      As soon as she said it, I was angry with myself for not thinking of it sooner.

      One of the other customers pointed at Annalise. With his other hand, he was holding his phone up to show the screen to his buddy beside him.

      Shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The smart thing would have been for me to grab Annalise and head for the door. Move fast. Move on.

      I’m not always smart. When I saw that guy point at my boss, I stood and moved toward him.

      He was sitting at a big table with seven of his buddies, and I had to circle around to get to him. They all had fresh, expensive haircuts, and maybe half had bushy beards that were shiny with oil. The other half looked like they had shaved in their cars in the parking lot outside. They wore polo shirts that were tight enough to advertise their gym memberships.

      Were they on a team of some kind? Karate club? I didn’t give a shit. It didn’t matter if they worked out. To me, they looked like victims, and that one guy with his stupid, oiled-up beard was going to show me what was on his phone or I was going to take it from him.

      It took him a moment to realize I was coming for him, and his eyes went wide. Maybe I had an expression on my face that he didn’t like.

      I stood over the guy. “Show me what you showed him.”

      From behind me, someone said, “He doesn’t have to do that.”

      Oily Beard seemed to take courage in his friend’s support, moving his phone closer to his chest and turning the screen away from me. I moved my left hand through his field of vision as though I was going to clap his shoulder, then snatched the phone from him with my right.

      A video loop played on it, only five seconds long, showing Annalise punching a muscle-bound guy in the chest. The guy went backwards onto a table, splintering it. It was the sort of thing you see on TV shows all the time, a punch that’s exciting to watch in the moment and would be followed up with plenty more punching, kicking, and broken furniture.

      Watching it now, as it had really happened, it looked like a killing blow.

      I hadn’t seen every part of Serrac’s house, but the carpet and curtains were identical to his. This was the fight we’d had today, which meant this video was not even two hours old.

      And it was obvious that I was looking at Annalise. She was tiny, with her skinny arms and torso bundled inside an oversized fireman’s jacket, her red hair cut short to her scalp. She was protected by her twisted path spell, which meant that any evidence she left behind—including photos, fingerprints, and DNA—would slowly change over time so they would exonerate her.

      Well, the evidence she left behind would change, or we would. I still wasn’t sure which.

      But two hours wasn’t a long time for the spell to do its work, and the twisted path had no effect on shit like clothes and haircuts. The magic couldn’t change her outfit.

      As the video played, a message scrolled across the bottom. It read, Do not approach this woman! Call the police if spotted!

      I dropped his phone onto the table. “That’s the fakest shit I’ve ever seen. It doesn’t even look like her.”

      Oily Beard couldn’t help himself. He had to argue his point. “She has the fireman’s jacket right there, on the back of her chair.”

      “That’s the new look,” I said. “In her circles, I mean. It’ll trickle down to you people eventually.”

      “And her hair. And her…”

      His voice trailed off. What was he going to say next, that her bare, tattooed arms were as thin as mop handles? “Look at her, genius. The guy in that video is over two and a half bills. That woman over there would be a buck fifteen if you forced her to eat a big sandwich. This video is ridiculous. It looks like micro-budget TV bullshit.” I leaned closer to him. “Leave her alone.”

      I heard the click-and-wind noise of a photo being taken. One of the men sitting at my two o’clock was holding up his phone, and the smirk on his pale, shiny face told me he knew I could hear him snap my picture and that there was nothing I could do to stop him. He turned toward Annalise, about to take her picture, too.

      I snatched Oily’s half-full pint glass and threw it at the picture-taker. The phone flew out of his hand. Beer splashed onto his lap and the floor, and his phone cracked when it hit the tile. Everyone in ten feet heard that screen break.

      Every guy at the table, including Oily, jumped to their feet.

      Back when I made my living by stealing other people’s shit, this would have been the moment when fists—or worse—started flying, but these victims held back. They had lines, and crossing those lines would take more than a thrown drink.

      “Let’s go.” Annalise came up beside me carrying our bags. Her firefighter’s jacket hung on her shoulder.

      “Yeah,” Photo Taker said, “you better get out of here.”

      I wasn’t in prison anymore. I didn’t have to stand down every asshole who tried to intimidate me. That part of my life was over, and I was in the part where I did what Annalise told me to do, and where I had more important shit to deal with than my rep.

      But I couldn’t shake the feeling that letting these shitheads strut like big dogs and walk away without a beating—no matter how petty their bullshit—was like drinking poison.

      Prison may have been behind me, but it was hard to be smart when being smart felt like weakness.

      Annalise was talking to our waitress and an older woman with a name tag. A manager, maybe. Both nodded at her, and Annalise turned to me. “Let’s go. Now.”

      “Okay, boss.” I turned my back on them and followed her. I expected to hear a chorus of jeering at my back—an insult I wasn’t sure I could swallow, no matter what Annalise said—but I heard a different kind of argument instead, as the polo-shirt boys pleaded with the staff about who started what and how completely innocent they were.

      On the street, Annalise asked, “What the fuck was that about?”

      “Shithead number one had a video of you knocking one of Serrac’s bodyguards through a table.”

      “So? We have twisted path spells on us. Any evidence the cops collect will only prove us innocent.”

      She was right about that, but it seemed beside the point. But I couldn’t be sure exactly what the point was. I felt like I was missing something, and I hate that feeling. “It had a message about calling the cops if they saw you.”

      Annalise’s new phone had rideshare accounts on them, all set up by the society concierges with different names and credit-card accounts. She never used just one. We took an Uber to a middling chain hotel, crossed the street to stand outside a restaurant, then called a Lyft to take us to our actual destination, a run-down motel near the airport. Like most of the places Annalise picked, it was owned by a local family. She did her best to keep society aliases and credit-card numbers out of the databases of the big chains when that was possible.

      As usual, I checked us in with the credit card the boss gave me for this job. The pale, chubby teenage girl behind the counter acted bored and resentful—one of the joys of working with family businesses—as she booked a double for me, and I did my best not to take out any lingering irritation at the restaurant shitheads on her.

      I convinced the teenager to give me an extra bar of soap before I went into the room. Annalise immediately got on her phone with a concierge at the Twenty Palace Society. It was impossible to follow a conversation by only hearing her side of it, which consisted of questions, grunts, and one-word responses, but when she hung up, she told me the law firm had been arranged and a society investigator had been dispatched and would be in place by the morning.

      Then she was done and we were done for the day. Annalise turned on the TV, but before she settled in, I convinced her to take that extra bar of soap into the shower. She could play the Eccentric Rich Girl most of the time—and it was only now, in that conversation, that I realized she wasn’t playing a role, because she actually was an Eccentric Rich Girl—but Silicon Valley was full of money, and the locals would never put up with the bullshit that small-town folk in Oregon or wherever had to. She didn’t even try to argue.

      While the shower ran, I set the cheap digital alarm on the table between the beds. Annalise would sleep half the day away if I didn’t set the alarm for nine A.M. The mirror showed me that I needed a haircut. The tiny wall-mounted lamp above my bed had no way to adjust the shade, and since I didn’t want it shining in my face while Annalise paced around the room or stared at a muted news cast until the early hours, I loosened the bulb.

      In the past, when Annalise and I finished a mission, we’d go our separate ways for a while. When she had a new mission, which wasn’t often, she called. But last summer, I’d been puked out by a predator and we started going after this Tristan Serrac guy. Not that we’d known who he was at first. We’d spent almost six months together, floating from one motel to another, following leads, wasting our time, trying to nail him down.

      And frankly, all the little things we had to do to tolerate each other over the long haul were getting on my nerves. Hers, too.

      She sure as shit wouldn’t have taken that bar of soap into the shower for my benefit.

      But we’d finally tracked down someone who could give us Serrac’s name, and we’d geared up and made our move.

      By morning, there was a note on our door from someone named Daria, who was letting us know she had a room across the parking lot. I had no idea who she was, but I assumed she was our new investigator. Annalise was still getting her shit together, so I went over and knocked on her door.

      I’d roused her from her sleep, but she seemed cheerful enough. Her tousled hair was the lightest brown I’d ever seen without any yellow in it. Her skin had a dusky Mediterranean tone, and she had the biggest nose I’d ever seen on a human being. It was narrow, long, and sort of square like the sail of a ship.

      “Hi. You must be Ray,” she said. “I’m Daria Soyer.” She pronounced it slowly—Soh-yer—probably so I could hear the spelling.

      “Hey. Annalise isn’t fully awake yet. I don’t know how late you got in. Do you need a few more hours of sleep?”

      She gave me a sideways look as though I was testing her and she wasn’t going to fall for it. I wasn’t, obviously, but I still liked that look. “Let me put myself together and we can start the day right, with strong coffee and a quick breakfast.”

      Daria was ready before Annalise was. I popped in to the office to ask for a recommendation for breakfast, and the chubby old guy behind the counter—who had the same blue eyes and protruding ears as the teenage girl from last night—was happy to recommend a diner around the corner.

      Which was big and busy, even late in the morning on a—was it a weekday? I couldn’t remember, but the odds favored it. The place smelled like black coffee and onions frying in butter. We found a booth that would suit us, and Annalise, as usual, sat by the window so she could stare through it at nothing. I took the spot next to her, and Daria, who moved with a loose-limbed clumsiness that suggested she really did need more shut-eye, slid into the opposite side. Her oversized shoulder bag, which was so wide and flat that it had to be a computer bag—no one would lug around a blue-and-orange satchel for fashion’s sake—got its own spot on the bench beside the window, like a fourth diner. Daria hunched forward when she sat, like most people who spend their days at a computer.

      The waitress arrived before we’d even settled into our seats. Everyone wanted coffee, and Annalise ordered three eggs, over hard, with a ham steak and toast. She’d become a more adventurous eater in the years since I first met her, but not at breakfast. I ordered sausage and eggs, over easy, with toast.

      Both of us had a golem flesh spell on us, a spell that slowed aging, changed our bodies so we could survive terrible injuries, then let us heal those wounds by eating meat, the fresher the better. But it came with a price. I had to eat meat pretty much every day or the spell would eat me.

      It occurred to me that my other spells might come with a price, too. Just because I didn’t know about it—or didn’t recognize it—didn’t mean it wasn’t happening.

      Daria had snapped up a menu, then she quickly asked for avocado toast, no bacon or sour cream. After the waitress cheerily promised to be back with our coffees, Daria gave Annalise and me a sheepish look. “I know. It’s cliche for a millennial to go for avocado toast, but whenever I’m in California I just have to order it. It’s sooo good.”

      I looked at Annalise to see if she knew what any of that meant. She didn’t look at me. “What are you talking about?”

      Daria quirked her head. She was looking at us as though we said we’d never heard of the Beatles or apple pie or something. “You don’t know? There was a big dustup online about it in, like, 2016 after an opinion piece in some Australian newspaper. You missed that, I guess?”

      “Guess we did,” Annalise said, then turned to the window again.

      Me, I’d spent the last several years trapped inside the belly of a predator, completely cut off from the real world. And even though Annalise bought me a brand-new phone last fall when I escaped, I wasn’t paying much attention to memes or whatever. “We’re not really what you’d call online people.”

      Daria slumped her shoulders and sighed. “Oh, my god,” she said, “I envy you so much.” As our coffee arrived, she continued, “But it’s too bad. That’s been a solid icebreaker for me. I’d hate to have to think up a new one.”

      I noticed she kept glancing at Annalise, maybe trying to figure out how to win her over. “Do you get to meet many peers?” I asked.

      “Ms. Powliss is the second.”

      “Annalise,” she corrected.

      “Right. Okay. Annalise. Three years ago, after I turned in a report on a guy in Manhattan with a luck spell—because how else could people afford to live in Manhattan, right?—I got called back to continue my investigation. First thing that happened on my return was that I met Callin Friedrich at the Greenwich Hotel for a quiet lunch at, like, three in the afternoon. He wanted to tell me I did a shoddy job. At least the food was good. I stuck around for a few days, proved him wrong, and followed up with a very polite report saying so. He was adult enough to call me and apologize, so, you know, he’s got that going for him.”

      That was an interesting way to put it. “How so?”

      “We talk. The society’s investigators, I mean. Sometimes, we have to coordinate if the society needs to cover different parts of the country, or if they need special expertise, right? And when we work together, we sometimes chat about who we’ve met and what they were like. Word gets around.”

      Annalise shifted in her seat to face Daria directly. “What do people say about me?”

      Knowing Annalise, I knew the correct response was Nothing. We would never talk about you.

      Daria simply answered the question. “That you’re not going to be friendly to any of us, or anyone, not ever. That you wouldn’t murder us in our sleep but you wouldn’t do much to protect us, either.” She spread her hands. “Hey. You asked, and if I were the kind of person who would hold back information or lie to you about anything at all, you’d be sitting across the table from someone else. But, you know, Callin wanted to know what people said about him, too.”

      Did he bite you? I almost asked. I absentmindedly touched my neck just below my ear, where he’d sunk his fangs into me some years back. Not that I could feel my touch. I’d asked Annalise to put protective spells on those spots on either side of my neck, and she had.

      Annalise’s phone buzzed as the waitress arrived with our food. While she sorted our plates and promised to return to refill our cups, Annalise glanced at a text and typed a quick reply.

      Once the waitress was out of earshot, I pointed at her phone. “Good news?” Not that I didn’t trust my boss to keep us up to date, but I didn’t want to keep talking about gossip in the Twenty Palace Society.

      “No,” she said, pocketing her phone. “Serrac’s company won’t book an appointment at all. With anyone. Not me, not someone representing me, and not someone who has nothing to do with me. The concierges have hit a brick wall.”

      “There are other options,” Daria said as she cut the corner off her avocado toast, which turned out to be two pieces of regular toast with a bunch of veg piled on them. We started eating. When our plates were clean, she continued as if only a moment had passed. “For instance, we could sue them. Or we could break in. Lots of options.”
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      “Very funny,” I said. The diner had become even more crowded, and I didn’t plan crimes in public places.

      Daria understood right away. “Sorry. Poor taste. Look, we just need to find this guy, right? We start with his phone, which is still sitting inside his house somewhere. When he ran, he left it behind. So, not a dummy.

      “Next is the list of people he might turn to for help. First, he’s got an ex and two adult daughters. The ex is in San Diego but his daughters are both here, working at FriendShit.” She noticed my expression. “Okay. You’re not online but you have to have heard of FriendShip, or the FriendShip. It’s all over, like, the news and TV and whatever. Congress has called the CEO to testify maybe three times in the last five years.”

      “Never heard of it,” I said.

      “I have,” Annalise said. She may have looked like she was in her early twenties, but Annalise had the golem flesh spell put on her before she was old enough to drive, and that was back in the days before there was an age limit on sitting behind the wheel of your Model T or whatever. She was almost certainly older than a hundred by now, and I hated that she knew something about the modern world that I didn’t. “Becca used to try to make me sign up, until I told her to shut the fuck up about it.”

      Daria glanced at me, looking as if she thought I was pulling her leg.

      Annalise said, “For the last few years, Ray hasn’t exactly been in this world.”

      “A coma,” I interjected. “I spent seven years in a coma.”

      “Sure,” Annalise said. “A coma.”

      Daria quirked her head. “Anyway, FriendShip is, basically, the biggest social media company in the free world, mostly because it’s easy to use and absolutely toxic to normal humans. It’s like an addictive drug that makes you pissed off instead of high. Sorry. That’s a digression but it’s also a pet peeve, and if we’re going to the Friend Shit campus to interview the daughters, then…” She waved her hand with a flourish, which could have meant anything.

      Annalise picked up her coffee. “Moving on.”

      “Sure. There’s no activity on his credit cards, but our people will call us if he makes that mistake. There’s no public record of his employees or his clients. He does his best to keep that out of the news. On the flight over here, I found a news article about one of Serrac’s men facing manslaughter charges for a shooting incident. He was assigned to protect a fifteen-year-old star of a Disney show. A forty-three-year-old Walmart employee from Sacramento—one of her many stalkers—blocked the entrance to her parents’ driveway with his truck. The bodyguard claimed he saw the man draw a gun but no gun was found, only a big bouquet of flowers. That’s the only client we know about, and we can’t interview her because, seventeen months later, she dropped a dose of acid and wrapped her brand-new Tesla around a light pole. The trigger-happy bodyguard switched to another outfit and is now doing Pikachu knows what in west Africa.

      “Serrac’s got friends, though. Most are college buddies who still live in Queens, where Serrac grew up. They get together every other year for a week at a cabin in Colorado. Yeah, we have someone headed there to check it. No need to ask. However, quick financial reports on them place them firmly in the struggling middle class. Serrac is the one who springs for the cabin rental every year. They’re not the sort of people who carry a second house or vacation property he could use, but we’re checking anyway.

      “It’s Serrac who has the money for extra properties. He used to have seven, but they were all sold when he got divorced. They’re also being checked. It’s hard to say how friendly the divorce was, but they split a big pot of money, and now she has a condo, a beach house in Mexico, and a cushy retirement account. We should have word on all these locations and the place in Colorado by this time tomorrow, latest. If Serrac acquired any new properties since then, we haven’t found them.

      “As for family, he doesn’t have any left in the US. His father was French, his mother was a fourth-generation New Yorker who worked as a paralegal for a shady defense attorney. Dad owed money to the wrong people and was on the verge of deportation when he was stabbed to death in the last car of the N train during the morning rush hour. Mom raised him with the help of his grandmother, but she committed suicide while he was at SUNY Old Westbury. Her shady boss crossed a line, and she was going to do time because of it. Grandmother was already in the ground by then and so was his older half-sister—a runaway—who died in a house fire in Mexico. There are no aunts, uncles, or cousins that we can find.

      “After college—his degree? Philosophy, if you can believe it—he joined the US Army. That seems like the wrong order, but whatever. He spent five years there, and if he made any friends there, he doesn’t socialize with them now. That’s weird, right? I’ve never been in the military, but I thought it was this huge male-bonding experience that, you know, lasted a lifetime. It’s possible that he made business contacts there for the security firm he would later start—maybe the whole reason he enlisted was so he could start his firm after, although that’s not something he would ever admit in public—but so far, we couldn’t find anyone he would run to.

      “We also can’t find evidence that he’s doing business with the government at this point. The last contract was security for a State Department official doing redacted in the sovereign nation of Redacted, but that was six years ago. Since then, it’s all private work for private citizens.

      “The Ten Bar website says they specialize in, let’s see…” She took out her phone. “Uh, personal protection, corporate counterespionage, asset protection, cybersecurity, personal safety training for executives in foreign hot spots—they actually use the phrase hot spots—and ‘other security needs.’ Not sure what other security needs they’re talking about, unless it’s machine-gunning villagers who don’t want their land stolen from them.”

      Daria paused to take a sip of her coffee. “What about safe houses?” Annalise asked. “If they sell security, people aren’t enough. They’ll need secure locations, too.”

      Daria shrugged. “We’re working on that, too. The society has people who specialize in digging up shell companies, but the smarter Serrac’s people are, the longer it will take.”

      I couldn’t help but think back to my life before prison, when I was part of a crew of car thieves. How much easier would life have been if we could have hired some asshole to be our muscle? When Mouse got into that bar fight, I could have nodded at our personal bruiser-for-hire instead of jumping in myself. No broken jaw, no felony conviction, no Chino.

      But criminals don’t like outsourcing. They wanted their people working out of loyalty, not just a paycheck, and anyone you brought into your crew could be a threat, either by ripping you off, informing to the cops, or anything in between. You had to move high up in the world of law-breaking assholes before you found yourself working with freelancers. At least, that’s how Arne explained things. No matter what we saw in movies or on TV, the real money wasn’t in being muscle. It was in selling shit we weren’t supposed to have, like drugs or cars or whatever.

      “Move the properties he sold in his divorce to the top of the list,” I said. “If he wanted an out-of-the-way place, he’d pass money to a friend—or a friend’s cousin or something—to buy it, then give it back to him. It’d be faster to send people to all of them than sort through the bureaucracy.”

      Daria said, “Will do.” She texted my suggestion to someone. I forced myself not to look over at Annalise, because I’d fucked up last night and let Serrac slip away, and I didn’t want to look like I wanted her approval. Even though I did. “So, what’s the deal with this guy?” she finally asked. “What’s the context for this investigation?”

      I glanced at Annalise, who nodded slightly. In a low voice, I told Daria about the events in Patterson, that Serrac was pursuing one of the original spell books—probably for his employer—and that we weren’t sure if he’d found any others.

      The last part was a lie, naturally. We were pretty sure he already had two.

      “Right.” Daria looked around the restaurant at all the ordinary people doing ordinary things. “So, this is the big time, huh? The realest of the real.” She took out her phone and said, “Don’t worry. Radio silence and all that. I’m just going to see if I can light a fire under some of these jokers. But, you know, in a subtle way.”

      “So, what the fuck?” Annalise said. “What am I supposed to do today? Sunbathe?”

      For a moment, Daria looked like she was going to say yes. That would have been a mistake. “Boss,” I said, just as Daria started to shrug, “we need to give Daria’s guys time to come back to us with a list of places to check. Once we do, I’m thinking you and I should hit the ones that seem mostly likely right away. Old family homes. Farmhouses and cabins. That shit. We should stay close so we can move when we’re ready.”

      “Ray.”

      “And while we’re here, we should visit Serrac’s lawyer. Lawyers, I guess.”

      Daria quirked her head again. “Hey, it’s not like they’re going to, you know, tell you anything.”

      “They won’t want to talk, but I’m a friendly guy with a friendly knack for turning assholes into snitches.”

      “It should be me,” Annalise said. “I should be the one walking in. My protection spells are stronger than yours.”

      “Boss, they know who you are, and they know what you look like. They saw you during that thing in Patterson. You show up now with that hair, and they’re going to go on alert.”

      “Well…” Daria said, drawing out the word thoughtfully, “we could fit Annalise with a wig.”

      Annalise gave her a look. “No.”

      “It’s a good idea,” I said to Daria, “for someone else. She’s not the type for disguises and playing the con artist.” I held up my hands. “But me? I never stepped in front of the camera when you had your video thing with Serrac back in Oregon. I talked to them, but they never saw me. That makes me a regular guy with a few visible tattoos.”

      Daria made a little choking noise, holding back a laugh. “Sure, Ray,” Annalise said, “you’re totally average. No one ever notices you when you enter a room.”

      “You know what I mean, boss.”

      “I do. Okay. It’s a plan.”

      Daria looked at me thoughtfully. “If we’re going to send you into the office of a criminal’s law firm, we’re going to need to change your look. Do you want to be a successful criminal of some kind? A drug dealer or something?”

      “No,” Annalise said, before I could say it didn’t matter much to me. “Too complicated. He should be the heir to something. Real estate, maybe. His legal troubles should be off in the future somewhere, not actually happening now.”

      “Okay.” Daria looked me up and down. “But he can’t walk in looking like that.”

      I knew I looked rough. We spent every day driving around in Annalise’s musty van, sleeping in cheap motels, and ordering meals off laminated menus. It was a depressing way to live, and it took a toll.

      So, I felt a weird sense of relief as I showered back in our room, then headed out to a store. I expected them to dress me in a fancy suit and tie, but Daria flicked away that suggestion like it was a fruit fly. Instead, they spent hundreds of dollars—more than I’d spent on the suit I wore to my sentencing—on a haircut. My clothes came out of a J. Crew and were nothing but a pair of stretchy chinos—I thought they were gray, but the tag listed the color as mushroom, which I hated—and a “band collar” shirt, which meant it buttoned all the way up the front but had a T-shirt-style collar. No tie for me, which was another not-so-small relief. But the shirt was the color ink. I hated that, too.

      Once that was set, socks and boat shoes were picked out for me, and I was placed in front of a mirror. I looked like me but gay.

      I reached up to mess my hair a little, but Daria caught my wrist and stopped me. She looked me up and down like I was a piece of furniture she might buy. “You look good in chinos.”

      “Maybe because I spent so much time there.”

      As an afterthought, she grabbed a brownish scarf and draped it over my shoulders. “You’re hardly squirming. How upset are you that this came from the women’s section?”

      I looked at it more closely. The brown I’d seen in it was actually a pattern of brown, white, and gray. That pattern probably had a name, but I would have had to be a very different person to know it. “Did you look at the tag on these pants? Did you see what they’re calling this color? To me, these are all women’s clothes, basically, but I’m not putting this shit on to be myself, so whatever.”

      “Sounds right,” Daria said. I felt weird and moved weird, like I was wearing a costume even though it wasn’t Halloween. How was I supposed to play a role when I was this self-conscious?

      Daria led me to the cashier, where they rang me up without asking me to take off my new outfit. They just pointed their little price gun at the label bar codes, carefully removing them after we’d paid. Back out in the street, Daria said, “Relax. You’re dressed just like a rich kid who’s going to inherit all of Daddy’s money and none of his common sense or initiative. Got the hair right, too. But your attitude is all wrong.”

      “Not douchey enough?”

      “You’re paying too much attention.” I had no idea what that meant, either, so I waited for her to continue. “You’re, like, shrewd.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Daria adjusted the strap of her oversized bag. “I’m not trying to mess with you. I meant that you’re looking at everyone and everything and understanding it. For example, who on this street is actually dangerous?”

      “Cop on the corner,” I said without thinking. We glanced down the block to see a roided-out bull in a uniform so dark, it was almost black. He was listening to a woman in an apron outside a bakery, but he was scanning the street as though this high-end Silicon Valley shopping district was a Taliban stronghold. “He’s looking for trouble, and his badge means he can pull any shit he likes and we’d have to take it. Then there’s the guy in gray across the street. Look at the way he looks at the people walking past when he thinks no one is paying attention. He’s a creep. He might never have broken a law his entire life, but he’s a fucking creep and everyone should keep away.”

      Daria glanced at Annalise, who nodded.

      Annalise pointed at the side door of the van. I climbed in while Daria got behind the wheel. She’d taken my spot. “That’s what you have to stop doing, Ray.”

      “What? Looking at people?”

      “Stop acting like the world is a dangerous place. Start acting comfortable. Be pleased with yourself. Act like everything is going to go your way because that’s how you think the world works.”

      A victim. They wanted me to pretend to be a victim.
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      I didn’t realize I was expecting the office to look like the set of a TV show until I walked through the door. There was no mood lighting, no penthouse vista. The law firm was on the fourth floor of a six-story building, and the exterior walls were actual walls, not a pane of floor-to-ceiling glass. There were three receptionists behind a long, narrow marble counter, all talking into their headsets. The nearest smiled at me when she saw me pull open the glass doors.

      The floor was some kind of hardwood panel, and there was an L-shaped gray couch in the corner that looked like it had never been touched by human ass. There might not have been glass walls on the outside of the building, but the two conference rooms were wide open to every prying eye. Between them lay a long corridor with a black carpet that would lead me to the offices in back.

      Victim, I reminded myself. I looked around the place, nodding with approval like a jackass who thought his approval meant something.

      “Are you Mr. Rose?”

      I turned back to her and smiled. She was a tall, gorgeous young woman with black hair that shone even in the tastefully indirect light. It suddenly struck me that she looked like Violet Johnson, the girl in Los Angeles that I had loved and lost twice. That made me feel wary, as though everyone could see that I was pretending to be someone I’m not. “That’s me.”

      “Mr. Birdwell will be out here in a moment. He’s just finishing up a call.”

      “I’ll grab a seat.”

      “No need!” a man called out to me. He strode the length of the black carpet, his hand extended. “Les Birdwell.”

      We shook. He was younger than I’d expected, in his early thirties. His suit was navy blue and double-breasted, and his hair was parted on the side and combed high over his head like a politician. He tried to squeeze my hand too hard, just for a moment, then released it. He moved like a guy who had a team of fitness coaches, and who thought that made him intimidating.

      “Raymond Rose. Er…” I looked around. There were still three people at the reception counter, but none were paying attention to me at all. Three white women in nearly identical blue business clothes moved into the conference room, and a Nordic-looking guy who looked like he’d been an Olympic decathlete thirty years earlier passed us on the way to the counter. Two Slavic guys dressed like plainclothes cops stood in the corner, talking to a frail old woman. “Is there someplace private we can talk? I feel like I’m in an aquarium in this place.”

      “Of course! Not to worry, though. There are sharks in this aquarium, but they’re all on your side.”

      His grin was strained as we walked down the long hallway. He looked tense, and I wondered if he was afraid of me. That wasn’t what I wanted at all. “I appreciate you taking the time.”

      “Of course, of course. The truth is that I had scheduled a meeting with a client who wanted to update his will, but he passed away overnight.”

      “Yikes.”

      “Right? Never put off to tomorrow what you can do today.”

      It used to be an occupational hazard of mine that some motherfucker I just met wanted to talk to me about death. Killing—or getting killed—was something criminals thought about a lot, and so they talked about it. Usually, it was just because they wanted to establish that they were bad dudes that no one should fuck with. Occasionally, it was because they actually wanted you dead.

      I followed Les into his office. His desk looked like one of the more-expensive options from Office Max. It was shaped like a letter L, with a rounded end that stuck out into the middle of the room for no reason. Maybe Les liked to take up space. The early-afternoon sun wasn’t low enough to reach the desk itself, but I wondered what kind of advantage it gave to have the sun at his back.

      Then I noticed a third guy in here, standing in the corner as though it was some sort of ninja trick. It was the former decathlete. He was wearing a suit too, but his was black with a white shirt and black tie like he was Secret Service or something. At first, I thought he was Les’s disapproving boss because he had gray hair, wrinkles, and a nasty scowl on his face. But that scowl was directed at me. I got the weird feeling that he wasn’t another lawyer.

      I wasn’t quite clear of the door when a little voice in my head told me something was wrong. I stopped on instinct, my hand reaching for the doorknob, but before I could grab it, someone shoved me from behind.

      A sudden rage and panic swept through me. I swung around, my fist already balled up and drawn back, when I saw that I’d been shoved by one of the guys dressed as a cop. At the last moment, I stepped away from them and lowered my arm. If these two assholes really were carrying badges, I had to be very fucking careful.

      “Knock it off, Mr. Lilly. Sit down.”

      Mr. Decathlete sounded like he expected to be obeyed. Another cop, maybe, or an officer in the military.

      But Annalise was the only one who could order me around. “Go fuck yourself,” I said. “Get out of the way and let me out.”

      They weren’t taking my orders, either. Plainclothes One and Two smirked at me. One of them swung the door shut while the other stepped forward and held his arms open. If I wanted out, I’d have to go through him. The way he stood suggested that he knew how to fight and that he was a southpaw.

      “You two are dressed like cops, but you haven’t flashed a badge or identified yourselves. If you want to hold me, you gotta do that right now.”

      “Mr. Lilly, please.” This time, it was Lester speaking. I shifted position so I could glance at him behind his long, stupid desk while keeping my eye on One and Two. The Decathlete had moved behind me, but I didn’t have room to circle around and face them all at once. “Mr. Lilly, we know why you’ve come. Our client warned us that you might show up here, and here you are. Now, we don’t want a fight, do we?”

      “Maybe we do.”

      “Mr. Lilly, don’t be stupid. Let’s pretend you could possibly win this fight against these three security professionals, and that you’d come out the other end with all your teeth and no broken bones. Okay? Let’s pretend that’s a thing that’s possible. This isn’t a playground, son, and you’re not a child. Do you want to go back to Chino? Because I can make that happen if you behave like a dipshit.”

      Les might have been on the wrong side of the society’s secret war, but I liked his guts. “That’s the thing, Les. I don’t think you can. The fact that you’ve brought these three guys here tells me that your boy left out vital information about me.”

      Les spread his hands, but unlike the guy blocking the door, he made it a gesture of surrender. “Okay. You know what? Fine. This will still be better for everyone if we just talk things out. Why don’t you have a seat?”

      “With these two standing behind me? Fuck, no.”

      Les turned to the Decathlete. “Boyd?”

      From behind me, he said, “Why don’t you boys wait outside.”

      They went, giving me one last look that was meant to let me know I didn’t scare them. Honestly, that look was almost enough to make me go for them right then.

      But I didn’t. The Raymond Rose name might have been blown, but I was still wearing his clothes and his stupid fancy haircut and frankly, I felt stupid trying to be myself when I looked like this other guy. This victim.

      After One and Two shut the door, I turned to face the desk. Les had taken his seat, but Boyd—the former decathlete—had shifted position so he had a clear shot to kill me with the gun he was holding in his left hand. It was huge, even without the ridiculous silencer he’d screwed onto the end. The gun wasn’t aimed at me, but with a turn of his wrist it would be.

      If he shot me in the chest, I had Annalise’s tattoos to protect me. If he didn’t, I had a different spell to protect me, one I still wasn’t sure I could trust.

      “I thought silencers were movie bullshit.” I’d seen—and heard—silencers before, but I needed something to stall him.

      “This is a suppressor, not a silencer. And this”—he turned the gun sideways so I could see it—“is the weapon I carried as a Navy Seal. It’s not a gun you’d carry if all you wanted to do was defend yourself, in case you were wondering. Returning to prison might be the best option for you after you leave this room.”

      My hands rested lightly on my knees. “We’ll see.”

      “Mr. Lilly,” Les said, “can I call you Raymond? I’d like to be friendly, if we can manage that.”

      “Ray will do.”

      “Good. Ray. So, tell me, Ray. Why are you trying to kill my client?”

      I realized too late that I was supposed to act surprised by the question. With all the world-weariness I could scrape up, I said, “I knew you would try this shit.” Neither one of them looked like they were fooled. “I’ve been trying to catch up to Tristan Serrac for months. After he set off that car bomb in Oregon, and—”

      “The FBI already looked into that,” Les interrupted. “He has a solid alibi for that week. He was on a friend’s boat. We have dozens of affidavits attesting to that, and these conspiracy theories someone has been spreading have brought stalkers who—”

      “Shut up, Les. I was there. I talked to Serrac. He wasn’t on any boat. He was standing in front of a bunch of beardy assholes talking about the innocent American citizens he was going to kill if I didn’t do whatever he wanted. So, fuck you. I don’t care how much you spent on those affidavits. I know they’re fake.”

      Les sighed with a weariness that put my own performance to shame. “Another conspiracy theorist. Another stalker.”

      Enough. I’d had enough of this bullshit. I leaned forward to stand, and Boyd barked “Stop!” His gun was already pointed at me.

      Maybe this wasn’t the first time he’d pulled that trigger in this room. Maybe a silencer—I mean, a suppressor—was good enough if the only people who heard it were on your payroll. “You assholes are making a mistake.”

      Les drummed his fingers on his desk. “Are you armed?” I wasn’t sure how to answer, and before I could decide, he raised his voice. “Are you carrying a weapon at this moment?”

      All I had was my ghost knife, but I wasn’t going to tell these assholes about it. “A big mistake.”

      Les sighed, but his pretend weariness was wearing thin. I could see delight in his expression, which was different from the excitement in Boyd’s face. The old guy looked like a john in a strip club who was about to nut in his pants.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Les said, pulling open a drawer in front of him. He took out a folding knife and a little white cloth. He smiled at me as he wiped his fingerprints off it, and he kept studying my face, waiting for realization and despair to set in.

      Fuck these guys.

      I stood. Not fast and not slow, but I stood. Boyd did the expected thing, which was to shoot me twice in the center of my chest. I barely felt it—getting shot where Annalise had protected me felt like being poked by an obnoxious uncle. Another shirt ruined. Luckily, this one belonged to Raymond Rose, not to me.

      With all the quickness I could muster, I lunged toward Boyd and grabbed his gun. A third shot went off, the bullet passing by me and making a splintering sound. Maybe it hit the door.

      I tried to rip the gun from Boyd’s hand, but he was even stronger than he looked. The old guy’s brow furrowed as though he was facing a puzzle he couldn’t solve. His right hand came up quickly and hit me in the side of the face. It was a solid hook, one I would have been proud to throw myself. It hurt a bit but not as much as it should have. It did force my head to the side, so I could see Les sliding his chair back from his desk. He looked at me with horror.

      I couldn’t help myself. I laughed out loud, trying to grab the gun with both hands now as Boyd threw a second, then a third punch at me. When that didn’t have the effect he expected, he struck at my wrist, loosening my grip enough for him to angle the barrel upward.

      Then he shot me in the face.

      The bullet punched through the bottom of my jaw on the right side, shattering my teeth on that side and bursting out of my forehead into the ceiling. My right eye went dark.

      Shock. I felt the impact and the pain, but it wasn’t the world-shattering agony it should have been. It wasn’t even enough to send me reeling to the floor, helpless against the rest of the bullets in Boyd’s gun. I kept struggling, waiting for the strength to go out of my legs or something. It didn’t happen.

      The old guy ripped the weapon away from me—he was stronger than me, as much as I hate to admit it—and tried to slide away along the wall to put some distance between us. I followed him across the desk, seizing both of his hands as he tried to raise his gun again, but this time, I used my weight as well as my strength. The gun felt hot in my grip, and the next time he pulled the trigger, the shot hit the carpet between my feet, but the shell jammed in the slide because I was burning my hand to hold it in place.

      Boyd ripped the weapon from my grip again and drew it back to crack my skull with it. As I tracked his motion with my good eye, I caught a glimpse of his face. His teeth were bared in furious determination, but his eyes were wild with horror.

      He swung, and I caught the blow against the outer part of my forearm. I threw a right hook, catching him right below the ear. He staggered. His follow-up had less power behind it.

      It took two more hits to have Boyd reeling, falling against the window sill and groping blindly for something to keep him on his feet.

      My ghost knife was in my back pocket, and I finally had a moment to pull it. As I did, I heard Les scream in a high-pitched voice, and the latch of the office door behind me clicked open.

      I rolled onto my side, letting my legs drop to the floor on the other side of the desk. Les was scrambling backward, trying to push himself through the wall into the next room. One and Two burst into the room, guns drawn.

      The ghost knife zipped out of my hand at the speed of thought, passing through both of them. They faltered in their charge—hands falling to their sides, shoulders slumping—as the ghost knife curved around and flew over their shoulders to my hand.

      I almost missed it—catching things with one working eye was as hard as I’d always heard—but the spell was mine and it did what I wanted. After sliding it through Boyd’s arm like he was a credit-card swiper, I turned to Les.

      The expression on his face told me I needed to check myself before I went back into the world. But where was my pain? If I’d gone into shock, I wouldn’t have felt this pain yet, maybe, but I couldn’t have won this stupid fight, either.

      “What is happening right now?” Les whimpered. “What?”

      I leaned close to him. “I told you you were making a mistake.” Despite the hole in my face, I could more or less make the words. I sounded like I had a lisp and a bad cold, but he understood me.

      Then I said something I did not mean to, and the words scared me as much as they scared him. I said, “You thought you were dealing with a human being.”
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      People have lost control of their bladder in front of me before, but only because they were dying. Les did it from fear—I could smell the stink of it—and I felt awful. I wanted to scare the guy to make him knuckle under, but this was too much. Some of the convicts back in Chino would have roared with laughter at a moment like this and told the story over and over for years, but I hated those assholes. And I hated the thought that I might be like them.

      I slid the ghost knife through his shoulder. His suit jacket, being a dead thing, split apart. The flesh below was unmarked. My spell had cut his “ghost,” even though Annalise had told me there was no such thing, and his aggression was gone. At least for a little while.

      The first thing Les did was what most people did after I slid the ghost knife through him. He apologized to me. One and Two did the same thing as they shut the door. Only Boyd kept his mouth shut, and that was probably because he was so punchy he could barely stand.

      I waved at Les to move back, and he slid his chair back to the window. From my pocket, I took the little blue device that Daria gave me and slid it into the front of Les’s computer, just the way I’d been taught. It took a few tries, thanks to my missing depth perception. Some lights began to flash, and a window appeared on the screen.

      But when I looked at it, I realized that I wasn’t really paying attention to what I was doing. There was very little blood on my shirt. I’d been shot in the face and I wasn’t even bleeding.

      I’d told Les here that I wasn’t a human being, and for a moment I wondered what it would mean if that was true.

      Everyone, even Boyd, was looking at me with submissive wariness. Fuck it. I had to know what I looked like.

      “Turn on this camera,” I mumbled as best I could, waving at the computer. Les slid his chair forward and clicked around with his mouse until his monitor changed to a picture of his windows. I stepped in front and moved close enough to make my face fill the screen.

      What the fuck.

      I’d felt the bullet enter my chin, and I’d felt it burst out through my forehead. I’d felt my eye go dark—I couldn’t see out of it now. I could feel that my mouth was misshapen.

      But I couldn’t imagine this. No wonder Les stank like an old wino. I nearly tossed my breakfast, and it was my own fucking face.

      The first thing I looked at was the hole above my right eye. It looked dark, as though the bullet had scorched my flesh on the way out. Had it? Or was that the way my body looked now that I’d been carrying the golem flesh around for a few years? Then I could see a loose flap of skin that was stuck, wet, to the side of my head, and a bit of broken skull it exposed.

      But it was my eye I was drawn to. My eyeball was partially bulging from my head, and it was blood-red and shiny. The bullet must have passed very close.

      The entry wound wasn’t so bad, maybe because I didn’t look all that carefully at it. However, between my chin and my eyeball, there was a crooked little ridge under my skin where the bullet had burrowed through my flesh.

      What the fuck, again. I ought to be dead—or if not dead, then lying on the floor waiting for an ambulance that these assholes would never call.

      I wasn’t in shock. There was no tidal wave of pain coming that would utterly destroy all conscious thought and make me wish that bullet had gone deeper, hitting something vital and ending my miserable life. I was more like Annalise than I’d ever been before.

      No longer human, exactly.

      How the hell was I going to get out of here looking like this?

      I forced myself to stop looking. Two was standing on the other side of the desk, lifting his phone to his ear.

      “Who are you calling?”

      “Ambulance,” he answered, as though the question surprised him.

      “Cancel it.” The ess sounds were especially hard to say. “Right now. Les, I need you to order meat.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Meat, Les. Meat.” I was having trouble making the final tee sound, and he genuinely could not understand me. And that terrified him.

      It wasn’t a funny moment, but it had the shape of one, and I didn’t want to play a fool when my face was all fucked-up. Anyone could walk into this office and see me like this, and then I’d be exposed. The whole world might find out about me. You thought you were dealing with a human being.

      “Chicken,” I said, as slowly and clearly as my fucked-up mouth could manage. It felt like my tongue was only working on one side. “Beef. Pork. I want meat.”

      Realization dawned on Les’s face. “Oh! I could order you a nice porterhouse from the place on the corner. They deliver meals to my office all the time. Do you want a porterhouse steak?”

      I held up four fingers. “Very rare.”

      He understood and placed the order. He seemed grateful for the chance to make me happy.

      Boyd had recovered enough to get onto his feet, but he still looked wobbly. I took the gun from him. It was still hot, and my hand was still raw from grabbing and jamming it. The pain was about equal to what I was feeling from my broken-up face, which was not much.

      I was turning into Annalise. God help me.

      After Les finished, I took his spot behind the desk. One and Two sat on the floor by the door, and Boyd joined Les on the visitor side. The folding knife they were going to plant on my corpse lay between us. I set the pistol on the table and opened the knife. The blade was long and slender, with a tip that curved like a saber. The handle was stainless steel with a wire-like texture around the middle, probably to give it a better grip. There was probably a specific purpose that it was designed for, but I couldn’t have guessed what it was. It looked ordinary to me, and I hated the idea that they were going to hang this ordinary bullshit on my dead body, and that it would have worked.

      “How many times have you done this?”

      This time, Boyd understood me perfectly. He said, “Only three.”

      And just like that, I wanted to kill the bunch of them.

      I didn’t. “You assholes are going to answer some questions for me.”

      The food arrived twenty minutes later, which I thought was suspiciously fast until I realized the restaurant “on the corner” was actually just the street level of the building we were in. Each steak was about the size of the sole of a shoe, and by the time One rolled the cart into the office, I didn’t want to spend another second with these assholes. I sliced through them with my ghost knife, which was a little gross but faster than a knife and fork. Midway through the second one, the vision in my damaged eye started to come back. Before I finished the third, I looked fully healed. I ate the last one anyway, just to be thorough.

      By that point, I had everything I wanted from Les Birdwell and his people.

      No one in the office even looked at me as I went out the door.

      The van was still parked where I left it. Daria had taken the driver’s seat, with Annalise beside her. Both of them were staring at their phones, which was a new habit for the boss, and I thought it looked weird on her. I opened the side door and climbed in, hoping Daria would switch with me so I could drive. She didn’t.

      “What the fuck, Ray? We were waiting out here so long that I had Daria teach me how to put a book on my phone. How fucking long does it take to slip a drive into a computer?”

      “I’m fine, boss. Thanks for asking. I had to ask them to order me a nice lunch of four gigantic steaks, and wait around while I ate them.”

      Daria quirked her head and looked at me like she thought I might be joking, but Annalise knew what I meant. “Because you blew it. Because you let them get the drop on you.”

      She was pissing me off, mostly because she was a hundred percent right. “Yeah, boss. They knew I was coming, somehow. Let it go.”

      I took the thumb drive from my pocket and held it up. Daria said, “Well, hey, this is a win. Let’s switch.”

      She cleared out of the driver’s seat to take the drive and plug it into her computer. I got behind the wheel.

      Annalise looked at me sideways. “I’m guessing you didn’t get this with your friendly knack.”

      You thought you were dealing with a human being.

      “I got it by being shot in the face.” I sighed. “And the ghost knife. My friendly knack.”

      “What did you find out?”

      “Not much, and they were ready and willing to talk to me, boss. Ready and willing. Birdwell is pretty much a sociopath. I knew lots of guys like him inside, except none of those convicts grew up with money and education. He doesn’t have much in the way of loyalty, but Serrac didn’t trust him. So, he stored files on Birdwell’s servers, but Birdwell could never get a look at them. And he tried. He said he spent about ten grand on computer security experts who couldn’t ‘break the encryption.’ That’s when he got spooked and stopped trying.”

      I felt like an idiot, talking about breaking encryption, like I was the fifth star of a mediocre TV show who only got to talk when there was exposition to explain. I also felt like I’d walked out of those offices with the job half-done. Only three.

      So, I changed the subject by saying, “I should have killed them all. Everyone in that office.”

      In the rear view, I saw Daria’s head snap up in surprise.

      Annalise didn’t even blink. “Maybe later. For now, start driving.”

      Right. Of course. I pulled into traffic, turning my attention outward. I didn’t know where we were going, and for now, I didn’t need to. It just felt good to drive.

      Annalise turned to the back seat. “What does our own expert say about this encryption?”

      “The society hires that kind of expert, but I’m not one of them. They can outfit me with a thumb drive that’ll copy everything from a computer, even the stuff that’s not supposed to be copied, but if we wanted the file to be unlocked through fancy hacking, we’d have to send it to them.”

      I could tell she had more to say, so I kept my mouth shut and waited for the dramatic pause to play out.

      Annalise was less patient. “So, do that.”

      “No,” Daria said. “It would take days for them to open this file, and that’s if they got lucky. If they weren’t, it would take months. Besides, we don’t need them. What we need is this.”

      I glanced in the rear view and saw her turn her laptop around. On the screen was a long box with little boxes inside.

      “An eleven-digit code will open it for us,” Daria continued. “If we can get our hands on the fancy-dancy gadget that displays it, we’ll have access to this file. And whatever nasty little secrets it holds.”

      “Like the name of the creep Serrac has been working for,” I said.

      “And everything that’s been done in his name, yes.”

      That would let us leapfrog over Serrac to the true target, his employer. I’d still rather grab Serrac himself first and squeeze him for everything he knows, but we’d need to find him first. Maybe the file could help with that, too.

      Annalise made an exasperated noise halfway between a sigh and a growl. “So, all we have to do is find Serrac, and then we can open this file that’ll tell us where to find Serrac. Fucking brilliant.”

      “Come on, now. Serrac probably doesn’t carry it on him, right? It’ll be in a safe at his home or office, maybe, or with someone he trusts. Maybe an assistant. We get the dongle, we open the file and learn his secrets.”

      I’d never heard of a dongle before, and I glanced at Annalise. She was looking at me, and I was fairly certain she was also wondering if Daria was playing a prank. I half-expected her to tell us that we needed to grab Serrac’s dongle and then roll around on the backseat, laughing like an idiot.

      Instead, she had turned her laptop back around and was studying something intently on the screen, muttering about how finding other people’s secrets was exactly her expertise. It was no joke, then. We needed to find this gadget, and I made a private promise to myself that I would only ever call it a gadget.

      Daria snapped her laptop shut. “This is too much. I can’t work in a moving vehicle. We need to find someplace where I can sit at a desk or maybe a table. With luck, it’ll be someplace that doesn’t jolt up and down like a carnival ride at every pothole.”

      “Coffee place?” I asked.

      “Library would be better, but sure. Coffee place.”

      We didn’t make it that far.
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      Six blocks later, we were sitting at a red light when Daria said, “Ray, when this light turns green, don’t move. Just sit here in the lane until it turns red again.” She was looking out the back window. “We’re being tailed. They’re either professionals or they’ve had training. It’s a two-car team—at least two, I should say. There may be a third in front of us or waiting to switch out.”

      “Are you sure?” Annalise asked.

      “The cars are generic but the plates are not. I spotted both in the parking lot, and now they’re switching positions. If we sit through the green—”

      The light changed. “I get it,” I said, letting horns blare while I sat through the green. “We’re about to find out if these guys are cops.”

      Cars nearly collided as they squeezed into the passing lane to get around me, and they gave me exactly the abuse I deserved as they passed us.

      When the light turned red again, Daria said, “Switch with me.”

      “Do it,” Annalise added before I could even react. I snapped open the seat belt and swapped places. Daria had her seat adjusted, the mirrors correct, and the seat belt in place before the light turned green again.

      “No sirens,” she said as she drove into traffic. “Right? No handcuffs.”

      Annalise turned to me. “We should flip one of these cars and—”

      “They still might be cops, boss.” I didn’t have any love for cops, but fucking around with them could bring the kind of attention that would make our mission that much harder.

      She scowled. “Let’s go slow for a mile or so, then fill up the tank.”

      A few minutes later, we were driving along the waterfront, heading north. As requested, Daria kept our speed low, as though we were uncertain where we were going and wanted to take in the sights. “I can lose them, even in this van, but it won’t be pretty.”

      Annalise unclicked her seat belt and moved into the back. “I don’t want to lose them.”

      With a row of cars stacked up behind us, Daria kept puttering along until she turned into a gas station without signaling. The van had no windows except on the doors, so I heard but could not see other vehicles accelerating by us as soon as the lane was clear. The van lurched to a stop and Annalise called my name. We climbed out the back.

      January in California. The sun was sinking toward a cloud bank in the western sky, and that particular sort of light reminded me of my life before Annalise, before Chino even, when I was an ordinary criminal who chased girls, money, and the respect of other losers. Nostalgia had never been my thing, but I could almost feel the tug of it, reminding me of a time when my life had been a trash fire, absolutely, but at least that trash fire had been simple.

      A low-end Lexus pulled into a spot beside the station, which was a mom-and-pop convenience shop of the kind that I’d thought had been driven out of business. The Lexus passenger—a burly gym rat in a suit that had been cut for a fat guy—went into the shop while the driver turned around and, without even pretending to be sneaky, snapped photos of us and the ocean behind us.

      Annalise glanced at me, a grim smile on her face, then she turned and marched toward the Lexus.

      Lexus Driver got out of the car to snap a couple more pictures as we approached. Then he slid his phone into his jacket pocket. “I just wanted to capture the sunlight,” he said. He was a slightly smaller version of the Lexus Passenger, maybe because he fit better behind the wheel. He swept his right hand back and laid his hand on a holstered gun at his hip. “I don’t want trouble.”

      Annalise did not falter in her approach.

      “I wouldn’t pull that piece,” I said.

      “Where’s Serrac?” Annalise demanded.

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      Annalise stopped a few feet away from him. Conversational distance. “You don’t look at the name at the bottom of your paycheck?”

      Now the man looked honestly confused. “Are you asking me if I’m paid with paper checks?”

      “Who do you work for?” I interrupted, hoping to get something useful from the guy before Annalise did her thing.

      Passenger stepped out of the shop, and a little old woman in a green apron followed him. Both were holding up their phones.

      There was something about these guys. I would almost have said they were dressed like cops—detectives, maybe—but something about them looked off. It was like they were wearing detective costumes. Except the woman in the apron.

      “Who do you work for?” I asked again.

      Driver smiled. “I don’t have to tell you that. I don’t have to tell you creeps anything. You sick bastards. You pedophiles.”

      I took Annalise’s arm. “He’s trying to goad you into doing something for the video. Don’t fall for it.”

      “Ray, you keep forgetting we’re on the—”

      “Boss. Trust me.”

      She surprised me by doing exactly that. We walked back to the van, which Daria was still gassing up, and stood beside her until she finished. She wasn’t on any kind of path, and neither was our license plate.

      The woman in the apron scowled at us until Daria replaced the gas nozzle and tapped her credit card to pay. By then, Lexus Passenger had returned to his seat, and the two of them pulled out of the lot with shitty smirks.

      Silicon Valley kept throwing incredibly punchable people in my path.

      Whatever Lexus Passenger told the Green Apron Woman, it must have been hot. She waited until we’d climbed into our van before she lowered her phone and returned to work.

      “That was fun.” Daria said as she swerved into traffic. “By the way, I should probably mention that those two assholes in that car? That was the third car I mentioned. One of the first two just fell into place behind us.”

      “These assholes.” Annalise said.

      “What do you want to do about them, boss?”

      “What the fuck do you think I keep you around for? I’d lead them into the mountains, flip their car with them in it, then interrogate them. I still think that’s a good plan.”

      “If they were by themselves, maybe.” I crouched between the front seats and peered through the windshield. I saw traffic and buildings and signs, but none of it gave me any good ideas. “Daria, can you lose these assholes?”

      “If they’ve planted a tracker in the wheel well or under the back bumper, no, I can’t. If they haven’t, I can.”

      Maybe I expected her to stomp on the gas and rocket through the streets, sideswiping bad guys into telephone poles and racing across railroad tracks a half-second before the train roared through. Maybe I expected something from a movie. She didn’t do what I expected.

      What she did instead was start driving like an absolute asshole. She swerved across lanes and turned without signaling. She bulled through a left turn after the yellow had turned red with a blare of her horn. She made three different U-turns in the middle of the block.

      And because we were in Annalise’s van, there was nothing smooth or quick about any of it. She made a three-point turn each time, stopping traffic and inspiring a whole chorus of horns.

      And when she wasn’t shouting apologies out the window, she laughed. “Oh, my god, I fucking love this. Look out for cops.”

      She did a hard right that dumped me on the floor of the van, then drove a little too quickly in a straight line.

      “I’m pretty sure I lost them, although it’s impossible to be sure.”

      “Not good enough,” Annalise snapped.

      “Look, there’s a lot you don’t know.” Daria sounded annoyed, as though the boss had ruined her fun. “It’s not just electronic trackers, okay? If they had time to install an IR flasher, they’d be able to follow me from very far away. Like, several blocks. And if Serrac really wanted to spend money on us, he could have something in the air above us. So, let’s just be clear about who I am and what I can do, right? I can absolutely lose a tail. I can’t spot shit flying above us. I can’t sense electronic signals and I can’t see infrared light. So, maybe you should cool off with the not good enough shit.”

      For a few seconds, we could only hear the engine and tires doing their work, then Daria added, “Please don’t kill me for saying that.”

      How will we know? was the question I was about to ask, but I already knew the answer. I just didn’t want to think about it. “We need to steal a new ride.”

      Daria glanced at me in the rearview. “Or, you know, rent one. Buy one off Craigslist, maybe.”

      “Our rooms were rented with a different card than the van, so they shouldn’t be blown.” Annalise’s high voice was quiet, but I could still hear her clearly over the sound of the van. “But it doesn’t matter. We’re not going back to those rooms. We’ll have to get new ones. Maybe the society can arrange something. Shit. It’s been a while since I had to act like a spy in a foreign country. It doesn’t suit me.”

      “I’m heading to Stanford,” Daria said. “We’ll be able to ditch the van in a big hospital parking lot somewhere, and we’ll pick up something new.”

      “Boss, I want to go back to our rooms.” Annalise didn’t argue. She just turned in her seat, giving me her full attention. “We get a new vehicle. We park a few blocks from our motel. We scout the streets around it to grab a few of their guys and get some answers. If we don’t find them, all the better. Besides, I hate being dressed like Raymond Rose. I want my duffel with my own clothes in it.”

      Instead of saying Good plan or whatever, Annalise just nodded and took out her phone. We listened while she arranged for a new vehicle.

      It turned out to be a loaner—but not a free loaner—from a local named Rick. He was late forties and I’d have thought he was built like a linebacker if he’d shown any sign of muscle in his arms or shoulders. What he had instead was a massive beer gut which would have put him at or above three bills.

      He was a nice-enough guy, anyway, and his Toyota Sienna was a more comfortable way to travel, since Daria got behind the wheel once again and no way would Annalise sit in the back. At least I had a seat of my own.

      Annalise’s van went into his driveway, and I leaned a rusted bicycle against the back fender to hide the license plate without making it look like I was trying to hide it.

      In the Sienna, we parked in a cafe about three hundred yards from our rooms, and while Daria and Annalise enjoyed a late afternoon tea, I made the long walk to circuit the motel.

      And found no one. In my younger days, I’d gotten pretty good at spotting cops sitting in sedans, but in this long, careful stroll, I didn’t even see anything suspicious except my one reflection in a storefront window.

      For good measure, I did a second stroll outside our motel. No one had set up any cameras that I could see, and no one gave me the willies. I didn’t bother to look for drones above us. I didn’t really believe anyone would go to the trouble. Then I looked up anyway and saw nothing.

      So much for grabbing a few of their guys.

      After a quick call, Daria and Annalise drove over and parked in the lot. I walked in, stopping at the office to ask if there were any messages. The society didn’t like to communicate that way, but it was worth checking anyway.

      The woman behind the counter startled me, just a little bit. Where the previous two workers had been a chubby old man and a youngish woman who looked enough like him to be his daughter, this woman was something else entirely. She was almost six feet tall, a Black woman with expensive hair and a muscular professionalism about her. She was on the phone as I entered, glanced at me, then held up one finger to ask me to wait. When she finished her call, she gave me an envelope with my room number on it. It was sealed.

      I noticed that she had scars on her knuckles.

      “Did you see who dropped this off?”

      She shook her head. “I’m afraid not, sir. It was before my shift. I came on at four.”

      I thanked her and returned to my room.

      Annalise was there but Daria was not. I looked around the place.

      Something was wrong.

      “Boss, there’s a new person working in the office.”

      “So?”

      “She doesn’t fit.”

      The lamp beside my bed was lit. I’d loosened the bulb before I went to sleep last night, but maybe Annalise had tightened it to light up this dingy place. Or maybe the maid did it.

      Had that cheap analog clock been hanging on the back wall this morning? I remember having to check my phone for the time, but maybe I just didn’t notice it.

      Still, it was strange. There was already a clock in the room, the digital alarm between the two beds. That looked strange, too. It was the same model, I was sure of it, but there were no scuffs or dings in the plastic. The numbers looked different too.

      Had they replaced it?

      Annalise sighed. “Nothing about this job fits. Everything has been off the rails since that mess in Oregon. We’ve been playing catch-up for months, and for all the running we do, we’re not making much progress.”

      Instead of answering, I stalked across the room and took the clock off the wall. There was a couple of extra wires on the back running from the batteries to the case. When I looked at the front again, I saw the tiny lens of a camera.

      I pulled out the batteries and the wires, too. If I’d been a cop, I might have handed it off to someone who could check the make and model, find out who bought it, all that TV shit cops do.

      But I was absolutely not a fucking cop. I smashed the plastic frame against the corner of the end table, then yanked out the wires. The lens came with it. I held it up to Annalise.

      Before I could say anything, Daria burst in. “This place is under new management since we left for breakfast. Serrac’s people have bugged our rooms.”

      I’d fucked up. I’d reacted as though they were going to watch us on a cop’s budget, with a cop’s rules. I wasn’t thinking big enough.

      “Fuck this.”

      I took the minivan keys from Daria then looked down at my blue bag. It was full of my clothes, my stupid mystery novel, my toothbrush and soap, plus whatever Serrac put in there to track or record us. I’d lived out of it for months and had grown to like it, sort of, but now I just wanted to squirt lighter fluid into it and toss in a match.

      “Anything we left in this room while we were out gets left behind,” I said. “Doesn’t matter how precious it is. We can collect it later, if we have—”

      A tiny movement caught my attention. It was down on the carpet near Annalise’s bed, and my first thought was rat, then rat escaped from a crude oil spill, because whatever was moving down there was dark and shiny like volcanic glass.

      I didn’t know what it was, but my body was already reacting. My ghost knife was in my hand, and I was reaching for Annalise to pull her out of the way.

      But she was already moving, and there, at the carpet by her feet, was some kind of dark corkscrew shape spiraling out of the floor, moving toward the back of Annalise’s leg. And the tip of that corkscrew was as long, sharp, and slender as a needle.

      Annalise spit out a curse and pulled back her foot to punt it, but I was already throwing my ghost knife. It sliced downward through the spiral, cutting it in six different places before I called it back. The needle evaporated in a spray of black steam and dark sparks.

      A spell. Not a predator. Someone was throwing spells at us.

      I didn’t have to worry too much about my boss, but Daria had no protection at all. I moved toward her, checking the room for more creepy magic near the floor, then near the ceiling. I spotted three more dark, moving glimmers.

      “Let’s go,” Annalise barked. I seized Daria’s arm and pulled her behind me so I could go through the door first, just in case the asshole attacking us was trying to flush us into the open for the real attack.

      No one hit me with a magical version of a sniper shot, and no one hit me with the nonmagical kind, either. We piled into the van. As I revved the engine, the woman with the scarred knuckles stepped out of the office, her fancy iPhone pressed to her ear. One glance at her expression and her body language, and I knew she wasn’t behind the attack but was involved with it somehow. A lookout was the most obvious explanation. I dropped our room keys at her feet as I drove by and told her we were checking out.

      I had no idea where we should go, so I started driving in a random direction, hoping to find a huge parking lot where we could catch our breath.

      Our rooms had been bugged, and when we discovered them, a spell caster had come for us. A spell caster who was still alive and who could come at us again.

      “All we’re doing is running,” Annalise said. “We need to get our feet under us. We’re used to being anonymous, but we may have to operate in the open. Or nearly in the open.”

      From the back seat, Daria cleared her throat. “Or the society could send in someone else. A peer who hasn’t been blown. Isn’t there someone you can trust?”

      Callin’s name popped to mind, but I couldn’t have said why. Maybe he was just the peer I knew second best. I kept my mouth shut.

      Annalise glared at her. “Did you call the society while you were in your room?”

      “No,” Daria snapped.

      “You didn’t call in to tell them we’re chasing spell books?”

      “Boss,” I interrupted, “someone just tried to kill us.”

      “Do I look like I’m fucking worried?” She turned her attention back to Daria. “Did you contact the society in any way to let them know the original spell books are in play?”

      “No,” Daria said again. “I didn’t. You told me not to, and no one has asked me to file reports behind your back. The way I figure it, you’re a peer, and if I get my hands on the Book of Whatever, I can give it to you and my job will be done. Although I’ll still have to file an accurate report when this mission is over.”

      “When the mission is over, I’ll tell you what you can report.” Daria didn’t say anything to that, but I could read her resentment and hostility. “Remember what the other investigators told you, about me not murdering you in your sleep? Well, that’s bullshit. Fuck with me in any way, and I’ll kill you on the spot, awake or asleep. Hear me?”

      “Yes.” Daria’s phone started to play a vaguely familiar jazz song. She made the usual greeting noises when she answered it. A minute later, she was cursing. “Pull over.”

      I did. She held the phone up and let it play.

      It started with surveillance footage of Annalise in Serrac’s place, then footage of me in the same place, creeping up to his back door. Then it cut to video of the two of us in the motel room we just left, with Annalise saying Everything has been off the rails since that mess in Oregon.

      After that, it showed a TV news report about Haley Oliver, a nine-year-old girl who went missing in Hillsboro.

      I’d never even heard of Hillsboro before that moment—there had to be more than one around the country—but I would have bet my last dollar that this particular one was in Oregon.

      Then it showed the three of us looking around just before we climbed into the Sienna. The license plate was clearly visible. The words Did they take her? scrolling across the bottom of the image.

      “Fuck,” I blurted out.
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      “So what?” Annalise snapped. “This isn’t an accusation. This is nothing. I’m more worried about that pathetic magical attack back in our rooms, and I’m not worried about that at all.” I glanced in the rearview to check Daria’s expression, but I couldn’t see it. Annalise might have been a tank, but some of us had to actually be careful. “Let the police come after us, if they want. Nothing will tie us to this crime. Whatever it is.”

      Daria put her phone away. “Well, no. Not if the police are, you know, honest.”

      Annalise frowned.

      “Boss, even cops who think of themselves as honest public servants will cut corners if they think the cause is right. Besides, this isn’t even the first video.”

      Daria reached down and touched the bag beside her. I wasn’t sure if it was an unconscious instinct to seek comfort in her computer or if she had to quash the urge to search out the first video because we were busy. “I wish I’d known that. Anyway, this video, real or not, is going viral. It already has over a hundred thousand views. It’ll be a million before the end of the day.”

      Annalise shook her head. “But I just said that thing about Oregon a few minutes ago.”

      “They must have had the rest of the video ready,” Daria said. “They just dropped in your quote, googled a likely victim, and paid a few bucks to shove it into people’s social media… Hey, I have to ask this.”

      “No,” I snapped at her. “No, we didn’t have anything to do with that missing girl.”

      “Of course not,” she said, looking at the floor. “I knew that. Of course not. I’m sorry, but I had to ask.”

      “Shut up,” Annalise snapped. “You don’t know a thing about me or what I’ve had to do. We’ve been trying to operate in the shadows, but that’s not working. We need to go on offense. Right now.”

      “Not quite yet,” I said. “Our new ride just turned radioactive, so the first thing we need to do is talk to Rick about his Sienna. He’s going to be our second stop.”

      I drove toward Serrac’s place again, turning the next few steps over in my mind, trying to decide what should come first and what would be the biggest risk.

      I had plenty of time to think about it. It was almost five in the afternoon, and I was stuck in peak-time traffic. I white-knuckled the steering wheel while the sun set and the light turned movie-perfect.

      Fuck all this. If I went all Daria in this traffic, tearing through intersections in Rick’s boring old minivan, I would probably just get caught in another video. I wasn’t sure what that would mean for us, or what harm it could do, but it still made me angry.

      We needed to take the fight to Serrac. He needed to be worried about us, not the other way around.

      Which meant we needed to visit Rick, our minivan pal, so we could put a collar and leash on him. Daria knew better than to talk to cops—or anyone—about anything to do with the society, but Rick was a civilian renting out his spare vehicle. If the cops—or anyone—leaned on him, he needed to know there would be consequences for squealing.

      But as important as that was, we needed to dump this ride first. If the cops were looking for us, their automatic plate readers could get us pulled over at any moment.

      It took another twenty minutes to reach the parking lot of the Applebee’s where Annalise and I landed on New Year’s Day, right before we hit Serrac’s house. I parked against the side of the building to block the front plate, but there wasn’t much dirt to make mud with, so I couldn’t spatter the back bumper to disguise the numbers.

      “Well?” Annalise stood with her hands on her hips. She looked aggravated, as though I had made a plan without telling her about it. Which I had.

      “Right. Sorry, boss. I should have explained things in the car. Grab something to eat while we can, and get something that won’t be messy in a car. For me, too. I’ll be back with a new ride as soon as I can.”

      “Serrac’s ride?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Wait,” Daria called as I was about to hurry away. There was no one within thirty yards of us, but she moved close to me and lowered her voice to just barely above a whisper. “Are you planning to break into Serrac’s place to steal his car? Okay. Good. Because this gives you a really rare and excellent chance to search for the dongle.”

      Hell, no. “Daria, I won’t have time. In and out.”

      “Hey, this is us going on the offensive, okay? And you don’t have to toss the entire house. Something like this won’t be at the back of his underwear drawer or in a pizza box in the freezer. It’ll be in a safe. Check his office and master bedroom, closets first, then cabinets. Especially at the meeting of two outside walls. If you hustle…”

      “Fine,” I said, and started walking quickly toward the intersection. She wanted hustle, she’d get it.

      Besides, she was right. We needed that… gadget and we had to check his house for it at some point, so it might as well happen now.

      I was still dressed as Raymond Rose and couldn't picture that dude going for a jog in chinos, but I did it anyway. I crossed the street, hurried up to the corner of Serrac's street, then turned in. The houses were still dark and the sidewalks were emptier than they'd been the first time Annalise and I invaded the neighborhood.

      Which suited me. I slowed down and walked like I belonged there, ducked under the police tape, strolled up to Serrac's front door, then sliced through the front door lock with my ghost knife. I strolled in as if I'd had a key.

      The lights were out, but the blinds were open. I could see well enough for what I needed to do. I could certainly see the keypad by the front door. The red light at the top was flashing, and the fake cops in some office somewhere would send a car if I didn’t enter the code.

      Except I didn't know the code. I typed in the street address. The pad just squawked. Fine. My ghost knife severed the pad neatly in two, setting off a bright electric spark. I didn't know whether that would alert the fake cops or stop the alert before it was sent, and I wasn’t going to wait around to find out.

      Slipping the ghost knife back into my pocket, I felt the warmth of electrical shock. The laminate and tape around it were insulators, but the spell itself was had been cast on paper. It was powerful and fragile, and it needed to be treated with care.

      I moved easily through the house, listening for footsteps or the startled sounds of Serrac's private security. I didn't hear anything, but then again, I wouldn't, if they were any good. Still, the air was musty. The place smelled empty.

      The safe was literally in the first place Daria told me to look, the closet of Serrac’s downstairs office. My ghost knife was better than a key—faster, at least—but the inside of the safe was a disappointment. There was a fair amount of jewelry but no deeds, no folders full of work documentation, no computer anything. Not even a little thumb drive. I did find two chrome Desert Eagles—what a dork—and thirty thousand dollars in three little bundles.

      The guns and jewels I left where they were. The cash went into my pocket. It was an old habit but a good one. I saw money. The money became mine. After all the shit he’d done, Serrac owed me more than this.

      There were probably a lot of things in this house that would be useful to me, but I was in a hurry. I moved through the house to the garage.

      The little silver SUV was still parked in there, the Mercedes GLC. I pulled the keys off a pegboard by the door and slipped the garage-door opener into my pocket. Sliding behind the wheel, I had to push the seat back. A baseball cap with the words TEN BAR sat on the dash. I pulled it low over my eyes.

      Then I confirmed that my biggest gamble had paid off. Clipped to the back of the sun visor was Serrac's work ID/security pass.

      The garage door was noisy as hell when I pressed the button to open it. I waited for space to drive through, feeling like a guy in a movie who was about to see a half-dozen cop cars blocking the way. But there was no one.

      I stopped on the driveway almost at the curb, pressed the garage door again, confirmed that it was closing, then turned on my high beams like an asshole and pulled into the street. A Volvo sedan coming the other way had to pull to the side—the driver shielding her eyes—to let me pass, and that was just fine with me.

      Daria was standing outside the restaurant, holding a pair of overfull plastic bags. Annalise stood beside her, looking impatient. The brakes chirped as I stopped and I swung open the passenger doors.

      They piled in. I pulled into traffic.

      From the back seat, Daria said, “Serrac has a sweet ride.”

      “It’s our ride now.”

      Annalise had to climb up into the passenger seat. “I don’t care about the car, Ray. I care about the gadget. And since you haven’t waved it in my face yet, I’ll assume it wasn’t there.”

      “No, but…” I pulled down the visor.

      Annalise saw what was there, and she sighed. “Then let’s go to his office.”

      “Not yet,” I said, glancing at the rearview mirror. I was about to tell Daria to put on gloves, but she was already doing it. “Find the fastest route to Rick’s place. We’re in a hurry.”

      She did. We had to drive some distance out of San Jose toward the coast, passing parched hills lit by bright moonlight. Traffic was crowded, but the only stop-and-go section was a narrow stretch of freeway as we passed through the hills. If the steering wheel had been alive, I would have strangled it to death.

      But I kept my mouth shut and kept driving. Either we would reach Rick in time or we wouldn’t. From this moment on, the only thing I could do was push forward, making smart choices and hope that was good enough. That it still might not be was infuriating.

      “Just around the corner and we’re here,” Daria said, although I’d already recognized the street. I turned and headed for Rick’s little ranch-style with the clay tile roof.

      Another black SUV was parked out front, and a pair of men in black tactical gear rushed toward Rick’s front door. Both carried pump shotguns with pistol grips.

      “Shit!” I pulled in to an open spot at the curb across the street and opened my door. Annalise was already out of the car. “Stay here,” I snapped at Daria, then ran after Annalise. The men with shotguns were not too far ahead of us, but if they were on a murder mission, it was far enough. One kicked open the door and charged inside, shouting.

      Shit. I thought we had to worry about the cops.

      My boss was stronger than I was, but I had longer legs. Despite her head start, I passed her as we reached the opposite curb and led the way through the broken door. From inside, I could hear men shouting On the floor! and Where’s your computer?

      Not a murder mission. Or, at least, not just a murder mission.

      I came through the doorway with more momentum than I needed, and only a firm grip on the doorjamb let me swing around and run at my targets. Rick was already facedown on the carpet. The two men were standing over him, and they lifted their shotguns as I barreled headlong at the nearest one.

      He shot me full in the chest. Again with the fucking shotguns. It felt like a shove, but it couldn’t stop me from putting all my frustration into a forearm to his throat when I slammed into him.

      Except my elbow didn’t land. He bounced off the wall, knocking me backward. He hit me one, two, three with an elbow to the jaw, knee to my balls, and shoulder stock to my ribs. As I staggered back, losing my balance, he shot me in the belly again. I landed on my back near the front door.

      Something metal bounced off the coffee table and carpet. The other gunman shouted something, but my ears were ringing from the gunshots in an enclosed room and I couldn’t understand him.

      Annalise threw herself to the floor, and something erupted under her. What the fuck? A grenade? The assholes had turned their faces away, so maybe it wasn’t lethal, but the thought pissed me off anyway. I scrambled to my knees just as Daria came through the door.

      One of the gunmen raised his shotgun. I leaped up to shield her, but I was too slow. Some of the shot hit my chest, and some tore through my unprotected shoulder. Daria caught hold of my shirt as she fell backward, and I toppled through the doorway on top of her.

      By the time I got to my knees, I had hold of her hands and was pulling her upright. “I’m okay. I’m okay,” she kept saying. She was right. Blood trickled from her deltoid but not much. I’d caught more shot in my shoulder than she had.

      “Goddammit,” I snapped. “I told you to wait in the car.”

      “There was a driver, and he got on the phone as soon as you—”

      “I don’t care.” I rushed back into Rick’s living room.

      Both gunmen were dead and Annalise was standing over their bodies. They had dents in their helmets that looked like they’d been made by a pile driver. Rick was still lying facedown. The big-screen TV in the corner was showing some kind of musical, where a vaguely familiar actor was dressed as a medieval king and doing a song-and-dance number. Christ, the way people passed the time.

      I pulled Rick off the floor. He grabbed his phone from the coffee table and immediately dialed a number.

      What the fuck was this guy doing? “Who are you calling?”

      “My cousin Ethan. He’s a lawyer. Ethan, I have an emergency.”

      Annalise looked like she was about to tear Rick’s arms off, so I snatched his phone from his hand. He protested, but I held up a finger and, like a good victim, he shut up.

      “Ethan, Rick is in trouble. You don’t know me—and neither does Rick here—but you want to help him with his legal problems and I want to help him stay alive. Where are you?”

      The voice on the other end of the phone sounded like it was underwater. “What? Who is this?”

      “Someone trying to help Rick. Where are you?”

      “I’m at home, of course.” When that didn’t get a response, he added, “In Sacramento.”

      “Perfect. Rick’s home isn’t safe right now, so I’m sending him to you. Are you willing to take him in? You guys are tight like that?”

      “What? Of course.”

      “He’s going to call you from the road and explain everything.” I disconnected and put the phone in the pocket of Rick’s hoodie. “Get your wallet and keys.”

      “I’m not doing what you say.” Rick backed away from me, nearly tripping over the feet of the men Annalise killed. “I saw the video. I know what you are.”

      “Yeah, right,” Daria said. “It’s on the internet, so it must be true.”

      I put my arm around Rick’s shoulders and steered him toward the front door. “Rick, that video was an attempt to smoke us out. You—”

      He shook me off. “Why should I believe you?”

      “They wanted your computer, right?” I moved toward the dead gunmen. Their tactical vests had a bunch of pockets, and I guessed which I wanted on the first try. Opening the snap, I pulled out a little thumb drive. “Guess what’s on this, Rick?”

      For once, Rick had nothing to say. Daria said, “They were here to plant incriminating evidence on you, too.”

      I slid the drive back into the pocket and snapped it shut. “We’ll leave that on him so the police find it there. Get your wallet.”

      He did. I’d turned him, and he was taking orders now. “I don’t know why you’re doing this.”

      “Talk to your cousin. Say nothing to the cops at all. Don’t let them push any kiddie-porn bullshit on you, because they’ll try. Just shut up about everything, especially us and the people who paid you for the Sienna. Every word out of your mouth is a knife they can cut you with. Get me? Go hide at your cousin’s place and shut up.”

      We went into the street. The black SUV was gone, and so was the driver that Daria was worried about. Rick got into his car, a Kia Sorrento of all things, and said, “None of what they said about you is true?” He drove off without waiting for an answer.

      I glanced at Rick’s driveway. Annalise’s van was gone, and so was the rusted bike.

      Shit. Whoever was doing this had the boss’s ride.

      But at least they’d missed the chance to plant those files on our boy Rick and let the cops connect him to us.

      Sirens grew louder. “Time to go.” I got behind the wheel again and drove us out of there fast enough that we didn’t even see a flash of a cop’s light bar.

      Without prompting, Daria called out the address for Ten Bar. I turned back toward the hills, driving back to the darkness between them.

      It was time to get this gadget. It was time to hit them for a change.
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      Obviously, there was no sign hanging on the outside of Serrac’s offices saying something like Ten Bar: You Spend Dollars, We Take Lives or whatever. I did see clusters of cameras at every corner of the building and a surprising amount of security at the entrance to the parking garage.

      We drove by at an unremarkable speed, then went down the block and parked beneath an oak tree.

      Daria passed the carryout bags to Annalise, who peeled them open and immediately passed a cardboard clamshell container to me. I smelled fried chicken tenders and a moment later was cramming one into my mouth, barely chewing it before I gulped it down.

      My belly and my golem flesh spell were grateful to be fed. I grabbed another and ate it without so many scarfing noises.

      I could feel the injuries in my shoulder closing. A shotgun pellet popped out and slid down my sleeve onto the bucket seat. I glanced at my shoulder and saw only a spatter of red spots on the sleeve, as though I’d cut myself shaving. Not much blood at all, considering. Annalise got her golem flesh spell decades back, and I’d never seen her bleed, no matter how terrible her injuries. The second tender was already gone and I was fumbling for a third.

      “Jeez, take it easy there,” Daria said. “It’s like you never had a tendie before.”

      That’s when I noticed that the bags Annalise was sorting through had red smears on them. I spun around in my seat.

      If my sleeve had been spotted with blood, Daria’s was red with it.

      I hopped out of the car, stuffing that third piece of chicken into my mouth like I was hiding it from the cops. Then I opened the back and slid in beside her.

      “Oh, thank god,” she said, grabbing her oversized bag. “Is it time to pay attention to me? Because I love attention.”

      I couldn’t answer because I was still chewing. Instead, I lifted the edge of her sleeve to expose her deltoid.

      It didn’t look serious. On TV, the characters would call it a graze and move on to the next scene without pause. That wasn’t going to work for Daria. It looked like someone had slashed open her shoulder with a dull razor. There was blood down to her fingertips and all over Serrac’s leather seats. I’d probably sat in some.

      Not that I knew what to do about it. Luckily, I didn’t need to know. Daria explained that she had some first aid training, and that all she really needed was someone to follow instructions. That was me. She also pointed out that Serrac had left dry cleaning in the back of his car. I found a nice white dress shirt and cut off the sleeves to make bandages.

      Afterwards, we’d stopped the bleeding but we both had blood all over our hands. While I was trying to think of a way to clean up so I could eat another tender, Daria said, “I nearly died.”

      I almost blurted out something about staying in the car like I’d told her to, but there was a tremor in the voice that suggested a frailty that I didn’t want to mess with. “That’s true. Best thing to do about it? Just push all those thoughts and feelings down and try not to think about them. Make a ball of them and hide them from everyone, letting them turn sour and rotten for years and years, until—”

      At this point, she was laughing and told me to shut up, which was good because I had just about played that joke out. I was still thinking about that fried chicken. “Boss, do we have anything that can get the blood off our hands?”

      Annalise shrugged. Nice.

      I glanced around, glad for once that we were in the downtown. A fancy cafe took up the corner of an intersection, and there was an alley behind it. “Let’s go.”

      I cut through the back door with my ghost knife, and we hurried for the bathrooms. Neither had a MEN’S or WOMEN’S sign on them, so we picked at random. They were pretty, with pink walls and a tile mosaic of flowers on the floor.

      “Hey,” Daria called, “remember that I don’t have a magical get-out-of-jail-free card. Don’t leave my DNA at a crime scene. Please.”

      That made sense. I washed my hands, then the sink, the ghost knife, and the door, and I still finished before Daria did. I wadded up the paper towels I’d used and brought them with me.

      When we left, there were no sirens or private security in sight. Nobody seemed to care what happened to this little cafe. We returned to the car, where Annalise had divvied up the food. I tore into it. Chicken, shrimp, a burger of my own.

      Annalise was already finished with her meal when we returned to the car. She balled up the trash and threw it into the back. It gave me the tiniest thrill of satisfaction to see her drop trash in Serrac’s semi-expensive vehicle, but it didn’t really matter. Serrac was never going to get pissed that we’d dumped our trash, because I was going to burn it when we were done. For Daria.

      Annalise stared out the window until we finished, then said, “Now that we’ve fucked around with everything except what we’re supposed to be doing, can we get back to our mission? We want Serrac, his whajimacallit, and/or anything that looks important.”

      It was after 11 P.M., an excellent time to drop in at Serrac’s office.

      The ramp that led into underground parking had several posts set in the concrete, and could only be approached on an S-curve, to keep people from ramming through at high speed. The first gate opened when I passed Serrac’s card in front of the reader, and the second opened when I flicked the ghost knife through the booth guard in a black uniform who drew his weapon on me.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, as I took the pistol from his hand. He had the build of an NBA power forward, if not the height. “I was expecting to see Mr. Serrac because this was his car.”

      “We work for him. He asked us to drop by his office and grab a few files.”

      From behind me, I heard Daria say, “You can call him to confirm that.”

      I wasn’t expecting that and couldn’t hold my poker face, but before I could talk the guy out of it, he said, “Can’t do that, ma’am. He’s incommunicado at the moment.”

      “Too bad.”

      I smiled at him. “But you’ll let us through anyway?”

      He looked a bit startled. “Of course. I’m sorry.” That’s when he pressed a button that sounded a buzzer and lifted the gate. At the very bottom of the ramp, men in concrete bunkers watched us pass.

      “Did that seem too easy, boss?”

      “It sort of did.”

      From the back, Daria said, “Too bad we couldn’t get Serrac’s phone number out of him.”

      Oh. Right. I felt lucky that I didn’t get a chance to embarrass myself by trying to undermine her play.

      The basement elevators gave access to every floor once I’d passed Serrac’s ID across the sensor, but Annalise pressed the button for the lobby. Once the doors opened, she strolled out and walked to the lobby directory and began to study it. Her body language projected the impression that she belonged there. Her clothes did not.

      A lobby guard trailed her back to the elevator, calling for her to stop. He wasn’t one of Serrac’s roided-out fake soldiers. He worked for the building, and wore a cheap blue suit and red tie over a modest paunch.

      “Tenth floor,” she told me, and I pushed the button.

      The lobby guard caught up to us and slapped his hand over the closing doors. “Either you come to the desk to sign in, or I’ll be forced to call the po—”

      Annalise seized his wrist and dragged him into the elevator. She took his walkie and the Glock he carried under his arm. When I took out my ghost knife, she waved me off.

      She looked down at his name tag. “Yusuf, you’re going to lead us into the Ten Bar offices.”

      In a panicky voice, he said, “I don’t have a key.”

      “I do,” I said. “We’re not robbing the place. You’re here to smooth the way with anyone working overtime.”

      He didn’t know what to make of that, and I didn’t think it was important to explain myself, especially since we were really keeping him close so he couldn’t call the cops.

      I took my ghost knife from my pocket in a sort of subtle way, to show it to Annalise as a way to ask Why didn’t you want me to… She glanced up to the corner of the car toward the little round security camera there. Shit. I palmed it and waited for the doors to open.

      Serrac’s offices were protected by an unlabeled steel door without even a number to indicate it was the one we wanted. There was only one other office on this floor, with an ordinary door and a company name made up of random syllables that looked like focus-tested gibberish.

      “Okay,” Yusuf said nervously. “We should stop here and return to the lobby. I’m not sure you people are even allowed—”

      “Quiet,” Annalise snapped.

      I stepped to the door, blocking his view with my body, and slipped the ghost knife through the doorjamb. The door snapped open a few inches, and as I returned the spell to my pocket, I grinned at Yusuf as though I’d proved I had a key, used it, and belonged here.

      When we opened the door, there was a light shining directly into our faces. I flinched, expecting to be hit with a sudden spray of gunfire, but that didn’t happen. The light made for an unexpected tactical advantage, but there was no one in place to take that advantage.

      Annalise pushed in ahead of me, and Daria dragged Yusuf with us, quietly asking him questions like How often have you been in the offices up here? and What about my friend Dana? I’m sure you’ve seen her.

      Once we passed beyond that light, the space looked like any other workplace. There were offices against the walls, cubicles in the center, a reception desk, and glassed-in conference rooms.

      Aside from that, it felt different from, say, the law firm from this morning, or other offices I’d visited, and I’d crossed half the floor before I figured out why. None of the desks had anything personal on them. There were no family photos, team pennants, toy dioramas, or takeout menus. The only personal items I saw were two empty shoulder holsters.

      It was an office designed for sociopaths.

      “Let’s keep moving,” Annalise snapped. She was right. If there were silent alarms here, trouble might already be on its way. I hurried to keep up with her.

      At the far corner of the office, we found an open space filled with exercise equipment set against the glass exterior walls and a set of stairs leading up to the next floor. We went up and found Serrac’s office just a few dozen feet away.

      There was a sheet of printer paper taped to the inside glass that read, in bold letters big enough to fill the page, DO NOT ENTER FOR ANY REASON. The blinds had been lowered and closed. Serrac might have been right on the other side of that door, dancing around wearing nothing but earbuds and this gadget we were supposed to find, and we wouldn’t have had any way to know.

      Daria went around the desk. “I’ll start out here, with the assistant.” She glanced at Yusuf. “To find those reports Mr. Serrac wanted.”

      In a day of unconvincing lies, that was the weakest one yet. I seized Yusuf’s arm just as he was about to bolt and gave him a look that told him to be still and behave. He looked up at me, considered his options, and did as he was told. Victim.

      Annalise tried the door and found it locked. I cut through the latch with my ghost knife and it swung inward.

      And struck something.

      Annalise didn’t have a lot of patience. She shoved the door harder, and I heard something wet slide across the carpet. Heard but couldn’t see, because there was nothing to see except a weird shimmer on the carpet, like looking through a pane of glass with a bubble of water splashed on the inside.

      “Boss—” was all I managed to say before something heavy and metal struck the back of my head. I’m shot was my first thought, but I had been shot before, and this didn’t have that same punch.

      I still pitched forward, knocking Annalise to the side, and slipped on something. I went down to my knees, feeling a sudden heat all around me, as though Serrac had turned the temperature in his office up to sauna.

      That’s when I heard voices echoing like they were coming from the bottom of a deep well. My thoughts turned fuzzy, and my iron gate flared with pain.

      Forget finding Serrac or his gadget. There was a predator here.
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      I turned in time to see Yusuf standing over Annalise, a stapler high above his head. “Give me back my—”

      That was all she let him say. Annalise grabbed him by the jaw and lifted him off his feet. He panicked, kicking her and swinging the stapler against her collarbone, then again.

      With a slight flex of her arm, she dumped him on his ass.

      A moment later, she flinched and gasped, then turned toward the voices. She looked almost reluctant, as though her usual confidence had deserted her.

      Yusuf hadn’t hurt me, just knocked me off-balance. I got to my knees and, following Annalise’s gaze, I saw a little stainless-steel pail on the far corner of Serrac’s desk. Inside was a plant of some kind. An orchid? The stalk was so slender that it looked like it couldn’t possibly support the broad black leaves that spiraled up the length of it. There were strange designs on them that continued from one leaf to the next, a repeating design that would have looked like a lace pattern if the gaps hadn’t been filled with the shapes of flames, hooks, and thorns.

      At the top—the blossom, I guessed—was a sort of bird’s beak, nearly a foot long, thick at the base but with a spear-sharp point at the end. It was mottled with black and pus yellow, and shit, it was moving, turning toward us, as though we had come to visit it.

      Then the beak split, seven pitch-dark petals unfurling as they spread apart. The voices were suddenly louder, and I could hear a language that I knew, by some instinct, could not be spoken with a human body. The insides of the petals were so dark, they seemed to be devouring light, and the very tips had little fluttering fringes at the end, like cobwebs swaying to the breath of all those chanting voices.

      Scorching hot air pulsed against our faces.

      In that moment, it seemed clear to me that this plant—this thing—was a hole that opened onto another place. Another living thing.

      I also understood that if we didn’t get the fuck out of there, we were going to fall into it and be lost forever.

      Yusuf rolled over and got to his knees, unwittingly moving closer to the predator. Glancing at it, he flinched just as pain from my iron gate surged under the force of a new attack. Yusuf raised his right hand to shield his face, and a swirl of mist was drawn out of the palm of his hand. It was the same pink as the color of his skin, and the colorless flesh that remained peeled away from his hand like wallpaper with too little glue.

      Yusuf screamed, and Annalise shouted my name. Iron gate or not, the predator was making it hard to think, but I could still follow orders. I lunged toward Yusuf, trying not to jostle Annalise as she reached for her ribbons. I got to my feet, pulling Yusuf up and dragging him back. He tried to get his feet under him, to stand on his own, but he simply didn’t have the strength. I had to grab him under the arms and drag his dead weight.

      I glanced at Serrac’s desktop. There was nothing on it but a phone, an empty tray, and a dock for a laptop.

      But I didn’t have time to think about that. Another swirl of mist began to form on the back of Yusuf’s hands and his face. One of the most important rules in the Twenty Palace Society was that we never let the predators feed, not if we could help it. One of my personal rules was that I would do my best not to let innocent civilians get caught in the crossfire when Annalise cut loose. I bulled through the doorway into the outer office, leaving my boss in the office with that thing.

      Annalise threw a brown ribbon—she color-coded them so she could grab the right spell in a fight, but every time I thought I’d worked out that code, she proved me wrong. The spell struck something invisible and hung in midair, crooked and folded up, while the voices grew angrier and the air burned past sauna levels. Then her spell did something I’d never seen before. It came apart, slowly, like the air had turned to acid.

      “Let’s move, buddy,” I snapped at Yusuf, and strained to lift his weight onto his feet. He collapsed, so I slung him over my shoulder.

      The cool air of the outer office was bracing. Daria rounded the assistant’s desk as she stuffed a pair of manilla folders into her bag. I seized her arm and shouted “Let’s move!” She spun and ran alongside me.

      Green firelight shone from behind me, and I shoved Daria forward. She didn’t have an iron gate, and neither did Yusuf. If Annalise’s fire touched either of them, it would burn them down to their bones.

      I kept running, carrying and dragging the both of them beyond the reach of her spell.

      The flare of green firelight was quickly followed by a sound like shattered concrete. Annalise shouted a string of curses as the shattering noise turned into a roar of energy mixed with echoing screams of rage. Those screams sounded closer now than they ever did, so I pushed myself to move faster, away from the darkness growing behind me.

      “Ray,” Daria shouted in my ear, “get down!”

      The predator still pressed against my thoughts, and I couldn’t understand her right away. Thankfully, I didn’t have to, because she kicked my leg, and all three of us sprawled onto the carpet.

      A jet of black flame, spiraling tightly like a steel cable, swept low overhead. It evaporated everything it touched, and the jet came close enough that those screams shook my whole body, driving all consciousness from me.

      I woke up again to Daria pounding on my shoulder. Annalise lifted me bodily off the ground and set me on my feet. The voices were gone, and so was the jet of dark flame, but the things the jet had touched were on fire, and when I looked at the damage it had done, I could see the night sky.

      That predator had cut through half the building.

      Serrac’s office, where the predator had been, was a scorched hole. Annalise had destroyed it and the creature within, but not fast enough.

      The entire building began to groan.

      “Leave him and go,” Annalise shouted as she lifted Daria the same way.

      Fuck that. I bent over and grabbed Yusuf by his lapels, then muscled him into a standing position. His face was pale and his knees were wobbly, but he looked like he was aware of his surroundings again. He pressed his right hand hard against the side of his belly, and I could see the red stain spreading in the fabric.

      “Come on, man. If you stay here, you’re going to die.”

      Daria was on her knees, snatching up a few sheets of paper. “Leave those!” I yelled. “This place is going to come down on top of us.”

      “Keep up, pretty boy,” she said as she ran after Annalise.

      I slung Yusuf’s left arm over my shoulder and followed. In the hall, we passed a fire alarm. I pulled it.

      There really shouldn’t have been much difference between running down the stairs alone and running with my buddy here. He wanted to live. I wanted to live. We could run together.

      But I knew that was bullshit even before I reached the exit sign above the stairs. Yusuf’s hand was bleeding and he was in pain. I knew as well as anyone that pain could drain the life out of you.

      Above us, something shifted, making the whole building shudder. Glass shattered.

      “Come on, motherfucker,” I said. “If you drag your feet like this, you’re going to get us both killed.”

      He took a deep breath and moved his feet at a speed that could almost be called “a hurry.” As we went down the stairs, I pushed him to move faster, and he stumbled from staircase to landing to staircase, barely keeping himself upright. I handled the rest.

      I’d have been tempted to hoist him over my shoulder, except that we had to go down eleven floors before we reached the lobby, and I didn’t have the strength. Annalise did, but I was just a regular guy. When it came to lifting shit, at least.

      The building wobbled, just a little, as something crashed above us. Northern California was earthquake country, and tall buildings were built to shimmy when the ground shook. That was how they withstood earthquakes, but would that help stabilize a building that had a massive cut through one side, or would it hurt?

      Goosebumps ran down my back.

      It occurred to me that I was killing myself. I was here, in this boring staircase with the red tube railings and the green metal stairs, trying to help a guy I didn’t know get to safety before tons of steel and concrete turned us into a bloody paste.

      Actually, it wasn’t just that I didn’t know him. I didn’t even like him. Building guards, lobby security, and all that shit, those people were usually wannabe cops who couldn’t get themselves a real badge.

      Years before, when I was still a teenage runaway in Los Angeles, I knew a fence who paid his rent by buying and selling stolen bicycles. He’d told me he’d applied to the LAPD but hadn’t made the cut. He said they had these role-playing sessions as part of their recruitment or whatever, and the fence had made the mistake of letting other people talk too much.

      He’d shrugged as he told this story, as though the world was a mysterious place and no one could truly understand what it would eventually demand of us. But I’d never forgotten that story. I’d grown up around plenty of bullies, and every cop—and wannabe cop—was one of them.

      At least, that’s how it seemed to my teenage self, living on the streets with nothing but a pair of stolen bolt cutters and a blinking red light on the back of my bike helmet.

      And here was Yusuf, just another guy who threatened to call the cops on us. Would it make me a hero if I lugged this guy to safety? Would he wish he could take back his threat to call the cops on us? And if I died in this stairwell, one floor from safety, because I’d insisted on helping this stranger, would people remember me as a person who tried to do the right thing? A stupid person but a good one?

      Shit. I hated that thought. I hated the idea that helping Yusuf here, who was huffing and groaning as we passed each landing, might snuff me out like a fucking birthday candle. I hated that I might be admired, briefly, and then forgotten about. It made me feel like a victim.

      Above me, the building groaned like straining metal, and concrete cracked with a sound louder than gunshots.

      But I didn’t shove Yusuf away. I didn’t throw his arm off my shoulder and sprint down to the ground floor, leaving him to collapse onto the scuffed green stairs. Arne—and the entire crew I’d known back in LA, the closest thing I’d ever had to a real family—would have left Yusuf to fend for himself and laughed about it as they told the story later. I gritted my teeth and slogged on, grimly happy that they were already dead and couldn’t shake their heads and laugh at my stupidity.

      I had tried to do hero shit before. I’d tried to save people from Ansel Zahn, from the Sapphire Dog, from the Theater of Sleep, from the transformations inflicted by the Burning Wheel. None of it had ever worked out. This world wasn’t designed for us to play at being heroes.

      But here I was, trying again.

      As we approached the second floor, Yusuf collapsed. There was nothing I could do to hold him upright, and literal drool slurped out of his gaping mouth. I finally gave in and hoisted him over my shoulder. Annalise and Daria had gone ahead, leaving me here to deal with my stupid plan all by myself, which was what I deserved.

      But now I was actually moving faster, hurrying down the steps, steadying myself with that stupid fat railing. The building above me whined and groaned, but I didn’t hear anything that sounded like plummeting concrete.

      Then I was in the lobby, sprinting across the marble. Another lobby guard stood on the public side of the security desk, looking at me with an outraged expression.

      In here, lights flashed and a bell rang in intermittent chirps. The fire alarm. I didn’t see anyone else heading for the exit. Maybe the janitors or whatever were already outside. I had no idea why this potato-shaped guard wasn’t with them.

      “Call an ambulance,” I shouted at him. “And help me get this guy outside. He’s hurt.”

      “I know who you are,” the guard shouted back, jabbing his finger at me. His other hand held a pistol, which he left hanging at his side. “I recognize you. I recognized her. Where’s Haley Oliver?”

      “No clue.” I rushed by him, kicking the glass doors open and heading for the street.

      Yusuf’s buddy chased me outside, his weapon still at his side. “What did you do to him?”

      “Saved his life.”

      Annalise and Daria were waiting for me across the street. I jogged toward them, dodging traffic, and we all went around the corner and up the block. Yusuf’s buddy followed us, and the three janitors standing in the street followed him.

      We found a bench at a bus stop, and I set Yusuf down as gently as I could. My knees were shaking, and my shirt was soaked through with his blood. “Look after him,” I said. The other lobby guard gaped at me, but the three women in janitorial uniforms hurried to him.

      Annalise and Daria stood nearby. I hoped the boss wasn’t expecting me to have a plan, because I was all out of ideas.

      “Cool,” Daria said, putting her phone away. For the second time that day, I heard sirens approaching. “Come on. Let’s find an internet connection.”
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      We ended up three blocks away, sitting on a bench outside a Starbucks. Daria pulled her laptop from her oversized bag, then went through the papers to find whatever it was that she needed. I’d seen my share of hacker scenes in movies, but watching our smart, gawky investigator sitting on a park bench in January, computer balanced on her knees, made it seem way less cool.

      I said, “Boss, we need to get off the streets, get some sleep, and get some clean clothes.” I hated that there was blood on me. It was like wearing a sandwich board with the slogan If you can read this, call the cops.

      “Do we?”

      Great. Annalise was pissed off enough that she was ready to go full homeless for the rest of the mission. Well, that was bullshit, and—

      Daria interrupted us. “I’m working on that. I didn’t find that dongle—and I’m assuming you didn’t either, or you’d obviously have already given it to me—Serrac’s assistant is named Cheryl Anne Biggs. Her password was on her desk, her whole profile is stored on the Ten Bar servers, and I’m pretty sure those— Hello. They’ve put her browser history on the central server, probably to make it easy for them to check up on her. But that makes it easy on us, too.

      “What do you know? They have an account at the hotel around the corner. I could make reservations for us on Serrac’s dime.”

      “Later,” Annalise said. “Where’s Cheryl Anne Biggs?”

      “A minute,” Daria said. She kept typing without looking up. “Has that building come down yet?”

      I glanced back the way we came. There was no huge plume of dust rolling up the street. “I think we would have heard it.”

      “Shitty shit-shit,” she said. “Think of all the data I could have gathered if I’d had more time at Cheryl Anne’s desk.”

      “You can always go back,” I said. I didn’t mean to sound so sharp, but I didn’t like the idea that I’d fucked up our mission because I was afraid.

      Ignoring my tone of voice, Daria said, “Pass,” without looking up. “Oh, right, I know what to do.” She typed frantically for a few seconds. “I knew it. Our girl Cheryl Anne has been shopping Amazon on her work computer and having things shipped to her home. Huh. What’s a whip chain?”

      “It’s a thing in kung fu movies,” I answered. “Got the address?”

      She read it aloud. “Photo, too, from the company website.” Whatever I might have expected from her name, Cheryl Anne Biggs looked like a boring, ordinary urban office drone. Her face was angular and plump at the same time. Her blonde hair was parted on the side and pulled close to her scalp. The sides were quite short, like those young Nazis who have been marching in the street. Come to think of it, Serrac’s people sported the same look.

      I crossed the street to a little parking lot. There were a bunch of cars parked here, although it took a moment to realize there was a windowless bar across the street, and that the owners of these vehicles were probably there.

      I’d lost track of time. I’d lost track of the day of the week. If this was a Friday night, the drivers might not come out until closing time. If it was a Tuesday…

      I took out my phone. It was Friday, January 3, 2020, except it was a few minutes past midnight, so we were still living by Thursday-night rules.

      If only I’d gone back for Serrac’s ride, we wouldn’t have this headache. I should have tossed the keys to Daria and told her to drive out of the garage, but I’d been too panicked to consider it.

      There was nothing to gain by looking backward. I spotted an old Nissan Pathfinder with a little red toolbox on the floor in the back seat. One busted window and cracked ignition later, I was picking up Annalise and Daria and getting the fuck out of there.

      This time, Daria took the front passenger seat. “This is like visiting a used-car lot and test-driving—”

      Whatever she was about to say was drowned out by a loud, sustained rumbling. The Ten Bar office building was collapsing in on itself, finally. I hoped they’d gotten everyone out, and I couldn’t help but wonder what stupid personal items were being destroyed as hundreds, maybe thousands, of cubicles got pancaked.

      Daria decided not to finish saying whatever she’d been planning to say. She gave me directions, and fifteen minutes later, we pulled into Cheryl Anne Biggs’s dark and empty street.

      Her house was small and neat, but the front lawn needed mowing and a beer can had fallen into the garden beside the stair. The curtains were open but there was no light downstairs. One burned upstairs, though, in the front bedroom. A little sign in the front yard announced that the place was protected by private security.

      “Can’t we do this in the morning?” Daria asked. “I think I’d be sharper if I had a chance to sleep and—get this—take a real shower.”

      “No,” Annalise snapped. “The building where she works just collapsed, and we were seen running out of it. The cops are going to be knocking on her door by morning. Maybe sooner. We have to get what we need from this woman and then fuck back off into the night.”

      It seemed like a bad idea to cut yet another lock and alarm wire, so this time I took out my ghost knife and sliced out the center of the door. It fell back into the house with a crash loud enough to wake up the neighborhood, and Annalise pushed by me to step through.

      “Sorry, boss.”

      She ignored me, glancing around before heading toward the stairs.

      “It’s not a bad idea,” Daria said, stepping through herself. I followed, then lifted the door panel and tried to press it back into place. I managed to wedge it in, but a strong breeze would make it clatter to the floor again. Oh, well.

      I followed the others upstairs. The stairs were newish and didn’t creak under my step. At the top, Annalise headed for the front bedroom. She waved Daria to the side, then opened the door.

      Light flooded out of the room onto both of us as I came up close behind. The overhead light burned a garish yellow light, and lying there in the rumpled covers was the woman from the company photo, although her hair stood up in a long cowlick. She was sound asleep, even with the overhead light shining directly onto her face.

      On the bedside table stood a mostly empty bottle of gin, and the cell phone beside it suddenly chimed as a text arrived. Then the phone rang with that annoying marimba ring tone that I’d always hated. Cheryl Anne must have really been putting them away, because she didn’t even stir.

      I put my hand on Annalise’s shoulder and she let me move farther into the room. The first thing I noticed was the stink of juniper and dirty bedsheets. There were two more bottles in the bedroom trash, and the flatscreen TV mounted on the wall was playing an aquarium screensaver. There were photos on the bureau showing Cheryl Anne in her wedding dress standing beside a beefy bearded guy with enough gray in his hair that he could have been either her groom or her dad. I’d have guessed groom, based on the grin on his face.

      No pictures of kids. No toys. No sex toys. No computer or correspondence. No beard trimmer, men’s shoes, or men’s clothes visible in the open closet. Tristan Serrac’s personal executive assistant had hit hard times, and I wondered how much of it was his fault.

      The phone was still ringing. The caller was listed as Mom. Someone had heard about the building collapse, and in record time, too, considering the hour. I turned the phone off.

      I looked between the bed and the table, then got down on the floor and looked underneath. There was a pump shotgun on the floor. I took it. Then I looked behind her headboard and saw a holster screwed into the wood and a handgun strapped into it. This time, I had to move carefully, but I managed to unsnap it and slide it away without touching the sleeping woman.

      Common sense would tell you that a gun behind the headboard and on the floor would mean a gun beneath the pillow would be an unnecessary risk, but I checked anyway, slowly sliding my hand beneath the sweat-stained pillow while Cheryl Anne’s sweaty head rested on it.

      I felt like a creep, doing this to a woman who was a complete stranger to me, even if she was the right hand to a guy I needed to kill. It didn’t help that when I was in prison, I’d met guys who did this sort of thing for fun. They’d talk about it in dreamy voices, acting like standing over an unconscious woman was the most amazing feeling in the world.

      My hand closed on the little revolver under the pillow at the same moment Cheryl Anne’s eyes snapped open.

      I yanked it away while she jolted in bed, pulling the covers up to her chin and opening her mouth to scream. Like an asshole, I pointed the headboard gun at her face. “Quiet.”

      She gasped and went still.

      “You’ll be safe,” Annalise said from the foot of her bed, “if you answer our questions. I mean it.”

      Cheryl Anne stammered a bit before she could make a response. She looked at me and her expression became miserable. “No, I won’t. I’ve seen your faces. You’re not going to leave me alive after I’ve seen your faces.” Oh, right. I still had Yusuf’s blood on me.

      “We don’t work that way,” Annalise said as I set the guns on the bureau. She glanced at Daria, who took her cue and stepped forward.

      “I know this is scary and unexpected—and that my friend here needs a change of clothes—but bad things have happened, and we’re trying to stop it.”

      “I recognize you,” Cheryl Anne said to me. “And her. Especially her. I know what my boss did to you—what he’s still trying to do. And now you want, what? Revenge? You think I don’t know that you’re looking for revenge? You think I don’t know that?”

      “If that’s what you think,” Daria said in a soothing voice, “then you really don’t understand anything about us. We need—”

      “No.” Cheryl Anne started shaking her head. “No no just do it. I know you’re going to don’t drag it out please please—”

      “Something happened to you,” I said without quite knowing why. “Something bad that you can’t explain. Your boss was involved somehow, right? He asked you to do something or took you somewhere where you saw something.” She stared at me, her expression almost expectant. I hadn’t hit the mark yet. “Or someone did something to you.”

      “It happened in his office,” Cheryl Anne said, as though finally given permission to talk. There was a little wooden stool by the closet door. I sat on it without being invited and turned my attention to her. She returned it, her shock and fear at our unexpected appearance reshaping itself around the story she was about to tell.

      That she was dying to tell.

      “They said afterwards that I’d be fine, but that isn’t true. After his trip to Oregon, Mr. Serrac was determined to hire a special consultant. The man he brought in… He could do things I’d never seen before.” Then, with no real conviction at all, she added, “With designer hallucinogens.”

      “Right.” Annalise said. “LSD and shit.”

      “I saw things,” Cheryl Anne said, letting the words fall out of her like this was a jailhouse group-therapy session. “Felt them, too, like I was being devoured at the edges, and every good part of me was being poisoned by shadows. That’s what they were. Shadows.” I glanced at Annalise and saw recognition in her expression, too. The corkscrew needles that had come at us in that cheap motel could have been described as shadows. This must be one of the guys we needed to kill. “Mr. Serrac had me set a meeting with a special consultant, a man who went by the name John Scarlet. Research tried to find out his real name, but they didn’t have any luck. All they found was a hand-me-down identity of a man who should have been 102 years old.”

      “Describe him,” Annalise commanded.

      “White Hispanic” was the answer. “South American. Around forty, broad shoulders, slender waist, wavy black hair. He wore a blue pinstripe with oversized lapels, and a fedora with a wide brim, which he tilted to the right. Probably it has another name, not a fedora, but it had that crease at the top and a wide band, if you know what I mean. Brown eyes, teeth so perfect they have to be fake, burn scar on his left hand and most of his right ear missing. At first, I thought he was hiding that last injury with his hat, but he really wasn’t.”

      Annalise leaned forward and put her hands on the footboard of the bed. “I want to know everything about him, where he’s staying, what he’s been ordered to—”

      I held up my hand, and she stopped. “Just a minute, boss.” I took a half-empty water bottle from the nightstand and passed it to Cheryl Anne. She sat up higher, pulling up her covers, and took a long pull from it. “Cheryl Anne, I’m going to take a wild guess here, okay? You tell me if I get it right. Your boss wanted to hire this guy, but he needed proof that he could do what he said, right? Your boss wanted a demonstration. And that’s when he called you into his office.”

      Her eyes were wide and staring. “That’s exactly right. He had me stand by the door while Mr. Scarlet’s liquid shadow flowed into my mouth and eyes. That was the hallucination he fed me, anyway. It was supposed to be a brief demonstration, but I could feel that man’s poison moving around under my skin like—like worms. Mr. Serrac was supposed to call it off as soon as he was convinced, but he let it go too long. He was curious to see how those drugs worked, I think.”

      “And when it was over…”

      “When it was over,” she said, “they told me I’d be fine, and they said it in a way that made it clear that it didn’t really matter to them if I was fine or not. And I’m not.”

      I put my finger on the cap of the gin bottle. “Is that why this is here?”

      She looked down at her lap and didn’t look up again for a while. “Just before this all happened, I’d gotten my eight-year chip. Eight years sober. Bill was at six and a half. We’d met at a meeting—I was friends with his sponsor—and we relied on each other. But the day this happened, I walked out of the office in the middle of the afternoon and got falling down… If it had just been one day, that would have been manageable, I think, but I couldn’t stop. He tried to help me, but eventually he fell off the wagon too. After he’d worked so hard for so long. Now…” She raised her empty hands in a gesture of futility. “He wanted me to quit Ten Bar, but I think that would be more dangerous than staying—”

      “Your job’s gone,” Daria said. Cheryl Anne looked up. “Serrac booby-trapped his office, and the whole building has collapsed. The cops are going to be here in a while, to ask you about the… the bomb your boss planted.”

      “It wasn’t a bomb,” Cheryl Anne said. “He warned us not to open his office door. He said it would be dangerous, but I don’t think it was a bomb.”

      “No,” Annalise said, “it wasn’t. But you know it was something dangerous. You’re going to make up some story for the cops, and you’re not going to mention John Scarlet or us. We’re going to deal with Serrac and his consultant ourselves.”

      Most ordinary citizens, when they hear a line like that, would balk. Not Cheryl Anne. She’d worked for Ten Bar long enough to be promoted to the boss’s office, and she’d grown used to talk of dealing with people. What she said was “You’d do that for me?”

      “No,” Annalise responded instantly. “I’d do that because it’s my job, and I love my job.”

      Cheryl Anne nodded. “I don’t know where Mr. Serrac is. I know that will be your first question, and I wish I could give you a different answer. He’s in hiding, and he doesn’t trust me enough to reach out. He knows better.”

      “Who would he reach out to?” Daria asked.

      “Nobody. As far as I know, he doesn’t have any friends, and his family won’t even speak to him. The Christmas presents he ships to his daughters are returned to my desk unopened, and he tells me to throw them away. All he has is employees—people he calls killer drones, and not in a complimentary way—and clients. And at this point, he’s cancelled all the Ten Bar contracts except for one with a client he’ll only identify with a pseudonym. River O’Cash. He thinks that name is funny.”

      “And you don’t know who that is?”

      “I don’t have a lot of direct contact with the killer drones. I used to coordinate assignments, telling our contractors where to report and what they’d be doing, but that’s supposed to be above my pay grade now that we have the one client. Mr. Serrac does all his staff coordination personally, and I’m left twiddling my thumbs. I still hear things, though. There’s lots of grumbling about boring guard duty, and not long ago there was some sort of recovery operation at a crash site.”

      “A plane went down?”

      “Or a jet. They searched all through the Sierra Nevadas looking for something that came down in the crash. You know…”

      She grabbed her phone and turned it on. Notifications started chiming, but she ignored them and found what she was looking for.

      “There it is. The building where I work. A smoking ruin. The news says it’s possible terrorists, but they said that about stuff we’ve done, too. Okay. The servers had to be destroyed in that mess, but Tristan’s lawyer, Lester Birdwell, has an encrypted copy of the company’s most sensitive files. Excuse me, would you check the left-hand pocket of— Yes, that right there.”

      Daria seemed to be reading Cheryl Anne’s mind, because she stepped over to a blue blazer draped on the back of a chair and fished a big, messy key chain out of a pocket.

      Cheryl Anne was about to throw back the covers when she glanced at me, then Annalise. She decided against it, letting Daria cross the room and hand them to her.

      “You guys are going to handle this, right? My boss, the one who drugged me and ruined my life… you guys are going to neutralize him?”

      I nodded. “It’s what we do.”

      She sighed and pulled a little plastic doohickey from the keychain, then slapped it into Daria’s hand. “Security dongle. If you try to open the file without this plugged in to a USB port, the file self-destructs.” She pulled off a slightly larger doohickey. “This is the security token. The number code changes every ten minutes, but even if you put in the code correctly, without the dongle—”

      “The file goes poof. Got it. I’m surprised to see two separate pieces.”

      Cheryl Anne nearly laughed. “I’m not supposed to carry both at the same time, but when you have three gimlets at lunch, shit gets lax. Just get that file from Lester Birdwell and do this job that you supposedly love so much.” She sighed. “And me?”

      Maybe she thought one of us would shank her in her bed. I unloaded her revolver and gave it back to her. “You should call your mom back. She’s probably worried. Then get yourself a lawyer, because you’re wondering if your boss might have put a bomb in his office.”

      She looked at me funny. “I said it wasn’t a bomb.”

      “I know. I saw what was in your boss’s office. Get the lawyer and protect yourself. When the cops question you, get things wrong in a way that shows them you don’t know anything.”

      “You’re really not going to kill me?”

      “Not if you’ve been honest with us,” Annalise said.

      Cheryl Anne nodded. The bleariness was gone from her eyes, and while she didn’t exactly look sober, she looked ready to face whatever the next few hours had in store.

      Daria held her laptop open in one hand. “Ms. Biggs, do you hate us?”

      “For breaking into my home in the middle of the night, scaring the shit out of me?” The emotion in her voice brought out her Southern drawl. “I should, but I don’t.”

      “Good,” Daria said. “Then you won’t mind giving me Mr. Scarlet’s room number. I found the reservation request in your inbox, but it doesn’t list a room number.”

      “It’s 306. He likes that number for some reason. And if you are already in my system, you might as well book rooms for yourselves on the Ten Bar account. I don’t have authority to book you more than three days, but that might be all you need. So. Are we done?”

      Annalise glanced at Daria. “We are.”

      I moved her phone to the edge of the stand, and she snatched it up as we headed out. The three of us hustled down the stairs and through the cut in the door. For once, we were back in the car and on the road without being chased away by the sounds of sirens.
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      It was late and the streets were nearly empty. This was a shitty time to be driving around in a stolen car, because there was no camouflage. Any cop you passed had plenty of time to think up reasons to fuck with you.

      “It’ll be daylight in a few hours,” Daria said. “We should ditch the car and get ourselves checked in. I need a shower, and if I don’t get to sleep soon, I’m probably going to make a terrible mistake, like get bangs or buy a timeshare bungalow or something. After, I’ll crack Serrac’s files.”

      I dropped off the stolen car around the corner from the lot where I’d taken it. As we walked away, I saw a lanky, college-age kid stumbling around in the center of the intersection, shouting into his phone about how it wasn’t his fault and he needed a ride.

      When I opened the door to the hotel Biggs offered us, the only people in the lobby were the night concierge and a woman vacuuming the carpet. The maid shut off the machine immediately, then carried it into another room. Daria took care of collecting the keys and explaining that our luggage would arrive in the morning. I stood far away, moving toward the elevators and doing my best to keep my back—still covered with Yusuf’s blood—facing away from her.

      Daria gave us our keys—three rooms all in a row, two floors up from our target—and we rode the elevator in silence.

      I should have felt more tired. In fact, I was worn out and sore from sitting too long behind a steering wheel, and I still hadn’t rinsed my face after the effort of carrying Yusuf down all those stairs. I usually hated the feeling of sweat on my face, but it was hard to be upset about it next to all the blood.

      There was a rogue sorcerer in this hotel—one who’d already tried to kill us once with a fucking predator.

      It meant we were about to face new magic and a brand-new asshole who was going to be pissed off about the upcoming attempt on his life. My skin felt electric, and my mind, which was fuzzy and dull from lack of sleep, could not stop trying to picture his face.

      And could not stop trying to picture what that face would look like when he was lying dead on the carpet.

      There was an astonishing body count attached to my name. I hadn’t tried to nail down any specific number, mostly because I didn’t want to know but also because I didn’t want to remember.

      In movies, you could tell a hired killer was a sensitive guy because he’d claim to remember everyone he’d ever murdered. It was supposed to make him seem less like a sociopath, or make him more likable or sympathetic or whatever. But I guessed I wasn’t either of those things, because the memory of Charles Hammer’s face had faded over the years. I don’t think I could have picked his photograph out of a book of mugshots. And Jon Burrows’s friend Peyton, well, I remember what it looked like when I cut him open and saw the inside of his skull, but his face and his last name had slipped away from me over the years.

      And I never really got a good look at the victims of the sapphire dog that I killed in that church basement.

      I’d killed so many people. Some because they’d used dangerous magic and would use it again. Some because they were the victims of a spell or predator, and that made dangerous. Soon, I’d help Annalise do it again.

      Maybe this time it would finally feel like it wasn’t a big deal.

      The elevator dinged and we went down the hall to our rooms. The first thing I did was strip down and grab a quick shower. Yusuf’s blood wasn’t just on my clothes. In some places, it had soaked through to my skin.

      There was a gentle knock on my door. I threw on the hotel robe and checked the peephole. It was Daria, and she was holding surgical tape and gauze up to the peephole. I opened the door.

      “Change my dressing before I go to sleep?”

      I stepped back and let her inside. She had the same expression on her face as when she told me she was okay, just after she’d been shot, but she was looking at the floor, not at me. She sat on the edge of the bed, her injured shoulder near me, and I sat too. She still wouldn’t look directly at me. Then, when I fumbled with the cut in her sleeve to get to the bandage, she peeled off her shirt, showing her bra and bare skin.

      After she draped her shirt on the chair, she let her hand come to rest on my knee.

      A warm rush passed over me. I’d described her as gawky at some point, I knew I had, because she didn’t seem like my type at all, but the sight of her smooth tan skin and the smell of hotel soap made my pulse race. Funny how that works.

      Her bandage probably didn’t need changing, and I was pretty sure she didn’t care about it, but I changed it anyway. It had been a long time since I’d had a woman in my bed, even just to sit on the edge. I’d been trapped inside the Show for years, and the months since haven’t exactly been filled with fun hanging-out time. Wooden men don’t get vacation days.

      So, it felt good to touch her while I peeled off the old tape and laid a new piece of gauze in place, but I was pretty sure I knew why she was here.

      “You don’t have to do this. It won’t help. If Annalise decides that she has to end you, I won’t be able to do anything about it, no matter how much I’m on your side. And I’m on your side already.”

      “I nearly died today.”

      “I remember.”

      “And…” Whatever she was going to say next, she let it trail off. Her hand slid off my knee as she stood and turned away.

      Cynthia Hammer suddenly surfaced out of my memories, the sister of the man Annalise had been sent to kill on our first official mission together for the society. She and I had barely escaped death at one point, and afterward…

      “I said the wrong thing, didn’t I?”

      “Yep.” She stepped toward the chair but did not pick up her shirt. “I didn’t come here to turn you against your peer. I wouldn’t even try that, even if I thought it was possible.”

      “I misread the moment.”

      “Badly.”

      “I didn’t used to do that,” I said, and the next words were like a message from my subconscious. “But I haven’t really been on my game since… the coma.”

      She turned and looked at me directly for the first time. The corner of her mouth crooked into a smile. “You know I know it wasn’t really a coma, right?”

      “You got me. What really happened was that I got swallowed by a predator.”

      Her mouth fell open and she dropped her shirt on the carpet. “You’re shitting me.”

      “I wish. It couldn’t digest me because of the spells Annalise put on me”—I shifted the lapel of my robe an inch or two to show some of the marks there—“but it wasn’t about to let me go. Seven years it had me.”

      I sighed. “Since I got out, I’ve been missing important details. I haven’t been able to read people the way I used to. I let those lawyers lure me into a trap, and I let a fucking lobby security guard get the drop on me, and now you. I just…” I just spent years surrounded by dead people, and I couldn’t tell. “It was fucked-up. And I can see on your face that you’re about to ask me questions or whatever, but please don’t. I’m not ready for that.”

      She put her hands on her hips and seemed to study me. One corner of her mouth was still turned up in a crooked grin. “What do you know? You’re human after all.”

      That was the absolute last thing I expected to hear from her. “What?”

      “Well, we hear all these stories, and I see bullets bounce off your chest like you’re one of those guys in those awful cape movies, right, because you’re running straight at men with guns—men who have the training to use them—like it’s nothing. Because the investigators talk about you, too. Some of them think you’ve been so successful because you’re secretly a rogue sorcerer, spying on your boss and the whole society. Some think you’re a predator that Annalise turned to our side.”

      A loud, barking laugh burst out of me, one I couldn’t have held back if I’d wanted to. “Holy shit, that’s six kinds of nuts. The idea that Annalise would even try— Nah. That’s nonsense. Whoever is saying that shit is a bad investigator, because they’re passing bad information. If you ever see Annalise fight someone with a predator inside them—and I hope you don’t, because that shit will haunt you like it haunts me—you’ll understand.”

      She watched me for a second or two, as if she understood I had more to say. I realized that I did. “When I first saw Annalise doing her thing, I was sure she wasn’t human. Or wasn’t human anymore. Her strength. The way she could destroy shit with her bare hands. She seemed both more and less than everyone else. I guess it never occurred to me that, as she and the rest of the society kept adding spells to me, people might start to think those same things about me. I still feel human on the inside.”

      “What about Annalise?”

      I opened my mouth, then shut it. I said, “I was going to make a joke, but the boss has had it rough. All the shit she’s been through might have turned her into a huge pain in the ass, but I would feel like an asshole if I said she wasn’t really human anymore. She is.”

      Daria nodded, scratched the bridge of her sizable nose, and let out a long breath. She seemed more like herself now instead of that odd, timid someone who wouldn’t even look me in the eye. “I bet I can tell you why you’ve been such a success at this work, and there’s no magic involved.”

      I figured I already knew. Arne had laid it out for me before he… before I killed him. But what the hell. “You’re on. Explain me to me.”

      “After. We have more important things to do. Get into that bed and take off that robe.” She hooked her thumbs into the waist of her pants and pushed them down. “It doesn’t hide anything, anyway.”
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      After, she fell asleep before I did, but she was long gone when I woke up. I’d seen the first hint of dawn when I nodded off, but it was now nearly one in the afternoon.

      Shit. I hated to lose a whole day like that. I threw off the covers and padded around on the carpet. The bloody clothes I’d taken off last night were gone, and so was the robe. And so was the key I’d set on the bureau by the door. Either I was going to have to wrap myself in a blanket like a toga before I went out into the hall, or I was stuck here.

      Before I had too much time to consider my options, the lock on the door disengaged and Daria barged in, a shopping bag in each hand. She looked me up and down. “Check you out, taking an air bath on Serrac’s dime.”

      “You took all my clothes.”

      “Well, they were covered in blood, so you’re welcome. There’s a clothing store off the lobby, and I remembered your size, Mr. Raymond Rose, so I picked up replacements. I charged them to my room, naturally. I’ll need you to tell me they’re perfect, whether you like them or not.” She handed me one of the bags.

      “They’re perfect,” I said before I’d even looked inside.

      “Of course.” She set the key card on the bureau and headed out the door. “Come to Annalise’s room when you’re decent.”

      I dumped the clothes on the bed. There was a pair of loose-fitting pants that were, according to the label, the color Bone. A belt of the same color was already threaded through the loops. Beneath that was a pair of socks almost the same color and some kind of slip-on jogging shoe I’d never seen before. The underwear was a pair of plain black boxers, which were not as good as boxer briefs, but what the hell. The shirt was black and long-sleeved. At least this would cover up most of my spells, and I approved of the color.

      There was nothing else in the bag except a toothbrush. I brushed away my morning breath, washed my face and hands, then dressed. It would have been nice to wash the clothes before I wore them, but since my only other option was a bedsheet toga, I roughed it.

      Annalise let me in into her room when I knocked. She looked like she’d slept in yesterday’s clothes, and she gave me an angry scowl.

      Daria was on the room phone, ordering three burgers, fries and salads. Just hearing the words made me hungry.

      “Look at this lucky son of a bitch,” Annalise said, nodding at the clothes Daria brought me. Then she opened the bag and pulled out a canary-yellow long-sleeved sweat shirt and a pair of jeans with carefully torn holes at the knees.

      “That shit is fashionable, boss.”

      “Fashion sucks.”

      Daria hung up the phone. “There weren’t a lot of options for someone Annalise’s size. The only other pants were sweats—”

      “I like sweats. They’re practical.”

      “—that were pink with the word CUTE on the ass. I know you didn’t want that. Look, we can get something else when we leave, but you two can’t go around in blood-spattered clothes. Even if you’re hiding in here all day, room service will notice. They always do.”

      Annalise was about to protest when she noticed blood on her sleeves. Quite a bit of it, actually. I should have noticed that myself.

      With a sign, Annalise grabbed the hem of her shirt to pull it over her head, but I turned my back before she could. The window looked out over a massive parking lot. I went to the glass and pretended to find it fascinating.

      “Why are we hiding?” Annalise asked.

      That question obviously wasn’t meant for me, so I stared silently at nothing. “We’re here for John Scarlet, right? We can’t find Serrac—by the way, the investigators the society put on the job have come up with nothing so far, but this guy is just a few floors below us, and he might know something.”

      I heard Annalise say, “Great. Let’s go.” I didn’t turn around.

      “He’s not in his room,” Daria said. “He’s still checked in, but he’s out for the day.”

      “Probably searching for us,” I said.

      “Seems likely. Now I’m going to suggest a plan, and you can tell me how great it is. First, I’m going to debrief you regarding the contents of the encrypted file that Ray got from Birdwell. It’s got some pretty juicy shit in there.”

      “Really? How early did you get up?”

      “I only had an hour or so before the shops opened, but I got a solid start.”

      “Get over here, Ray,” Annalise snapped. To Daria, she said, “If you found out who Serrac’s been working for this whole time and you started dicking around in a clothing store, we’re going to have a fucking problem.”

      “Hey, cool your jets,” Daria said. I sat on the edge of the desk and Annalise took the corner of the mattress, while Daria took the chair. She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I need more time with these files, and even if I didn’t, you can’t exactly go charging across town cracking heads together when your target is Milton Hardy.”

      I looked at Annalise, who looked at me. I shrugged. She said, “That name sounds vaguely familiar.”

      Daria looked like she might do a backflip out of her chair, but she took a deep breath instead. “Coma. Right. Look, Milton Hardy is the founder and CEO of Friend Shit, the social media company where Serrac’s daughters work. He’s the ninth-richest guy in the world, right behind some real-estate developer in Singapore, I think. He’s famous for creating an online space where people plan genocides, falsifying advertising numbers, and apologizing for donations his foundation makes.”

      Once Daria said social media, I sort of caught up with things. I’d seen Hardy on TV, testifying before Congress, then mixing with a crowd of what might have been politicians or business people. He looked like a piece of chalk with watery eyes and a long nose, the whitey-est of all white people. He had a taut, pale face that never showed any feeling except bland patience. On screen, he’d looked hapless and shiftless at the same time, and I’d instinctively hated him. “Okay. I saw his face on TV in a diner or something, but whatever. I’ll look him up on my phone later.”

      “At least now we have a clear idea how these rumors on social media are spreading so quickly, right? If the CEO wants to spread shit around, the shit gets spread.” Daria nodded. “Anyway, Serrac went on a modest hiring spree year before last. He was looking for bland, normie veterans to work long-term as bodyguards for a project so hush-hush that Lester Birdwell was not allowed to be in the loop, and also for—and this is his phrasing, not mine—well-trained sociopaths for missions up and down the West Coast.”

      Annalise’s lips pressed together. “Like Patterson.”

      “Birdwell’s firm had to quash a bunch of perfectly cromulent arrest warrants with faked alibis and affidavits for Serrac and his people. But Serrac has been bouncing around the American West for a couple of years, trying to acquire shit for his only client and not being particularly picky about the methods he used.”

      Criminals for hire. I’d always thought that hit men were the only kind of criminals that sold their services to other people, and that hiring a thief was just so much Hollywood bullshit. But here we were, discovering that Serrac had turned his company into a theft-for-hire operation. The world really was different for the super-rich.

      “For instance?” Annalise said.

      “Um, well, one second.” Daria grabbed her laptop and opened it. “There was a hippie community near Mount Shasta that was wiped out a year and a half ago. The official story is that they had switched from growing pot to cooking meth, and the place got shot up over a dispute with rival dealers, but apparently it was one of Serrac’s teams. They were looking for someone called Lampton Butler, the hippie guru of the place who had gone on some kind of extended sabbatical. They searched it pretty thoroughly before executing everyone.”

      I wasn’t the type of guy who cared about meth dealers, but if Serrac was involved, there was no way to know who these people were or what they’d done. Maybe Serrac himself drove a meth lab onto the property himself.

      “Butler’s dead,” Annalise said. “Pratt killed him years ago, before I met Ray. I was there. His father was supposed to have acquired the Book of Motes from the vault of a mobbed-up casino owner, but Butler swore that wasn’t true, because his father would have given it to him with everything else. Pratt killed him anyway, and Butler went down too easily to be any kind of serious spell caster, let alone a primary. The whole thing was a dead end.”

      “Dead end or not, it’s a low-key crime spree that had to be carefully coordinated with the lawyers so there was always an alibi in place. A kidnapping in Everett, Washington. A runaway girlfriend in Baja California. Stolen antiques in Hancock Park, in LA.”

      Annalise and I looked at each other. “Hancock Park?” I blurted out. “Is this the Francois Collection?”

      “Sure,” Daria said casually. “Lots of people know about the Collection, I guess, but after a few dozen assholes try and fail to squeeze a spell book out of it, the general wisdom becomes that it’s a red herring, right?” She studied our expressions. “Right?”

      “Absolutely right,” I said with as much conviction as I could muster. Daria gave me a savvy look that I didn’t really like. Shit. I’d always been better at spotting lies than telling them. Annalise and I found the Book of Oceans there, and we promptly hid it. “But we were there.” I turned to Annalise. “That might be why he came after us in Patterson.”

      “Why would he come after you?” Daria asked. “You did find something there, didn’t you? Was it one of the original spell books? Oh, shit!”

      She stood suddenly, her laptop sliding off her lap and bouncing on the plush carpet.

      Annalise said, “Stop.”

      Daria looked like she was about to panic. Maybe run from the room. Maybe something else. “You found one of the original spell books but you didn’t turn it in to the society? My job—”

      “We know,” I said. “But there’s a problem.”

      “Is the problem that you’re about to kill me for going against the people we all work for? Because that’s a big problem and I’d like for it not to be one. And I’d like to put this in my report, because if I don’t, then the rest of the society will decide to kill me. Because it’s true, right? You really did recover one of the originals, and how Hardy and Serrac are after you just like you’re after them.”

      “Shut up,” Annalise snapped. “If you’re planning to tell the society about this, then I’m planning to kill you.”

      Daria went pale.

      “Boss.”

      “Ray, if she—”

      “Boss. We have bigger problems. Milton Hardy discovered that back in 2011, you recovered the Book of Oceans. He sent Tristan Serrac after you in Patterson, several times, to steal it from you. In 2015, Serrac used locals because he didn’t realize who you were. Or maybe he didn’t understand. Then he planned for four years before he came at you again.”

      “And he didn’t find it because I’m not stupid enough to carry it around in my pocket. He’s got nothing.”

      “That’s not true, boss. Remember what that private investigator said after Serrac took the Book of Grooves from him?”

      “One more to go. I didn’t believe it. I didn’t want to believe it. This stupid fucking world is full of loudmouth assholes who talk shit, but maybe this time it’s real. One more to go. Fuck. Maybe the thing we feared most all these years has already happened. Serrac and his client already have two of the original spell books.”

      “So,” Daria said cautiously, “does that mean that he’s a primary twice over? A super-primary?”

      “No,” I answered, maybe too quickly. “Once you’ve had the experience of reading one of these books, I don’t think you get to do it again.”

      “Okay,” Daria said. She retrieved her computer and sat in her spot again. “That sounds deliberately vague, and not in a good way. I understand if you don’t want to tell me about the Book of Whatevers, but it would help to know what we do next. Hopefully, the answer isn’t kill me.”

      “It’s not,” Annalise said. “Not if we can help it, anyway. If Milton Hardy—or any of his people—have collected both the Book of Grooves and the Book of Motes, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

      Daria reached for her phone. “So, we call the Twenty Palace Society.”

      “No!” I blurted out at the same moment that Annalise said, “Fuck, no.”

      That wasn’t what Daria wanted to hear, but she knew she had to be careful with a peer. “Okay, but this is what I was hired to do. Not just investigate weird shit that happens in the ordinary lives of ordinary people, but to look out for these three books that aren’t really books. That was job number one. And now you’re telling me not to do job number one. And yeah, you two are going to get your way here, because you’re my bosses and I can’t quit my stupid job that I totally fucking love, but it would be great if you gave me some kind of reason. I mean, I personally would appreciate it.”

      It wasn’t my place to talk about this, so I kept my mouth shut. After thinking a few moments, Annalise said, “In 2012, the society made me drag Ray to the first palace to meet the other peers.”

      There was a little pause again, and for once, Daria couldn’t stand the silence. “Why?”

      “Because we were having success,” I said, “and they thought we were making it up.”

      “That’s not the important part. While we were there, we—and when I say we I mean Ray—discovered a predator had infiltrated the first palace.”

      Daria’s face turned pale. Annalise continued talking in a droning voice. “We destroyed it, but it was a shapeshifter. It was impersonating a peer and the chief of the Investigative Bureau at the same time.”

      If I thought Daria had gone pale before… “You’re saying…”

      “That all the hard work you did in 2012 or before,” I cut in, “was filtered through an enemy agent before the rest of the society could see it. Your reports were either edited or thrown away.”

      “Shit. You know, at Thanksgiving, a few years ago, I got a request from our employers to send copies of my old reports. Maybe it was 2012? I thought it was a test of some kind, because we’re not supposed to keep them, and I don’t. Now I wish I had. Shit. What about the reports I sent since then?”

      “Good question,” Annalise said. “We don’t know if there’s another shapeshifter in the First Palace, or if a new one has infiltrated since then. I have a spell to detect a predator’s magic but it failed. I don’t have an alternative way to know for sure who I’m talking to, and I can’t trust the other peers to come up with one.”

      And that was the heart of the problem. We couldn’t trust our support—or the other peers—and we were facing a sorcerer more powerful than anyone we’d faced before. More powerful than Ansel Zahn.

      “Wow.” Daria stood and crossed the room to the bar. Then she turned around and returned to her seat. “That sucks.”

      We destroyed it. Annalise just said. She made it sound like something she and I did together in an afternoon, but in reality, it took a bunch of peers prepped for open combat to put that thing down.

      And Zahn had been a nightmare. He did shit that still makes me uneasy, nearly ten years after I killed him. Zahn got into my head—into the heads of an entire town—forcing us to think what he wanted us to think, to never say certain things, to never look at certain things…

      And Annalise said he was a tertiary at best. Two steps down from what Milton Hardy himself might be.

      Milton Hardy, the rocket-ship billionaire.

      “This Hardy guy, now that I’m thinking about seeing him on TV, didn’t he crash a rocket ship? And didn’t Serrac’s assistant say they sent guys out into the wilderness to search for something?”

      Daria opened the laptop. “There are documents in here regarding Hardy Distance One, the rocket that blew up before it escaped the atmosphere, but I haven’t had time to look them over yet. I was more focused on other things, like his Deep Ark project.”

      “It sounds like a submarine,” Annalise said.

      “It’s more like a bunker. It’s a huge underground complex with the best of everything: food, entertainment, whatever you need. The power comes from sunken geothermal plants, and the shell will have seismic dampers that—okay, none of that’s really important. Hardy thinks a terrible calamity is coming, and he’s creating a space where the super-wealthy and their families can ride it out. Only ten million dollars per person.”

      “A reasonable price for a fucking apocalypse. What’s Serrac’s angle?”

      “Security. His sweat equity allows him the opportunity to buy three slots, for himself and his two daughters.”

      There was something off about this. Just hearing about this project made goosebumps run down my back, and I knew I had to figure out why.

      “What’s the pitch?” I interrupted. “I mean, the real one that he’s not making public. There are bunkers like this scattered around the States, but why is a primary, and one of the richest assholes in the world, spending his time and energy on this?”

      “Did I mention that Serrac had some of Hardy’s files that he wasn’t supposed to have? I assume he offered some sort of computer security service that also happened to include spyware. Anyway, apparently, Hardy has been getting his information in private online spaces—”

      Annalise leaned forward. “Did you—”

      “Send this information to the society? I did. So, Hardy talks quite a bit about his Deep Ark in these spaces, and he’s not repeating what he put in the brochures. Here’s the juicy bit: Sometime within the next two decades, the human species is going to be hunted to extinction.”

      There it was.

      I glanced at Annalise, and she looked at me with a kind of grim fury that frightened me and gave me hope at the same time.

      There was only one kind of apocalypse that made sense, if it involved hunting people. No one talked about bombs, epidemics, or food shortages with a word that meant chasing down prey and eating it.

      Hardy planned to unleash predators on the world.

      I stood. “That motherfucker’s got to go.”

      Daria made a calming motion, so I sat back down. “Milton Hardy isn’t a guy you take out by rolling up to his front door with a gun in your hand and ringing the doorbell. We need prep. We need more information. That’s how we climb the ladder. So, we have to start with the asshole at hand.”

      Annalise said, “John Scarlet.”
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      Daria stood. “I’ll stake out the hotel lobby, which will give me time to dig deeper into Serrac’s files, and I’ll text you when he comes in. Then you guys do with him whatever you guys do.”

      There was a pause in the conversation. Annalise glared at her. “What the fuck am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

      “Stay in your room. I’m serious. You have a very distinctive look, and Hardy’s people are making you internet famous. Order room service on Serrac’s dime. Watch movies. Catch up on your sleep. But first, look at you. You have blood in your hair. Not even a room-service guy will ignore that. Come on.”

      I heard the two of them go into the bathroom and shut the door, then the water started running. I went back to the window. The view was nothing. Literally nothing of any interest, but I stood there and looked at it, thinking about this man with the dumbass name. I’d never even met him before, but if things went well, I was going to help Annalise overpower him, question him, then probably kill him.

      And I would have bet that he deserved it. He’d summoned a predator. He’d turned his magic on us, for hire, which made him a kind of freelance hit man.

      That was a stupid, shitty thing to be. The way to survive when you kill people for money is to be part of a connected criminal group, surrounded by family or close friends. Or both. Arne always said going freelance was a way to get stiffed on payment or taken out as a loose end.

      Maybe magic turned those expectations on their heads. Or maybe this guy was the exception that tests the rule. Or maybe Arne was full of shit, making up some bullshit to impress idiots like me.

      I didn’t like that I knew so little about this guy. I wanted a look at him. I wanted to hear the way he talked and watch him when he thought he was in danger. Anything to know him better, so I could get some kind of a read on him.

      Maybe I was looking for an excuse not to kill him, and maybe I’d stop looking once I got in the room with him.

      The bathroom door opened. Out of habit, I turned toward the sound. Annalise looked freshly scrubbed in her hotel clothes, even though they were still baggy on her.

      Daria looked around the room. “Food’s not here yet?”

      “It came when you were in the shower, so I sent it away.”

      She scowled at me, then scowled at Annalise. “We really need to find you clothes that fit.”

      “I hate clothes at fit.”

      I was spared the rest of that conversation when someone knocked lightly on the door.

      Annalise let the room service guy in. Finally. As he was leaving, Daria met him at the door and pressed two twenties into his hand. He thanked her and left. Daria hung the DO NOT DISTURB sign on the outside door handle, then shut the door.

      We ate in silence, except to complain about the ketchup, which had no sugar at all and had probably been made special in the hotel kitchen.

      As Daria pushed away the rest of her fries, wiped her mouth, and stood, Annalise said, “Are you sure we shouldn’t send Ray down to the lobby instead? Yeah, he stands out in a crowd, but maybe not as much as you.”

      “Why, because of this?” Daria pointed at her nose. “It works against me, obviously, but I do this for a living. Trust me.” She turned to me. “Keep your phone close. I’m going to text you when I need a bathroom break. And remember that, in the lobby, we don’t know each other.”

      I nodded and she was gone.

      Annalise turned to me. “Did you fuck her?”

      “Boss, come on.”

      “I’m not jealous, dumbass. I’m trying to figure out how stupid you’re going to be about her.”

      “When have I ever been stupid?”

      “Psh. What do you think we should do with her?”

      I put the last bite of burger in my mouth so I’d have time to think about it. Eventually, I said, “That asshole with the shotgun nearly killed her yesterday, then the predator in Serrac’s office, and the darkness spell as we were leaving the motel room… Daria’s been useful, but I’m not sure she needs to be right beside us to do what she’s doing.”

      “She pulled the information we needed from the desk outside Serrac’s office. She couldn’t have done that if she was set up off-site.”

      “I feel like I could have done that, but we had her there, so we leaned on her. We got careless.”

      Now it was Annalise’s turn to think and chew. “Agreed. We leave her in the lobby to spot this Scarlet asshole, then we send her to some office somewhere. She can help by phone and computer. Unless that would break your little heart.”

      I took that as my cue to leave. The cart with the dirty dishes went into the hall with me. Annalise closed the door.

      Back in my own room, I looked around and saw nothing of interest except the TV and remote. Before I fell into my “coma,” I’d started watching a show called Game of Thrones. The final episode aired last May, and I’d been trying to catch up in whatever downtime our work allowed. This qualified, I guess.

      Six hours later, I got a text asking for a break. I rode the elevator down and headed to the bar for an evening beer. I thought Daria had stepped out before I got there until I saw a woman in a white hat and scarf stand out of a chair and head for the toilets.

      Shit. She’d been right there and I’d missed her. I really was off my game.

      I was still at the bar, little beer glass half-empty, when she and her white hat returned. We didn’t look at each other.

      It had been six hours, and I figured it was time for another meal. Since I had no reason to put up with more of Annalise’s bullshit, I decided to slip into the restaurant and take some private time in public.

      The restaurant was open, but the food was fancy Mexican and I didn’t like the look of the place. I wandered back to the bar area and sat in a spot with a view of the door, the concierge, and the big-screen tv. While I waited for my fried ham sandwich with the French name, the Lakers game came on. With the Sonics gone to Oklahoma, I could be a Lakers fan again without guilt, even though I’d missed so many seasons that I had to learn the roster from scratch. I nursed a few beers—the magic I wore made it hard to get drunk—for the whole game and was glad to see them win but sorry to see them win against the Pelicans. New Orleans had been through the shit over the last twenty years, and I would have been okay with them beating my team, just this once.

      After, things were getting a little crowded, so I took the quick route to the elevators, avoiding the lobby altogether.

      Could Scarlet have avoided the lobby entrance, too? If he’d rented a car when he came to town, he would have been coming and going through the underground parking, and Daria might not have spotted him.

      I went into the elevator. As the door closed, I pressed the button for the third floor.

      The halls were a boring yellow brown, with a patterned carpet that wouldn’t exactly hide a stain, just make them harder to notice. Every time I saw a carpet like this, I had to fight the urge to wipe my feet on them like it was a welcome mat. I didn’t, obviously, because the person who picked this ugly carpet was a world away from the one who’d have to clean up after me. I stood outside 306 and knocked, gently, just like our room-service guy had.

      “Who is it?” came from the other side of the door.

      I took out my ghost knife. “Haminah buckley too rogenhamminah,” I said, keeping my voice loud enough to be heard but not understood.

      “What?”

      The door jolted open and I flicked the ghost knife through the gap. Our guy John Scarlet took the edge through the center of his chest, then he took a right cross to the face.

      He fell backward to the floor. I followed him in and shut the door behind me, then let the ghost knife return to my hand.

      Scarlet was just as Cheryl Anne described him, although his wide-brimmed hat was on the desk and his long coat draped over the back of his chair. His hair was still wet from the shower. The guy was smaller than I expected, too, about five foot four, and he wore a whole bunch of silver and black rings on his fingers. This was a Dumbledore level of jewelry that I hadn’t seen on any of the peers or rogues I came across before. Maybe it impressed his clients.

      “Wait wait!” he cried from the floor, blood dribbling onto his chin. “I’m on your side! I’m sorry, but I really am.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I said, taking out my phone. “Or I’m going to tear off your other ear.” I called Annalise. “I’m in 306 with John Scarlet,” I told her. “He claims that he’s on our side.”

      “Don’t kill him yet.” She hung up.

      “I heard her,” Scarlet said. “I heard her tell you not to kill me.”

      “Yet. And I don’t always listen, so shut up and stay down. Any fucking around and I’m going to cut you up right here on the carpet. So shut up.”

      “I can prove what I’m saying. My phone is in my inside jacket pocket. May I reach inside to show you?”

      I put my foot on his chest. “I told you to shut up.”

      He did, although his lips kept moving and his hands, which he held near his face, were trembling. I’d scared the shit out of this weasel, and I thought he would have emptied his bank account for permission to beg for his life.

      It made me feel sick.

      Annalise showed up within a few minutes, although it felt longer. When she knocked, Scarlet lifted his empty hands to assure me he was no threat. I believed him.

      She looked him over, her lip curled. “So, this is the asshole who tried to kill us.”

      “I didn’t know!” Scarlet protested. “I swear to God I didn’t know you were society. I would have never taken this contract if I’d known. I even asked permission.”

      Annalise leaned toward him. “Permission? Who gave you permission?”

      “The Twenty Palace Society, obviously. When I took the commission, I ran it by my contact there and got a green light.”

      “Name.”

      “Mr. Pratt,” Scarlet said. “Talcott Pratt.”

      Fuck.

      I turned to Annalise and I could see the same expression on her face. Pratt was one of the peers of the Twenty Palace Society, and like most of the peers, he was arrogant, ruthless, and a complete dick. You’d think he’d show me some gratitude after I’d saved his life, but he was too big an asshole.

      But to sanction a hit against me?

      Had the society found out about the fucking Book of Oceans? If the Twenty Palaces—and the society infrastructure—had turned against us, it was no wonder Serrac could flush us out of every anonymous room we could find. The society concierges wouldn’t have to send peers after us. They could just cut us off and let the society’s enemies hunt us down.

      “She told them,” Annalise said. “I knew she couldn’t be trusted.”

      “We don’t know that, boss.” What the hell was I even saying? I’d told Daria just a few hours ago that I wouldn’t defend her against Annalise. “We don’t know anything yet, and we can’t talk in front of this guy.”

      “I can prove it,” Scarlet said. “One call.”

      He was pointing to the inside of his coat. Annalise flipped the fabric back, examined both sides of the phone, then, with her left hand, lifted Scarlet off the floor and set him on the bed.

      Scarlet shut his eyes and muttered a little prayer until she dropped him.

      “On speaker.”

      Just as he was about to push the button, Scarlet looked up at us. “Mr. Pratt is usually on Greenwich mean time. It’s pretty early there right now.” To the look Annalise gave him he said, “Right. Okay.” He made the call.

      It took a few rings to answer, and Pratt sounded like he’d been asleep. “Scarlet, this had better be important.”

      Annalise spoke first. “It is. After this conversation, I’m going to decide whether to murder you or not.”

      “Bloody hell, no mistaking that voice. What do you want, Powliss?”

      “Did you give this asshole permission to kill us?”

      Pratt sighed, and his phone mic picked up the sound of him rubbing his face. “It was a mistake. Listen, just shut up and let me finish.” Annalise hadn’t tried to interrupt him. She did look at me with a blank, murderous expression. Pratt continued. “He didn’t know who you really were. When he called to check with me, he gave me a name I didn’t recognize. What was it, Scarlet?”

      Scarlet leaned toward the phone. “Raymond Rose and girlfriend.”

      Annalise rolled her eyes. “See?” Pratt said. “Neither of us had any idea it was you. Just a mistake.”

      “Did you run the name past the concierges?”

      “Why would I… No.”

      “Raymond Rose is the alias the society created to get Ray out of the United States. If you’d consulted someone out there who knows what the fuck is going on, your boy wouldn’t be in so much danger right now.”

      “Look, Scarlet is one of my operatives. He’s out there, mixing with the rogues and reporting to me. He’s mostly harmless to us, no matter how he makes his living. And he does what he’s told. Scarlet, go find the man who hired you to kill these peers and put an end to him.”

      “I already started, Mr. Pratt. I just can’t find him.”

      “Keep trying. See? Loyal and useful.”

      I took the phone. “You say that, but this is the asshole who summoned a predator for Tristan Serrac.”

      Scarlet exploded with protests, almost drowning out Pratt’s angry reaction.

      “I didn’t summon any predator. I know the rules, Mr. Pratt. No predators ever, and when I hear about one, I contact you. Those are the rules and I follow them to the letter. To the fucking letter.”

      Pratt’s voice had gone low. “Scarlet, if you’ve been trying to play me—”

      “I wouldn’t. Mr. Pratt, you know I wouldn’t. Second of all, you don’t have to believe me, because you yourself went through my spell book. You got to decide what spells I was allowed to keep. Do I have any summoning spells? Mr. Pratt, you know the answer to that.”

      “The problem with that, Johnny,” Pratt said, his voice even lower, “is that you’ve been paid pretty well over the last few years. You have the cash and the contacts to buy a new summoning spell. Maybe a little investment to expand your business?”

      “Mr. Pratt, I’m not suicidal.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I snapped. “Tristan Serrac hires you to kill someone… How many people have you killed for him?”

      “Three,” Scarlet said, then he began to count on his fingers. “First was a government regulator of some kind. Second was a man who was stalking his daughter. Third was a cartel drug runner down in San Diego. This is all in the last six months.”

      “And there’s the predator in Serrac’s office, and his gunmen with iron gates on their backs.”

      “Not me. I swear.”

      The phone was silent for a few seconds, then Pratt said, “Powliss, do you really believe my man did all this?”

      Annalise glanced at me. I shrugged. “He’s a suspect,” she said, “for now. What I actually believe is that you need to keep your fucking operatives on a shorter leash.”

      She disconnected the call and tossed the phone on the bed. Scarlet looked at me, then at her, then at me again, waiting for us to decide what to do with him.

      “Look at me,” Annalise said. “What happens to you if I find out that you’ve been summoning predators or sharing spells?”

      “You’ll kill me.”

      “I’ll rip the meat off your skeleton, and then I’ll make you taste it. Get the fuck out of town. Call Pratt and let him know I took you off Serrac. He’s mine.”

      “Just go,” I told him, laying my hand on the key card on his bureau. “Don’t check out. Just get out of here and run.”

      He edged off the bed and pulled a suitcase from the closet.

      But I wasn’t done with him. “How did you get into your room without being spotted?”

      When he turned to answer, he looked afraid again. “Through the parking garage.”

      And in that moment, I believed everything he’d told us about Serrac, the predator, and the iron gates, because I’d just seen what he looked like when he told a lie. And there was only one reason for him to be afraid.

      “Motherfucker, if you’ve hurt her—”

      “She’ll be fine,” he insisted. “She just needs a few days rest and she’ll be back to herself again.”

      Part of me wanted to stay here, in this room, shaking John fucking Scarlet for information like he was a piggy bank with a few coins stuck inside. I went out the door instead, Annalise right behind me.

      If Daria wasn’t okay, I could kill Scarlet anytime.

      The elevator might have been faster, but I was only on the third floor and the idea of pushing a button and waiting for a car was unbearable. I ran down the stairs, jumping the last few to each landing, rushing for the lobby.

      Which seemed perfectly normal. Guests were returning from whatever they’d come to town for—conventions, dinner, whatever. They were all clustered near the desk, or streaming toward the elevators.

      The couch where Daria had been sitting was empty now. I scanned the room for that white hat and scarf, and found both lying on an end table.

      “There,” Annalise said, pointing toward the bar. I followed her.

      Daria was sitting at the bar beside a tall, bald older man who hunched over her like a stork. She looked dazed, almost dreamy, and she slid out of her chair, clearly trying to leave. The stork caught her elbow lightly and steered her back, then pressed a drink into her hand. Daria accepted it sleepily, and let him put his hand on the bottom of the glass and push it toward her mouth. He was grinning broad enough to show expensive dental work.

      Annalise grabbed the glass before it reached Daria’s lips, then set it on the bar. “Let’s go.”

      Daria mumbled Annalise’s name, then noticed me and mumbled mine. Annalise pulled her off the stool.

      “Excuse me,” the stork said, “but we were having a conversation.”

      I turned, ready to punch him in the face if he said another word. One look at my expression and he spun on his stool and glided away.

      Annalise let Daria put her arm over her shoulder and led her through the long pale couches toward the elevator bank. As I caught up to them, I heard Daria say, “I don’t think I can sleep, but I feel so tired. Should I be angry? I don’t feel angry.”

      From across the lobby, a man turned away from the desk and shouted, “Hey!”

      He was wearing a baseball cap and a crisp blue polo shirt which did not flatter his paunch. A woman who must have been his wife clutched his shoulder and whispered in his ear, but it was us she was looking at. The man started toward us, pointing like a witness who’d been asked to identify a defendant in court.

      “Ray.”

      “Of course, boss.” I edged around Daria and put myself between her and the witness. He and his wife were clearly moving to intercept us. “Keep back,” I warned him, one hand extended. “Keep back.”

      That seemed to make him furious. “You can’t tell me what to do. I don’t take orders from you or anybody.”

      “We’re free Americans,” his wife said over his shoulder.

      “You’re the one who has to stop,” the witness said, lightly shrugging to make his wife let go and stand away. “Where’s Haley Oliver? Is she still alive or have you buried her little body somewhere? Where’s Patrice Posie? Or any of the others?”

      “For fuck’s sake,” I said, with more heat than I’d intended, “get off the fucking internet, you patsy.”

      “Hey.” He circled in front of me to block my way. Then he reached back with his free hand to clear his jacket away from the gun at his hip.

      He was standing too close to me to pull this shit, but before that thought could form clearly in my mind, I was lunging and throwing an overhand right into his face. It was the kind of punch that could kill a person, the exact same one I’d thrown in an LA bar years before. That previous punch put me in Chino.

      But Witness thought a gun on his hip was a trump card that won every dispute, and I couldn’t let this patsy—this victim—pull a weapon on me.

      He fell backward like a door without its hinges. His gun clattered on the tile beside him. He’d managed to clear his holster, but that was pretty much it. His skull made a sickening sound when it hit the floor.

      I ignored that and stepped on the gun at his side. I had no idea what make and model it was—I barely looked. I just didn’t want his wife to jump on it and start blasting away.

      She didn’t even try. She just stood there, hands clawed and shoulders hunched, and stared at me.

      The hotel staff were already on the phone, and the guests stared at me, horrified. Great. At least Annalise and Daria were free to get on an elevator.

      I raised my hand above my head, waving at the desk staff as though they weren’t all staring directly at me. Then I gestured for them to come over. “There’s a gun here,” I said, not too loud but clear enough for them to hear me.

      A man in a black uniform and a sewn-on badge hurried toward me. Witness was still on the floor, out cold. Blood flowed from his nose and his split upper lip, and I suspected his front teeth were out. When the guard was close, I lifted my foot to show him the weapon, then pointed at the empty holster on Witness’s hip. “Is this the security you guys have for your guests? This guy tried to shoot me dead right here in your lobby.”

      I backed away, my empty hands raised. The elevator dinged, and I saw Annalise leading Daria inside. Witness’s wife asked, “What did you do to her?”

      Great. Another bullshit accusation to deal with. I jogged to the elevator, ignoring the guard’s cries of Sir, Sir! and joined my boss for the ride up.

      We took Daria to her own room. Annalise settled her into a chair and peeled off her jacket and shoes while I locked the door and took out my phone. I called a society concierge, introduced myself, and explained that we’d been spreading the story that I had been in a coma from 2012 until last summer, and we would need some official-looking records to back that up. The voice at the other end of the line said it would be arranged and I hung up.

      Daria looked odd. Her face, normally so lively and alert, was slack and pale. There were circles under her eyes, and…

      “Boss, her face is pale. We should lay her on the bed with her feet up, in case this is shock.”

      Annalise muscled by me and lifted Daria bodily from the chair, then set her on the bed atop the covers. I’d seen Annalise use her terrifying strength against people many times, but I couldn’t remember ever seeing her use it to take care of someone. I couldn’t tell if that was because there was something special about Daria, or if this was part of the change I’d seen in her since I got myself swallowed by the Theater of Sleep.

      I tucked pillows under her feet, and after a minute or so, her color looked healthier.

      “Fucking Scarlet,” I said. “I ought to go stomp that motherfucker.”

      “How do we help her, Ray?”

      I glanced at Annalise and saw that she was absent-mindedly pressing her hands against her stomach and sides. She wasn’t wearing the vest with her spells on them, but she was going over them in her mind. Judging by her expression, she couldn’t think of anything to do.

      All I had was my ghost knife. I could use it to cut through magic—wrecking some asshole’s magic spell was my favorite thing to do with it—but I wasn’t sure if Scarlet’s magic was even still here. Maybe I was looking at the damage he’d left behind.

      Annalise leaned forward to peer at her. “Can you cut the spell out of her with your ghost knife?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. I can’t be sure the magic is still in there, and my ghost knife affects people’s personalities, too. Their soul or whatever. Using the ghost knife on her might be like treating a gunshot wound with an axe.”

      “Cheryl Anne Biggs survived and recovered. I don’t know if she was hit this hard, but she pulled through.”

      I didn’t want to say that we promised Cheryl Anne that we were going to kill John Scarlet, because this was absolutely not the time. Also because a knock interrupted me.

      From the other side of the door, someone said, “Open this door, please. Hotel security.”
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      I hurried to open it, because I knew they had a master key and we would look more like victims if we made them feel welcome.

      “Oh, thank God,” I said, stepping back. “Did you arrest those two?”

      “I’m just head of hotel security,” the lead guy said. He was a tall man with a goatee, a shaved head, and a policeman’s suspicious expression. “Tyrell Frost. You are?”

      I gave him our names, although I blanked on Daria’s last name for a second.

      “So, you’re not close friends,” Frost said. Frost was wearing a blue suit and a red tie. Nothing expensive, but it helped to make him look like a detective on an old TV show. Behind him was another guy in a sew-on badge, and by the way he was standing, I figured he was a black belt in something.

      “She’s a private investigator. We hired her because someone is spreading these fucked-up rumors about us online, and we didn’t even know at first. It started to get scary, but what happened downstairs was a whole new level.”

      “So, these rumors on the internet, they’re not true?” I gave him a look, and so did Annalise. “You don’t know this Haley Oliver or Patrice Posey?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Mrs. Graham, the wife of the man you punched, insisted otherwise. We watched the lobby security video before we came up here. We saw him reach for his weapon before you decked him. We don’t expect there to be any legal issues for you in this incident, and the recordings will be retained for one year, if you decide to have your lawyer subpoena them. So, who would want to spread rumors about you? The ones that you claim are not true.”

      I ignored that last part. “That’s what we hired Daria to find out. She hid us in these rooms, then went down to the lobby to talk to someone, or meet with them—she didn’t say who—and when we didn’t hear from her, we left our rooms and found her with that creep in the bar.”

      He turned to Daria to address her directly. “Ms. Soyer? Is that correct?” Daria looked at him dreamily but didn’t respond. Frost turned to me again. “Do you think she’s been given a roofie?”

      “That’s what we were just talking about,” I lied. “Maybe she’s been drugged. You should check that guy at the bar.”

      “We have him on video. Hotel policy requires that we call for an emergency medical response in situations like this. She’ll be taken to the emergency room and evaluated, blood tests run.” Frost spotted Daria’s bag on her dresser and he immediately began to go through it. “If she takes a sudden turn for the worse, she’ll be right where she needs to be.”

      From across the room, Annalise said, “Put down her bag.”

      I’d been wanting to say the same thing. It offended me to think of this private cop—or anyone, really—going through our stuff.

      Unlike me, when Annalise told people to put something down, they did. But Frost didn’t take his hand off it. “If she’s been drugged, we have to check her belongings. We have to rule out that she didn’t take the drugs herself, or that she has prescriptions that might interact—”

      “Fine,” she said. “Do your job.”

      I stepped close to both of them. “This is a good thing. I mean, someone just pulled a gun on me. If we put Daria in an ambulance, not only will someone be taking care of her, but she’ll be safe.” I turned to Frost, who was studying a card in Daria’s wallet, presumably her license. “She’ll be safe in the hospital, right?”

      “From whom?”

      “The people who are doing this to us. Who drugged her.”

      “She’ll be safe, but we don’t have any reason to think the drugging is related to your… problems.”

      I could see why he wasn’t a cop anymore.

      We waited for the ambulance, and answered the EMT’s questions as best we could, which meant we said I don’t know a lot. Before they could wheel the stretcher into the hall, a pair of detectives breezed in with a bunch of questions. Annalise told them to call her lawyer, because she wasn’t going to cooperate in any way.

      That set off all their alarm bells. You didn’t get to be a cop unless you already thought the worst of everyone, and since they thought they were the ultimate good guys, anyone who wasn’t on their side must have been some kind of asshole.

      And that’s pretty much how they treated us as we returned to our rooms.

      After half an hour of sitting by my door, listening to the muffled voices in the hall, Annalise knocked on the wall and I joined her.

      She had the Weather Channel playing, naturally. “You’re going to give your age away if people see you watching this.” Annalise might have looked like she was in her early twenties, but she had to be over ninety by now. She called downstairs and ordered two meals for us—roast chicken was all they would offer, because it was after ten and their kitchen was shutting down.

      The food was cold and I wasn’t all that hungry but ate almost half of it anyway, setting the rest aside for later.

      After Annalise finished, she said, “Do you really think the society has turned on us?”

      “Let’s see what they do with my fake medical records. If they back me up, maybe we can trust them.” My thoughts were spinning, and I knew Annalise wasn’t going to like what I had to say next. “Unless they deliberately botch them. That would be worse for us with the cops than if no records existed at all, and we could never really be sure if they fucked us on purpose.”

      She shoved the rolling cart away and said, “Great. Do you think it’s a good idea to stay in the hotel tonight, now that the cops have been here?”

      “Not here, no, but I did tell Scarlet not to check out.” I pulled the key card from my pocket.

      The only clothes we had were the ones Daria picked up, and we were wearing those, so we grabbed our toothbrushes, slipped out of our rooms, and let ourselves into John Scarlet’s. The cleaning staff and come and gone, which meant clean sheets. Unfortunately, there was only one bed.

      Annalise must have been thinking the same thing. “You don’t have to sleep on the floor if you take the side of the bed by the window and stay on it.”

      Fair enough. I closed the blinds and sat on my half of the bed. Annalise turned the Weather Channel back on and I tried to get her to explain why this was interesting to anyone who wasn’t a hundred years old. She got annoyed with me and switched to a show about athletes running a huge obstacle course, with weepy, melodramatic Olympics-style backstories for the contestants.

      When I told Annalise she could win every season, she just grunted.

      The program finally ended, and Annalise decided it was time for sleep. She shut off the TV, set the remote on her bedside table, and switched out the lights.

      We both lay on our backs in the quiet, staring up at the ceiling. I’d certainly slept in the same room with my boss before but never the same bed. I’d never wanted to, mainly because she usually smelled like an old gym sock with moldy cheese inside.

      But not so much lately. Since I escaped from the Show, she showered more and stank less, which not only made things easier for me, especially during long drives, but caused fewer problems when we’d pull into a roadside diner. I knew she’d made friends in Patterson, Oregon, while she was waiting for me—I’d almost met them—but what exactly happened to her during the years wasn’t really any of my business.

      After a while, she said, “I think I’ve been doing pretty good.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. As a peer in the Twenty Palace Society? As far as I could tell, she was the only one worth a damn. Then I remembered what I said about the Weather Channel. “You mean, as a three-hundred-year-old woman navigating modern society?”

      “I’m not that old, you asshole. I don’t actually know when I was born, but I think I’m five or six years short of a hundred. But yes, that’s what I meant.”

      “I’ve always thought so, boss.”

      We were quiet for a moment. Then she said, “You have blood on your face, you know.”

      I jolted out of bed and rushed to look in the bathroom mirror. At first, I couldn’t see what she was talking about, then I noticed a red smear at the edge of my hairline and in front of my right ear. I reached up and touched it. The blood was in my hair, too.

      “Shit. I swear I scrubbed all this out after we got Yusuf to safety.”

      “That’s not Yusuf’s blood. It belongs to the lobby asshole. Graham, right? Wasn’t that the name? When you squashed his nose, he sprayed all over.”

      All over? I stepped back and looked myself over. There were specks of blood on my shirt sleeve, my wrist…

      I could feel my skin crawling. I’d told Daria that I’ve been missing important details since I escaped the predator, and this absolutely fucking counted.

      Annalise was still talking, “The spatters on the couches and floor can probably be scrubbed, but the fabric lampshade on that little end table looked like it would have to be thrown away. Maybe. I don’t really know how other people clean up the messes we leave behind.”

      “Christ, boss, why didn’t you tell me? Was I talking to the security guy looking like this? To the cops?”

      “Meh.”

      For fuck’s sake.

      It was back into the shower for me, and I didn’t care how late it was.

      Except all the towels lay in a wet pile beside the toilet. Even the tiny washrags. And I could see little red dots on them. Fucking Scarlet. Of course. The staff had changed the sheets, but his hair had been wet when I kicked his door in.

      “I need towels.”

      Annalise glanced at her phone to check the time. “Well, don’t call down to the desk for them. I don’t want to get kicked out of Scarlet’s room.”

      “Fine. I’ll run up to my own room.”

      “Don’t get arrested.”

      “I’ll be sneaky.” I grabbed the key card off the bureau and went into the hallway.

      The halls were empty and quiet, but there were cameras mounted against the ceiling. There might have been a storage closet somewhere on this floor, but I would have to cut the lock on camera. That seemed like a smaller risk than sneaking back into the room I’d booked.

      The ding the elevator made when it arrived sounded loud enough to wake everyone in thirty feet.

      On the way up, I wanted to check the time but realized I’d left my phone on the bedside table. No way was I going back for it, and it didn’t matter anyway. I was going to slip into my room, scrub up, and slip out again. I didn’t really care what o’clock it was.

      Besides, I still had my ghost knife.

      When I came out of the elevator, I didn’t see any cops camped outside my door and no one in riot gear rushed out of the nearby rooms to tackle me. I wasn’t sure why I thought that might be likely, given what Frost said about the video, but I was on edge. Maybe it was just habit.

      Inside my room, I braced a chair under the door knob. It wouldn’t keep anyone out while I was naked in the shower, but at least I’d hear them force their way in.

      First, I stripped off the clothes Daria bought me and went over them carefully, rubbing the tiny bar of hotel soap on each bloody spot, then rinsing it. Once that was done, I hung them up and took yet another long shower.

      Only when my skin had stopped crawling—when I was sure all the people juice had gone down the drain—did I dry off and put my damp clothes back on again.

      Since I probably wouldn’t be returning to this room again. I popped open my wallet and dropped a twenty onto the pillow. Time to go.

      I listened at the door for voices or the squeaky wheels of carts. The only thing I could hear was my own breathing. The little bedside clock said it was just after two thirty. Decent people—the kind without blood spatter on their face—were sound asleep.

      I slipped into the hall, pulling the door closed behind me as quietly as possible.

      Then I immediately heard the double click of a gun being cocked.

      A middle-aged white woman stood in the hall, a small black handgun aimed at my belly. Her hair was red from supermarket hair dye and gray at the roots. She had an enormous belly and hips, making her as round as a bowling ball with shoulders. Her expression was both grim and delighted. She wanted to shoot me, and would take the first excuse I gave her to do it.

      “You hold still,” I heard from behind me. A man had come around the corner of the hall. He was holding a somewhat larger handgun on me, and while I couldn’t tell the brand or model of either, I guessed they weren’t toys.

      If the woman with the dyed hair needed a matching figure to make a set, this guy was it. He wore a cheap powder-blue button-down that strained to hold in his gut. His brown Dockers matched hers, although she’d paired hers with a dark blue polo shirt. Together, they looked like office managers at a failing insurance company.

      Except the man’s expression was uncertain. He didn’t want to pull the trigger. If I turned and walked away from him, he’d let me go. But the woman wouldn’t. And I thought that a threat to her, of any kind, would be enough to start him shooting.

      “Didn’t think this out, did you?” I asked. Both of them were on either side of me at 180 degrees. If they started blasting, they were in each other’s line of fire.

      “We thought it through just fine,” Gray Roots said. “Now come with us like a good little boy.”

      “Nope,” I blurted out. Arne used to tell us stories of what criminals would do to other criminals when they took them captive. Skinning them alive was the story that popped into my head, and I really didn’t want it there. These two assholes might have been amateurs, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t cut me into McNuggets once they got me to an abandoned warehouse or barn.

      Gray Roots and Mr. Gray Roots didn’t seem to know what to say next, so I kept talking. “I’m not going anywhere with you. You’ll have to shoot me here, on an upper floor of a crowded hotel. Or you can run back home and hope I don’t come looking for you.”

      “You think I’m scared to pull this trigger, hon? I’ve already made my goodbyes to my loved ones. That’s all behind me.”

      Shit. They were on a suicide run.

      My ghost knife was in my back pocket. As I was trying to figure out how I would throw it without getting shot in the back, the door to the room opposite mine opened. A guy with a salt-and-pepper-mountain-man beard stepped through and pepper-sprayed me.

      I shut my mouth without even trying to take a breath first, and I shut my eyes and flinched away before he could start spraying. I felt the spray hit my face, mainly on the left side.

      Pain flared at the edges of my eyelids, and the traces of spray that had gone up my nose made me burst out hacking. I was blind, and as I tried to orient myself, something heavy struck the side of my head. The world spun head over heels into darkness.
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      When I woke up, my face was wet with tears and snot. My eyes were still burning, and I couldn’t open them without making everything worse. When I tried to lift my hands to wipe my face clean, I couldn’t. I was tied to a chair.

      I strained with all my might to free myself, letting my pain and fear add power to my arms, but I couldn’t do more than loosen the very edges of my bonds. I wasn’t tied to a chair. I’d been taped by my wrists and ankles. And they’d used a lot of fucking tape.

      Someone seized my jaw and pushed my head back. While they shushed me, they laid the point of a knife against my throat.

      I froze out of instinct. Maybe I could survive a slit throat, with all the spells Annalise had put on me—she probably could—but she’d said it would take time for the magic to reach full power.

      I had no idea if I’d reached that point yet, and I didn’t want to find out.

      Maybe… Maybe there was still a chance that I could get out of this without things going too far.

      I heard a jangle of keys. “Take all this back to your rig. Find out everything you can.” This guy’s voice sounded like Johnny Cash, and honestly it was a pleasure to listen to him. His voice wasn’t coming from right beside me, so he wasn’t the one with a blade at my throat. Maybe he wouldn’t hurt me. Maybe I’d let him live. “Check everything in his wallet, run his credit cards, whatever you can do.”

      A deep male voice answered, “On it.”

      “And check the symbol on this. See if it’s related to the Freemasons or the Templars or something.”

      I heard retreating footsteps on a carpet and a closing door—we were still in the hotel. They hadn’t taken me far. But I still wasn’t sure what they were talking about. Templars? It was too hard to think with my eyes burning, and even though I’d closed my mouth, a scratching at the back of my throat kept trying to trigger a hacking cough.

      Symbol? It suddenly occurred to me that he might have been referring to my ghost knife. I forced myself to become still, to block out the pain, and reach out for—

      Some unseen hand started messing with my shoe—by the sound of the popping shoe laces, they were cutting off the knot—then pulled them off, one then the other. Then my socks.

      Only then did I realize—by the feel and the sound—that my bare feet rested on a plastic sheet. In fact, two people moved nearby, making sounds of crinkling plastic with each step. These assholes had laid out a big tarp so they could murder me, roll me up, and dump me.

      Goosebumps ran over my whole body. Fuck. If Annalise stuck a few pounds of porterhouse down my severed neck, would I regrow my head?

      I tried once again to still my thoughts. If my ghost knife was close enough for me to summon it, I couldn’t feel it. It was too far away.

      Cold metal slipped between my two smallest toes on my right foot. I felt it rub between them, then I felt a razor-sharp edge slice into the flesh.

      I hissed and tried to open my eyes. Tears flooded out of me and I couldn’t even see colorful blurs. My left eye was worse than my right. “This would all work better for you assholes if I could see what you’re doing. Anticipation and all that.”

      Someone gagged me from behind and tied it tight. It was a leather strap with a ball gag, and I nearly choked on the thought that one of these assholes had taken it from their bedroom drawer.

      The blade was no longer between my toes, but I couldn’t tell where it was. Were they about to stab the top of my foot? Had they put it back in a sheath? Maybe uncertainty was more powerful than anticipation after all.

      Someone struck me across the face. Then they did it again. They weren’t hard blows, but then I remembered that magic could blunt the pain. It was hard to breathe around the gag in my mouth, and my nose was still running like a thoroughbred. I blew snot out of my nose to clear my airway, and a third blow never landed.

      “Can’t breathe,” I tried to say around the gag. “Can’t breathe.”

      Someone shushed me. I felt water poured over the front of my face, flowing from forehead to chin, then splashing on the plastic below. If it was supposed to wash the pepper out of my eyes, it felt like it was flooding more in. Then a hand gently applied a cloth to my forehead, making little circles on my skin. I could feel—or hear or some combination of the two—little foam bubbles from soap.

      They washed my forehead, then my eyebrows, then my eyes. Then they did the rest of my face down to my chin.

      “Poor widdle pedophile,” a woman said, close enough that I could smell barbecue sauce on her breath. “You don’t like it when people hurt you, do you?”

      Eventually, she tilted my chin back and poured water over my face. Twice. When I blinked my eyes clear, I could see again. My eyes still burned and the tears still flowed, but I could open them and see colors, shapes and all that good stuff.

      The woman with the washrag was still uncomfortably close. She looked to be in her late thirties, with pale skin, hair and eyes. Her neck and shoulders were thick with muscle. Maybe she was one of those CrossFit fanatics.

      And she was smiling at me and at the thought that she could do anything to me and still believe she was righteous. When she was sure I could see her, she held up a knife. It hadn’t come out of anyone’s kitchen block. It had never been used to chop onions or whatever. She had a soldier’s knife.

      Okay. This was going to be bad. Really bad.

      “You can see now?” she asked. “Good. Did you know that the most important toe for walking and jumping and keeping your balance isn’t the biggest one? It’s actually the smallest.”

      Then she turned the knife point toward the floor and stuck it into the base of the little toe on my left foot. A hand slapped over my gagged mouth, and another knife edge pressed against my throat. “Hold it in,” a raspy voice whispered in my ear. “Hold it in.”

      I was already doing my best not to scream. The pain was concentrated into a single, tiny spot, but it was intense.

      Then, like throwing a lever, CrossFit chopped down.

      I made a few strangled moans, but got control of myself at the same time the CrossFit woman took a spoon from a candle flame and laid it onto the wound. I did my best to hold that in, too, spitting a string of curses around that choking gag. It hurt—holy shit, did it hurt—but the pain wasn’t overwhelming. My magic blunted it, but I couldn’t be sure how long I could stand even this level.

      “Here’s the deal,” a man said. It was the mountain man, with the pepper spray and the Johnny Cash voice. “You’re going to answer our questions, and you’re going to do it truthfully. A little toe is the least of what we can do.” He took a claw hammer from the bed. “This is for your teeth. That is for your hands and feet.” He gestured toward a guy I hadn’t seen before, a sallow-faced creep with bags under his eyes and a marathoner’s build. He held up a machete and grinned at me.

      “Stupid,” I said around the gag. Once again, I was having trouble making myself understood, but at least this thing hid my fear. “Torture doesn’t work.”

      Gray Roots stepped into view. She’d slipped her handgun into a holster at her waist. They all had holsters. “Sure it does, honey. It works just fine, as long you can be absolutely sure you have the right person. And we are. We’re careful. We’ve done the research.”

      By the way she was looking at me, I could see that she was hoping I’d beg to be let go. That I would plead with them. Or that I’d try to reason with them, deny everything, the whole deal.

      But that was the worst thing I could do.

      “Stupid,” I said again, blinking away more tears and wishing I had a morphine shot for my foot. Or even a bag of ice.

      “Shut up,” the mountain man said. “Here’s how it’s going to work. If you keep trying to talk, my friend here is going to cut out your tongue. If you scream, he’s going to cut your throat. Show him what you’ll use, friend.”

      The sallow-faced creep stepped into view. He raised a machete that he had lovingly sharpened until it flashed in the lamplight.

      CrossFit set a little writing desk against the arm on the right side of the chair. She slid a yellow legal pad under my hand, then gave me a pen. I made little curlicues to check that the ink was flowing, just like in grade school.

      Christ, when was the last time I held a pen?

      “I’ll ask the questions,” Mountain Man said, “and you will jot down answers for me. If you lie, you’re going to get hurt.” CrossFit lifted a drill with a very slender bit installed. She pulled the trigger twice, letting the motor whir and whir again louder. “Don’t worry about disturbing the neighbors. They’re already here in the room with us. So, if you lie, you get pain. If you’ve had enough and want to die, all you have to do is try to scream, and my friend will accommodate you. How clear is that?”

      He seemed to actually want an answer. I pressed the pen to the pad and wrote Huh?

      CrossFit didn’t think that was funny. She stepped on my left foot, then shifted her weight onto it.

      I didn’t cry out from the pain. I just lowered my head and shut my eyes, waiting for it to stop and knowing it might never stop.

      Fuckers.

      “That’s enough,” Mountain Man said. “He gets it.”

      CrossFit took her weight off me and looked down. “Shouldn’t he be bleeding more?”

      Where the fuck was Annalise? My left foot throbbed, and for some reason, I had a hard time catching my breath. My boss had put all these fucking spells on me, just one squiggle after another, and I only understood what a couple of them did. Was there a spell to let her know I was in trouble? Could I send a distress call through one of these black squiggles on my stomach? If not, what was the fucking point of all this magic?

      But I couldn’t rely on Annalise to ride to my rescue. It was late enough that she’d probably fallen asleep and wouldn’t think to look for me until lunchtime tomorrow. By then, I might be a pile of gore in a ditch in Nevada.

      I was going to have to endure this. I didn’t have much choice.

      Mountain Man slapped my face to get my attention. He asked, “Where is Haley Oliver?”

      It occurred to me at that moment that this guy, or any of the people around us, might be Haley Oliver’s father or uncle or aunt. They might be doing this not out of a vague desire to be a vigilante hero but because they were driven by grief for a kid—a little girl, maybe, judging by the name—they knew and loved.

      There was no way that I was going to give them false hope. No matter what, I was not going to send them into the desert with shovels, no matter how much I hated them.

      So, I wrote, Not my dept

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I don’t deal w kids at all

      There was angry muttering behind me, and I heard the drill sliding off the edge of the table as someone picked it up.

      “Bullshit. You know what will happen if you lie.”

      Your research sucks. Dealing with kids is not my job

      “Then what is your job?

      Pacification

      I wasn’t a hundred percent sure what I was talking about, but I couldn’t take much time to think about my answers.

      CrossFit got down on one knee and pressed the tip of the drill bit against the top of my left foot.

      “Explain ‘pacification’,” Mountain Man said. “Be convincing.”

      I shrugged and started writing.

      After,

      sometimes there are people who

      won’t let go and get close to the

      truth

      I make sure they don’t

      They gathered around the pad, utterly flummoxed. This was not how they expected this meeting to go, which was the only real advantage I had. And as advantages went, I’d rather have had one of their guns.

      “Why?” Mountain Man said, as though he was honestly hoping for some kind of psychological insight. “They’re hurting children. Why would you help them?”

      I pressed the pen to the paper but hesitated before answering. What could I write that would keep CrossFit from squeezing the trigger on that drill? But no answers came to mind except the obvious one.

      I’m a criminal. They have money.

      When I moved my hand away from the pad, they made little exclamations of disgust, but the drill didn’t get powered up.

      “All right, then,” Mountain Man said. He grabbed a chair and sat opposite me. “All right. You said ‘they’ and we are going to focus on that. Who hired you?”

      Shit. I should have prepared for this better.

      I might have tried to sell the idea that we handled all this through websites or whatever, but I didn’t have websites to show them. I was going to have to give them people.

      Families, no names

      one that’s in charge. Sister, 30-ish, mean as hell

      her twin brother, thinks he’s meaner but he’s not

      they might be fucking

      their younger brother, who is little person, smart

      “This is great stuff,” Gray Roots said as she typed out my notes into her phone.

      Mountain Man pointed at the pad. “Keep going.”

      Second family

      unfriendly partners

      Oldest son, black curly hair, black fur coats,

      big dog.

      They like dogs.

      I stopped, blinking my eyes and flexing my fingers. Things had taken a bad turn, and I had no idea how I could back out of it.

      “Wait a minute,” Gray Roots said. “Look at this.”

      She walked around me and showed her phone to Mountain Man. He looked at it, sighed, then stood.

      “He’s turned us into a laughingstock.”

      Mountain Man didn’t get it. “Why?”

      “Because he’s describing that TV show. The one with the dragons. And we ate it up.” She glanced at whatever was on her phone, then closed it. “This piece of shit is making everyone laugh at us.”

      I tried to talk around the gag. “What choice—”

      Mountain Man turned to CrossFit and said, “Do it.”

      The drill whined to life and bit deep into the top of my foot. I jolted in pain, clamping down on the gag in my mouth. I couldn’t hold back a raw groan of agony, but there was no way I’d give them the satisfaction of screaming. I wasn’t going to give these assholes an excuse to cut my throat. Not yet. Not yet.

      And at the same time, I was thinking that the pain, as intense as it was, should have been more. They were literally destroying part of my body in a way that left ordinary people with lifelong disabilities. People never fully recover from this kind of torture.

      And yet, while the pain should have been enough to turn me upside down inside, it somehow fell short.

      It had to be the magic Annalise put on me, because I wasn’t this tough. Nobody was, not really. But it still hurt like a motherfucker as the drill cracked bones and made everything from ankle to heel vibrate with pain.

      “Enough,” Mountain Man said. CrossFit reluctantly withdrew the drill bit and stood. A new rush of pain hit me, as though raw air had entered the wound and set every nerve ending on fire. “It’s still a little too loud.”

      CrossFit didn’t like that at all.

      Mountain Man stood over me, trying to intimidate me. Shit, I was almost ready for it to work.

      “Son, you’d better stop playing games.”

      I tried to talk around the gag again. “Wha—”

      He slapped me. Like a pimp slapping a hooker. Oh, man, I was going to fuck this guy up.

      Someday.

      Gray Roots replaced the pen and pad, which I had knocked to the floor without realizing it. I took a few deep breaths, trying to find a position for my left foot that would hurt the least, but it was duct-taped into place and there was nothing I could do. Nothing at all. But that didn’t stop me from trying.

      I blinked my eyes clear, then focused on the pen and paper. Your research—

      “Sucks,” Mountain said, “you said that. But it should be pretty clear by now, even to you, that no one here believes you.”

      I thought about the look on CrossFit’s face when he told her the drill was too loud, and the way the creep with the machete was looking at me. Maybe the dumb shit in front of me was honestly looking for a real villain—maybe—but his crew was here for the violence, and this idiot couldn’t see it.

      And Milton Hardy had given them the excuse. He’d made them think they could use their sadism for a righteous cause.

      “Tell me about this group, but for real now,” he said, accepting the part of my bullshit story about pacification. The part that told him what he wanted to hear. “Celebrities? CEOs? Academic elites?”

      And because I hate myself, I nodded and wrote, island.

      “What island? Where?”

      Three hours from here

      “Names. Give me names.”

      Skipper

      Ginger

      the professor and Maryanne

      Gray Roots had been standing at my shoulder. “You gotta be kidding me.”

      The Mountain Man called me a piece of shit, and the others passed the pad around and stared at it with blank expressions. CrossFit looked disappointed.

      I made a few circles with the pen, and Gray Roots slid the pad under my hand again.

      What do you expect?

      I don’t know anything

      You grabbed the wrong guy

      dipshits

      “He’s never going to give up his friends,” the creep said, twirling the machete at his side. “We should just accept it.”

      “I don’t know,” Mountain Man said thoughtfully. “Maybe he—”

      Whatever he was about to say was cut off by the creep, who drew back his machete in a backhand, then swung hard for my lower leg.
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      Mountain Man jumped at the sound of the blade striking meat and wood. I felt nothing, but I thought it was weird that the machete would sound so strange.

      Then I looked down and saw that the full width of the metal was inside my leg.

      A spurt of blood washed over the blade and spattered onto the plastic, and I felt woozy. I heard the blade come free but couldn’t see it. My vision had gone cloudy, but when it cleared, I could see my left leg.

      It looked almost the same. From my mid-calf to my ankle it was shiny with duct tape, and the tape was almost unbroken. There was blood on my shoe, and the tiny gap in the tape was wet along the bottom.

      The gap—the machete cut—was slanted, low on the inside of my leg and high on the outside, like a fancy chef cutting French bread.

      And that thought nearly made me empty my stomach into my lap. I looked away, then shut my eyes. That fucker just chopped off my foot. That fucker…

      Which was the moment I realized that I’ve suffered worse.

      “There should be more blood,” the creep said, standing back to admire his handiwork. “And this is where they normally lose consciousness.”

      Mountain Man looked surprised at that, but before he could say something that might have turned his pals against him, I yanked my left hand as hard as possible to loosen the tape and gave the creep the finger.

      He looked startled and delighted. “Okay. Okay. We can take that, too. We can take all of it.” His voice had a dreamy quality to it. Twirling his machete again, he moved to my left side.

      Mountain Man stood, helpless, where he was. “We’re here to question him. We—”

      CrossFit took hold of his arm. “He’s not going to tell us anything. It’s time to show him the justice he deserves.”

      Goosebumps ran down my back. If Creep decided to apply that machete to my neck, I couldn’t do anything about it. I had small, protective spells on my neck, just below each ear, but…

      He didn’t tee up my neck. Instead, he did what I expected. He laid the edge of the machete against my left wrist. That was the hand that flipped him off, so he was going to start there.

      And he took his time, because he was enjoying himself.

      I made a fist so my fingers would be protected by the spells on the back of my hand. Creep set his feet like a golfer and gently laid the edge of the blade against my wrist. I stupidly flinched, and although the tape held my arms and legs in place, the tape on my left leg was damaged. I accidentally pushed down, pressing the severed parts of my leg together. Pain rolled over me like a wave.

      There was no way to hold in my groans, and I hated the noise I made and hated myself for making them in front of this asshole.

      When I blinked my vision clear, I saw that Creep was grinning, waiting for me to get control of myself. Our eyes met, and he raised the blade and brought it down on my wrist with much more force than he needed.

      But it struck the spells on the outside of my arm. The machete bounced back, tearing itself out of his grip and spinning into the corner of the room.

      “Butterfingers,” CrossFit said in a mocking way.

      “Why—” Creep whispered in a harsh voice. “Why didn’t it—”

      He didn’t have an answer, but a mild voice behind me said, “It must have bounced off all that tape.” That must have been the guy in the Dockers, still standing guard by the door.

      “My edge is sharp!” Creep’s voice was low and hoarse, as though he was holding back a scream. He began to swing against my arm with every word. “It. Is. Sharp.” Then there was a fourth swing, then a fifth. Creep couldn’t stop himself. One chop after another rebounded off the protective spells on my arm, and I lost count after thirteen.

      But while he couldn’t cut through my skin, he was absolutely making a mess of the tape.

      “Now, hold on,” Mountain Man said. “Enough.” He leaned forward, and both Gray Roots and CrossFit moved closer, too, looking down at my arm where the ruined tape had split and revealed it. “Hold on, there’s something happening here.”

      Creep paused, breathing heavily. Gray Roots shook her head and backed away. CrossFit seemed puzzled. “This doesn’t make sense,” she said. “You should have broken his ulna and radius, at least.”

      “Not likely,” I said around the gag, “not with this guy’s pudgy little baby arms.”

      Creep bared his teeth and took one more swing, and this time he put his whole back into it.

      As soon as I saw the hitch in his shoulder, I wrenched my arm against the shreds of tape, sliding it to the outside of the arm of the chair.

      The machete bit deep into the wood, and I jerked my arm outward at the moment the edge struck. Wood splintered. My left arm broke free and the busted piece of chair struck Creep’s leg.

      I reached across my body and took the pen from my right hand. Then I drove it upward.

      I’d been aiming for Creep’s neck, but he was hunched forward, reaching for me, and the tip of the pen went into his armpit instead.

      He let out a cry of surprise, not of pain. Before he could get oriented, I grabbed a fistful of his shirt and straightened my right knee. I couldn’t come out of the chair, not with my right wrist and ankle securely taped in place, but I could lift myself off the floor and put my weight on Creep.

      He crumpled like a cheap shower curtain, and as soon as he hit the carpet, I let go of his clothes and fumbled for the holster on his hip.

      He tried to swat at me but it was weak shit. His whole left side was wet with blood, and maybe that pen had hit home in a way I couldn’t expect or understand. I found his gun, lifting my elbow and turning my palm out so I could draw it directly.

      As I pulled it free, I saw Mr. Mild Voice, still standing by the door, and Gray Roots reach for their own weapons. Their movements were identical, smooth and quick and assured, and I saw the similarities in that and their clothes and thought, absurdly, that they might be married.

      Once Creep’s gun cleared the holster, I thumbed the safety and was surprised to find that it was already down. Gray Roots and Mild had already aimed their weapons at me, and I was going to have to shoot them with my left hand while they—

      Gray Roots started shooting, and Mild joined in a moment later. God, I was never going to get used to that noise. I barely felt the rounds strike my protected chest—they were obviously well trained and knew just where to shoot someone who wasn’t me—and Creep below me. One round hit my left arm almost at the shoulder.

      It didn’t matter. I squeezed off a shot at Mild, missing him to the right. The second time, I hit him dead center. He bent forward, folding his arms across his chest like he was hugging himself, and pitched forward onto the carpet.

      Gray Roots’s gun was empty. When she saw me taking aim at her, she turned and tried to run into the other room. I shot her twice in the back.

      It never occurred to me to let her escape. I supposed I could make up some bullshit about her reloading, then shooting at me from cover, but I wasn’t thinking about strategy. All that mattered to me was payback.

      Mountain Man and CrossFit were behind me. I tried to roll over, but the chair and my fucked-up leg made that complicated.

      “God, those fucking idiots,” CrossFit said. “They couldn’t hit north if they had a compass.” I heaved myself onto my back. CrossFit was right behind me.

      She grabbed my left hand and pressed it against my body. Then she put her pistol to my forehead, just above my left eye.

      She pulled the trigger.

      I didn’t hear the shot before the world turned black.

      And then the world was back again.

      I knocked her gun away, and the startled expression on her face was a little bit angry, too, as though she’d caught me cheating at cards.

      I shot her twice under the chin.

      She fell back, revealing Mountain Man standing directly behind her.

      He looked at my face, and a look of horror passed across it. His eyebrows rose and his mouth fell open and his eyes bulged.

      I pointed the gun at him.

      Staring down the barrel of a gun can really clarify things for people. I was not sure what I was going to say next, because I needed a whole bunch of things all at once, and now that the adrenaline hit of the fight began to fade, the pain in my leg and forehead began to grow again.

      I looked down the length of my arm and saw a shallow cut just behind my wrist, oozing blood. Creep must have really caught me with that last swing.

      “Please—” Mountain said, but before he could say much more, the door burst inward, flying off the hinges.

      Annalise to the fucking rescue.

      She surveyed the room, then grabbed the machete and stalked toward me. With one hand she began slicing through the tape. With the other she finally got me out of that fucking gag.

      “Where have you been, boss?”

      “Looking for you, you asshole. I was wandering around in your room, wondering where you could have gotten to, and what do I fucking hear but a shitload of gunshots. Good thing one went through the door, or I wouldn’t have known where you were.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I did that on purpose.”

      She gave me a look, then studied Mountain. “Why didn’t you kill this one? Yet.”

      “Because he’s going to try his best to be useful to me, so that I’ll let him live.”

      “Yes. Yes, please” was all he said to that.

      “No,” she said, “really.”

      “Really,” I said. I gestured to Mountain to lift me off the floor. He did. I threw my arm over his shoulder. “Also, he gave my things to his buddy, who took them someplace else. All my things.”

      “Then I guess we should find this buddy.” She stood in front of me, scowled at the spot where my left foot should have been, then examined my face. “I expected you to shrug off this kind of injury by now. How did it feel?”

      “It hurt like a motherfucker. Plus, I think I died for a second or two.”

      “Oh, quit your fucking whining. Let’s get out of here.”

      We caught an elevator heading down just as the one beside it was heading up. Tyrell Frost was going to miss us by a few seconds, at best. Annalise sent us into the parking garage for Mountain Man’s truck, while she rode back up to John Scarlet’s room to grab whatever she had in there that she couldn’t leave behind. I didn’t bother asking her to get my toothbrush.

      It took a while for me to hobble all the way across the underground parking.

      According to his wallet, which he handed over before I’d finished asking, Mountain Man’s real name was Clive Whitsell. Then I read his home address out loud. Motherfuckers love to hear that from a man holding a gun on them. He was a plumbing contractor, according to the business card I found. I wanted to make a snide comment about him falling into the shit, but with the throbbing in my leg, I couldn’t focus my thoughts, so I decided to take the cash out of his wallet instead. My buddy Clive was learning an important lesson here, and lessons weren’t free.

      He only had thirty-three dollars. Well, shit. If that meant he was poor, I was going to feel guilty at some point when all this was in the past. If that meant he just used credit cards all the time, I was going to get paid for my teaching services in some other way.

      “I’m right here,” he said, pointing toward a Chevy Silverado with a front grille so high off the ground that I could have eaten dinner off the hood.

      “You’re buying me new clothes,” I said, gasping through the pain. “And so much more.”

      Annalise was waiting for us at the curb. She threw a little bag into the truck bed, then climbed in beside us. I had to slide over, and every time I moved my leg even a little, it flared in pain.

      Which was pretty much a miracle, since I should have been slumped in a chair up in that room, dead from shock and blood loss. Still, this sucked.

      “This buddy of yours,” I said, “who has my stuff, does he live near you?”

      Clive pulled onto the dark, empty streets. He was driving too slow, but he was keeping his shit together the best he could. “My cousin. He’s maybe a mile away.”

      Annalise said, “First stop, your usual supermarket, wherever that is, so we can stock up. Then your cousin. He’d better have all of Ray’s shit.”

      Clive’s voice was quiet when he said, “He…” but he couldn’t bring himself to finish that sentence. I figured he had better be trying to say He will, because anything else was going to be a huge pain in the ass for me and even worse trouble for him.

      Then Clive cleared his throat and spoke in an almost-normal tone of voice. “What are you?”

      This was a question I was waiting for, but I still hadn’t decided whether I was going to say monsters or superheroes. Annalise beat me to the punch. “Aliens.”

      Which seemed like the perfect lie, since it explained nothing and brought an asshole like Clive no closer to the truth about spells, spell books, and predators—who actually were aliens in a sense, but it didn’t matter. It also seemed like a quaint, old-fashioned sort of story, filled with flying saucers and retractable antennas in the back of our heads.

      I fell asleep during the ride—passed out, really, but I hated to admit it. I only woke up when Clive and Annalise returned from the supermarket and slammed the doors. Annalise handed me a little white styrofoam tray filled with nuggets of stew meat, and I began gulping them down, one after another without chewing.

      The first time I’d done this, it had been like swallowing turds. Now they had no flavor at all. There was a squishy texture, but otherwise it wasn’t pleasant or unpleasant. While Clive drove us through the darkness of the early-morning hours, I stuffed myself.

      Annalise examined my face. “Good. That bullet hole is closing. Now that you’re growing a new brain, let’s hope this one has some common fucking sense in it. We’re going to lose days dealing with that fucking leg.”

      “We can’t stay at this guy’s place. The cops are going to be all over it by noon. Hey, Clive, do you have a camper or something?”

      “I have an RV, and a friend’s place in the mountains where you can take it.”

      Where we could take it? Annalise and I looked at each other. No way were we going to let this guy out of our sight. Not yet.

      We picked up Clive’s cousin, whose name was actually Russell, and discovered that not only did he have my wallet, keys, and ghost knife, he was the one who found and stole Annalise’s van out of Rick’s drive. We made him park it in a safer place—which meant not near his apartment building—then the four of us loaded into the RV. I fell asleep again while Annalise was asking how far it was and whether Clive could keep himself awake.

      When I woke, we were parked in one of those forests you only see in California, where the trees stand wide apart and the ground around them is dry and bare. Another, more expensive RV sat parked on the far side of a thin stand of trees, but it was the only one.

      The next three days were hell.

      It’s never fun to cram meat into my belly while new bones and flesh grow back, but I had nothing to dull the boredom, and that made the pain so much worse. By the afternoon of the first day, I heard shushed whispers between Clive and Russell about being held hostage when they both had guns, and Clive said, very quietly, “They grabbed me and they didn’t bother about my sidearm. They weren’t worried about it. Now, what does that tell you? And don’t say that they’re stupid, because they’re not.”

      By the afternoon of the second day, Russell was asking if we needed him to collect firewood.

      There was no WiFi or cell reception, and I was in too much pain to read. Russell had brought his laptop, but I had no idea what he and Clive were doing with it. Video games, I figured.

      And I had awful nightmares. The worst one had me trying to shoot my kidnappers left-handed, but they were surrounded by a crowd of people, and the bullets flew like they’d been thrown by a reckless junk pitcher. Some curved, some slid, some floated upward. No matter how carefully I aimed, I hit everyone except my targets, and no one would believe me when I said it wasn’t my fault.
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      In the end, I convinced Annalise not to kill Clive and Russell. I insisted that they would discredit themselves—that they wouldn’t be able to help it—and after spending a couple of days with them, she agreed. The violence in the hotel was all over the news, and the cops had sent a shitty photo of Clive to every newspaper and tv station, so I gave him a few tips about finding a lawyer and turning himself in.

      I didn’t know why. The guy had kidnapped and tortured me. He’d accused me of being a child molester. Any one of those things should have meant a beating, a bullet, and a shallow grave. For both of them. And yet, I asked the boss to spare them.

      Maybe I was just tired. Maybe I couldn’t shake the sight of Gray Roots taking two in the back and dropping to the floor. I had no idea why she was the one haunting my thoughts instead of, say, Mild or CrossFit, but she was.

      But that wasn’t the only thing that troubled me.

      The spells Annalise put on me all those years back, just before we faced off against Callin, had changed things for me. I’d been shot in the heart and knifed in the gut, and the boss’s magic turned them away. They gave me the edge I needed.

      But I’d just been shot in the forehead. My brains had been scrambled by a bullet, and I kept on like it was nothing. Like someone had flicked water in my face. This was the new magic I’d gotten in LA when we were hunting down a group of predators I called the drapes, along with the asshole who summoned them.

      If fucking up my actual gray matter didn’t have any effect on me—if I could still move and talk and remember my name—then this new magic meant that the part of me that was really me wasn’t in my skull anymore. It was somewhere else, and I couldn’t imagine where.

      Of course, this should have been obvious when I saw Annalise shot in the head—more than once—but that was Annalise. Of course she could shrug off a bullet that punched out her eyeball and a big portion of her skull. She had been more-than-human for as long as I’d known her. I’d gotten used to thinking of her as a kind of monster.

      Which meant that I was a monster now too.

      Without even realizing it, I’d gone beyond the highly trained sociopaths getting their paychecks from Serrac. They couldn’t hurt me anymore, not really. And the Clives, Creeps, and CrossFits of the world were the same, as I wasn’t a complete idiot. The moment Gray Roots and Mild pulled their weapons, I should have started throwing hands. They only thing they could have done about it was shoot me.

      Well, now I knew.

      After more than three days of lamb shank and beef stew, along with a pair of squirrels Clive caught in a trap near the RV, my foot had regrown. Clive and Russell stared in amazement and Annalise parked herself in the front passenger seat, willing us to get back to work.

      Instead, I went outside and walked around barefoot. My new foot felt so normal and comfortable that it gave me the willies. Clive and Russell followed me around the campground, peppering me with questions that I ignored. Fine. I was fine.

      I looked at Clive and he stopped talking in the middle of a question. “Take us back to the van you stole.”

      When Clive dropped us off, he promised we would never see him again, and he refused to look directly at us. If he was hoping we would make the same promise to him, he was disappointed. I wasn’t going to promise this asshole anything. He drove off.

      The van was in a sorry state. The glove compartment had been jimmied open and the contents tossed around. In fact, everything had been tossed around, the floor mats ripped up, and the seat cushions cut open.

      “Do you think they found anything, boss?” Annalise kept her spell book close. Even I didn’t know where or how she kept it hidden. And it wasn’t worth risking my life to ask about it. If fucking Russell had it, Russell was about to die.

      “No” was all she said. We drove to the hospital.

      Visiting hours were more than a half hour away, so we went to the hospital cafeteria, sat at a plastic table with a weird orange-and-brown racing stripe, and ate burgers that would have shamed the counter staff at a McDonalds. Then we wandered up to the third floor and down the hall past tiny rooms with windows so big, they were like fishbowls. Daria was in the seventh.

      “Hello there,” I said as I poked my head into the open door.

      She looked at me and said, “I remember you.”

      “I should hope so,” I answered, then stifled the urge to say I took a bullet for you. Her expression did not have the lively, amused expression I’d come to expect.

      “I couldn’t yesterday,” she said, her voice flat and her expression blank. “When I first woke up, I couldn’t remember anything. Not even how to speak. The doctors were worried.”

      “I’m glad it’s coming back,” Annalise said in a neutral voice. We moved into the room warily, trying not to spook her with quick or sudden movements.

      Daria picked up a cup of water and took a tiny swallow. “Me, too. Hey, Emily. Don’t worry. These are my friends who got me away from that guy.”

      I turned and saw another Daria behind me, but this one was more muscular, with more makeup and hair. A twin sister. Who dressed like a realtor. She didn’t say anything, but she did scowl at Annalise and me as if that guy was our fault in the first place. She went back into the hall and took out her phone.

      “They’ve taken a lot of blood,” Daria said. “They keep looking for the drug that hit me, but they haven’t had any luck. Do either of you know what happened to me? That man at the bar was arrested in an airport in Denver, but…” Suddenly, her eyes welled up with tears.

      So, we talked about John Scarlet and his weird shadow magic, which apparently stole the thoughts out of a person’s mind. Then we moved on to Clive and my foot getting chopped off. I even lifted my pant leg to show her my lack of a scar.

      The more we talked, the more she seemed to come out of her stupor. Our mood slowly changed from cautious to pleasant as she remembered more and seemed to come alive.

      Then she asked if we’d heard about the murders at the hotel where we stayed, and did we think it was close to our rooms, and I knew I couldn’t trust her with anything we didn’t want blurted out to the cops. So, I told her it must have happened after we snuck out, and she seemed reassured.

      And tired.

      “The doctors want to send me home soon. My sister wants to take me to her place and put me up in her front room, but I’m not sure I’m ready to hear about how I should go back to school for my marketing degree twenty-four-seven.”

      I shrugged. “Well, Annalise and I were talking about an off-site—”

      “No,” Annalise said. “You’re out. This mission is over for you. You did a great job—highest marks, and I’m going to make sure the society knows it—but you need time to recover.”

      Daria looked down at the sheet. “Thank you. I love my job, but…”

      “But it takes a toll, and sometimes that toll has to be paid right away.”

      Daria nodded. There were tears on her cheeks, which made no sense to me at all, but I didn’t think they meant she was unhappy.

      But the big surprise was Annalise, who had noticed Daria’s distress and changed our plans to accommodate her.

      “Who the fuck are you grinning at?” she snapped at me.

      “You, boss. I’m impressed. Here you are, noticing other people and caring how they feel. This is real progress.”

      “Ray, you asshole, I care about people’s feelings. Just not yours.”

      Daria laughed a little. “I’m glad you guys are here.”

      “I wasn’t sure it was safe to visit,” I admitted, “but I’m glad we did. I sort of felt like we had to.”

      “We didn’t,” Annalise said. “But we’re here. And I was being serious. I’ve been living with Ray, on the road, every day since I saved his life seven months ago in Oregon. His feelings can go fuck themselves. You can take your feelings home and get some sleep.”

      “There’s someone here to see you,” came a voice from the doorway. We turned and saw Emily standing behind us. Her lips were pressed together so tightly that they had turned white. “Them, not you, Daria.”

      Annalise and I shrugged and went into the hall. I was expecting a cop—maybe a dozen cops, considering the messes we were dropping all over the city—and I felt unusually calm about it, but it turned out to be a woman in her mid-twenties. She was all alone.

      “My name is Lauren Woo,” she said. She was dressed in a navy blazer and skirt with a few touches of gold at the belt and lapels. Her long straight black hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail, and she was strikingly beautiful. She also spoke with a fancy British accent. “No need to introduce yourselves. I’m well aware of who you are and why you’ve come to our city. My employer, Mr. Milton Hardy, has set aside twenty-five minutes of his afternoon schedule, starting at four P.M., to meet with you.”

      I didn’t have anything to say to that, but Annalise did.

      “So?”

      “So?” Emily said, stepping forward to make herself a fourth in our little group. “Hardy is one of the richest men on the planet. If he wants to talk to—”

      “Oh, my god,” I interrupted. “Go spend some time with your sister.”

      She recoiled and flushed bright red. I regretted talking to her in that tone immediately and felt a little ashamed at having embarrassed her. But the faster she and her sister got away from us, the better off they’d be.

      Emily mumbled an apology and retreated to Daria’s room without closing the door.

      My sympathy for her curdled when I turned back to Lauren Woo, errand girl for the wealthy, and saw the strained smirk on her face.

      “Mr. Hardy believes you’ll find the meeting mutually beneficial.”

      Annalise and I looked at each other. She shrugged.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Smells like bullshit to me, too.”

      “Did you notice how she said she knew why we’re in town?”

      I nodded. “But she came here without any bodyguards.”

      Woo had been looking annoyed and confused up to that point. Her rich and famous boss had snapped his fingers, and why weren’t we running? But when I mentioned bodyguards, she stepped back in surprise.

      “I came in person because we haven’t been able to contact you by phone.”

      Annalise looked her in the eye. “Tristan Serrac works for your boss. His people took my friends hostage last summer, and they took a shot at that young woman in there.” She pointed at Daria’s room.

      Woo wrinkled her nose when Annalise said young woman. Daria looked like she was around thirty and Annalise looked much younger than that. “Mr. Serrac provides extra security for Mr. Hardy’s…” She was about to say something she shouldn’t and instead said, “…projects. And his men take on special tasks, like searching the wreckage of Hardy Distance One. They’re not paid to hurt people. Mr. Hardy wouldn’t do that.”

      The way she said Hardy Distance One caught my attention. “What about the wreckage? You’re talking about the rocket that blew up midair?”

      “I mean… Unfortunately, yes. That’s the sort of project Mr. Hardy supports. He’s making the world a better place. He’d never—”

      “Enough.” Annalise ended the conversation with the wave of her hand. “Ten Bar has exactly one client. One. Your boss. We have more important things to do than let him take another shot at us on his home turf. So, fuck off.”

      Woo turned away and took out her phone. I was tempted to listen in, but Emily poked her head through the doorway. “Is any of that true?”

      Annalise ignored her. “Ray, give me some ideas. How do we keep Daria alive until this gets settled? Make it something easy. I mean, I’m willing to spend money on her, but not time. We’ve already lost too much time.”

      I turned the problem over in my head. We’d been trying to disappear for days, but nothing worked. Meanwhile, Serrac had gone into hiding, and the fucker was actually staying hidden. We needed to do for Daria whatever Serrac had done for himself.

      And if I knew what that was—

      “Excuse me,” Emily said, a little louder this time, “is any of that stuff you said, about kidnapping and things, is any of that true? Because—”

      She didn’t get to finish that thought, because Woo turned back to us, holding out her phone for us to see. There, on the tiny screen, was Milton Hardy’s face.

      In the unflattering light, he looked even more like the end of a piece of chalk: pale and oblong, with a face that seemed to lack any features at all. I had to look a second time to recognize his nose and his watery eyes.

      “I’m sorry for everything that’s happened,” he said in his flatlined voice. “To be honest, I was worried that you meant to do me harm.”

      Annalise leaned toward the little screen. “Considering all the shit you and your people have done to us, we do.”

      Woo blinked at that but otherwise kept her arm steady and her expression blank.

      “I apologize for that,” Hardy said. “It really wasn’t my intention to antagonize you. In fact, I think we have much common ground that we can agree on. But I should never have hired former military contractors to find and acquire the three originals. I should have realized they might go to unacceptable extremes to fulfill the contract, and I truly am sorry for that.”

      Annalise glanced at me, then looked back at the screen. “Accepted.”

      “Can we meet today? Peacefully? I’ve cleared my entire afternoon to discuss the current state of affairs. But even if we don’t actually meet in person, I’d like there to be a truce between us, primary to primary.”

      That startled me, and it must have showed in my expression. Hardy didn’t glance toward me but his assistant did.

      Hardy had just admitted that he’d snatched up either the Book of Grooves or the Book of Motes—or both of them—and used it. And somehow, he knew we had the Book of Oceans and assumed we had used it for ourselves.

      Annalise had a much better poker face than I did. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “There’s no need for that.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Your people are still running around with guns, trying to kill us and our friends.”

      Hardy shook his head. “I’ve already ordered my contractor to stand down. Later this week, I’ll review the parameters of his contract and reassess our relationship. Please. Your people are safe. I wish to have a truce between us, and a meeting of the minds. We both want to preserve lives. Let’s do that together.”

      Annalise shrugged. “Fine.”

      Hardy sighed with relief, which was the first crack in the little robot show he’d been putting on. “I’m pleased to hear that. As a sign of good faith, I want to let you know that we’ve alerted our moderators at the FriendShip to take down today's viral video of you, but that isn’t easy to do, and of course it’s spreading on sites we don’t control.”
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      Lauren Woo wanted to drive us immediately—she’d even brought a big luxury sedan for us. She told us it was equipped with bulletproof windows and a minibar, as if it was a ride at Six Flags we might want to try.

      I brushed her off. We had our van back—trashed or not—and I wanted to be the one who decided when to go and when to leave. She gave us an address, promising to meet us, and warned us not to tarry.

      Tarry.

      After she left, I said, “These are odd people, boss.”

      “They’re rich, even richer than me. So, they get to be weirder than me. Let’s go.”

      But she wasn’t leading me to the parking lot. Instead, we went back into Daria’s room.

      “You two are big-time, apparently,” she said.

      “Take out your phone,” Annalise snapped. “You’re our internet expert, since we don’t have anyone better, and I’m told there’s another video of us online. I want to see it.”

      It only took her a few moments to find a copy, but it took another minute to find an unedited version, without jokey music overdubbed or a bunch of bullshit commentary.

      That’s when I learned what Russell and Clive were doing on that laptop while I was healing up. From the phone I heard Creep’s voice, and it hit me like an electric shock.

      He’s never going to give up his friends.

      I nearly retreated into the hallway, but I stopped myself. I did step back in surprise, creating space for Annalise and Emily to squeeze in and watch the rest of the video.

      The sound of the machete cutting through my leg made my head spin. And I heard Clive spit out a stream of high-pitched curses, something I hadn’t noticed when I was living through this moment.

      “What are we looking at?” Annalise asked.

      “Button cam,” Daria said. You can tell by the way it turns from side to side and by the position of the man’s arms as he moves into frame. Were they interrogating you?”

      “Yes,” I said. My voice was quieter than I intended.

      “So, they wanted a recording of whatever you said.”

      Daria’s sister looked back at me. “That’s you.”

      Events passed quickly, maybe because Clive and Russell edited it down, or maybe because it only seemed like an eternity when it was happening. Creep kept swinging that machete at my forearm, over and over, until it became almost comical.

      Clive jolted in surprise when I lunged out of the chair, and when the image centered on me again, I was on the floor with Creep’s gun in my hand. The gunshots… So loud, and I looked like a clumsy idiot.

      Then CrossFit came up on me suddenly. Clive just happened to have a perfect view of her putting her gun to my forehead and blasting a hole in me.

      I died. I could see it there, on screen, for just a moment. I died and came back, then I watched CrossFit die, and she did not come back.

      Clive’s mouth was close to his microphone, I guess, because as the camera showed me struggling to my feet with a bullet hole over my left eye, he was trying to pray. Trying, but not succeeding, because he couldn’t seem to get past Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed… Then he started over again. More than once.

      There was a loud bang, and the camera swiveled to show Annalise in the doorway.

      The screen went dark for half a second, then: He’s never going to give up his friends.

      Daria stopped it. She and Annalise were looking at me funny. Me, I felt like walking out the door and never coming back. I felt like diving into a bottle. Anything but this shitty, shitty life.

      “Play it again,” Emily said.

      While that happened, Annalise stepped away and took out her phone. I didn’t want to see those people die again, so I moved toward her. But not close. Annalise’s body language made it clear that this was a private call.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” Annalise’s voice was low “I figured as much. Is it making things hard for you? Shit. Well, shit. No, I’m not happy about that. Because I don’t want you to be my fucking alibi.” She was louder with each word. “Because I don’t want you involved in this at all, Becca. Giving me an alibi is going to put a fucking target on your back. You just told me you saw what happened to Ray. Now picture yourself taped to that fucking chair. That’s right. Well, don’t do me any fucking favors!”

      Annalise disconnected the call and turned to me. Whatever I was feeling, after watching myself die, come back to life, and then murder a bunch of people, she was going through some shit too. It was different, but I could tell by the expression on her face that it ran deep.

      “Okay. Enough,” Daria said. She turned off her phone.

      “That was impressive special effects,” Emily said. “Like a real movie.”

      “Yeah,” Daria added. Her words were a little sluggish and flat, but she was improving. I should have at least punched John Scarlet in the face. “Check this out. There are a bunch of response videos pointing out how good the special effects are.”

      Oh.

      I took the framed hospital art off the wall, creating a blank space behind me. Then I told Annalise and Emily to go to the other side of Daria’s bed.

      Daria understood. She pointed her phone at me and said, “And… go ahead.”

      “Rage of the Dead!” I shouted, letting my misery out as a kind of wildness. “Rage of the Dead! Coming to a theater near you this fall!”

      Daria switched off the video and set her phone on her chest. “Wow. That was exactly right. We don’t have to do that again.”

      Emily opened her mouth as if she wanted to give notes, then thought better of it. Maybe because of the way I glanced at her.

      “Get that to…” What the hell should I call the society, with Daria’s sister in the room? She wasn’t meant to know about it. “Get that to our office. Tell them to post it online anonymously, then post an announcement that the marketing for the movie went wrong, and we regret the loss of life.”

      “I see where you’re going,” she said. “It’ll be taken care of. It’s a couple days late, but I don’t think it’ll matter. Once people see this, they’ll be pissed and stop paying attention. What are you going to do about the guy who took this video?”

      “You don’t have to worry about that,” Annalise said, “because you’re out. Go lay low somewhere. Get better. And make sure your sister understands the situation.”

      Daria sighed gratefully. “Will do,” she said, giving a mocking salute.

      I followed Annalise into the hall and into the elevator. She didn’t want to talk until we were in the van and moving. Once I started the engine, she said, “I’m tempted to have Clive killed.”

      “Me, too. Especially after watching that shit. I have no idea why I said we should let him live.”

      “I do. Something terrible happened to you, and you wanted to be done with terrible things. You’re going to have to get over that.”

      As if she summoned it out of my head, the memory of the sound of my leg being chopped in two suddenly resurfaced. The ramp to exit the hospital parking was just ahead, but I pulled into an open space thirty yards short of it.

      My hands were shaking.

      “What the fuck, boss?”

      Annalise was looking at me. Her body language was still and relaxed, and when she spoke, her voice was quiet.

      “This isn’t like what happened with your arm back in Portugal. You did that to yourself. You had control, and that changes how you felt about it. The whole time we were holed up in that RV, I’ve been waiting for this reaction, and I was starting to worry that your empty head might be too far up your ass for you to realize what happened to you.”

      “I got shot in the head. I died.”

      “Except you didn’t.”

      “No, I didn’t. They shot me at the lawyer’s office, too. It wrecked half my face—and it was ugly as shit—but I was sure the bullet hadn’t hit my brain.”

      “Except a bullet had a punch to it. You know what I mean. It doesn’t just slice through the body like your ghost knife. The impact—”

      “Is more widespread. So, that was probably a killing blow too.”

      “How would I know? I didn’t see it. But even if it wasn’t, the old you would have fallen to the floor, helpless.”

      “I’m not actually a human being any more, am I, boss?”

      “Don’t be an idiot. Think about the peers you’ve met, people who’ve lived for centuries with magic that turns them into human wrecking machines.”

      “Sure.”

      “That’s just their outsides. Nothing that happens to your physical body makes you more or less human than you were before. Emotionally, the peers are just as stupid and self-centered as anyone. They’re complete assholes, and there’s nothing more human than that.”

      “And if they’re still human, so am I.”

      “So. What do you want to do about Clive?”

      Solid question. If we were going to take revenge on him, I ought to be the one doing the deed. I wasn’t some crime boss, and the people working for the society weren’t my enforcers.

      Except maybe they were. Or could be, if I wanted to pick up a phone and say Make it look like a suicide or maybe Plant kiddie porn on his computer and dime him out to the FBI.

      It wasn’t that I was no longer human. It was that I was no longer the person I’d always been.

      Moves that would have made me feel ashamed when I was a teenager running with Arne—like turning someone in to the cops or sending someone else to get my payback—actually made sense in the life I was living now. I just had to figure out how to let go of my pride.

      Because if watching myself die and come back to life didn’t change things, nothing would.

      “It should be an easy question, boss, but it isn’t. Clive isn’t a physical threat to us, but is he likely to expose something about the society? And how much more footage of us does he have? Besides, the guy kidnapped and tortured me. I feel like if anyone is going to put a bullet in him, it should be me.”

      “If you went to his house, found him standing in his kitchen, and put two bullets into his brain, would that make your hands shake less or more?”

      I didn’t answer that. I couldn’t.

      “Look ahead, Ray. We’re about to meet with a primary. Even if he’s new to this—even with a so-called truce—he’ll be dangerous. I need you on your game. And to get us out of this fucking parking lot.”

      Look ahead. That sounded like a reasonable plan. I looked at the exit ramp of the parking lot, pulled out of the spot, and drove out into the daylight. From there, it was a matter of driving block after block, telling myself I was just making it to the next intersection, then moving on.

      I felt almost normal when we finally reached the security gate and were forced to wait while the guard ran our names through his computer. After nearly a minute, we were told where to go, where to park, and who to wait for.

      Lauren Woo didn’t make us wait. We had pulled up outside a reception area and she came out to meet us, coming up to the driver’s-side door as I was unbuckling my seat belt.

      “Did you get lost?” She sounded annoyed, as though we were interns delivering her coffee.

      Annalise answered her question with “Fuck you.”

      Without any further exchange, Woo led us to a little electric golf cart with the FriendShip logo on the side. I climbed in back and Annalise took the spot beside Woo, who drove. The motor whirred like an electric toy, but it handled beautifully.

      She drove us along asphalt paths through green-and-brown scrub. Their office campus looked like a groomed version of the hills around Big Bear, except they were thick with chubby people in polo shirts and brown Dockers.

      We passed a round building with walls made of glass from the roof to the ground, and I thought it looked creepy as hell. The people milled around inside like ants in a farm.

      Then she turned and drove a circling path up a gentle hill. There were no more workers to honk at or swerve around. We were alone.

      At the top, she parked beside the door of a small round glass building with a peaked round roof on top. I glanced inside and saw nothing but carpet and a set of stairs leading down into the hill.

      “I’m to stay here, by the cart,” Woo said. “Please go down the stairs and head for Auditorium Sonora. Mr. Hardy is already there, waiting for you.”

      She put a little emphasis on that last sentence, as though we should be embarrassed about it. We went inside, and I took a minute to walk around the glass room and take in the view, just to be a prick.

      The boss wasn’t as petty, so when she went down the stairs, I followed her. We passed under a smooth concrete arch with recessed lighting. Burgundy carpets muffled our steps.

      Auditorium Sonora was the first we came to. The door was whisper-quiet as we pushed it open and saw a screen with a few dozen seats fanned out before it. Presumably, there were larger auditoriums farther down.

      “Welcome,” Hardy’s voice said through the PA system. “Please make yourselves comfortable near the microphone.”

      Hardy wanted a truce but he wasn’t ready to trust us. Smart guy. Annalise and I went to the center aisle and sat on either side of the mic stand there. “Can you hear us?” I said, hoping he wouldn’t tell us we needed to stand in the middle of the floor like we were his fans.

      “Yes, thank you. Do you know why you are here? It’s because I have spent many years seeking out hidden knowledge about magic, about the predators, but most of all, about the Originals, which you call ‘original spell books.’ Much of this knowledge you already have, but some, it seems, has been lost to you.”

      He paused, as though waiting for us to disagree or something. Annalise said, “Keep going.”

      “The Twenty Palace Society has been trying to acquire all three of the Originals since it was first formed. It has had one—or more commonly, none—for almost all of its history, losing them to a predator or rogue sorcerer as almost quickly as it could acquire them. When the society had two Originals and was close to acquiring the third…”

      “We were attacked and nearly destroyed,” Annalise finished, once it was clear he would not end the sentence himself.

      “Have you ever wondered why?”

      She didn’t respond. I looked across the aisle at her expression and thought the answer must be No.

      When Hardy’s voice returned, it was accompanied by a sudden flash of light that startled me to my feet. It was just a projection onto the screen, showing a rocket on a launch pad in the first stages of lift-off. Painted on the side was Hardy Distance One, the words looking like they had already been formatted for a newspaper headline, and I recognized that this was Hardy’s own ship. We were about to watch the failed launch.

      “The Book of Grooves, as you call it, was recovered in a storage facility in a Seattle suburb called Shoreline. The man who had it—it makes no sense to say he owned it, because he acquired it through murder and theft—never used it to gain power. He merely opened it, began to experience its supernatural effects, then shut it away, hiding it from the world. A surprisingly common reaction, it turns out. Some people are afraid of power and their own potential for greatness.

      “The Book of Motes was recovered from the bottom of a well in the central valley of California. I know the Twenty Palace Society tried to track it down, trying to follow the trail of a woman named Edith Sylvester, who fled with it out of Sacramento in 1897. The historians the society hired searched everywhere for her, city after city, from Vancouver to Sarasota, but she barely managed to travel fifty miles before she died, thrown into an abandoned well by either her enemies or herself, the Original in her pack.

      “And there was the Book of Oceans, which I believe you have recovered from a private art collection in Los Angeles. Don’t worry. I won’t ask you to deny or confirm this, because I know you won’t. Isn’t it interesting, though? We live in a whole world of mountains, deserts, and oceans, but all three Originals turned up along the same coastline, on the same continent, and have been found around the same time.

      “That is because the Originals, these three artifacts that are the source of magical instruction for every spell ever cast on this planet, move toward each other. They don’t move themselves, but they do urge their owners to converge, and slowly, it happens.”

      “Is that what you’ve done?” Annalise asked. “Put these ‘Originals’ together?”

      “No,” Hardy said emphatically. “Watch the screen, please.”

      The video was running fast, showing the rocket climb into the atmosphere, then it slowed down. The rocket seemed to shudder, and plumes of flame burst out of the bottom, then the middle, then the nose.

      “Did you see that? Please notice.” The video kept going, restarting the destruction of the rocket. Then it slowed to a crawl, frame by frame.

      A red circle on the next frame indicated a small speck emerging from the flames. The next frame showed it farther away.

      “Experts say that the rocket was hit by something. A meteorite, they think. But no. That tiny object you see is the Book of Grooves.”

      “You tried to send it to the moon?” I blurted.

      “Farther. Human beings have been to the moon and will return there if they are allowed to continue as they have. The rocket’s planned trajectory would have made it slingshot around the Earth and then head up out of the plane of our solar system. We made sure it had enough fuel that, with the solar sails deployed, it could have passed the heliopause and drifted into the vacuum. Far, far from the other Originals.

      “But just before the rocket passed out of the troposphere, the Book of Grooves froze in place. It would go no higher, as if it had struck a ceiling, and the rocket tore itself apart as this immobile artifact punched through it.”

      “Then it fell back into the desert,” Annalise said, “and you hired Ten Bar to recover it.”

      “I already had a contract with Ten Bar for certain special projects, including acquiring the Originals in the first place. I couldn’t risk letting the Book of Grooves fall into the hands of someone else, someone who might acquire power from it and bring it closer to the others.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “I mean, I get why you want these Originals for yourself. But what happens if they’re brought together?”

      A door opened on the side of the stage and Milton Hardy stepped out. He was wearing a henley the color of a white sand beach, and his beachcomber pants were the same color. His feet were bare.

      He was fair enough that he almost looked bald and his movements were quick but measured, like a guy who was hyper aware of his own body. In one hand he carried an odd stainless-steel cane on his shoulder like a baseball bat. In his other, he carried a black leather bag.

      Each step was silent on the carpet as he approached, set the bag on the floor, moved the mic stand to the side, and unfolded the odd cane into a three-legged stool. He sat in the aisle between us. Because of the rake of this theater, he’d put himself below us. Not the usual choice for a successful CEO.

      Then he reached down and unzipped his black bag. There was a bomb inside.

      “This facility is empty today. It’s just us. If you try to kill me, I’m going to bring down a few tons of concrete on you. Maybe it would kill you. Maybe not. But it would not be pleasant. I don’t say this to threaten you. I would much rather continue our talk.”

      I cut in. “Then let’s talk. That’s why we’re here, right?”

      “Yes.” He leaned forward, folded his hands, and rested his elbows on his legs. “Have you heard of the Hatchling?”
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      “The Hatchling is bullshit,” Annalise snapped. “It’s a boogieman created to justify the murder of people like us. And to justify summoning predators, too.”

      “How come I never heard of it?”

      “Guess,” Annalise said without looking away from Hardy.

      “Because it’s bullshit?”

      “Got it in one.”

      “I wish you were right,” Hardy said. “A folktale. A boogieman. But the simple truth is that the Originals would not have been placed on his planet if the zealots had not also planted a Hatchling here long ago, before even the dinosaurs were born.”

      “Zealots?”

      Hardy turned his attention to me. “Were you not allowed to use the Book of Oceans and become a primary? The beings who call you back in time when you access one of the Originals are called zealots. At least, that’s what I’ve always heard them called. Perhaps… Never mind. It isn’t important.”

      “Okay,” I said. “They’re the ones with hooks for hands and who think their thoughts with your brain, right?”

      Hardy quirked his head in surprise. “Yes, that’s one way to describe them. I have always heard them called zealots. Do you have another name?”

      I studied Hardy’s expression, trying to figure out if he was testing me or trying to make me look like an idiot. I couldn’t see anything in his expression, not a sneer, not a challenge, nothing. All I saw was curiosity.

      I could never be a CEO. “Nope.”

      Hardy looked down at his hands. “I don’t know much about the zealots, but I will tell you what I can. They were one of the earliest intelligences in the universe, and they consider it a sacred ritual to seed a living planet with a Hatchling, a creature that collects and concentrates magic. The Hatchling devours magic and releases magic back into the world, so the magic will grow and spread. Eventually, there will be enough power that it can break free of its bonds, emerging into both the Shallow Realms of Death and the Deep Realms of Life at once. Then it will draw all life into it, human, plant, animal, bacterial, and also the creatures you call predators.”

      “And kill everything on Earth?” I asked. Annalise shot me a nasty look.

      “Not just Earth. There are other living worlds the zealots have not visited, and the Hatchling will seek out and devour some number of them, too.”

      Hardy paused, as though that was the end of the story. “And then?”

      “And then what?” he asked.

      “What happens then? It travels around, eating everything in sight. The Earth is stripped down to bare rock and the whachacallit fills its belly. After that, it moves on and does it again and again. Then what happens? What do the zealots get? What’s the point?”

      Annalise leaned forward. “This is the question no one can ever answer. The Hatchling was placed here, and the original spell books are meant to feed it until it comes alive and kills us all. What no one ever explains is why. The zealots, as this guy calls them, are millions of years gone. What do they get out of it? Nothing. It’s bullshit.”

      Hardy stared at her intently. “What purpose is required beyond eating and living? Maybe the Hatchling will give birth to more zealots. Maybe the zealots find dead worlds aesthetically pleasing. Only the effect is important. The reasons for what they do simply do not matter.”

      I sat back, thinking that last bit was a load of shit. Reasons absolutely matter, because if you know the reason an asshole is doing asshole things, it’s easier to stop them.

      “You’re wrong, but I don’t want to argue about it,” I said. “Let’s focus on the spell books. These Originals you keep talking about. Tell the story.”

      Hardy leaned back on his stool, which flexed underneath him. If it broke, he’d tumble backward down the sloping aisle, probably with his feet flying over his head. I guess he didn’t think much about the indignity of that, because he looked oblivious.

      But it would be the perfect moment for me to throw my ghost knife and disable the wires on that bomb.

      “The Originals were seeded into the Earth’s crust, waiting to be found by intelligences powerful enough to be called through time. Those intelligences were shown how to use magic and then returned to their lives. The spells they cast fed the Hatchling, to one degree or another.”

      “See?” Annalise said. “If you listen to this shit, it’s not just summoning spells that are dangerous. It’s all magic.”

      “Spells that summon the creatures you call predators,” Hardy said, “are the least dangerous magic of all.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I snapped. Before I could finish that question, a series of memories flashed through my mind—the bloody tangles of flesh left behind by the cousins, the burned women who breathed fire back in Hammer Bay, the dry bones spilling out of abandoned vehicles, the children who laughed as flames rolled up their necks and over their heads. “You have no idea how many… What I’ve had to do—”

      “No,” Hardy said. “I don’t. But for someone who expects a reason for a Hatchling to exist, you’re surprisingly unconcerned about the reasons predators come to this place of death to feed.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant. Predators were hungry animals—sometimes intelligent hungry animals—who came here to feed. On us. Annalise had explained it to me early on, back when we were still enemies. There was no supernatural good or evil. No devils or angels. There were only predators and the people they ate. The cousins or the theater of sleep was no more evil than an owl.

      The Twenty Palace Society existed to protect the mice from the owls.

      At least, that’s how Annalise explained it to me. And I never questioned it.

      Annalise took out her phone to check the time. “According to this story,” she said to me, “sorcerers like us are a disease, and predators are like white blood cells. They swoop in and kill spell casters, then kill the people around them before they return to the Empty Spaces. Boom. Less magic in the world. Less magic to feed the Hatchling and destroy us all. But the question no one can answer is why, if the Originals contain spells to feed this world destroyer, would there be summoning spells in the mix?”

      “It’s an interesting question,” Hardy admitted. “Perhaps the zealots wanted predators to thrive because the Hatchling needs to feed on them. Perhaps they wanted to slow the rate the Hatchling could absorb magic from the world. You see, magical energy isn’t oil and a magical creature isn’t an oil drum. You can’t just fill it to the brim and be done. Magic grows and thinks. It struggles to spread and becomes stronger because of the struggle. I’m sure you both have noticed that the spells you have cast upon your own flesh—and on the remains of other living things—grow stronger over time. More aware. That is the spell’s connection to the zealot’s deadly gift.”

      “So,” Annalise said, “you’re saying that this Hatchling, which no one has ever seen, gives us our power?”

      “No. What I’m saying is that the magic you cast on living or once-living surfaces—your flesh, a wooden lintel, a woolen cloth—feeds the Hatchling and connects you to it. You both grow in power together.”

      I remembered, suddenly, the moment when I destroyed Ansel Zahn. He’d seen my ghost knife and jeered at me because I cast it on a piece of paper, which was once a living thing and now, I suppose, was a feeding tube connecting me to some kind of… egg?

      And if that were true, then all magic was summoning magic. The difference was in what was being called to kill us.

      “Wally wanted to euthanize the world,” I said. They both looked at me. “Bad shit is coming, he’d said, when we were down in LA. He kept talking about how the predators might have been terrible, but they were better than what was coming for us.”

      I also remembered drawings in a bedroom closet, from… somewhere? I knew it was from several years back, but all I could remember was standing at the foot of a bed, snapping photos of the back wall.

      But I couldn’t call that memory to mind, because Annalise and Hardy were already talking.

      “So, your fucked-up friend Wally King believed this shit too. That makes it less credible.”

      Hardy sighed. “The society used to know this, but the knowledge was lost years ago, and the peers do not look beyond their membership for guidance.”

      “Nothing about this conversation makes me wish we did.”

      I leaned toward Hardy. “You seem to know an awful lot for a coder who had an idea for a better version of Myspace,” I said. Annalise was about to object, but I pressed on. “Whether he’s right or wrong, boss, he’s getting information somewhere. You recognize this Hatchling stuff he’s saying, so he’s not making it up out of some magic-mushroom trip.”

      “I’m not.”

      “So, he’s getting this from somewhere.” I looked right at him. “Where?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I learned much in my ‘better version of MySpace.’ The human species has a deep affinity for community. Even those who turn their backs on society and live all alone, calling themselves hermits or loners, still define themselves by their relationship to society as a whole. Human relationships are so ingrained in their psyche that people define themselves by them, or by their lack. They call themselves a parent, a Libertarian, a science-fiction nerd, a Giants fan, a Taylor Swift fan.

      “When I created the FriendShip, I implemented a private chat function that could not be accessed by any third party or government entity. And sure enough, amid all the birthday-party planning and drug deals and terrorist-cell networking and secret stalking, there was a small but nonzero number of what you would call rogue sorcerers, sharing news about recently summoned outsiders, or spell books that went missing, or even just wannabes looking to apprentice with someone who had even the most minuscule amount of magical power. And of course, there were those who wanted to feel like an authority. Some shared their knowledge solely because others were grateful for it, and that gratitude made them feel powerful.

      “So, you see, they were eager to form these online communities, and they believed that no one could overhear them.”

      “But you could.”

      “I gave myself a back door. No back door is perfectly secure, but mine has been so far. I spent hours searching through these private conversations, looking for clues to real power. And I found them. I found more than I could have dreamed.”

      “Sure,” I said, “and getting insanely rich was a happy side project, right?”

      “It only became a side project when I discovered how much information I could gather in these spaces. Some of which”—he turned to Annalise—“comes from peers in the Twenty Palace Society.” Annalise’s face darkened, but Hardy pressed on. “Don’t be angry with them. They seemed so desperate for some kind of connection. They’re only human, after all, with human needs.” He touched his nose and cheek in a strange, gentle way, as though he was trying to caress his face. “Just as we all have.”

      “But it didn’t start there,” I said. “You didn’t just stumble across talk about spell books on some online chat and start stroking your chin and saying Very interesting. Must find out more. For you, this all started before that. Long before that.”

      Hardy quirked his head in surprise, then nodded. He turned to Annalise. “I thought you might recognize me, but I’m not surprised that you haven’t. It’s been almost thirty years.”
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      Annalise leaned forward. “Remind me.”

      Hardy glanced at his watch. “We’re running out of time, I’m afraid. We’ll have to move on to the next part of our chat, which can’t happen here. We can talk about it then, if that’s all right?”

      Annalise’s high voice was flat. “We can talk about it here.”

      “I understand and I’m sorry.” Hardy grabbed his black bag and stood. “The clock is my tyrant, and we are behind schedule. See Lauren outside. We have a facility to tour, and she will take you there. I promise to explain everything and to keep the truce as well.”

      Then he turned and walked away, leaving his three-legged cane stool in the middle of the aisle. Another guy might have turned his back on us as a power move—a show of contempt—but Hardy seemed oblivious to the idea that he might be insulting us, or that we might break the truce while his back was turned. He made a decision, expected us to follow along, then started to walk away, lost in his own little dream world.

      I stood and watched him go. If I’d had a gun, I might have shot it into the ceiling, just to wake him out of his… Was it confidence? Cluelessness? Was he a fucking toddler who didn’t understand people yet?

      Annalise was looking at me, waiting for me to say something. Since she was the boss, I did. “That dude sure feels comfortable admitting that he spies on people, doesn’t he?”

      “He does.” She started toward the exit, and I followed. “We need to get the rest of the society off this guy’s stupid website. How secure do you think it is if I call them right now?”

      In my lowest voice, I said, “Not even a little bit. Besides, you making that call right away might be the point. The guy might be lying to spook us into making a panicked call his people can trace.”

      She nodded.

      Lauren Woo was outside, leaning against the hood of her little golf cart, scrolling through her tablet. When she saw us, she darkened the screen and tucked it under her arm. “Mr. Hardy has asked me to escort you to the Deep Ark.”

      Huh. I figured we’d have to break in to this underground bunker if we wanted to see it. I wasn’t used to guided tours.

      Annalise sighed. “How far is that?”

      Woo turned and pointed toward the northeast. “See the blue and red loading trucks? And the yellow backhoe? Right there. It’s on the corporate campus, and construction is nearly complete.”

      “Let’s go, then.” Annalise climbed into the passenger seat and I took up my spot in the back.

      The view from the hill was the same going down as it was coming up. There was brown, barely fertile California scrub soil. There were little trees and shrubs along the side of the path. There were office workers milling around—getting in our way—but they scattered at the toy-car beep of the cart.

      Then we reached a chain link fence with razor wire at the top. A security guard in black tactical gear—vest and everything—stood inside the guard post, and when we approached, I could see the Ten Bar logo over his heart.

      I studied his face to see if I’d tried to kill him before, or if he’d tried to kill me. I didn’t recognize him.

      Woo showed her tablet to the guard and he opened the gate for us. We drove over a berm and came to a wide concrete circle with a— Well, I wasn’t sure what it was, but it was low and round, and had a number of cameras mounted on the outside. A bunker. It looked like a low bunker in the middle of a round concrete parking lot.

      To the right, a backhoe was piling dirt up high, extending the berm around the lot. The blue loading truck was parked at the entrance to the bunker, with workers unloading slender rectangular boxes onto carts. Monitors, maybe. The red truck we’d seen from the hilltop must have finished and departed before we arrived.

      Four Ten Bar security guards watched everyone closely.

      The cart chirped to a stop at the side of the bunker, beside a yellow stencil on the concrete wall that read, cleverly, CARTS. As we walked by the unloading truck, I saw that I was right. They were flat-screen monitors, some of them small enough to fit on a security guard’s desk, and the others were large enough to be a living-room TV for a football fan. Woo led us around the workers toward the front door.

      That’s when I felt the first pulse.

      The door was heavy steel, and etched right in the center was a powerful sigil. Power radiated from it like the subsonic beat of a set of really big speakers. I stepped back involuntarily, intimidated by the feeling of presence. It was like a tidal force trying to carry me back to shore.

      Annalise halted too. “Who put that mark on the door?”

      Woo spoke over her shoulder to us as she strode toward the entrance. “Mr. Hardy did those himself. He cleared out the construction crew and spent three nights marking the outside of the Ark with these symbols. The architects complained that any damage to the door could affect its integrity, but Mr. Hardy insisted they were necessary.” She stopped about ten feet from the door, folded her arms, and stepped back with one foot, her head tilted as if she was studying a painting in a museum. “I like it.”

      Annalise said, “If Milton Hardy took a shit in your salad, you’d brag about it to all your friends.”

      Woo spun around quickly, but she didn’t look shocked or insulted. She just narrowed her eyes and, when I was sure she was about to give Annalise the finger, said, “You’re right. You’re exactly right.”

      I didn’t like the feeling that sigil was giving me, but I strode toward it too. If this fancy secretary wasn’t nervous, I wouldn’t be either.

      She glanced at me, and not in a friendly way. I took advantage of that moment’s attention to say, “What did your boss say this big mark was for?”

      “For?” she asked, as thought it was a piece of art hanging in a museum.

      “He had a reason for putting that there, and it’s not because it’s pretty. You may like it, but it’s not pretty. So, did he confide in you why he did this?”

      “Mr. Hardy doesn’t confide. He communicates. Openly. That’s part of our mission statement. But he did say that he put these symbols in place—and I’m paraphrasing here—because the only people who could pass them to come inside were the ones who belonged inside. Something like that.”

      “Outsiders,” I said, the word coming out of my mouth at the same moment the thought entered my head. “He said it would keep out outsiders.”

      Woo quirked her head. “Now that you mention it, that is what he said. Huh. Mr. Hardy asked me to bring you into the facility to meet with Luis, our head of operations here. He’ll go over the purpose of the Deep Ark in some detail. Mr. Hardy will meet with you soon to finish your conversation.”

      She punched a code into the keypad beside the door with the sigil on top. There was a metallic clang of a latch releasing and the rumble of a motor rolling the door back. It was like the opening of a high-tech tomb, except the air that flooded out smelled of pine forests, fertile soil, and air conditioning.

      A man in a pinstriped suit came through the gap, his hand extended and a smile fixed firmly on his face. He approached Annalise first, but she did not want to shake. When he turned to me, I decided not to insult him by leaving him hanging. His handshake was firm but friendly. He didn’t try to squeeze too hard or yank at me, the way people did in the circles I used to travel in. “Luis de la Cruz,” he said. “Let me show you around.”

      He and Lauren Woo waved cordially to each other, and we went into the tomb.

      “Welcome to the Deep Ark,” Luis said, “the largest, safest, and most centrally located survival bunker in all of California. Mr. Hardy has asked me to give you the soft sell, since he doesn’t think you’re interested in one of the handful of remaining spaces, but who knows, eh? You might like what you see.”

      He clapped his hands, then rubbed them. “So! There are certainly other survival bunkers scattered across the country—many built inside abandoned missile silos in remote locations—but our facility is right here, in the heart of Silicon Valley, and it has amenities you won’t find elsewhere.”

      I confess that while I checked out for most of the tour, Annalise seemed genuinely interested. The stairs were of the same stone as the theater. The security room had stations to control an array of remote-operated gun emplacements, so guys inside the bunker could put bullets into people on the outside. And there was food storage, several layers of hydroponic gardens, exercise spaces that looked more like a tiny sports arena, water reclamation, geothermal electric, quarters for the staff and their families, and finally, way down deep, were the client suites. There were fifty of them, each about as fancy as the bedrooms and kitchen in Serrac’s house. That would be a step down from the usual digs that Hardy and his pals might expect, but I guess allowances would have to be made for the apocalypse.

      Luis spent some time going into the technical details of the rooms, the security, the seismic retrofitting, the heat pumps, and whatever. I paid zero attention to that shit.

      I kept thinking about what Hardy said to us in that auditorium and wondering how much of it could be true. If Annalise and I—along with the rest of the society—were really hurrying the end of the world with our magic, then…

      Nothing about that was clear to me. We were trying to protect people now, fighting an enemy that was right in front of us, but were we also making things worse for the future? Predators were a danger I had already faced. I’d seen the pain and grief they’d created. This other thing, this Hatchling, was a hypothetical danger that was off somewhere in the future.

      If it was even real.

      Could it have been?

      Eventually, we left the suites. Hardy was waiting for us at the top of the stairs. Luis greeted him warmly, a gesture Hardy did his best to return. Hardy explained he was taking over, and Luis smiled warmly as he said goodbye to us. He also said he hoped to see our names in his little client book so we would have the same peace of mind he had. So much for the soft sell.

      Once the doors closed on Luis, Hardy led us back into the suite we’d just toured, and we all sat in the circle of furniture in the living room area.

      “The theater is pretty secure,” Hardy said, “but we do a fair share of employee rollout meetings and stockholder updates there. It’s a prime target for corporate espionage, and you can never be sure if the latest sweep for cameras and bugs has been careful enough. But down here…” He looked up and opened his hands, as though the massive piles of concrete above us would make us safe. “It’s one thing for our enemies to hear us talk about the Hatchling, but our private matters should remain private.”

      Annalise leaned forward. “Why should I remember you?”

      Hardy settled in. “Sarasota, Florida, May twenty-second, 1991. I was ten, and we were celebrating my cousin’s sweet sixteen. The whole family was there. My aunt had quite a large house, with a big pool in the back and oak trees at the edges of the yard. Money. They had money, compared to the rest of us. My cousin’s name was Olivia, after the singer, but she wanted to be called Liv because she hated Grease and Xanadu and all the movies that singer had been in. And, ironically, the girl who demanded we call her Liv had just been diagnosed with non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. After five months of her mother nagging her about laziness and anorexia, Liv found that first lump. My aunt felt so guilty that she broke out the checkbook to make this party a memorable one. Liv’s last birthday party.

      “We’d done the cake. We’d done the presents. There were games for the younger kids, like me, but Liv didn’t want to take part. She had her friends in the corner of the yard, all sitting around her, as though she was the hub of a wheel. At the time, I thought it was because it was her birthday and they were treating her like she was special.

      “Which she was. I liked Liv, and I wanted to be part of that wheel, but every time I approached, she told me to get lost. My own mother told me she was just being a teenager and to let her go through this phase—that I would go through this phase myself when I was her age. I didn’t care. I hated being excluded, and in that moment I hated her. I told my mother I never wanted to see her again and left the older and younger kids behind to climb one of those oaks.

      “Less than an hour later, you killed her.”

      Hardy paused a minute. He sounded like he was describing something that happened to someone else, but maybe he was trying to put some distance between himself and the memory. He was still talking in that odd, flat tone, even about this. He took a breath and continued.

      “We heard a series of muffled thumps from the front of the house, and lights flashed in the back windows. Then there was some sort of explosion that knocked us all to the ground but did not blow out the windows of the house. I fell into the pool. My mother fell against the edge, striking the side of her head on the concrete.

      “Before I could even register what was happening, the back door burst off its hinges, and you came into the yard. Your hair was the same as it is now, and you were wearing a fireman’s coat, but you had a different face. Or maybe I can’t really remember it well. There was blood pouring out of your nostrils and your left ear, and for one awful, ridiculous moment, I thought you might be a zombie.

      “That’s when Liv stood up. She began to glow with a pure white light. It was a sacred light, the kind you’d expect to shine out of the face of God. Once that light struck my face, my anger, fear, and confusion burned away, leaving me with nothing but contentment. Peace. Then she floated into the air, arms wide, head back, and she turned into a shimmering prism, and her white light separated into every color of the rainbow.

      “She could almost have been an angel, like the kind you see in cemeteries, or maybe the Greek goddess Nike, except where she would have had wings, there was a spinning disc that threw off color and light and fragrance. Smell is supposed to be a powerful trigger for memory, but what came off my cousin Liv that afternoon made me remember things I… They felt like memories, but they weren’t my memories. I couldn’t even really understand what I was experiencing except as the feeling of movement, of vastness, of contagion.

      “Her circle of friends sort of collapsed in on themselves, sagging into round shapes in a way that living bodies should not have been able to do. Then they began to glow with rainbow colors, shining like tiny stars as they floated into the air, forming a larger circle around Liv.

      “And there was singing. I remember singing, I think, that made me believe it was perfectly okay to sink below the surface and drown myself. Did you have a sword?”

      “What?” Annalise asked, clearly startled by the sudden question.

      “Did you have a sword that you used against Liv and her friends?”

      “No. I’ve never used a sword.”

      Hardy seemed to grow thoughtful. “I suspected as much. I have such a clear memory of a swinging sword, but I think that image was superimposed on the actual event because I watched anime obsessively for a few years after. I saw a lot of magical people killed by swords in those cartoons, but I’m not sure I ever saw what you did to Liv.

      “I do remember my mother, though. She was lying nearby, almost close enough to touch. It took me a moment to recognize that there was a tiny pool of blood beside her head. I moved closer and saw that her eyes were partially open. She looked like an embarrassing photograph that was taken at the wrong moment. But obviously, she was dead.

      “And then Liv was gone, and so were her friends. My whole family was dead, except for a pair of toddlers who had been napping in the pool house at the back of the yard, and me. The whole family had been afraid this was going to be Liv’s last birthday, and it was, but not only for her.

      “You crossed the yard, pulled me out of the pool, pressed something against me, then threw me back into the water. For a second, I thought I was a fish that was too small, and for years after, I thought you’d come after me when I got old enough. And now here we are again. I’m a grown man and you still look too young to buy a cocktail. Not to mention you have a whole new face.”

      “More bullshit.” Annalise glanced at me like she was anxious to leave the party. “There was no Hardy family at that birthday party. Kane, Goodman, Pena. Those were the family names of the people at that party.”

      “You remember?” If Hardy expected an answer to his stupid question, he didn’t show his disappointment at not receiving one. “My father’s cousin took me in afterward. She’d always wanted a kid but couldn’t have one of her own. She and her husband adopted me and gave me a new name, but I was Milton Goodman on that day.”

      “And you can recognize me?” Annalise said, in a flat tone that I knew well.

      “No,” he said. “But I recognize that.” He pointed at the base of her throat, where the tops of her spells were visible. “When you picked me up out of the water, I was too afraid to look you in the face, so I looked at your neck. I drew those shapes many times over the next few days—even gave them to the cops, but since I also told them about the rainbow colors and the smell of memories that weren’t my own, I think they went into a circular file somewhere, marked traumatized kid. And I know they didn’t look very hard for you, since it turned out my aunt and uncle were smuggling cocaine. They had a neat box to drop those murders into, and anything that didn’t fit the box was discarded.”

      “Are you waiting for an apology?” Annalise asked. “Because fuck you. Your aunt put a predator into her precious teenage daughter because she couldn’t stand to lose her. By the time I showed up, the thing that was living in your cousin’s skin, talking with her voice, and exploiting her relationships, had already killed her parents, her kid sister, and her circle of friends. They had all become part of a single thing, and you and your mother weren’t at that birthday party to eat cake. You were there to be eaten.”

      “I don’t doubt it.” Hardy made a gesture toward the door as he stood. “I’m not trying to argue that you were wrong to do what you did. I know you think outsiders are evil, just as some believe—

      “Evil?” Annalise snapped. “No, I don’t believe that. They come here to eat us. Evil and good has nothing to do with it. I’m just a mouse with the tools to kill a cat.”

      Hardy opened the door to the hallway. “And what happens when one of the cats slips by you?”

      “They haven’t so far.”

      “That’s what this place is,” I said, following Hardy down a long hall. This part of the facility had a utilitarian look to it. “A refuge from predators. Supposedly. If we fail, you and your other Richie Riches shut the door behind you and wait for the rest of humanity to get themselves eaten.”

      Hardy led us to a staircase made of raw concrete, and he glanced back and shrugged. “Fifty families for a hundred and fifty years. That was the original pitch. If you include the handpicked staff, it’s enough to repopulate, and we have the seed vaults and technical manuals necessary to rebuild. But that’s not all. Come with me.”
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      Hardy kept descending, and the stairs had a gentle rightward curve that prevented me from seeing the bottom. After descending about a hundred feet, we passed a few tool bags that he asked us not to trip over. It didn’t seem safe to leave them on the stairs, but I wouldn’t have wanted to lug a heavy bag up and down these stairs more than I had to.

      “One thing I am grateful for,” he said, as though there’d been no pause in the conversation, “is the first sight of magic. The one you gave me, Ms. Powliss. Four separate therapists tried to convince me it was all a delusion, but their reasoned arguments and calm, patient certainty could never match the power of that day. That unforgettable day. Once I discovered people online who were willing to talk about their experiences openly, and once I saw how they were dismissed, mocked, and discredited—just as I had been—I began teaching myself how to find out more. Let me show you.”

      We came to another large steel door, with rounded edges and a wheel in the center that operated a crossbar. It looked like it belonged in a submarine, and my whole body went tense when Hardy opened it.

      He went through, hopping down a short flight of steps into pitch darkness. We followed. The door swung shut on its own, but there was no one to turn the wheel and bar us in. I’m not sure I could have kept my cool if they had.

      “Living rock,” Hardy said, his voice higher than it had been. He took out his phone and pressed a few buttons. Lights switched on high above us, and we could see.

      He’d led us to a huge stone chamber that was bigger than Serrac’s fancy house. Hell, it would have been bigger than two of Serrac’s houses stacked on top of each other. The walls were smooth and the floor sloped to a single low point.

      With a drain cover.

      The lights above—one at the very top and three placed around the midpoint—were all sealed within thick, translucent plastic shields. Way up there, a dozen feet from the fixture, was a steel pipe jutting a few feet out of the rock.

      I’d been expecting Hardy to lead us to some secret library, or a space where he’d hidden the Book of Motes. I’d thought we’d come to some kind of climate-controlled little museum space, with his “Originals” on a display stand inside a special case that would be wired to an alarm or something. But there was nothing in this massive stony tank except empty space.

      Hardy looked around. “It’s an absurd name for stone that hasn’t been dug out of the ground, especially since we know the different effects the living, the dead, and the never-living have on the world. This isn’t a sewage tank, but it is meant to hold gray water from the facility above until it can be pumped through reclamation.”

      “Stop talking,” Annalise said. “What are we doing here?”

      “The best outcome from our meeting,” Hardy said, as though it was an answer to the question, “is that you believe what I told you and take steps to change the way the Twenty Palace Society uses magic. That is the outcome I’m hoping for, but not the one I expect. Well? Do you believe what I’ve told you? Will you convince your fellows to use less magic?”

      Annalise didn’t answer, but her scowl said everything it needed to say. I asked, “What outcome do you expect?” I asked.

      “That both of you call me a liar and dismiss everything I say, but over time you think about what I’ve told you here today and slowly realize I’m right. Then you return to your society and make changes, reducing the amount of magic you use and becoming more fastidious about when you cast it.

      “But I fear that waiting for you to come to your senses will take too long. I believe the Hatchling is too close to freeing itself, and that half-measures cannot save us. So, having failed to immediately win you to my side, I have to try something more expedient.” He pressed a button on his cell and I heard it dial out.

      The explosion was loud, but the blast wave never touched us. The ground shuddered. The rock around us cracked. Several of the lights above us winked out. The door behind us strained audibly but did not break.

      Beyond the door was a sound like an avalanche.

      Here, far from the light and the air.

      The ground kept shaking, and Annalise and I both ended up on our hands and knees. Hardy must have braced himself, because he was completely calm, especially for a man who just detonated a bomb hundreds of feet underground.

      Goosebumps ran up my back, and my guts felt like they were floating. I imagined myself pinned beneath the rock but still alive, deep in the earth without any light. My hands clutched at the gritty stone floor and a full-blown panic attack was about erupt out of me when I heard a loud, sharp crack from the ceiling above.

      I glanced up. A chunk of stone the size of a garbage truck had broken loose from the ceiling. I scrambled backward, pushing Annalise back, but it didn’t land all that close to me.

      Instead, it dropped straight onto Hardy. He hadn’t even looked up from his phone when it hit.

      Then Hardy stepped out of the rock like he was Casper the Friendly Ghost. “I realize that you are both hard to kill,” Hardy said, as though being nearly flattened by tons of stone was hardly worth mentioning, “but I have to try, just as I had to try to win you over to my way of thinking.” As he spoke, he levitated upward and out of reach. “It would have been preferable if you’d given me another option, but you didn’t. I was being honest about the Hatchling and the need for your Twenty Palace Society to change—for all our sakes. Maybe if you survive this, you’ll reconsider the points I’ve made.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “This is the attitude that forced my hand in this unfortunate way. Anyway, I didn’t want to use bullets or fire, because I think you are too well protected against them. So, I’ve chosen this, the worst possible option of all, because—”

      I threw my ghost knife. It passed through him dead center.

      “… it’s the worst thing I could imagine for myself,” Hardy continued.

      My spell had as much effect on him as the falling boulder had.

      Hardy settled onto that huge rock, then pressed another button on his phone. The clunk of an opening mechanism echoed through the chamber, and water began to pour out of the pipe in the ceiling. “You can drown, can’t you?”

      I recalled the ghost knife, directing it through Hardy’s hand, and while it didn’t affect him, it did slice through his phone. The top third fell onto the boulder beneath him and bounced away with the sound of cracking glass.

      He sighed and floated upward as if he was riding an invisible elevator.

      At the same moment, the water hit the ground beside me with twice the force of a firehose.

      Annalise was already digging her fingers into the edge of the steel door, trying to pry it open. I could hear the metal strain under her grip. “Ray!”

      I lunged toward her and threw my ghost knife again, cutting through the door’s hinges. It tumbled inward, followed by a little avalanche of loose stone the same color of the chamber around us. She grabbed a rock the size of a park bench and ripped it from the pile, throwing it behind her into the chamber.

      Where the jet of water was flowing fast and hitting hard. I suddenly remembered the floor drain. Was it open? Was it blocked by the boulder that hadn’t killed Milton Hardy?

      Only one of the lights in the chamber was still lit. It was one of the three midpoint lamps, the one on the far side of the door and the explosion— Black tool bags, I suddenly thought. Hardy had told us not to touch them. Maybe if I had…

      Focus. Focus. I sloshed through the water to the far side of the boulder and saw the dark circle of the drain beneath the rough water.

      And then the last of the lights went out.

      The chamber fell into a darkness more complete than anything I’d ever experienced in my life. The water roared and echoed against the stone walls like the waterfall that it was, and the sound became all the more oppressive in the pitch black. Goosebumps ran down my whole body, and I felt a chill crawl through my scalp.

      We were buried here, hundreds of feet from the air and the light. If another rock broke free from the ceiling above, I wouldn’t hear the break over the rush of water, wouldn’t see it dropping down onto me, and maybe wouldn’t even feel it smash me into paste.

      And if, by some miracle, it didn’t kill me, I’d be pinned down here while the water slowly rose over my face.

      My stomach did flip-flops, and I had to reach out into the darkness as though I could find something to steady myself. Then I imagined that here, in this lightless space, someone or something might catch hold of my hand.

      I dropped down into a crouch, desperate to hold in a cry of panic. Never show your fear. That’s what I’d learned in prison, and with Arne’s crew before that. Never show your fear. My fear.

      At no point in my life had I ever been in a situation like this. But that didn’t matter. I couldn’t let myself fall apart now, not after all the shit I’d seen and done. I had to take control.

      It was so dark that my eyes began to throw sparks and colors into my vision, hallucinations to give my brain something to do. I saw shapes in the black that I knew weren’t there. At least, I hoped they weren’t there, because if they were, Hardy had unleashed a swarm of predators at us that I could not begin to…

      Focus. I remembered where the drain was, and I threw myself into the water, dropping to my hands and knees to sweep the chamber floor, searching for the valve. I found it almost immediately, but my fingers couldn’t find anything that seemed like a lever or switch. It occurred to me that it was probably remotely operated, and I simply cut through the top and threw it away.

      The water flowed over my ankles into the drain, but only when I was standing upright again, trying to get my bearings that I remembered how deep we were in the earth. The odds that the drain led to some second tank or chamber deeper than this one were thin. It was more likely that this led to a pump, which Hardy would never switch on until he wanted to recover our bodies.

      Annalise called my name again, and as I headed toward the sound of her voice, I saw light that was not just another hallucination. The doorway and the fallen rocks jamming it were lit by a pale blue light that was shining from Annalise herself.

      I ran toward her as fast as I could in the ankle-deep water, then vaulted up the stairs. She was pulling loose rubble out of the doorway, and her hands and head were glowing gently, with additional light spilling out of her collar and sleeves. I saw her pull a ribbon from under her coat and slam it deep into the rubble. Loose stones and dirt seemed to float up, just the way Hardy had, and Annalise dug with both hands to clear the way beneath.

      I leaned in to help but Annalise threw her arm in front of me. She tossed another ribbon into the space she’d just created and a sudden pulse blasted stone and dirt into the room.

      “Get in there,” she said, her voice tight. She had to shout over the oppressive sound of the falling water. “Some of these rocks are too big for me.”

      She didn’t need to say more than that, and I knew she wasn’t worried about how heavy they were. I stepped into the doorway and unleashed the ghost knife, sending it in a spinning circle about four feet across, boring a cylinder out of the loose rock. After it had gone five feet or so, I rotated the path to cut the end of the cylinder.

      Then I called my spell back to me and stepped back so Annalise could apply her extraordinary strength, dragging the loose rock out of the tunnel I’d just carved and dumping it onto the platform by the doorway. I did my best to shift the largest chunks of granite, which she had tossed aside like old laundry, so they fell off the platform.

      The water had almost reached the top of the stairs.

      This time, when she threw the ribbon that caused a pulse, rocks shifted all around and dropped into the space I’d cut. Annalise frantically dug into the rock and stone to clear it again, and by the time she sent me back in, the water was up to the steel base of the doorjamb.

      My whole body was so tense, I was trembling. I needed something to do. “Are we going to make it?” I shouted.

      “Keep going” was her only answer. “Go.”

      She was right. Of course she was right. There was no reason for us to let our imaginations paralyze us, not when there was work to be done to save our lives. I did what she said. I kept going.

      In the rubble, I spotted a perfect ninety-degree edge. The stairs. To dig along them, and hopefully find the lowest possible opening above, I was going to have to climb into the tunnel.

      I did. My back touched the stone above me. I felt it shift slightly, and I felt like I was going to die of a massive fucking heart attack in the instant before the roof caved in. Neither happened. Annalise had cast a spell that made these rocks fall up instead of down, and just thinking about how long that magic would last made me work even faster.

      I sent the ghost knife ahead of me and upward, hopefully forcing it to cut a sphere out of the rubble ahead, then climbing over that mess to do it again. Annalise climbed in beside me, reaching out to block the largest rocks that rolled toward me, and to clear shit away so we could move forward. After digging the third sphere this way, I couldn’t help myself. I glanced back.

      The water was rising inside our tunnel.

      “We have to do something about that water,” I shouted. “We have to pinch that pipe shut, or block it or freeze it or—”

      “Fuck!” Annalise yelled, then she scrambled back toward the chamber. I didn’t know what she was going to do, and I didn’t need to. All I had to do was keep cutting big rubble into small, and to get the fuck out of the way when it fell around me.

      I saw more evidence of the stairs—I was cutting through them. The important thing was to keep tunneling, but I couldn’t resist sending the ghost knife forward and upward. Then back. Then forward and upward again. Then back. My spell cut through the rock and soil like it was smoke, but when it finally passed out of the stone and into the air, I would be able to feel it. I was certain.

      And I wondered if something else could feel it, too. Not just my spell but the thing Hardy described, sleeping deep in the world, stealing magic from me like a contact high. The Hatchling.

      I pushed those thoughts aside. First, I had to survive. Everything else came after that.
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      A blast of cold air billowed up the tunnel from the chamber behind us, and the sound of falling water slowly stopped. The silence that followed gave me a strange sort of relief. Hope, too. The light brightened as Annalise climbed into the tunnel behind me.

      “That won’t hold for long.”

      We kept going.

      I sent the ghost knife upward—trying to match the angle of the stairs—in a cylindrical path about three feet across, keeping it spinning as fast as I could. The edge of my spell could cut through anything, but if ten tons of rock fell onto the flat face of it, it would be trapped.

      So, I kept it moving, even though my concentration was starting to fray. Was my brain fuzzing out because of stress? Because there wasn’t enough breathable air? Adrenaline washing out of my system? What difference did it make? I concentrated on the feeling of the ghost knife passing through rock and stone, trying to keep the spell going.

      And then it was out, moving through air. I could feel it cut free, just as I’d expected. I called it back to me, making it pass through the tunnel I just dug. When it was in my hand again, I staggered backward a step. The waterfall splashed onto the water in the chamber again, and by the light of Annalise’s exposed skin, I saw the ripples it made flooding up into the tunnel. There were little chunks of ice floating in the water.

      Rock and gravel slid toward me, and I pushed it by, forcing it into the tunnel behind us. I was hoping the opening ahead would have a light, but I could only see more darkness.

      Annalise shoved by me. “Let’s go.”

      I went, scrambling up the slope on my hands and knees. Once or twice, my shoulder brushed the top of the tunnel, and I felt the rocks shift dangerously, but I bulled through, trying not to imagine what it would be like to try to breathe at the bottom of a pile of gravel.

      I realized that Annalise was pulling well ahead of me, and I let my fear urge me forward.

      Where was my anger? Where was my rage? Yeah, I was reeling from the explosions, darkness, and rising water—I was scared out of my fucking mind, to be honest—but I had a right to be furious, too. Milton Fucking Hardy tried to kill me, and he didn’t even have the decency to act like a sneering creep when he did it.

      Something was off, and I hated myself for not working out what it was. Like Hardy, I’d opened my mind to one of those “Originals,” as he called them, but unlike Hardy, I’d bailed before we could get started. The weird, alien creatures he’d called zealots had pulled us both back through time, but they’d done something to Hardy. I didn’t know what it was, but I was glad that I didn’t let them do it to me. Because they fucked him up somehow.

      How else could I explain a guy who tried to kill us but figured he would fail, so he hoped maybe we’d like to join Team Fucking Hardy when we survived? How, exactly, did learning the deepest secrets of magic make him forget how people worked?

      Then I was out of the rubble from the explosion. Annalise’s hand clamped down on my arm and she dragged me up the stairs. Seconds later, I was sprinting behind her, imagining one last shift in the rock that would crush the life out of us at exactly the moment we thought we were free.

      I called my ghost knife to me and slipped it into my pocket.

      Voices sounded in the distance, and Annalise’s body light winked out. The stairs trembled as her falling-upward spell ended and several tons of stone shifted and fell behind us. We stumbled up the stairs toward the swinging flashlight beams of panicked security and maintenance workers.

      “He used bombs, Ray,” Annalise said to me before our supposed rescuers came around the bend in the stairs. “Bombs. What the fuck.”

      They took us up the stairs and tried to steer us into an office. They wanted to get us checked out by a doctor. They wanted to take statements from us. They wanted to fill out incident reports. They insisted it was company policy. They told us we had to sign insurance waivers. They blocked the door and asked us to be reasonable.

      Personally, I would have told them that Milton Hardy tried to kill us, just to sow a little chaos into the guy’s power structure. Most wouldn’t believe it, probably, but a few of them might. I wanted to undermine the asshole any way I could, to make him easier to reach.

      Annalise had other ideas. She said we were not going to answer any questions and that we were getting out of here before they tried to kill us again. When she headed for the elevators, a security guard stepped into her way. She took hold of his arm, told him not to make a mistake that would cost him and his company more than they could pay, and he let her move him aside. If the way she grabbed him caused him any pain, he hid it well.

      There was a camera on the elevator, so we rode in silence. We stepped into the loading-dock area just in time to see the outside doors sliding shut and a six-pack of Ten Bar security guards standing in our way.

      Annalise identified the head of security for the facility who, unlike the black-clad tactical Ten Bar assholes, was wearing a blue short-sleeved button-up shirt with an iron-on badge over his heart. She marched up to him and said, “We’re leaving. If you hold us here against our will, we’re going to sue the company and you, personally. You. Think about it. Will your employer’s lawyers protect you, or will they throw you under the bus? Because I’m pretty sure I’m going to be living in your house either way.”

      He didn’t like that but he didn’t want to show it. “The police—”

      “Are coming. I’m sure they are. But you aren’t the police and they can contact us through our lawyers. But holding us here at gunpoint? That’s a fucking felony.”

      That was all it took. The head of security sighed, and a few seconds later, we were outside again.

      Night had fallen. Lauren Woo and her little electric cart were not waiting for us, and there were no delivery trucks for us to steal—or ask for a lift. Annalise marched across the courtyard and up the dirt ramp toward the underground parking garage.

      I felt exposed out here. Serrac’s people had tried to kill us several times, and it still hadn’t sunk in that my spell-wrapped body held up under gunfire. Annalise simply kept moving forward, sometimes on trails and sometimes directly through the landscaping, in the general direction of the parking garages.

      According to my phone, it was just after eight o’clock at night. The buildings around us, including the round one with the glass walls, were still more than half-lit, because why would people leave work at the end of the day when they could stay and work more?

      We found a set of stairs set into the side of a shrub-covered hill and hurried down like we were rushing to catch the subway. Signs directed us to the section where we parked, and I was relieved that Annalise’s van was still there. Within a few minutes, we were back out on the road.

      I looked around at the ripped seats and general mess. “Boss, what are the odds that they put a tracker or a bug or something in this van?”

      “Pretty fucking high.”

      “What do you want to do about it?” Were we going to be switching cars again? Hitting the rental place with a new credit card? It annoyed the shit out of me that I was even thinking these thoughts. I had never felt so boxed out by the other assholes the society sent us after. Even Charles Hammer, who was surrounded by an entire community that loved him and wanted to protect him, had felt more exposed than Serrac and Hardy did.

      Annalise’s only answer was to glare at the road ahead and tell me to turn right.

      We hadn’t eaten in hours and I suddenly felt ravenous. I looked at Annalise, about to ask her to choose a drive-through place, but I recognized that fixed and angry expression. She was not going to agree to detours now, not in this mood.

      And a part of me was glad. Honestly glad. I wanted her anger and certainty. I wanted to breathe it in and make it my own so I could keep pushing forward and get this job done.

      We came to a winding hillside road that lifted us above the city lights. As we drove, the houses became fewer and more spread out, then they vanished behind walls and hedgerows. The gates became taller and more forbidding until we finally reached a street with only one gate in the middle of the block, with tall, well-watered hedges around the outside, and a stone wall with razor wire on top just behind that. As we came near the gate, I saw a booth with a guard in it.

      “This is it,” Annalise said. “Take this corner and find the nearest transformer.”

      I turned right onto the claustrophobic side street, which was only one lane wide and hemmed in by security walls on both sides.

      I slowed way down. “Right there.” I pointed toward the telephone pole on the corner, and Annalise popped off her seat belt, opened the door, and stepped out while the van was still moving.

      “Hurry up and turn right.” She slammed the door.

      I stepped on the gas, making the underpowered engine rev as I zipped around the corner in this big, lumbering, top-heavy van.

      Then I heard the impact, and I glanced in the rear view just as the street lights winked out and the telephone pole, now only lit by intermittent sparks and flashes, toppled behind me.

      The van rocked as Annalise hopped onto the back bumper and rode to the next corner. I pulled against the curb and shut off the engine.

      Annalise climbed onto the roof of the van, and when I opened the driver’s door, I stepped up onto the seat and joined her.

      “If we’re quick, we can fuck up the electronic security system and the security company will think it’s the transformer. That should give us time to deal with the guards before they call the cops.”

      Deal with? I was sure she didn’t mean that the way it sounded.

      There was nothing to see over the wall, probably because this part of the city had just been plunged into complete darkness. I took out my ghost knife and threw it, slicing through the razor wire. The coils tightened and hung over the far side, leaving a gap for us to climb through. Annalise jumped from the van to the edge of the wall, dropping through to the other side.

      I didn’t know if I could do that, too, but what the hell. I should give it a try. My spells hadn’t given me anything like her incredible strength, but maybe they were growing in power just like that golem flesh spell. I stepped back, then strode forward and jumped for the wall.

      I’d imagined myself clearing it completely but I didn’t come close. I hit the top edge of the wall with my stomach, then hiked myself upward to seesaw over the wall into the yard beyond.

      Before I’d met Annalise, I’d have barely cleared the sidewalk with a jump like that. It would have been a stretch to catch the lip of the wall with my fingertips.

      I wasn’t just growing tougher. I was growing stronger, too. And maybe it didn’t make logical sense, but where my weird healing and invulnerability made me feel like a monster, an increase in my strength was an absolute fucking thrill. More of this, please.

      Annalise hissed at me and we crouched in the shadow.

      I’d expected a big manicured lawn with a tennis court, maybe. Or a little pond with flowers around it and fat orange fish in the shallow end.

      What I found instead, barely visible as my eyes adjusted to the starlight, was a miniature amusement park. There was a twelve-foot-high Ferris wheel, a short loop of roller coaster tracks, and an eight-horse merry-go-round, plus two or three other little somethings in the shadow of the big stone wall that I couldn’t make out. If a billionaire like Hardy wanted to spoil his kids, he wouldn’t do it with a big swing set and climbing gym. He was going to be an asshole about it.

      The yard looked empty. We sprinted for the back door.

      I followed Annalise over the little earthen hills with the roller coaster tracks on them, then vaulted the safety rail at the base of the wheel, then we were at the back door. I slid my ghost knife through the deadbolt latch while Annalise yanked the security keypad off the wall, then hung it back in place. It would look like it had no power until someone touched it and it fell to the patio cement.

      Then we were inside, closing the door behind us.

      The stink hit me immediately, and I was glad we hadn’t stopped to eat.

      There were dead bodies here.
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      Annalise and I fanned out, searching the house. Hardy could have afforded an English country house, with dozens of bedrooms and, I don’t know, a solarium and billiards room and bowling alley and who knows what else. Instead, he lived in what looked like a sprawling upscale cabin. It had two floors, a den, a downstairs office, and four bedrooms upstairs.

      Except that everything was immaculate, and the walls were huge glass panels, just like the walls at his office. Maybe his high walls meant he didn’t have to worry about privacy. Or maybe he got a thrill thinking about his neighbors watching him walk around in his underwear.

      What it really meant was that Silicon Valley light pollution streamed through those panels, and we could see every stick of furniture and every treacherous mini-stair between one room and the next.

      The kitchen was like a movie set. The fridge was completely empty and meticulously clean. A little stack of mail, with postmarks from this week, lay in a stack on the corner of the counter. Somebody was picking up the mail, and that person either had no sense of smell or they liked the stench of rotting flesh.

      I’d met sick motherfuckers like that, back in Chino. Not up close, and not as friends, but guys like this were always around… at least until someone got sick of them and put them in the ground.

      And it looked like Hardy had become one of those sick motherfuckers. Luckily, I knew where he needed to go.

      There were no bodies downstairs, but we did find a TV room at the front of the house that had been cleared of furniture. Four wooden panels had been placed on the floor and bolted together. Then, a summoning spell had been painted on them in white enamel.

      Milton Hardy needed to be killed.

      “Upstairs,” Annalise said.

      We hurried. The smell grew stronger with each step, and there was no need to search around for the bodies. All we had to do was follow our noses.

      We found them in the master bedroom. There were three kids and one adult, judging by the size and number of skulls we found.

      I’d seen bones before. I’d seen bones in a classroom and in the California desert. But I’d never seen a skeleton that looked so slick and sticky. Smears of brown clung to the sides of the skulls or in the place where the bones touched, and the carpet beneath and around them had been stained black.

      Was this a supernatural death? Or had this adult—no, a mother; I was sure I was looking at the bones of a mother—and her children been murdered in the space between the king-size bed and the bedroom wall, then left to rot for so long that they’d melted into dark slime? Was that even possible?

      And obviously it could have been both.

      Since I started working for the Twenty Palace Society, I’d seen my share of bodies. I’d seen people who’d been burned down to ash and bones, who’d been shot dead right in front of me, who’d been physically torn apart.

      But this? The whole world seemed to turn sideways for just a moment, and I staggered against the dresser.

      There was a cell phone sitting right there beside my hand, plugged into a little outlet at the back of the dresser. I seized it.

      “Ray,” Annalise said. Her voice froze me in place. “Is this the real Milton Hardy?”

      The question surprised me. I had assumed the adult was a mother because of the way she was holding those little bodies, but that was just my prejudice. It could have been a father, or a babysitter, or an aunt or uncle… Any adult, facing certain death, might have clutched frightened children to them as the killing blow came.

      But was this Milton Hardy? My instinct was to blurt out a No, but I wasn’t sure why.

      I didn’t answer fast enough, because Annalise said, more sharply this time, “Ray, it’s not like this would be the first time we came across a predator that killed someone, hid the body, and took his place, right? So, tell me if that’s the real Milton Hardy lying there.”

      I could picture Hardy in my mind. The skull looked like a different shape than the thumb with eyes I’d seen on TV. The chin looked wrong, the… Not that I was an expert in estimating the shape of a skull once it had been stripped of its flesh. “Boss, I don’t think so. The Hardy I saw on TV looked pretty tall. He was maybe half a head taller than the people he was shaking hands with. It was just a glimpse, but this body in front of us looks too small.”

      “Okay. Let’s assume that this is not Milton Hardy we’re looking at. And smelling. Let’s assume that he’s too big for this, and that he was not killed by a predator that shrunk him down as it fed.”

      “Is that a thing?”

      She shrugged. “What happened here? What’s the story?”

      “My half-assed theory, based on nothing, is that Hardy summoned a predator with his family upstairs and it got loose and killed them. The only question is whether he got the bear or the bear got him.”

      We moved through the rest of the darkened house, checking the kids’ bedrooms, the bathrooms, and every closet for a pile of human bones.

      There was nothing. The house was tidy—a little dusty, but everything was in its place. And there were no more bodies.

      The phone I’d grabbed off the bureau was still in my hand. I dropped it into my pocket.

      We returned to the kitchen. A man with a flashlight moved through the little amusement park, making a circuit of the grounds. We watched him play his light around the yard, then shine it at the house. He didn’t come closer than thirty feet before he returned to his guard booth, so we didn’t have to go through the trouble of subduing him.

      I was glad. “Hardy doesn’t want them coming inside, I guess. If his bones were scattered out there on the merry-go-round, one of these rent-a-cops would have seen him by now.”

      “Unless he’s under the ground. But fuck it. We’re not the people who can dig up the place. Besides, Milton Hardy became a primary years ago, and primaries used to summon predators to enslave them. It’s hard to imagine a predator taking out a primary.”

      “I hear what you’re saying, boss. Maybe the predator didn’t get away from him. Maybe he summoned it to kill his wife.”

      “And what? The kids were a bonus?”

      “Some dude killing his wife or girlfriend is the most common thing in the world. But to kill his kids, too?”

      “Ray, this asshole is one of the richest people in the world. He was probably some dude who did common things back when he was a regular asshole, but his kind of money intensifies people. He might be the type to weep over inefficient water-usage rules, or he might decide that his kids are in his way and need to be flushed. You can never really tell.”

      I looked out the window into the darkened yard. The guard was long gone, and there was nothing to see but the work lights of the repair crew playing along the top of the fence. Could Hardy have really called a predator to kill his own kids? Then left their bodies lying upstairs in his own bedroom?

      It sounded absolutely revolting, but the bunks in Chino had been full of worse.

      I went back into the main room to look at those panels again. Then I went up to the main bedroom.

      Those kids died and then they lay there, slowly dissolving. The stink of their rotting flesh floated up, circled around, then settled onto everything. Every surface was coated with a thin film of dead child.

      I hurried into the hallway. The bathroom was on my left, and it looked as bright and clean as the ones in the fancy hotel we’d bounced around in.

      But I knew the stink that hung in the air around me, getting into my clothes and my lungs and touching my eyes, had been swirling over and landing on that smooth tile for weeks. Maybe months. There had to be a thin film of rotting flesh in there, and no way was I going to dry-heave into that toilet.

      I hurried down the stairs, clutching the phone to my chest. Of course it would also have the same film on it, and now that film was smeared on my hands.

      For fuck’s sake, I had to stop thinking about this or I was never going to eat again.

      The phone was locked, obviously, but the code to unlock it had to be traced through a grid of dots. I hurried to the pile of mail on the counter and found a bill addressed to Evelyn Hardy. I traced a capital E through the dots without a happy result. Then I tried a lowercase E.

      Nothing. I didn’t know how many more guesses I’d have before the phone locked, but I was feeling reckless enough to plunge ahead. Her own initial didn’t work. I traced out a capital M and it unlocked. Evelyn’s name was right there on the home screen, but she used her husband’s initial to secure her phone. She loved him enough to die at his hands.

      Annalise came up behind me. “What are you doing?”

      “Hardy is a slippery bastard with too much money. We need to turn somebody close to him, because we’re not going to get close to him again soon. He’s got too much pull and too many layers between him and the public. We need someone who can slip past all that and get close. Someone we can turn.”

      Evelyn Hardy had eight fucking months of missed calls and unanswered texts. She must have died sometime back in May of 2019, before I even escaped from the Show. A quick skim of the texts showed that people were genuinely worried, and some were threatening to contact the police.

      The urge to send a mass text announcing her death was powerful, but I didn’t take that step. I could always contact the cops or the press or someone later, but for now I wanted to work quietly. Cops would only get in the way.

      Lauren Woo might have been Milton’s personal assistant, but of course she was also in the contacts of the boss’s wife. What was the point of marrying a rich asshole if you didn’t take advantage of his underlings?

      I typed out a text to Woo.

      COME TO THE HOUSE IN PALO ALTO. EMERGENCY.

      If Milton Hardy was standing next to Woo when the text arrived, I was fucked. What the hell. I sent it.

      The response was almost immediate.

      Are you back from Melbourne?

      YES. HURRY.

      That was all it took, apparently, because she responded instantly.

      omw

      The phone began to ring like an old, corded landline. Woo wanted to speak face-to-face. I set it facedown on the counter.

      “Either she turns on Hardy and starts working for us, or I will personally…”

      I couldn’t finish that sentence, because I was about to say kill her. And I don’t think I really had the heart for that, not after seeing the tiny dead bodies upstairs.

      All Annalise said was “Let’s get ready.”

      The electrical repair crew arrived before Lauren Woo did, but there was still no power. That made it easy to notice Woo’s arrival, since her headlights, shining through the front gate for nearly two minutes while she talked with the security guy in the booth, were the only lights we could see within Hardy’s walls.

      We waited for her by the door, and I spent the time on my phone, looking up video of Milton Hardy. I wasn’t sure what I hoped to find, but by the time Woo got there, I hadn’t found it. When Woo entered, Annalise seized her wrist and dragged her inside. I snatched her phone from her hand and dropped it on the little table by the door. She looked up at us with shock and recognition, then said, “Oh!”

      I pushed the door closed. “You’re not in any danger unless you do something stupid. Come on. There’s something you need to see.”

      Woo didn’t want to move. She stood in the little foyer, eyes wide, looking from me to Annalise back to me again, trying to think of something to say.

      “Boss, would you take her upstairs to show her what we brought her here to see? She’ll get the wrong idea if I do it.”

      “What’s that smell?” Woo asked as Annalise dragged her toward the stairs. “You’re hurting me. What’s that smell? What is it?”

      I stayed downstairs, but the house was quiet and I could hear every word and every footstep. Annalise dragged her to the front bedroom, then moments later I heard the unmistakable sound of a toilet seat going up, and I heard vomiting. A bit later, water ran in the sink. Woo seemed to be muttering and trying not to weep.

      Then I heard Annalise drag her back into the front bedroom and make her look again, for longer this time.

      I wandered back to the front of the house. The panels laid out on the floor, decorated with that summoning spell, needed to be destroyed. I found some basic chemicals beneath Hardy’s kitchen sink, but pouring them over the paint and swiping at them with a stiff-bristled brush didn’t get the job done. The bristles flaked away little chips of paint, but it would have taken me three days to destroy this sigil that way.

      At least the harsh cleaning fluids cut through the stink.

      Then I noticed a can of paint with white streaks down the side sitting on a shelf in the corner of the room. By the time the others came back downstairs, I had poured it all over the panels and swept it over the marks, turning the sigil into a solid white blob.

      I went into the den and found Annalise and Lauren Woo sitting on leather couches that looked like slabs. Woo was pale and shaking.

      “Milton’s whole family…” Woo said, staring at her hands. “His kids. Did you do this? Why did you do this?”

      “You know we didn’t do this,” I said, wiping paint from my hands.

      “No, I don’t know that. I don’t know anything. Except that I’m pretty sure that’s Evelyn and the kids.”

      It hadn’t occurred to me that it could be someone other than Hardy’s family. “How are you so sure?”

      “Medical chips,” she said, without looking up, “were implanted into their forearms five years ago. It was supposed to be the next big thing, but that didn’t pan out. You can see the little metal bit just below their wrists. God, what is happening? I have no idea what is happening right now.”

      “You know some things. You know that your boss said his family was out of the country. You know they’ve been gone, I’m guessing, about eight months. You know that your boss, Milton, started acting weird right after they vanished. He changed, and you didn’t know why—you still don’t, really—but you assumed it was because of something ordinary, and you got used to the new version of him.”

      “Eight months? That would be…”

      “It’s January now, so last May.”

      “Yes. Yes, I understand what you’re asking. Milton withdrew from the day-to-day for weeks. We hid it from the investors as best we could, saying he had a mild flu, but word leaked out anyway. Everyone thought Evelyn had taken his kids and was going to divorce him.”

      “Because of the affairs,” Annalise said.

      Woo looked embarrassed. “Not with me. I have plans, and they don’t involve… that. Or even the appearance of that.”

      “Which doesn’t stop the whispers.”

      “People were going to whisper no matter what. But I am definitely not the reason Evelyn took the kids and ran off to Australia. I never—”

      “Hey,” I interrupted. “You just saw her body upstairs. Evelyn Hardy didn’t go anywhere.”

      Woo cringed and looked at the floor. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I said that because…”

      She didn’t know what to say next, but I understood and prompted her. “You said it out of habit.”

      She nodded. “I guess so. I mean, once word got out that she and the kids weren’t here, it was all over the news. I’m sure you saw it.”

      I shook my head. I was still trapped inside the Show when all this happened. Annalise shrugged. Some billionaire’s marriage problems were the last thing she’d have cared about.

      Woo looked at us with her brow furrowed in confusion, as though we were telling her we’d slept through our own house fire. “Well, whatever. I guess. But it was absolutely everywhere, all over the news. And people kept putting my picture online under headlines like HOME-WRECKER? or HARDY’S NEW TROPHY WIFE? My favorite was IS THIS A THREE-BILLION-DOLLAR PIECE OF TRIM? So, yeah. I spent that whole summer and every week since telling people that I was not the cause of Milton and Evelyn’s split, if it was a split, and I guess it became something of a habit.”

      Annalise nodded. “But now you know they never split at all. Now you know that your boss murdered his whole family and went out of his mind. Maybe not in that order.”

      “It had to be someone else,” Woo said, leaning away from us as though she needed space to disagree. “Milton doted on his kids. Anybody could see that just by looking at the backyard. And Evelyn… I know that people can’t really know what’s going on inside a marriage, but I just don’t see it. He wasn’t under that kind of stress.”

      “There’s a stack of recent mail on the counter in the kitchen,” I said. “Does the guy drive himself to the office?” Woo looked away and shook her head. “So, he’s being picked up here every day. With this smell.”

      “He cancelled the home-cleaning service last year about that time. And the guards are supposed to keep out of the house now, no matter what. They still patrol the grounds, but they’re supposed to ignore anything that happens in here.”

      She took a long, slow breath, then continued. “After his brief hiatus, he returned with a new strategy for his top people. He made everyone prove themselves to him again. He treated them like strangers, and the ones who seemed smart to him stayed part of his inner circle. Others got transferred. I thought he was being a genius, because it opened him up to good advice from people he didn’t normally listen to, and profits have gone up. But he’s done with that now. He still wears the same clothes every day, but he’s not as odd or as demanding as he was in those first few weeks. Still… He’s not this person. I can’t believe it.”

      Now I was annoyed with her. “Something happened to him last May. You used to think he changed because his wife hurt his feelings by fucking off to another country with his kids, and now you think he changed because they all died and he had some kind of mental breakdown. Me, I think he did something stupid and went off his rocker. He’s living in this house—with this smell—and has been for months.”

      Woo stood there, blinking, as she tried to think up something that would make everything I said untrue.

      Annalise turned away with a wave of her hand. “Forget it. She’s a waste of time. She knows the truth but can’t accept it, not even after looking at that pile of bodies. We don’t have time to wait around until she does.”

      “I’m sorry,” Woo said, putting her hands out, palms down. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Whatever has happened here, the…” Tears started streaming down her cheeks. “I knew Evelyn. And I knew those kids.” She laid a trembling hand on her eyebrow, shielding her face from us. “I really liked them. Oh, my god, I know how that sounds.” She fished around in her oversized handbag. “It sounds so weird and alien—like a robot or something—but… I mean, we weren’t close and we weren’t friends, but Milton’s family was part of my everyday life. I saw them constantly and—”

      “You’re a family servant,” Annalise interrupted. “They’re not so common now, but they used to be. It takes a certain personality type to be a really good servant, and Hardy has the means to recruit them. Your whole life becomes an act of service to someone you admire. It’s a specific kind of love. Not romantic, because fucking him would have ruined everything, right? You’re like a wife without the messiness of sex and emotion. Distance, a crisp attitude, hard work, and you create a well-ordered life for the person who can only do great things with your quiet support.”

      “Stop it,” Woo said, quietly.

      “If you have the personality type to be someone’s loyal servant, then it can be hard to do the right thing when the right thing goes against their needs and wishes. Even if the right thing is as simple as standing in a room full of dead bodies and letting yourself be fucking furious about it. Even if the right thing is to take a stand against a man who turned three little kids into a bad smell.”

      “Stop. All of this is confusing and difficult, and I just needed a moment to take it all in. But I’m okay now. I’ve caught up. Let’s call the cops.”

      She already had her phone out, but I laid my hand over it. “There’s something important we need to do first. Milton Hardy has something planned, and he’s been using Tristan Serrac to set it in motion. He admitted as much to us earlier today. We need to know what it is.”

      Woo looked at Annalise, then me, then Annalise again. “I don’t know.”

      “She’s lying,” Annalise said, her look turning murderous.

      Except I didn’t think she was. “Bullshit,” I said anyway, just to prod her. “You’re all over him. Where does he go when you’re not around, besides his murder house?”

      “No, it’s true! He’s been cutting me out for months. He’s got some kind of secret project he’s been developing, and he doesn’t want me involved because…” She glanced at the door as if she wanted to get the fuck out.

      “Finish your sentence.”

      Woo pulled her shoulders back and stood up straight. “I have a project of my own that I’ve been trying to develop. It’s related to neurochemical studies and image processing. Milton finally gave me the green light to put together a team and work on some basic R&D. I still have most of my duties as his assistant—really, I don’t know who we have that’s capable of taking over for me—but I have an assistant of my own now, my team is working semi-autonomously, and I’m getting ready to transition away from the day-to-day stuff into a division, created by me, that will help bring his company into the future.”

      “So, he’s given you a partial promotion to keep you out of his way.”

      Her expression soured. “Sure. I guess so.”

      “Who does he work with on a daily basis?” I asked, already sure I knew the answer. “Who is inside his smallest circle?”

      “Luis. You should have met him on the tour of the Ark. Milton is very invested in the success of the project, and I know that Luis is frantic about the collapse that happened this afternoon. He’s called me six times, trying to reach Milton. Milton’s travel coordinator isn’t a confidant, but she knows quite a bit about his itinerary. Although he used to run travel arrangements through me. His lead attorney, a woman named Jeri Howland. Steve, his vice-president of operations at the FriendShip, although Milton has been increasingly hands-off the social-media end.”

      There was more, but she wasn’t going to say it. “And Serrac.”

      “Yes. Tristan Serrac, as you said. They have… something going on, but I haven’t heard that they’re doing anything bad.”

      Annalise didn’t like that. “We told you some of what he was doing.”

      “What? When? What did you tell me?”

      My thoughts flashed back to Woo’s expression when we were standing outside Daria’s hospital room, telling her some of what Serrac had done. If her career required her to brush off the bones of dead children, stories of kidnap and attempted murder weren’t going to affect her.

      I sighed. “Okay. He’s been sending Serrac all over the world, right? Searching?”

      “Yes, and…”

      She let her voice trail off. Annalise leaned toward her. “Say it.”

      “Fine. I’m not in the loop, and I don’t have any of the details, but Milton has an agenda, and he’s moving it up.”
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      Annalise seized her arm and dragged her outside. “We’re getting out of here and away from this stink. Then, you’re going to call whoever you have to call to find out what the fuck Hardy is doing and how Serrac fits into it. You’re going to do that right now.”

      Woo didn’t argue. We went down the front stairs and got into her car, which was a model of Audi I’d never seen before. Being stuck for seven years in the belly of a predator can leave a guy feeling out of touch. Woo had a blue compact SUV called an e-tron. It wasn’t until the engine started up that I realized I was getting my first ride in an electric vehicle. The future had appeared while I was locked away, doing other things.

      Annalise took the front passenger side, so of course I had to sit in the back with the crappy headrests. Luckily, the boss pulled her seat all the way up. Lauren waved to the guard as he opened the gate, then breezed right by when he saw she wasn’t alone and yelled for her to stop.

      The car smelled of curry and salad dressing, and as I shifted position, my foot bumped a piece of black luggage. It was made of soft leather and looked like the most expensive duffel bag in the world. “You taking a trip?”

      Woo glanced at me in the rearview. “Constantly. Milton has me jumping on and off planes at a moment’s notice. I keep a go-bag packed at all times.”

      “When was the last one?”

      “Omaha, two weeks ago. Something to do with server farms, and Milton wanted to see cattle. For some reason.”

      “When’s the next?”

      She glanced at me again. “There won’t be a next.”

      Annalise made her drive around the block and park behind our van. A huge utility truck with a crane was just pulling up behind the repair van that had arrived earlier, but it wasn’t the blue PG&E truck I was expecting. It was white instead, with a logo on the door that was too small and tasteful to read. Their headlights lit up the crowd of looky-loos in athleisure outfits who had gathered around to gawk. Woo didn’t want to switch vehicles, especially once she saw the condition of our seats, but Annalise insisted. In the end, Woo did as she was told. Family servant.

      Behind the wheel again, I drove into the darkened streets, pulling over to let more repair vehicles and a couple of cop cars pass. While I did, Woo got on the phone to someone called Golnar, and we listened to half a conversation that went on for nearly five minutes. How were things? How was Takashi? Oh, that’s wonderful, really wonderful.

      Eventually, she got to the point. Was Milton traveling? What about Tristan Serrac? Friend Three? And how many in his party? Okay. I’ve written that down. Thanks so much, Golnar. Let’s catch up soon. She disconnected the call and told us that no, Milton Hardy hadn’t planned an unexpected trip, but he had filed a flight plan for Friend Three to fly Tristan Serrac and a team of six men to Salzburg. It would leave tomorrow at one.

      Annalise asked “Friend Three?”

      “That’s a joke. The company has two jets, Friend One and Friend Two, but when we charter something from a private company, we call it Friend Three. They’ll be flying out of Watsonville for some reason, with High Blue Aviation. Look, let me off here. I have to get some things done, and you two have been making my life very complicated.”

      Annalise turned toward me, and I knew why she was giving me that look. The roads outside these California estates were sidewalk-free, but I spotted a wide space between the asphalt and the scrabbly tree line and pulled over.

      “Great,” Woo said with a note of irritation. “Now I can walk back to my car and—”

      I threw the ghost knife at her. She yelped in surprise and flinched—her reflexes were surprisingly good. The spell passed through her forearm, then circled back to my hand.

      “I… What was that? You did something…” She looked at her arm, seeing the cut in her sleeve and her unmarked skin beneath.

      “It’s a card trick. Are you going to keep playing games?”

      “I’m sorry” was her answer. “I wasn’t trying—sorry, actually, yes, I was trying to be rude, because sometimes rudeness is necessary in my everyday responsibilities, but I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “We don’t want to wait for tomorrow. Serrac has already hurt too many people, and I want you to put me in front of him right now. Understand?”

      “I do, but I can’t ask. If I dig too much, Milton will hear about it, and I might lose my job. I’m paying my parents’ mortgage.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Annalise snapped, “the guy fucking killed his kids. Why haven’t you quit already?”

      I looked at my ghost knife. It could cut the aggression out of someone, but it couldn’t make them care. “Because she still doesn’t really believe he did it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Woo said again. “I don’t think you did it. I really don’t. But Milton? Milton Hardy? If you really knew him, you’d know it was impossible. Something else must have happened.”

      “Something else? Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Something! A black swan event that no one could have foreseen, which would ruin a good and brilliant man if people got the wrong idea. Do you think the media would dig any deeper than the surface if this came to light? Or the cops? They’d jump to the obvious conclusion like it was a winning lottery ticket, and they wouldn’t care if they were wrong. All they would care about is how big a bite they could take out of a big-time CEO, and how many people would see them do it. So, no, I don’t believe he did it. And I need to find out what really happened.”

      “What the fuck.”

      “I believe you mean well,” Woo said, as though we would find that reassuring, “and I’m not even remotely a fan of Tristan or his people. If you tell me they’ve done bad things—hurt people, maybe killed them—I going to believe you. Maybe he even…” She waved her whole arm toward the back of the van, and I needed a moment to realize she was suggesting Serrac had killed Milton Hardy’s family. “That’s why I got you his flight information. But I can’t go farther than that, and I certainly won’t go against—”

      My phone rang. There was no name, just the caller’s number. I answered, saying, “Wrong number.”

      “Ray, it’s Daria. Milton Hardy is outside. He’s just walking up and down the street like he’s trying to catch a whiff of us.”

      I started the van, then turned around in my seat and looked at Lauren Woo. “Get out.” Then, into the phone, I said, “Give me your address.”

      It was still the middle of the night. As soon as Woo slammed the door, I stepped on the gas and swerved into the road. In the rearview, I saw Woo pick up the pace, running for her car with her phone in hand.

      “We didn’t exactly turn her to our side, did we, boss?”

      “She gave us Serrac’s information. That will have to be enough. Drive.”

      In California, everything is far away in the middle of the day when traffic is at its worst, but in the hours after midnight, there was an open freeway for just about every need. Daria’s sister Emily lived inland from us, in a place called Tracy, and my phone pointed me to the nearest freeway on-ramp. We had to drive south before we could turn east, exceeding the speed limit by as much as the van could handle. Which wasn’t much. I only hoped it would be enough.

      “They’re too far,” I said, as I swerved into the lane for the 580. My knuckles were white against the steering wheel, and I shook them, one at a time, to try to take some of the tension out of them. “She called because she needs our help, but she’ll be cold by the time we get there.”

      “Shut up,” Annalise said. “Drive.”

      I did, bearing right up the ramp toward Stockton, then breezing through the traffic signal that shone eternally green through the long hours of the night.

      He treated them like strangers… Lauren Woo had said.

      Then I heard Milton Hardy’s voice in my head.

      Human relationships are so ingrained in their psyche that they define themselves by these relationships, or by their lack.

      A terrible question popped into my head. I didn’t want to ask it, but it fell out of my mouth before I could consider whether to say it aloud or now. “Boss, why would a primary—a guy who became a primary months ago and has all this power—use a bomb?”

      She clenched her fists and stared down at the floorboards. If I had been her, I might have pounded the dashboard. “Shit. Shit shit shit.”

      “I’ve seen spell casters fight each other,” I said. “He should have been able to mop the floor with us if he wanted. Right? I mean, my ghost knife cuts through magic and living things, but he had the power to just say no.”

      “Right. But he didn’t. He used a bomb, destroying part of a project that he has dedicated years of his life to building. I thought he’d decided to sacrifice part of it to frame us as terrorists. I mean, would that help his PR? Would it make him richer if he spun it the right way? I don’t know.”

      “Boss, why did we reject the idea that Hardy was not human anymore?”

      “Because that shouldn’t happen to a primary. It can’t. I told you once that primaries didn’t crap out nuclear weapons, but they are still powerful in a way that goes beyond a list of discrete spells listed in a book. Understand? It’s a big-enough shock to learn that Dmitry, who was new to the society when he first joined as a secondary to another peer, could be replaced, but a predator taking out a primary just seems beyond possibility.”

      “Milton Hardy talked about humanity as a ‘they.’ It was only one slip-up, but I noticed it. And Lauren Woo told us he treated everyone like a stranger when he returned to work. And that he always wears the same clothes. And… Shit. Boss, he didn’t enter the underground ark thing with us because maybe he couldn’t. Maybe the sigils he put in place when he was a primary are like kryptonite to him now, and he had to ghost through the rock and enter from the bottom.”

      She rubbed her face with her hand. “If he’s a predator now, for real, he’ll have to feed. There will be a trail of bodies.”

      I sighed. “Boss, it’s northern California. There are probably nine or ten different serial killers within a hundred miles of San Francisco. Minimum. And if this predator has access to Hardy’s money and Serrac’s hired psychopaths, it might have its victims delivered, like a fucking pizza. The cops might not even know.”

      Annalise cursed again, then stared through the windshield into the darkness. My own thoughts turned toward Milton Hardy again. I’d seen him on TV several times, and I knew that some of the footage—where he was seen playing with his kids or at an event with his wife—came from before their deaths and some after. I tried to pick out which showed him as a person and which were predator, and I realized I couldn’t tell. Not surprising, since even the people who spent every day with the guy couldn’t tell.

      After some time, Annalise said, “I fucking hate this, Ray, and I blame you for telling me about it.”

      “Only natural, boss.”

      After some time, we got onto the 205. This took us directly into downtown Tracy itself, where the highway became an ordinary piece-of-shit California street, with the usual wide streets, endless parking lots, and bland tire shops.

      Luckily, it was late enough that I didn’t have to worry about California dipshits who couldn’t keep their cars in a single lane, or who swerved into gaps in traffic as if each one came with a cash payout. I had time and space to pay attention to street signs and the map on my phone, which finally directed us onto a residential street. Back here, nothing moved except us.

      Two rows of oaks stood between the street and sidewalk. The houses weren’t oversized McMansions, but they weren’t rundown trailers, either. They were mostly lawn with a bit of house in the center, tucked behind little fences, and they all had an unpleasant sameness to them, with their bay windows, white siding, and scorched brown grass.

      The address Daria gave me was only two blocks away now. I scanned the street ahead, expecting to see the glow of a house fire or the flash of police lights. There was nothing but streetlights and darkness.

      Annalise undid her seat belt and laid her hand on the door lever. She was as ready as I was to get into this fight. “Do you think they’ll be driving those big black SUVs again?” she asked.

      “Probably.” I hated giving her such a half-assed answer, so I kept talking. “Normally, I’d expect them to stick with whatever bullshit makes them feel strong, but they’re overdue for a change in tactics. Assuming they know we’re coming.”

      When we were a block away from the address Daria gave us, Annalise said, “Go around the block.” She opened the passenger door and got out without asking me to slow down.

      I turned left at the corner. Glancing back, I saw Annalise walking slowly through the middle of the intersection, scanning the houses ahead.

      The streets were empty as I rolled along. Not every window was dark, but most were, and the few lights flickered like a TV broadcast. Was it the weekend, when people could stay up all hours to watch movies or whatever? I had no idea what day of the week it was, and I didn’t care enough to look away from the road to check my phone. Not when Hardy or his hired guns might be nearby.

      I turned again at the next block, then again, circling the block where Daria was waiting. As I drove straight through the next intersection I glanced through the passenger window to check on Annalise. She was standing completely still in the middle of the street, and I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary nearby.

      There was nothing around me, either. At the next intersection, I turned right again, then again. Nothing and no one. My phone chimed, so I pulled up to the curb.

      call her

      I did. No one answered.

      I wrung the steering wheel until I thought it might snap. If that motherfucker had killed Daria before we could get here, I was going to break every fucking bone in his body. Predator or not, he was going to suffer before he died.

      At the next intersection, I could see Annalise again, but from the other direction. I pulled up next to her.

      “Do you want me to circle around a block farther out?”

      Annalise stood still, staring quietly at the darkness. “I feel watched. Do you feel watched? I’m not doing one fucking thing to check on our friend until I figure out what’s happening here.”

      I parked and climbed out. There was nothing interesting on the street in either direction, and there was no breeze to rustle as much as a single leaf. I could hear intermittent traffic passing in the distance, and some asshole nearby was playing a shooter without headphones. Annalise once told me she had excellent night vision, but I didn’t. Maybe it was because she grew up in the years before electric lights. Maybe it was part of her magic. I didn’t know one way or another, but I was turning one way, then the other, pretending I could do something that she could actually do, and I felt useless.

      So, I started walking in a circle, moving between the cars and across the street. I passed the address Daria gave us—she was in there, somewhere behind the darkness in those windows, but I didn’t know if she was alive or not. I couldn’t see any signs that Serrac or his people had kicked the door in, but I’d seen Milton Fucking Hardy float through solid rock, so a bunch of unbroken windows and doors gave me no comfort at all.

      Nothing. I took out my phone and looked up Daria’s home address. The city listed was San Diego. I looked up her sister.

      She lived in Tracy—on this block—but not at the address Daria gave us.

      I crossed the street to the other side, keeping my back to Daria’s supposed location. Her sister’s house—Emily, her name was Emily—was in front of me and two houses over. The yard was fenced with chain link that was only three feet high, and her yard was brown and scrabbly from the drought.

      Emily’s house was a little smaller than the ones around it, with a single story, a protruding arched roof over the front door, and a flat roof over the big bay window beside it. All the curtains were drawn.

      But through the cracks in the curtains I could see that every light was burning.

      “What are you thinking?” Annalise said as she came up beside me.

      “I remembered the app our friends put on my phone to help us look up people and addresses. That’s Emily’s house right there.”

      “Emily?”

      “Daria’s sister, remember? The one from the hospital.”

      “I guess I remember her. If I have to. Think they’re inside there, dead?”

      Christ. How could she casually blurt out things that I didn’t even want to think about? “What I think is that I’m going to find out.”

      The front gate opened with a squeak loud enough to wake the whole block, but I didn’t look around to check for silhouettes in windows. Act shifty, and people treat you like you’re shifty. It was a miracle no one had called the cops by now. The front walk was made of flat stones that looked uniformly dark in the starlight and dim glow from the house. There was a little wooden porch to step onto once we reached the door, and I took a moment to test the knob. Locked. The ghost knife fixed that. We went inside.

      The interior of the house looked like an Ikea showroom at the end of a busy shopping day, but there was nothing that worried me except that everything was white, black, or some version of gray. My stupid brain wondered if it was possible that Hardy, whatever kind of predator he had become, absorbed colors now, but then I saw an oversized Harry Potter sleeping bag crumbled beside the sofa, with splashes of yellow and red.

      I took a deep breath, trying to settle my thoughts. I needed to be able to tell the difference between an actual threat and boring taste in furniture, or I was going to be unable to protect myself when the real danger came.

      There was no smell of death, but maybe there wouldn’t be if the bodies were fresh. I started moving through the house, and Annalise came with me. No sense in splitting up when there was just a living room, kitchen, bathroom, and bedroom. All were empty. We couldn’t find any sign of a fight.

      Would Hardy have killed them both and taken the bodies away? Or hidden them in a closet? He hadn’t done that with his wife and kids.

      But if Serrac had sent a team of mercenaries into the house, they might have disappeared Daria and her sister like a fucking hit squad, so no one would ever know they were there.

      There was nothing unusual in the closets, either. My dread that Daria had been murdered and her body dumped in the ocean was at war with the idea that every room that didn’t have her bloody corpse in it was a hopeful sign.

      Annalise found the back door unlocked, and the back light was off. Emily’s side and front yards were decently large for a little home in a place like Tracy, but the backyard was tiny. A row of hedges and a miniature picket fence, put up by the neighbor on the adjoining property, was the only thing separating her dried-up lawn from theirs. The house on the other side of that fence was completely dark.

      “Daria said Hardy was stalking the street in front of the house, and that he had people with him. If she called from here, they…” I went into the living room and picked up the Harry Potter sleeping bag. The phone the society gave her fell onto the couch cushion. “Okay. They called for help from here, then sent the address where they were planning to hide out, which is across the street. It probably belongs to a friend who entrusted Emily with a key. They couldn’t have gone directly there, so they went out the back and maybe circled around? If they were smart—and Daria is—they would have hidden out somewhere far away before returning here.”

      Unless they got caught, in which case their bodies might be lying in the shadowy corner of a nearby yard, just waiting to be found in the morning. Or they would be completely disappeared, never to be heard from again.

      “Boss, Hardy fucked off to someplace else, so let’s go knock on that door. Then we’ll know if he left because he killed our friends or he wanted to search for them someplace else.”

      The front door hadn’t closed all the way, and it opened silently when we went outside. I was about to step down onto the front walk when Milton Hardy suddenly appeared at the edge of the porch. He became visible in a sudden flash, like a magic trick.

      “Hello again,” he said in his weird, flat voice.

      I had enough time to feel a jolt of shock and fear, then the barest surge of anger—not even half a second—before Annalise said, “How? Hardy was a primary.” Hardy quirked his head in confusion. “He had one of the original spell books.”

      Understanding softened his expression. “Yes, he had deep knowledge and awareness, but he died anyway. He could have destroyed me easily, but he hesitated. I did not.”

      The predator curled his right hand into a fist.

      Two shots rang out, almost at the same moment, and something ruffled the shirt over my heart.

      Hardy sighed. “I told them to go for the head.”
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      Annalise leaped forward, hands outstretched like claws, and I was right behind her, my muscles supercharged with the urge to tear Hardy apart. Another shot rang out, but all it did was shatter glass behind me.

      Hardy didn’t try to defend himself against us, and he didn’t have to. He simply let Annalise pass through him as though he was a hallucination. I followed her with my ghost knife in hand, slashing it through the space where his brain was supposed to be.

      Fear and desperation gave me too much momentum with nothing to check it. Overbalanced, I stumbled onto the stone walk, into the grass, and onto my back. There was Hardy, smirk on his face.

      Nothing. My ghost knife cut magic, ghosts, and dead things, but either Hardy was none of those things or he could put himself beyond the reach of me and my magic. He stalked toward Annalise.

      A scuffle of footsteps made me turn toward the street just in time to catch a short burst of automatic-weapon fire centered on my breastbone.

      Shit. I needed to be helping Annalise against Hardy, but four of Serrac’s assholes in black tactical gear were sweeping toward me, weird little rifles held up to their cheeks.

      I let the ghost knife go. It zipped along the grass as more shots flew at me tearing at my shirt and gouging my lat and deltoid muscles on the left side. Hardy had told these guys to go for my head, but their training made them sure they knew better. I rolled onto my knees.

      Then the one in the front leaped the little chain link fence.

      He didn’t hurdle it like a track star. He didn’t vault over it. He didn’t even put his foot on the top and step over, as I would have if I’d been in a hurry.

      Instead, he hopped over it, clearing that three-foot height by two or three feet, and he did it with the ease of someone stepping over a curb, like a bad movie special effect. It wasn’t something an ordinary human could do.

      Then two of the others did the same.

      These assholes had more than an iron gate.

      I lifted my arms so the spells on my forearms would shield my neck and eyes. The ghost knife had passed under the closest guy when he hopped the fence, missing him completely. I recalled it, sending it toward me. The gunmen ran out of bullets—which always happened faster in real life than in the movies—but instead of reloading, they let their weapons fall to their sides.

      Then the ghost knife emerged from the nearest guy’s chest. I willed it toward the man on the right, knowing it wouldn’t take me more than a second to redirect it through each of them, cut away their hostility, and turn my attention to the threat that actually—

      The nearest gunman didn’t stagger. He collapsed onto the grass, facedown, like I’d killed him.

      That wasn’t supposed to happen, but it seemed oddly familiar.

      The man to the right avoided the ghost knife by charging at me. He was inhumanly fast, and the only reason the butt of his weapon didn’t burst through to the back of my skull was that I’d already lifted my arms to protect myself, and his attack glanced off the spells on my forearm.

      But that sudden, deadly rush at me, too fast for any kind of reaction, was all too familiar and brought back a familiar rush of panic. I called the ghost knife toward me and, even before I consciously sorted out what was happening, sent it through the back of the gunman’s skull and out the top.

      He spasmed. Black blood spurted through the slots I’d just cut in his helmet. His mouth opened as though he was about to scream, but no sound came out that I could hear, only the stink of old blood. I shoved him and he fell onto his back like a toppling ladder. The sound of his plastic helmet against the stone walkway was mixed with a noise like a cracking walnut.

      I knew what would happen next. The two remaining gunmen, still on their feet on the far side of Emily’s little fence, stared in mute shock at their dying buddy.

      Their dying cousin.

      The guy beside me thrashed in pain, and his tan, bearded face distorted as something under his skin writhed in its final moments. A pair of shadow-black spines pushed through his cheek and eyeball, then dissolved into black smoke. I knew that the inside of that man’s skull would be empty now, as though his brain had been scooped out. I also knew that the cops, when they saw the autopsy results on him, would freak right the fuck out.

      This had happened to me before. Years before. The reason I’d become a wooden man in the Twenty Palace Society—the reason I’d gone to work for Annalise, killing assholes and throwing my little spell at otherworldly things—was because my oldest friend in the world had been taken over by a predator out of the Empty Spaces. A predator that wanted to bring more of its kind—its family—here, to take over human host bodies and hunt down the rest of us. I’d called them cousins.

      There’d been no one besides me who could destroy him.

      Hardy—or Serrac or some other underling—had summoned cousins into the bodies of their bodyguards because they thought they would create super soldiers. Killers who couldn’t be killed.

      Except I’d already killed a bunch of cousins, and I’d done it before I knew anything about magic or predators.

      Seeing them again, here, pissed me off.

      The ghost knife had returned to my hand, and I flicked it.

      My spell could move as fast as thought when I wanted it to, and at this moment, I had a boiling rage building inside me, something I hadn’t felt in a long time. This feeling went beyond anger or outrage. This was the memory of my best friend, who’d been dead for several days when he begged me to spare his life. This was the memory of me killing him anyway.

      And the cousins were fast—they’d always been so fast, I couldn’t keep up with them. But these two weren’t faster than my ghost knife. I struck the nearest in the center of his face as he started to raise his pistol, then barely hit the second in the leg as it leaped backwards. It fell against a shiny F-150 and slumped to the sidewalk, so I struck it a second time, entering behind the left ear and exiting through the right. The first one I’d hit stirred. I sent the ghost knife through the back of its head, then let it come to my hand.

      It was covered in black blood, which I wiped against the pant leg of the asshole who died beside me. My only question was whether there were more. Annalise and I had been hit by two snipers, and I had no way to tell if they were among the four I’d just taken out or if I’d have to go hunting for them.

      The way I was feeling, I really wanted to go hunting for these assholes.

      A flash of green firelight shone from beside me. I turned and saw Annalise standing alone on the lawn, a bloom of her deadly green flame growing in the space in front of her. She stepped back, staring at the ground. When the flames died, Hardy surged out of the lawn. He passed through her grasping hands like smoke, and when he rose above her, he stamped down on her neck and shoulder.

      Annalise’s body bowed to the side as she fell, and I absolutely did not like the way she went down. Hardy was stronger and faster than I’d expected.

      I charged toward them. Better to fight the enemy in front of us than hunt for one that might already be dead. If the snipers were still out there, maybe they’d let us know by putting a bullet into our backs.

      Hardy saw me coming, and his weird chalky face finally betrayed a flicker of pleasure. As I rushed him, I threw my ghost knife again, and again it passed through him without noticeable effect. Then he reached for me with both hands as though he was about to tear me in half.

      But I stopped short, just out of his reach. His grin twisted with annoyance and he finally came for me.

      Annalise hit him from his blind side, caving in the ribs below his left arm. Hardy flew backward, first bouncing off the grass then, as Annalise tried to press her advantage, sinking down into it.

      I turned in circles, my ghost knife held high. If Annalise could hurt him while he was solid, my ghost knife might kill him, just like those cousins. But I’d have to wait for him to become solid, and he’d only do that when he felt safe enough to attack us.

      Something hit me in the back so hard that I could feel my ribs snapping. The force lifted me off my feet, and the spells on my body muted my pain, but the crushing agony of this blow flooded my thoughts, emptying them.

      I went through Emily’s big living-room window so suddenly that I didn’t have time to cross my arms over my face.

      There was no memory of hitting the glass or landing inside Emily’s house. No memory of the sound the breaking window made, or any grunts or cries of pain I would have let out. I woke on my face on the floor on the far side of the couch, which was on its back. I must have hit the cushion and rolled it, not that it did me any good.

      The impact with the floor was nothing. It was the glass that took its toll. I rolled onto my side.

      My arms were striped with deep gashes and my pants were shredded and bloody. I realized I couldn’t see out of one eye—my left one—and my face felt strange. I had to be dying—should have already been killed—and the anger drained out of me. If I was on my way out, so be it. This was as good a time as any.

      Another flare of green firelight flooded the room, and I knew I couldn’t stay down. What if my magic was strong enough to survive this and I stretched out on the floor, waiting for a peace that never came? That shit would have been embarrassing.

      I struggled to my feet. I pulled a shard of glass out of the heel of my palm and another out of my kneecap. I wasn’t bleeding—not with golem flesh spells on me—but Hardy had fucked me up good. One shot, and I could barely stay on my feet.

      I stumbled to the window just in time to see Hardy rush at Annalise and swing one of the gunmen’s weapons at her. Annalise took the blow on her raised arm and shoulder, and even though the steel weapon bent slightly under the impact, she barely rocked.

      Hardy leaped backward, almost floating like a hero in a kung fu movie. Then they both stood on the grass, facing each other, both panting from the exertion of the fight.

      Wait, Hardy was panting?

      I sent the ghost knife through the side wall. Then, when it was behind Hardy, I let it settle on the grass.

      “Boss,” I said from the window. They both glanced at me. “Does it seem weird that—”

      The ghost knife entered Hardy’s back and emerged from his chest. He spasmed and roared with pain, darkness floating out of him and sinking toward the grass as though he was bleeding black fog. I curved the path of the ghost knife into a circle so it would cut him again and again, but the second time, it passed through him without leaving a mark, even though he was still crying out in pain.

      Annalise charged toward him, and Hardy fell back and floated down under the lawn.

      I called the ghost knife toward me and stumbled out the front door. Annalise was standing on the lawn, still trying to catch her breath. She glanced at me as I approached, then went back to scanning the dead lawn for any sign of the thing we were here to kill.

      “You look like shit, Ray.”

      Sirens wailed in the distance. I stood with my back to her, although it was hard to stay upright. I still had shards of glass sticking out of me, and I couldn’t really move my back without massive flareups of white-hot pain. “Thanks, boss.” My voice sounded like I was choking.

      “What the fuck were you saying?”

      “Mostly, I was trying to distract him so I could hit him from behind”—like a good wooden man, I almost added, but I wasn’t a wooden man anymore—“but it was weird that he was panting for air like that. This dude is a predator, right? He clearly still needs to breathe.”

      She understood immediately. Grabbing my arm, she dragged both of us toward the fence just as Hardy came up beneath our feet.

      I had my ghost knife ready, and Annalise had a green ribbon in hand, but as we waited for Hardy to turn solid and reach for us, the life drained out of me.

      My iron gate flared. Hardy was hitting us with a new attack, and my iron gate was doing something, but I was suddenly so fucking tired, and…

      I realized that I’d wasted my time with Milton Hardy. Despite the damage he’d done and the predators he’d summoned—despite being a predator himself—he suddenly didn’t seem worth all the rage and hatred I’d felt for him. If he had already killed Daria before we got here, that would be sad, obviously, but was it really worth losing my temper—

      My iron gate flared again, more painfully this time. Beside me, Annalise cursed under her breath. She was feeling this too. Hardy was taking something from us, and I might not have known what, exactly, I was losing but I knew it was happening. He was reaching inside me, taking control somehow.

      This asshole was trying to put something over on me. He was trying to make me treat him like a friend, and if I somehow couldn’t feel angry toward him anymore, I could still manage to be pissed off at myself.

      I collapsed to my hands and knees, pushing a few shards of glass deeper into my body.

      “Get the fuck up, Ray, or we’re both going to die.”

      Annalise was right. Hardy was planning to kill us, and apparently, he could make me feel way too casual about that, but he couldn’t stop me from hating myself. For letting Annalise down. For letting the thing that killed Daria go unpunished. For losing this fight and letting myself die.

      A tiny voice in my head, barely recognizable through the fog of burning pressure coming from my iron gate, was telling me that I needed to do better than this, not because of Hardy—who was just a fact of life, one of those things that couldn’t be changed and had to be accepted—but because I couldn’t stand it if I failed to save people again.

      Not that I knew what to do. Hardy was tricky, and without my anger and outrage—as ridiculous as it was—I couldn’t force my thoughts to study him and work out a way to kill him.

      But while I had lost all motivation for the job, I hadn’t forgotten how I fought in the past.

      I slid the ghost knife into the dry brown dirt of the lawn, then brought it out again through the bottom of Milton Hardy’s bare foot.

      My iron gate stopped hurting in an instant, and all my pent-up anger flooded through me just as quickly.

      I scrambled clumsily to my feet but Annalise moved faster. She leaped forward and hammered her fist onto the top of Hardy’s skull.

      He collapsed, and I moved the ghost knife to make sure it stayed inside him. Annalise slammed her fists into him, beating his head into awful shapes like a sack full of mud. Then she began to stomp on him, making deep indentations into his chest. There was no sound of breaking bones, only a soft thump and flesh that slowly changed back to its original shape, like uncooked dough. Where her blows burst his skin, black mist leaked out, gathering in the indentations in his body.

      And there was his wallet in his right front pants pocket. Milton Hardy had been an absolute pain in my ass, and I had the sudden urge to find out how much loose cash a billionaire keeps on him. I dropped to my knees beside his body and tried to reach into his pocket with my fucked-up hands.

      Except that his pocket wasn’t a pocket at all, and his clothes felt like skin, not fabric. It was fake, nothing but a bulge on his hip. I wondered whether this wallet was just a lump of meat on his hip or if there was actual money inside his body, and also whether my ghost knife could cut it free.

      Then Annalise pulled out a green ribbon. The time to rob this asshole was over, because she was about to turn him to ash. Fire blossomed around her hand, and then

      In an instant

      The world twisted

      Like it was wringing out a wet towel

      And my arms

      Annalise’s arms

      They twisted too

      The world shattered

      The ground heaved

      Spun us onto our backs

      Fountains of spiraling dirt

      Through the twisting air

      Falling onto our faces

      Then it was over. Milton Hardy was gone as if he’d never been there. Annalise’s ribbon arced upward and away from the house, trailing a thick column of green flame behind it like a blown-out jet engine, but it had nothing to burn.

      Hardy was gone. He’d escaped.

      When I tried to sit up, I braced my arms against the ground and pain like I hadn’t felt in months shot through me. Fucking Milton Hardy had broken my arms with his…

      “What just happened?”
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      Annalise was already on her feet. Both of her arms hung at her side, having been twisted counterclockwise until her elbows pointed forward. Her forearms were twisted another 180 degrees beyond that. “Get the fuck up,” she said. Her face was pale and shiny, as if she was about to faint or go into shock. It had been a long time since I’d seen her look so wrung out. “We got to get away from here.”

      She glanced vaguely behind her, where the sirens were growing louder.

      I kicked upward and rolled to my feet, and even though I didn’t brace myself with my arms again, that motion, and the impact of every step I took as I chased Annalise toward the street, shook my dislocated shoulder and elbow joints and the shattered bones in my arms. The pain made tears well up in my eyes, and that made me all the more furious at Milton Fucking Hardy.

      Emily’s chain link fence was twisted up like modern art, and the concrete sidewalk had been burst into chunks, then flung into the street, shattering windshields and denting fenders. I picked my way through the rubble as best I could, well aware of the silhouettes in the upstairs windows all around us. No one was going to ignore all that gunfire.

      Annalise rushed to the address Daria had given us. At the curb, she shouted, “Let’s go! Time to move out!”

      The door flung open and Daria sprinted out, Emily close behind. Emily was carrying a plastic grocery bag with what looked like a bowling ball inside. Annalise hurried toward the van, saying, “Let’s go open this shit let’s go.”

      But when Daria came close enough, she registered what we looked like—especially me, judging by her reaction—and recoiled in horror, her hand covering her mouth. Emily actually screamed.

      “Stop fucking around,” Annalise snapped. “Daria, get Ray’s keys out of his pocket and get in the van.” She turned to Emily. “Not you.”

      “Boss—”

      “She doesn’t know and she’s not supposed to know.”

      Daria came up next to me. “She’s my identical twin. They’ll kill her if they find her, so she’s coming. Emily, open the side door and help them inside.” Then she put her hand into my front hip pocket to fish out my keys. “Hello again, Ray. Normally, I’d make some sort of salacious comment, but you look like you just walked out of a horror movie and I am on the edge of vomiting right here in the street.”

      “No idea what salacious means,” I said, as she took the keys and Emily helped me into the back. Oh, shit. As she settled me against the side of the van, I closed my eyes and reached for my ghost knife. There. I called it to me as the engine started. It cut a slot in the back panel, then landed on the floor at my feet.

      Annalise glanced at the damaged van, then back to me. “Great. Yet another way this van will be easily identified by the cops.”

      “Open that bag,” Daria said as she pulled away from the curb, “and start. We talked about what you would need to do.”

      Emily did not look directly at either of us. “They need a hospital.”

      “No, they don’t.”

      “No, we don’t,” I said at the same time. “Your sister knows the score. Just follow her lead.”

      Emily reluctantly set the bag on the floor, revealing a big, precooked spiral-cut ham.

      “Fuck,” Annalise said. “Ham. This is going to take forever.”

      From the front, Daria said, “This is what we could steal out of Emily’s friend’s fridge, so quit complaining.”

      We did. Annalise and I sat with our backs to the wall of the van while Emily pulled off long, wide slices and held them out, first to the boss, then to me, for us to take a bite. At first, she treated us like rabid dogs, afraid we might take a finger. Soon, her fear gave way to distaste. She clearly didn’t like handling the meat with her fingers and didn’t like feeding us in the dirty van.

      The first time one of Annalise’s bones cracked as they reset themselves back into place, Emily squealed and dropped the slice she was holding. It took some coaxing to get her to move closer and start feeding us again, but with her sister’s assurance, she did it.

      “What are you?”

      It was a question I kept hearing lately, and I didn’t like it. Every time someone treated me like I was not human, I felt less human.

      Of course, that’s what I’d been doing to Annalise since almost the first moment I met her. No wonder she was so fucked-up.

      Annalise gave her usual answer, Aliens, which Emily thought about for a few seconds, then shrugged and went back to feeding us. Then she started talking to us, asking if Milton Hardy was an alien too, and how that sort of made sense, and did we come here on a ship and if so where was it parked and…

      Daria cut off that shit. We pulled into a grocery store so Daria could run in and buy meat that was not so processed. Once we switched to that, our injuries started healing much faster.

      Annalise, not having been sliced to ribbons by plate glass, was fixed faster than I was, so she moved into the passenger seat, leaving me in the back with Emily and the burning questions she obviously wanted to ask.

      It had taken days to grow back my foot. Knitting broken bones so they would twist my hands back into place, restoring my eye, and closing the raw, bloodless gashes on my legs, face, and everywhere took a little more than an hour.

      When I waved off the last nuggets of ham—having finished off the beef Daria bought before returning to it—Emily finally worked up the courage to ask “Does all this hurt?”

      I sighed and nodded. “But maybe not as much as it should. Boss, where are we going?”

      Annalise turned in her seat. “It’s gotten so late that it’s almost early. We know where they keep the plane that Serrac is supposed to use, and we have nothing better to do than go to the airport and watch it. Shit, Hardy is probably pushing his timelines forward, so we should have already been there an hour ago.”

      “Sorry,” Daria said. “I know better than to hide out in my sister’s house, of all places, but I still hadn’t shaken off what that asshole did to me. And I’m sorry, Emily, for putting you in danger.”

      “So,” Emily said, brushing off all talk of danger, “we’re going to the airport?”

      “We are not,” Daria said, with a special emphasis on the first word. “This part is not for us. We’re going to hide my way, which means we’ll be safe for a couple of weeks. Sorry, you guys, but I’m not going to be able to help you anymore.”

      “Finally,” Annalise said, “we’re going to be rid of you.”

      Daria laughed. “Yeah, right. You can’t fool me. You just dropped everything to race across the state to save my life. Now I’m breaking your heart by bugging out.”

      “Pft. Ray was driving. I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “Heart. Breaking.”

      What do you know, Annalise was… I didn’t even know what to call it. Bantering? She wasn’t smiling, but Daria sure as hell was. Somehow, Daria had broken through the boss’s shell, just a little. Meanwhile, all Annalise did with me was complain about how she’d grown sick of me. Maybe having that knack for getting people to like you and open up was what made for a good investigator.

      Emily was looking at me as though she knew exactly what I was feeling, then looked at her sister, then at me again. Maybe she wasn’t really ready to believe we were aliens after all.

      Daria pulled into a little strip mall, then tossed me the keys. “Good luck!” Emily, to her credit, picked up the hambone and beef packages before she left.

      “Go,” Annalise said, with no trace of goodwill.

      I climbed behind the wheel. “We need to talk about Milton Hardy.”

      “I knew this was coming. Now you’re going to ask how he got away from us, and how he twisted everything around him, including my hands and arms, when he did it.”

      I also wanted to ask about the way he’d erased my anger. Had he eaten it, the way some predators feast on emotions? Or did he just step on it? But the truth was, it didn’t really matter. We’d faced similar magic in the past, and it was always fucked-up to have some spell or predator change who you were. I hated it, even though I was doing almost the same thing every time I cut someone with my ghost knife.

      Annalise sighed. “Fucked-up things happen when predators are around, and we don’t always know why. But I’ve seen that vanishing, twisting thing before—just once—when I was a girl. Milton Hardy just stopped time.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “It was only for a little while, by his perspective, but enough for him to get away. That was how it worked the first time it happened, too. Back then, me and Eli caught up with the asshole within a couple of hours and he was practically comatose. It takes a lot out of them, I guess. Otherwise, Hardy could have taken our heads. That’s all I know.”

      “So, Milton Hardy can change himself so that physical objects can’t affect him, and my ghost knife, too, so magic can’t affect him, and he can also change himself so that time can’t affect him. Huh. Maybe he can do the same thing with our emotions. Like our anger at him, and hatred for him, just isn’t directed at him anymore. It has nowhere to go. Suddenly, we’re fighting someone who seems sort of boring and neutral, which is why it felt like all the energy was running out of me.”

      Annalise didn’t say anything. She just shrugged.

      “How do we kill him? It, I mean?”

      “When he can control time? There’s only one way. He’ll have to die so suddenly and unexpectedly that he never realizes it’s happened.”

      “Like a sniper shot to the head.” Except ordinary bullets wouldn’t take out a predator as powerful as this one. They wouldn’t take out much weaker ones, either. You needed magic for that. I’d already come across bullets with spells engraved on them, but the guy who made them was dead. I wondered what it would take to acquire some new ones.

      I focused on the road around me, letting those thoughts simmer in the back of my mind.

      The sun was peeking over the horizon when we arrived at the Watsonville airport. I’d imagined that we would park in a lot somewhere and Annalise would use trickery or force to get through a security gate.

      That didn’t happen. We drove on an access road until we saw a hangar with the logo for High Blue Aviation on it. Then she had me park at the chain link fence.

      There was no one nearby, so she just walked up, grabbed the chain in both hands, and pulled, popping the metal mesh one link at a time. Then we stepped through and strolled calmly across the asphalt.

      The sky was clear and the air was chilly. Planes were taking off and landing almost constantly, and the noise was startling. People in what looked like little luggage carts full of beautiful matching leather bags zipped by, but no one took notice of us.

      From the far side of the fence, the hangar had looked shiny and white, but the closer we got, the more chips in the paint we saw and the more prominent the rust spots at the corners of the buildings became. On the back of the hangar was a single sheet-metal door painted the color of brick, probably to hide the rust. I figured it was the kind with a push bar on the other side, and I wondered if it would be locked. Based on what I saw from movies and TV, the front of a hangar always stood open, so why lock a little door when the big one is standing wide?

      Christ, I was tired. We’d been running too long without sleep.

      “Boss, next question. What’s the deal with Hardy’s Ark?”

      “What’s the mystery? He created what he hoped would be a safe haven from predators, and he carved spells into the entrance, thinking that would protect people, and then he sold spots in his underground bunker for gigantic assloads of cash.”

      “The guy already has assloads of cash.”

      “It’s never enough.”

      “Okay. That’s undeniable, but the real Hardy is gone, right? He’s a predator now. Whatever the original plan for the Ark, why is this predator still working on it?”

      “Ray, the whole reason I keep you around—the whole reason I spent nearly seven years in a trailer in rural Oregon—is because you are supposed to be able to answer these questions. I’d seen Hardy’s escape move before and knew a little something about it, but this shit? Working out what people are doing and why? That’s what you’re good at and that’s why you’re here. So, how about you tell me why the predator wants to keep an anti-predator installation going.”

      I remembered the way Milton Hardy had stood in the entrance way to the Ark. He’d seemed comfortable in the theater and during the other parts of the tour through the facility, but in that room, his hands had been pressed against his sides and his shoulders hunched. At the time, I thought he was nervous about showing off his project to a peer of the Twenty Palace Society, but maybe the glyphs in the room were messing with him somehow. Pressing against him. Forcing him back.

      Of course, he could go around them by passing through the rock and soil into the lower sections, which was probably why he had Lauren Woo drive us there without him. Not even he could enter through the front way.

      Plus, the human version of Hardy was proud of his little project. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned about the ways predators take over someone’s body and their life, it’s that an echo of the original person usually gets left behind.

      “I can see it going two ways, boss. Either Hardy—this new one, the predator—wants some remnant of the human race to survive whatever he’s planning. Considering we just fought cousins again, I’m guessing these new plans involve lots of predators. So, he’s putting them away like seed corn, and because this thing took over Milton Hardy’s body, or replaced it or whatever, he has very Milton Hardy ideas about who would be the best people to restart civilization.”

      “Meaning other rich people. What’s the other option?”

      “That he’s about to summon a bunch of predators into the world, and he wants to set aside his own food supply.”

      “Fuck.”

      Then the conversation was cut off. We had almost reached that sheet-metal door when we heard the unmistakable click of a push bar latch. The door swung open.

      Out stepped a tall, muscular Asian guy in lightly stained overalls. Pinstriped overalls, for fuck’s sake. He had a seventy-dollar haircut and a very tidy shave, even at this unbearably early hour of the day. He glanced at us in surprise, then said, “You don’t look like you’re supposed to be here.”

      “Looks can be deceiving.”

      Annalise was, as usual, dressed like she just climbed out the window of a halfway house. And she was wearing her oversized fireman’s jacket. Me, I was wearing ordinary clothes, but I had nothing new to wear, so my so-called ordinary clothes had a dozen slashes in it, most of which were faintly stained at the edges with blood.

      And we were still walking toward him.

      “Where are your badges?”

      I sighed and glanced at the name tag sewn over his left pocket. “Look, Grant, my boss has some questions and we’re going to need you to answer them.”

      He closed the door behind him and squared off with me, extending one hand with the palm outward. Stop. We didn’t. He started psyching himself up for a confrontation, saying Get back, keep back in a loud, angry voice.

      Grant was taller than I was—maybe six five—and he had the build of a power forward, but he did exactly what we expected him to do. He noticed that our hands were empty, then he put all his attention on me. When I got too close, he lunged at me—a preliminary shove, the only acceptable move for a normal citizen in a fight that hadn’t even started yet. Annalise lunged at him.

      She did something I’d never seen before and hope I never see again. She grabbed him by jabbing her fingers under his left pectoral muscle. Not the armpit, where it would have done permanent harm, but just that muscle. Then she yanked him down to his knees.

      Grant was even more surprised than I was, and he cried out in pain, called her a crazy bitch, demanded that she let him go, tried to knock her arm away, and when all that failed, he finally threw a couple of punches at her. They were half-decent right crosses—a little slow, but he tried to put his hips behind it, at least—but they didn’t have any effect on Annalise.

      “Weak,” she said after the third punch.

      I leaned down toward him. “You can’t even break her grip? Look at her. She’s tiny. Maybe you should start going to the gym or something.”

      He looked like he was about to argue that he did, in fact, go to the gym, but Annalise shook him slightly, and he turned almost wise. “What do you want?”

      “Friend Three,” I said. “We want to be on it when it leaves.”

      “Hah. Good luck with that.”

      Annalise turned to me. “Cut him.”

      I reached for my ghost knife, but Grant had made other assumptions.

      “Wait wait! You can’t because you’re forty-five minutes late. Friend Three is, like, over Utah by now.”
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      Annalise pulled him closer, and Grant cried out in pain. “Did they move up the departure time? Change the flight plan?”

      Grant’s eyes were almost bulging out of his head. “No. I have the work order from last week. We got the plane ready and it departed on time, just before five A.M.”

      Annalise looked at me. I said, “She lied to us.”

      “We’re killing her, too.”

      Grant had a moment of panic. “Whoa, hold on! I—” Annalise shook him and he stopped talking.

      I lowered my voice to take hold of his attention. “Who was on board?”

      “I don’t know,” Grant pleaded. “I don’t! I really don’t. God, they never let the mechanics know who’s flying where. Too much corporate espionage. Too many death threats.”

      “But you know where it’s going.”

      He nodded. “Salzburg.”

      Annalise shoved him to the ground. “We’re not done with you yet.” Grant started vigorously rubbing the spot where she’d held him, but he didn’t try to stand.

      Annalise made a call and stepped away. I moved close enough to hear her over the sound of a landing jet, but only barely. “I need a peer, possibly two peers, to meet a flight that’s already en route to Salzburg. It’s likely that there are multiple predators on board, and likely that they are traveling there to seed more of their kind in—”

      Shit. I stopped paying attention to her and turned back to Grant. He was looking around and touching the phone-shaped bulge in his coveralls.

      “Hey,” I said, “you seem like a regular guy with a regular job. That’s why I haven’t taken your wallet and snapped a picture of your home address. Yet. You might work for some of the worst people in the world, but I hope you’re not lying for them, trying to cover up the murders they commit.”

      He was suddenly very still. “Murders?”

      “Why do you think we’re here? To steal tiny bottles from the minibar? Look. There’s a Friend Three, right? That suggests there’s a Friend Two and a Friend One. Is that correct?”

      He nodded. “Friend One is a Dassaul—”

      I waved at him to shut up. “Grant, I’m not here to shop. I’m here to find out about Milton Hardy’s planes and where they might be going. Where are they right now, when do they leave, and where are they going? Get me that information, and you’ll never see me, or one of my friends, walk into your bedroom in the middle of the night with a gas can and blowtorch.”

      “Okay okay.” Grant managed to sit up straight against the door and cringe at the same time. “I have to make a call to find all of that out, okay?”

      “Go ahead.”

      He took out his phone and opened it. “God, who are you people?”

      “What have we said or done to make you think you should ask that question?”

      I sat beside him and listened to both sides of the call. Grant reached out to someone named Joachim, saying he’d been told they need all hands on deck for one of the other FriendShip jets. One or Two? Grant wasn’t sure.

      They laughed together over the shitty communication at their company, then Joachim explained that Friend One was fueling up now, and they expected it to take off on time, once the last passengers arrived. It was Friend Two that had the problem. The diagnostic computer was throwing out an error code for the hydraulics, but they couldn’t find the problem. They were still trying to work out if the problem was with the software or the plane itself. Joachim said he was going through the software personally, in a tone of voice that suggested he would be insulted if Grant offered to take over for him.

      “Hey, just trying to do what I’m told. Is this the plane that’s heading for New York?”

      “New York? No, it’s Johannesburg. Don’t ask me where that is or why anyone would want to go there.”

      I nudged Grant, and he pushed his luck. “Wait, so, the other plane is headed for New York? I was told—”

      “Doesn’t matter what you were told, buddy. Look, I have to get back to it if I want to keep my job. Let’s get together for another movie marathon, hey? It’s your turn to pick.”

      That was the end of the call, and the end of Annalise’s call as well. She disconnected and stalked back toward us. She looked pissed. “Okay. Someone will be there to meet that plane. What the fuck have you two been doing?”

      “There are two others, boss, both flying out of…”

      “San Jose International,” Grant said.

      “And they’re leaving today. One is heading for Johannesburg, which I’m pretty sure is in Norway or Denmark or somewhere.”

      “South Africa,” Grant said. “That’s a country.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny. We didn’t get a destination for the other jet, so maybe we should head over there and ask.”

      Annalise nodded, then she bent down to Grant, grabbed him by his belt and the back of his neck, then lifted him off the ground. Her hand on his neck held him steady for a moment—a moment he spent frozen still, his mouth gaping—then set him on his feet.

      “What am I going to see if we go inside? Hardy’s other jets, the ones you said were in San Jose?”

      “No, no! It’s an empty hangar. Look.”

      He fumbled with his keys and opened the door for us. Annalise shoved him inside and I followed them both.

      The hangar looked like every jet hangar I’d ever seen on TV, just without the jet. It smelled like scorched asphalt and oil changes, and there were tools and machinery neatly arranged along the walls. Grant’s coworkers, assuming he had them, were long gone.

      That he’s about to summon a bunch of predators into the world, and he wants to set aside his own food supply.

      We’d been pulled out to Tracy to save Daria’s life and kill Hardy, a job that was only half-done. Then we’d been tricked into running to Watsonville for a plane that was already gone. The urgency of this mission felt like a heavy weight pushing us down hill, but our momentum kept turning away to secondary problems. We needed to find these jets and deal with them. Right now.

      “Boss,” I said, and Annalise understood. She started toward the exit.

      I turned to Grant, and the expression on my face must have told him what I was going to say. “I never met you,” he blurted out, “and you were never here.” I jogged after my boss.

      “How are you holding up?” she asked.

      “I’m tired,” I said, truthfully. “How long have we been awake?”

      “Too long.” She didn’t sound tired. I knew she needed sleep, though, just like anyone, so I had to assume she was exhausted and refused to show it. I decided to be just like her.

      “Let’s get this bullshit with the planes handled. Our first priority has to be stopping these predators. Then we can rest up and take on Hardy again.”

      “And Serrac,” I said. “I didn’t get a count of how many people we faced outside of Daria’s place. If some of the cousins got away—”

      “We’ll do what we have to do. What we always do.”

      The trip from the hangar to the fence line seemed longer than the trip from the fence line to the hangar, even at a quick jog. Maybe the difference was that we now knew we were behind schedule instead of ahead of it.

      I’d expected Hardy to be a powerful enemy. We knew he’d acquired an original spell book and become a primary, but I’d expected him to be a human being. I’d expected—hoped, really—that we wouldn’t need violence to deal with him. I’d hoped we could parley.

      That’s what the meeting in that underground theater was supposed to be. Hardy would tell us his bullshit. We would tell him ours. After a little back-and-forth, we’d work shit out.

      And what I’d really wanted, which I didn’t have the nerve to admit to anyone, including myself, was that we could recruit him. Make him a peer. God knows we needed them.

      But Milton Hardy wasn’t a primary anymore. He was a thing from outside our world, and he’d come here to feed on us. I couldn’t negotiate with a shark that smelled blood in the water, whether it understood me or not.

      And while this new version of Hardy didn’t have access to his spells—which was an assumption I made because he hadn’t used any against us—he did have everything else that Hardy had accumulated over his long, stupid life. He had money and influence. He had thousands of assholes who would do anything to help him out, and not all of them were actually on the payroll. Many seemed to be ordinary people with a FriendShip account and a hard-on for anyone richer or more powerful than them. They were nothing more than ordinary dipshits with a reflexive need to defend the rich.

      This predator could ship off its underlings anywhere in the world, and they would do anything for him, including starting a new invasion from the Empty Spaces.

      Shit.

      This fight felt overwhelming in ways none of our previous jobs never had.

      We climbed into the van and drove off, heading for the 101. But before we reached the highway, we had to drive through a long, winding two-lane road, which was the perfect place for me to let my thoughts churn.

      It wasn’t just that we’d spent days at the mercy of a smear campaign that we were unable to cut off. Hardy himself—our enemy—promised to do it as an olive branch so he could lure us into a trap. If he wanted, he could turn that harassment back on with a phone call. He could probably triple it, too.

      And it made me sick to my stomach to think about the cousins we had faced just a few hours back. When I faced them before—during the absolute clusterfuck that brought me into the society—they were summoned out of the Empty Spaces with an enchanted circle that sat four people around the edges and one in the center.

      That meant five people could be turned into predators at a time, and I suspected that was some sort of maximum, because if cousins could have summoned fifty or five hundred at a time, they would have. They wanted all of their kind to be pulled from the Empty Spaces, slipped into human bodies, and then start tearing people apart for their raw, bloody meat.

      Last night, I’d killed four.

      Was the fifth Serrac himself? Or possibly one of the two snipers? I ran through the possibilities again, knowing the snipers might have swapped weapons and died on Emily’s lawn, or they might have retreated when things went wrong for their pals. Or maybe they didn’t know anything about summoning spells and predators. Maybe they’d just been ordered to take positions and shoot targets.

      That meant the fifth cousin could be someone we hadn’t met yet.

      Or maybe there was no fifth. Maybe Hardy sat in one of those spaces on the circle so he could cast the summoning spell, and the cousins didn’t have the power to take over another predator.

      That assumed they’d only used the summoning circle once. And I had no reason to make that assumption.

      Here I was, with my boss, chasing an enemy who had sent one jet to someplace in Europe, a second to South Africa, and a third to who-the-fuck-knows-where. What were they going to do in these places? Summon more cousins?

      The urgency of this situation was still driving me forward, and I had to fight the urge to stamp on the gas. I could feel the desperation growing inside me.

      But Annalise would pull this out, and I would help her. That’s what we did.

      We finally merged onto the 101, then the 87, and early-morning traffic trapped us in the outside lane and slowed us to a crawl. I could have gone faster on a bicycle, but we had no choice. We had to grit our teeth through yet another delay.

      Annalise turned to me, and for a moment I thought she was going to say some shit like Hurry the fuck up, Ray, or Why did you take us this way, you fucking moron, and I realized that if she did that to me, in this moment, with these thoughts in my head, I was I was going to absolutely lose my shit. I was going to tell her to fuck all the way off at the top of my lungs and maybe set the fucking van on fire right here on the highway.

      But what she actually said was “You’re not usually this quiet, Ray.”

      I took a deep breath. “Boss… Annalise, do you trust me?”

      “The answer to that should be pretty obvious by now, but yeah, I do.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Okay. We’ve talked about this in the past, and you’ve always told me to fuck off, but this time I think we really do need help.” I told her my thoughts on the cousins, and the snipers, and the planes. I mentioned that we had been tied up with one thing or another for days, hitting delay after delay, and that if we needed to take on all these different enemies, in so many different places, with so many resources that the society simply couldn’t match, we were going to fail.

      This time, Annalise didn’t tell me to fuck off. She was thoughtful for a minute, then said, “I’m one of the weaker peers in the society, you know.”

      “I know.” What had she once told me the society was? Unequal peers.

      “Asking for help would just confirm that the others were right all along,” Annalise said, “that Eli was wrong to put these spells on me. Even after decades of hard work, they still think I’m not in their league. They still think I don’t fucking belong. And none of that shit would matter except that they could expel me.”

      “Shit.” That hadn’t occurred to me, but it should have. Of course the Twenty Palace Society could kick people out. Every group could.

      “That would turn me into an ally at best, and I’d lose the support of the society for… everything. Expenses, legal troubles, travel, all that shit. I wouldn’t stop fighting predators, but I’d have no support at all, and believe me, that might sound like it would be a cool tv show or something, but in real life it would be impossible.”

      “You’ve been posting wins lately, boss.” When we’d traveled to the First Palace back in 2012, the society and their people didn’t believe Annalise and I were doing so well. They thought we were lying about the jobs we went on. We proved them wrong.

      “With you, yeah. I have two advantages over those assholes. First, I carry a lot of spells when I go into a fight. Most of them can’t be bothered to really stock up on magic in their downtime.”

      I’d cast a few spells in my time, including the ghost knife sitting in my back pocket right now. It was an incredibly painful thing to do, like setting yourself on fire. “Fuck them.”

      “Second, I have you and your way of cutting through the bullshit. I’m not sure why, but you can see things as they really are, and you can work out the truth from the least little bit of evidence. You help me get right at the source of the danger. Plus, you do your share of cleaning up these fucked-up messes.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.” Traffic loosened up for the usual mysterious reasons, and I was given space to press the accelerator.

      “Which means the other peers are giving you the credit. Assholes like them formed their ideas of the proper roles for men and women back when people rode around in horse-drawn carriages and shot each other with flintlock pistols, and they’re powerful enough that they don’t have to update their fucking world view.”

      She sighed, and it was the weariest sound I’d ever heard in my life. I kept my mouth shut, waiting for her to finish.

      “So, Ray, the reason I have never agreed to ask for help is that it might cost me everything and get me flushed out of the Twenty Palaces toilet into the ordinary world. That last time the cousins were here, Callin showed up to babysit me, and what did he do? Fuck-all. When we went to Washaway to deal with Ansel Zahn and the sapphire dog, Pratt breezed in like King Shit and got himself laid out within, what, a day? You hated his guts, but you took the trouble to save him. I can promise he wouldn’t do the same for either of us.

      “My point is that the peers have power but don’t know what to do with it. Most of the time, they do nothing, and the rest of the time, they blunder into shit unprepared. So, for-fucking-give me if I sound like I’m blowing my own horn, but the society needs me. It needs us, and it needs to trust us. It’s ludicrous that we have to call them for help, because they suck. What we really need is to call us for help. More of us.”

      She was right. Of course she was right.

      She sighed again. “Still. As much as I hate to say it, we don’t have many options, not when the threats are so spread out. You’re right. It’s time we brought in more people.”

      Up ahead was the turn-off to the airport. I forced my way into another traffic jam, inching up the ramp toward the feeder road. The delay was excruciating, and I watched every jet that took off, wondering if Milton Hardy was already on it.

      Annalise was on the phone, making arrangements with the society to put a team of investigators on Serrac’s people to make a list of people who might have a predator in them. She told them about Hardy, his planes, his Ark, his so-called “Originals,” and his dead family. She also asked for another peer to come clean up the cousins.

      She hung up. “They’re sending Elias Diding to clean up Serrac’s mess, but he has to fly out of Tel Aviv, so it’ll take some time. The investigators will be on the job within the hour.”

      I nodded and kept quiet. Tel Aviv was too far. I should have asked her to do this earlier, but we’d spent days feeling like we were either faced with petty, irritating bullshit or were on the edge of ending this mission.

      And everything kept going wrong.

      We could still pull out a win, though. I was sure of it. We could still track down the assholes who needed killing and make that killing happen.

      Eventually, we made our way up the ramp. There was a traffic light, but it was practically useless, since other cars—and three different charter tour buses—stood motionless in the center of the intersection through three turnings of the light.

      I was wringing the steering wheel again, trying to turn all these other vehicles into puffs of smoke through force of will alone. Finally, something up ahead loosened up and the bus actually moved out of the intersection onto the feeder road to the airport. Someone in the Audi in the lane beside me let out a huge, bellowing Hoo-fucking-ray! and I felt oddly comforted by the voice of my new best friend.

      Then, as the bus fully left the intersection—but still stopped in the lane beyond—a line of black SUVs caught my eye. There were three of them, and they were pulling into a space, bumper to bumper, right behind that bus.

      Whoever was inside was heading for the airport too.
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      “Boss,” I said, pointing them out.

      “Get up there,” she said. “Smash through if you have to.”

      There were two cars between us and the intersection. One was a pickup and the other was a Buick LeBaron. “Smash through? In a ProMaster?”

      She cursed and opened her door, stepping into the roadway. The vehicles behind us, who had been blowing their horns every few seconds, started leaning on them nonstop the moment she appeared. It was like a chorus for damned souls, and Annalise didn’t even glance back at them.

      Instead, she stalked between the vehicles like the intersection was a parking lot—which for the moment, it was—heading straight toward the trio of SUVs.

      It would never even have occurred to me to step out of a car on a jammed freeway, and the other drivers seemed to feel the same. As Annalise moved toward the center of the intersection, more and more people leaned heavily on those horns, as though they were trying to scare a new kind of wildlife off the road.

      And of course, people took out their phones and started recording her.

      As Annalise came around the front bumper of a low-end Nexus, the driver lowered his window and shouted, in a deep voice that seemed to cut through the blaring horns, “Get out of the road, you stupid fucking—”

      At the same moment, word of her approach had reached all three of the SUVs. Three back doors, all on the drivers’ side, suddenly swung open, and men in black tactical gear stepped out.

      They raised those same unfamiliar little guns I’d seen outside of Emily’s place and began spraying bullets into the crowded intersection.

      The horns stopped immediately and the screaming began. I blurted out a curse of my own and snapped off my seat belt.

      Meanwhile, Annalise had raised her arms to shield her face as bullets ricocheted off the spells on her body and punctured the windshields, tires, and chassis of the vehicles around her. Mr. Stupid Fucking in the Nexus jerked backward in his seat and a splash of blood and hair blocked the backseat window behind him. Other bullets were hitting other vehicles, including the one in front of our ProMaster.

      Annalise charged toward the gunman in the middle. She jumped, moving fast like a line drive toward third base. The door crumpled under her knee, but the asshole had already slipped to the side, avoiding her attack. He was moving almost too fast for the eye to see.

      My phone chimed, but this wasn’t the moment for me to see who was texting.

      I don’t know what Annalise did next, because I opened my door and slid out of my seat. The car in front of us was a Toyota pickup truck with a bed full of gardening equipment and potting soil. The driver opened her door, banging it against the fender of the Honda Civic beside her, and fell, bloody, onto the asphalt. The urge to help her was powerful—that’s what people did, wasn’t it? They helped each other.

      But I didn’t. I bounded off her back bumper into the bed, stepped on those bags of soil, and climbed onto the hood.

      There, I saw Annalise seize the gunman who had dodged her and throw him against the last SUV. Green ribbon in hand, she leaped onto the hood and punched through the windshield. Magical fire blossomed behind the glass and flooded out of the doors, engulfing the gunmen inside and out.

      From my vantage point on the hood of the pickup, I saw a figure stumble out of the passenger side of the middle vehicle. I couldn’t identify who it was, because all I could see were movement, a satchel, a leather duffel, and long black hair, but someone opened a door in the front vehicle and I caught a glimpse as the figure dove into it.

      Even without seeing that hair, I would have recognized the duffel bag. It was Lauren Woo.

      I threw my ghost knife at her—or at the spot where I imagined she would be. The ghost knife went where I wanted it to go, but I couldn’t aim at a target I couldn’t see. The spell passed into the back window, then zipped out the front, and I had no idea what I’d hit, if anything.

      But I was going to kill Lauren Woo, and I was going to do it right now if I could. If she was still doing Hardy’s dirty work after everything she’d seen, she needed to be in the ground.

      Movement drew my attention to the middle vehicle, where I saw a man raise a shotgun and fire at me. So far, these assholes had been playing at being gun professionals, always shooting for center mass, where Annalise had given me the most protection, but someone must have finally realized they were wasting ammunition. I took a blast of buckshot on the inside of my right knee.

      There was no pain, but I knew pain could be fashionably late when it came to shit like this. What did show up immediately was weakness. My knee gave out and I fell hard, the top of the open driver’s door driving up into my armpit and my body flopping onto the asphalt. Then the pain arrived, and I knew my knee was lying at the wrong angle even before I looked down and confirmed it. My lower leg wasn’t as crooked as it could have been, but even a small misalignment at the knee joint made my stomach heave, just a little.

      I heard more gunfire and the roar of engines, but I couldn’t see anything because I was flat on my back between two cars, smelling blood and hot asphalt and car exhaust.

      Then the woman who had crawled out of the truck rolled over and looked at me. She had a lot of blood on her face and the front of her overalls. One bullet had struck her beneath her collarbone. Another had punched through her left cheek and come out her right ear. Blood was pumping out of both of those wounds, and her skin was growing pale. She didn’t have much time.

      But she looked at me, her eyes were filled with hope, as though I had a surgical kit or something in my back pocket. As though I could lay on hands and heal her.

      “Hey,” I said, my voice hoarse. “You’re going to be okay.” A lie. That was all I had to offer instead of help. A lie. “Hang in there and be still. You’re going to be okay.”

      I hadn’t finished talking when she suddenly reached out with a bloody hand and laid it on the side of my face.

      And the act of speaking those last two words, be okay, wiped some of the blood off her palm and into my mouth.

      Where it touched my lips and tongue and seemed to evaporate. With a jolt.

      Power rushed through me. My knee snapped back into alignment. Through my torn clothes, I saw that the gunshot had almost healed. The skin was still slightly torn and punctured, but I’d hurt my knee worse than this by falling off a bike as a kid.

      It was like a miracle, and that miracle had come from a few thin drops of human blood.

      Impulsively, I grabbed the dying woman’s fingers, smearing her blood on my hand.

      If I put more into my mouth, would my knee… Just this morning, I’d spent an hour forcing raw beef down my throat—not for the first time—and it had felt nothing like the smallest touch of what this woman had given me.

      Did I want to go down this path? Did I want to know what a single bite of her flesh could do?

      The dying woman was still looking at me, her bleeding slower now that her heart was fading. I was here with her in her last moments, but all my thoughts were about myself. I took hold of her bloody hand gently. Her expression, which had seemed hopeful, now seemed like kindness. Maybe I could also read generosity there, as if she was offering herself up to me so that I could go on. So that I could keep fighting with that rush of power running through me.

      “Hector,” she said, her voice fading. I could barely hear her over the chaos. She seemed to be looking at nothing. “Hector, I still love you.”

      I slapped my hand down on the street and wiped the blood onto the gritty asphalt. Who the fuck was I trying to fool? That woman in the overalls wasn’t dying for me. She was just dying. And that initial hit from her blood had been just that, a hit. It’d come on like a drug, and I wasn’t going to chase that rush. Or any rush. I’d seen what that did to people.

      And of course she wasn’t offering her blood and flesh to me. What kind of a lunatic did I have to be to think that she, a living person, wanted to be eaten? And why did I lie to myself about this woman’s blood evaporating in my mouth? I knew the truth. Her blood hadn’t gone poof and floated away on a breeze. My skin, powered by a golem flesh spell that was becoming more powerful each year, had absorbed her blood into my body. I’d eaten a tiny bit of her, by accident, and God help me, I wanted more.

      “Help is on the way,” I said, and struggled to my feet.

      Annalise called my name. I dragged myself upright, bracing against the Toyota, and looked around. The lead SUV was gone. The one that had been in the middle looked like it had been hit by a truck. The one in the back was a burned-out shell.

      The other vehicles all around us were pockmarked with bullet holes. Too many people lay on the ground, and too many windows were smeared with bloody handprints or worse. The blaring of horns was gone, replaced by the sounds of crying children, grieving adults, and ordinary people in agony.

      And there were three people, at least, who were still holding up their phones to record it all.

      This was a clusterfuck of epic proportions. The world was going to call this a gangland shootout or attempted kidnapping or something. And yeah, I was on the twisted path, but I couldn’t see how we were going to avoid blowback on this shitstorm.

      Annalise called for me again, and this time her voice came from behind me. She’d returned to the van, and I had to limp out in front of the pickup before she saw me again.

      “We failed,” she said, marching toward me. “Again.” She was spattered with blood, but her face showed no injuries other than a cut below her eye. “Whatever they’re taking to Hardy’s private jets, it’s still on the way.”

      My phone chimed again. This time I took it out and looked at it. The name Tredwell appeared at the top. It was vaguely familiar to my adrenaline-jacked brain, but I had more important things to deal with.

      “It’s Lauren Woo,” I said. Annalise cursed again. “And she was carrying something.”

      “A summoning spell, I’d guess. Okay. We’re killing her, too.”

      A woman stumbled toward us. She had blood in her blow-out, and a gray linen suit with tiny red handprints on the front. “What happened here?” She was addressing Annalise.

      Who ignored her. “We need to get after them, but the van is trapped. I don’t think we’re getting it back this time.”

      She opened the glove compartment, took out something that was the size of a paperback book, then tossed it into the back. Flames spread quickly.

      Oh, well. I wasn’t sure if I still had any material possessions before this moment, but now I was sure I had none.

      I called my ghost knife to me and put it into my pocket.

      “What happened here?” the woman shrieked. She was about to grab Annalise and make her questions into accusations.

      “Hey!” I caught her attention. “This woman just stopped a terrorist attack.”

      The woman stared at me, her eyes brimming. “Stopped?”

      Annalise brushed by her and let me lean on her shoulder. “It’s an imperfect world,” she said, then led me, limping, in the direction the SUVs were going.

      There was an on-ramp right below us, and we could see nothing because that big charter bus had swerved and smashed into the rail, blocking both lanes. There were bullet holes in the back glass of the bus, too, and as we went around it, we saw a whole crowd of retirees being helped out of the front door. Only a few were actually bloody, but many were lying in the grass, weeping or catching their breaths or clutching at their chests.

      There were no vehicles in front of the bus.

      “Wait here,” Annalise said. She ran back into the mess.

      People gathered around, asking me questions. All I could do was lie and tell them no one knew anything. It was a sign of how fucked-up the situation was that I started telling them to wait for the cops. But I didn’t care. All I wanted was to fix my knee and get moving again.

      A pale blonde woman in a navy double-breasted jacket and old-fashioned stewardess hat was directing passengers off the tour bus. A much older woman with bronze skin, fake auburn hair, and a big belly stood beside her, speaking in soothing tones to the fragile-looking old people creeping out of the bus.

      Annalise came up behind me with one of the little machine guns Serrac’s people brought. I limped after her as she approached both women.

      “Get everyone off right now. We’re taking this bus.”

      “You can’t…” the bus stewardess started to say, but she glanced at the weapon Annalise was holding and wisely changed tactics. “There are a few who are too frightened to leave.”

      “Move them or they’re coming with me.”

      Pale Woman ducked into the bus. Fake Auburn scowled at Annalise. Her name tag read MARIA RODRIGUEZ, which was so generic a name that I wondered if it was fake. “What are you doing, scaring these people and stealing buses? What good is that?”

      “Some of the people who did this got away, and they’re going to do worse if we don’t catch up to them. Fast.”

      She leaned back and lowered her chin. “Can you drive a bus? Because this boy can’t, not with that leg.”

      “I can manage,” I said, although I had never even tried to drive a bus before, even with two good legs.

      “You will not,” she said matter-of-factly. “If you’re going after the men who did this, I’ll drive you. And I’ll do it with a smile. Hurry now, Gretchen,” she shouted into the vehicle.

      Gretchen emerged with three final stragglers, two tiny birdlike women who were so terrified, they were trembling, and one old man with a resentful scowl.

      Annalise practically shoved me up the stairs while Maria told Gretchen it was her job to look after the passengers and Maria’s to look after the bus. Then she climbed up, sat behind the wheel, and pulled the lever that shut the doors.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      In a moment, we were moving again. Annalise stood at Maria’s shoulder, telling her where to go.

      I hobbled down the aisle to the back of the bus, where I found a mini-fridge nestled among bags of chips, crackers, and candies. In the fridge were the tiniest bottles of water I’d ever seen and a bin full of hard-boiled eggs. They were already peeled, and I began cramming them down my throat. My knee began to improve, little by little.

      Of course, the bloody handprint from the woman in overalls was still on the side of my face. I snatched a polyester scarf off one of the seats—it smelled like lilac and spoiled milk—and used it to wipe my face clean.

      “Keep eating,” Annalise said, joining me. “I need you ready to run when we catch up to these assholes.”

      “Boss, this wasn’t my blood.”

      “So what, Ray?”

      “Some got into my mouth. Accidentally.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Boss…”

      “Shut the fuck up, Ray. This isn’t the time. In fact, it will never be time for that conversation. I got nothing to say to you that you don’t already know. Not one fucking thing.”

      One of the most important rules of the Twenty Palace Society popped into my head. I could hear it again, right now, in Catherine Little’s voice.

      No feeding the monsters.

      Fuck this. I crammed one smooth white egg into my mouth after another without sating my hunger. I didn’t know where these thoughts would lead me, and I wasn’t willing to take that path. Fuck this. Whatever happened, I was not going to cross that line again, under any circumstances.

      I crammed the last of the stolen eggs into my stomach, idly wondering where Catherine Little was living now—assuming she was still alive—and if she was happy. I would probably never know, and I figured she would want it that way.

      “There,” Annalise said from the front of the bus. I hurried to join them. My knee wasn’t completely healed, but it was close enough to run on.

      We were on a narrow asphalt strip. On our left was a high chain link fence with barbed coils mounted on top. On the right was a dry, scrabbly lot. A plane passed over us, loud enough to rattle our teeth.

      Up ahead I saw a black SUV pulling into a secure entryway. There was a bullet hole in the back panel and a slot cut into the back windshield. I couldn’t see anything inside. I hadn’t expected to catch up to them, not in a tour bus, but California traffic hated everyone, good or bad.

      “That’s our boy?” Maria asked.

      “It is.”

      “Want me to ram our way through?”

      The question startled me. The gates had men on either side, concrete pylons that only a dump truck could smash through, and retractable road spikes. Maria had to have seen all that too, but I guess she was still pissed about the gunfight and wanted to play at being a wrecking ball.

      “No,” I said. “We’d end up inside the airport but only after flying through the windshield and bouncing off the tarmac. Drive alongside instead. I want to see where this bastard is going.”

      “Copy that.”

      So, we trailed the SUV from the other side of the fence. The chain link had strips of green plastic through it to offer some concealment, but from a moving vehicle, what we could see though the gaps all flowed together like a fucked-up film projector. We watched it slowly make its way around the perimeter.

      Annalise leaned forward, like a sprinter at the start of a race. “Think they’ve spotted us?”

      “If they had, one of them would shoot at our tires.”

      “I’m staying in their blind spot,” Maria said. Their side mirrors will show what’s behind them, but as long as I’m between four and five o’clock, I’ll be out of their normal field of vision. Besides, a big charter bus like this is common enough at airports. Maybe not on this road, but there’s no reason— Whoops, there they go.”

      The SUV had swerved left, away from us. “Stop against the fence,” Annalise said. Maria jumped the little curb, braked, then opened the side door.

      In that moment, I was worried about her. “If the cops ask, just say—”

      “I don’t talk to cops,” she said. “Go get ’em.”

      Annalise gripped the top of the door and used it to climb onto the roof of the bus. I followed, and we both leaped over the barbed coils. Pain shot through my knee when I landed and rolled, but I sprinted after Annalise anyway, who was already running after our enemy. I didn’t have to limp too much.

      Behind me, I heard the bus’s brakes release and the engine rumble as it pulled away.

      We ran together through a pair of hangars, both painted an ugly almost-white and both decorated with corporate logos that I didn’t recognize. Annalise paused a moment when she came out between them, then started running to the right.

      I lumbered after her, only catching up ten seconds later.

      At which point it was already over.

      Annalise had already thrown one of Serrac’s men to the ground. A second—moving faster than any human should—lunged at her with a long knife, which she slapped out of his hand, then threw him onto his partner. A moment later, a bonfire of green flames erupted, engulfing the three of them.

      Luckily, she was more than a dozen yards away from the jet, because I had no idea how her magical fire would interact with jet fuel, and I was sure she did not want to find out. I’d seen Annalise after she’d been burned to a crisp, and it wasn’t pretty. Jet fuel would be worse.

      Friend Two was all the way out of the hangar, and its engines were already going. It was smaller than I expected but not small, and some idiot thought it would be cool to paint stripes down the side, as though racing stripes would make it go faster. These were in the blue, white, and gold of FriendShip, and there was a stylized three-masted sailing ship on the tail.

      They were getting that plane ready for takeoff in a hurry.

      I couldn’t imagine what bullshit they had to spin to convince the pilots and the tower to get them a space on the runway so quickly, but they had the bullshit and the power to make it stick.

      A man in coveralls that matched Grant’s pulled a rolling staircase away from the plane, the wheels rattling on the tarmac, and the jet’s engines began to roar.

      Annalise looked up at the jet and put her hands on her hips. I’d seen her tear metal in the past, but for some reason she was hesitating. It could have been the fuel, I guess, but…

      The SUV was sitting beside the entrance to the hangar, and I ran to it. The gunmen had left the keys inside. I climbed inside and started the engine.

      On TV, it’s pretty common to see a car chase a plane on a runway. The plane built speed, the car maneuvered in front of it, and all that was supposed to look exciting. Honestly, I always figured it was more dangerous to do than interesting to watch, but it didn’t matter to me, because nothing like that happened now. The jet crept toward the runway at, maybe, half a mile an hour, building speed so slowly that it didn’t deserve to be called acceleration. The SUV, on the other hand, roared to a perfectly reasonable thirty miles an hour for the few seconds it took me to circumvent the jet’s wing and jam the brakes to a halt right under the cockpit.

      The jet was going nowhere. I climbed out, taking the key with me. Annalise was already retrieving the rolling stairs. The engines powered down while she nestled the upper landing at the exit door.

      Silence. No one came out. Annalise noticed the way I was looking at her, and said, “One of this fucker’s jets has already taken off, and we have no idea where it’s going. Someone on this plane is going to tell us, and then they’re going to give us a nice, friendly ride so we can catch up. So, let’s leave this one intact.”

      That made sense, but I didn’t have a lot of faith we could pull it off. Every time we’d clashed with Hardy or his assholes, the area looked like it had been carpet-bombed. Hell, we’d collapsed a whole building just… I tried to figure out how long it had been since we’d run from the predator in Serrac’s office, but it felt like yesterday and last year at the same time.

      But if these guys were going to wait us out, we were going to have to deal with the cops again. I jogged over to the SUV and opened the door. There were no guns lying around for me to pick up, but I did find one in the glove compartment. It was a little revolver, only five chambers, and it was as shiny as a new toy.

      I fired two shots into the air. That caught the pilot’s attention, and they leaned forward to look down at me. One had a mic to his face, and I assumed he was telling the tower to send help. Oh, well. I gestured for them to get out, then aimed the gun at the wing.

      The wings held the fuel tanks, and while a bullet wouldn’t have caused a huge explosive fire, it would have leaked fuel all over the ground. Which would have let me start a huge explosive fire.

      The pilot and copilot took off their headsets and moved back out of sight.

      I tossed the gun away and rejoined Annalise. They took longer than they should have, presumably because they were chatting with Lauren Woo.

      When the door finally opened, the sirens were loud enough to hear over the whine of the jet. Only the pilot stepped out. He had Fun Uncle energy to him, with long silver hair and a dangling earring in his left ear. He held up both hands as though imploring us not to shoot him.

      “It’s too late,” he said, yelling over the sound of the engines as they slowed. “There’s no way this kidnapping can work. If you—”

      “Kidnapping?” I shouted, “You fucking moron, you’re helping a murderer flee the country. That makes you an accessory.”

      The pilot blinked at me in the midmorning sun, then took a handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped his face. “Murderer? Who did she kill?”

      “Evelyn Hardy.” By the shock in his expression, I knew he recognized the name. “If you fly her out of here, you’ll be the one who—”

      “Look, I just fly the jet. I go where I’m told and I don’t ask questions.”

      The sirens were louder now. The copilot stuck his head out the door, forcing the pilot to move closer to the stairs, and then Lauren Woo herself leaned into the daylight, squinting at the harsh sun.

      The pilot now found himself crowded onto the top stair, with the copilot directly above him on the top stair. And as Lauren Woo made her way onto the platform, she gently led another person into the light.

      She was three inches taller than Woo and had the same eyes and jawline. She was wearing a white robe over that green medical-style shirt I’d seen in hospital TV shows. I saw gray hairs and care lines on her face and thought she was Woo’s mother, but no. She was thin and tired, but with a second glance I realized that she was actually quite young—maybe still a teenager—and that her hair was not just gray but brittle, and her eyes were dark and pouchy from sickness.

      This was someone important to Lauren Woo, and she was dying.

      No wonder Woo had stuck by a knob of uncooked dough like Milton Hardy. She was all in because she wanted to save her sister’s life.

      Then I looked at Lauren Woo’s expression, and it was as if I could read her mind. I knew exactly what was going to happen next.

      “Boss,” I said, “she’s going to do it here.”
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      Annalise blurted out, “What?” but I knew that was an exclamation of surprise, not confusion. Too much was coming at us at once, and she either hadn’t seen or couldn’t read Woo’s expression. Annalise opened her vest. “Get those men out of there.”

      “Get away from her!” I shouted, my voice straining to be heard over the sirens. “Right now! She— Lauren! Lauren Woo, don’t do it. Whatever you’ve been told—no matter what Hardy promised—you’ll just be killing her.”

      The pilots, alarmed by the frantic tone of my voice—and the way Annalise was waving, urging them to come down the stairs—glanced back at the two women at the top of the stairs.

      Two cop cars screeched around the edge of the hangar, and another came up behind us. I barely glanced at them as their brakes screeched and their doors clicked open.

      “Don’t!” I shouted again. “Trust me, you—”

      But it was already too late. I saw Lauren Woo’s lips mouth the words I love you, then the point of a blade slid out beneath the hem of the taller woman’s garment. She’d been stabbed in the back.

      The sick woman jolted in shock and pain. Red bloomed on her white robe, slowly spreading through the fabric. The pilots fled down the stairs so fast, they were practically falling. I stepped forward and caught the nearest one, pointing at the back of the hangar, and just as he’d said, he did what he was told and he didn’t ask questions. Even better, he dragged his copilot behind him.

      Blood gushed out of the tall woman’s wound onto her drawstring pants. Woo hadn’t gone for a quick kill. The tip of the blade had emerged just above her hip—maybe it had passed through her kidney or liver or something?—and I knew it would take her a long time to die.

      Maybe that was the plan.

      The cops rushed forward, weapons drawn and aimed at us. Aimed at me, really, because I was tall and a man and, once they realized our hands were empty, none of them considered Annalise a serious threat.

      Empty hands or not, they were still screaming at us to get on the ground, acting like they were one twitch away from emptying their weapons into us. I had never really worked out whether the high, screaming voices they used were supposed to trick us into thinking they feared for their lives, or if they were actually that afraid all the time. Maybe it was a mix of the two. But it was the same performance they always pulled, and it pissed me off more than usual because these dumb motherfuckers were going to get themselves eaten.

      Annalise was yelling Keep back! over and over, but no one could hear her. A cop with gray hair and bared teeth rushed at me, but one of his buddies redirected his attention toward the stairs. A moment later, all their weapons were pointed toward Lauren Woo and the woman she was killing.

      Woo took a little sidestep to duck behind the woman she was stabbing. I was reaching for my ghost knife just as she yanked the blade free.

      The tall woman, her face twisted with shock and pain, shouted a string of syllables—I could feel them in the pit of my stomach—but the language she spoke was silence.

      The air was suddenly too thick for me to move. My thoughts, too, became sluggish, and for a moment I forgot who I was or what I was doing. I didn’t know why I was here or even what “here” actually was.

      But when the wave hit, I was already looking at Lauren Woo standing atop the airplane stairs. Airplane. Woo. Her sister. Blood on her sister’s clothes.

      Memories flooded back. I was reaching for my ghost knife. I needed a weapon. I was in danger. They were the danger, up at the top of the stairs.

      I was supposed to be protected, but the usual signs that my protection was working—chiefly, the pain from the iron gate spell Annalise had put on me—was not there. Maybe this danger had bypassed it, like a soldier stepping over a tripwire. Maybe it had been severed. Maybe I couldn’t feel it anymore because it was no longer part of me.

      Like my ghost knife.

      Once, I could feel that spell like I could feel my foot. It was part of me and had been for years. But now it was gone. I could will my ghost knife to do what I needed it to do, because it felt like an extra limb.

      What other parts of me had been cut off?

      I was still looking up at Woo and her sister—I assumed she was her sister, but all I really knew was that she was Woo’s victim—because the air was too thick for me to turn my head and look at anything else. A beam of slow blurry light crept from the sickly woman’s gaping mouth, moving maybe an inch a second. It was a mix of oily, sickly colors, and they seemed to bend around each other in coils. Some idiotic, absurd part of my brain thought, She’s puking a rainbow, as though that was a funny joke.

      One look at the pain and fading vitality in that woman’s eyes was enough to stifle laughter.

      And that’s when I realized the air was so thick that I couldn’t even draw it into my lungs. I couldn’t breathe.

      The coiled colors extended to five inches, then six, then farther. My lungs were aching, and if I was suffocating, so was everyone around me. I couldn’t reach for my ghost knife as I normally would have, because I couldn’t feel it, but I did call for it. I willed it to pass over me and sweep in front of my face.

      The colors suddenly stopped moving forward, then opened like a flower. Light moved through her flesh, leaving it glowing faintly with a golden light, and the color became a fan that completely encircled the sick woman’s face.

      Her eyes became black as oily stones, reflecting the colors of the light around it.

      At that moment, I realized that the something had broken the silence. A sound so quiet that I didn’t even realize it was a sound at first. But it grew, slowly, creeping up on the edges of my consciousness.

      Something behind me cracked and shattered, and my back and shoulder blades could suddenly flex. Then I felt it over my right shoulder, breaking whatever bonds were holding me in place. For a moment, I had no idea what was happening—maybe Annalise had gotten free somehow and was trying to rescue me.

      But it was my own ghost knife, moving across the front of my face as though it was under someone else’s control. And whatever it had cut had also shattered and dissolved back into air. I took a sudden gasping breath, and at the same moment that I felt a flood of gratitude toward that strange spell, I could feel its presence again. Our connection hadn’t broken. The predator had simply made me numb to it.

      More of the space around me cracked apart and became air again, and I could turn my head and wiggle my right arm.

      Annalise was to my right. I sent the ghost knife toward her. I needed to cut myself free before Woo’s dying sister noticed what I was doing and came for me, but I couldn’t let my boss suffocate.

      In the past, my spell could move almost as fast as thought, but now it was struggling like a fish swimming upstream. It took a few seconds, but when the ghost knife passed in front of Annalise’s face, I heard her gasp for breath, and the sound of her voice in that partially broken shell was like a shout in my ear.

      “Save the others,” she said.

      I knew she meant these asshole cops who’d come screaming up on us with their weapons drawn. She was right, obviously, because anyone killed by the predator would only make it stronger, but I still hated the fact that I had to save the lives of people who were on the verge of taking mine.

      The unmoving air around me began to vibrate. I could hear it like a low chime, and I could feel it against the skin of my legs and back where the ghost knife hadn’t cut me free. It wasn’t a good feeling. It was thrumming at me from the top of those stairs.

      The gray-haired cop in front of me was closest, so I redirected the ghost knife to make it pass in front of him.

      Then something strange began to happen. The thrumming noise grew louder and multiplied, like a song sung by an angelic chorus. And it wasn’t just a sound, either. I could feel the song rolling toward me like a cannonball on a trampoline. The song felt massive, as if I should stumble toward it, but I didn’t. All the cops on the tarmac in this harsh California sunlight stood in a daze. They didn’t stumble toward it either. As it moved toward me, it became louder and heavier, pushing against me with that unbearable sound and pulling me into it like the rush of water at the edge of the waterfall.

      The song filled my thoughts. It was so complex, so many tones all competing and shifting, a thousand notes from a thousand voices. They blended, then they didn’t. They harmonized and clashed, like the colors sweeping toward me.

      My ghost knife was… I could feel it again, but it seemed to be everywhere at once. The urge to call it toward me was strong, but the boss had asked me to save lives, and I couldn’t let her down.

      Soon, the wave was way too close, and it had become so overwhelming that it filled my thoughts. The chorus became so loud, it would have burst my eardrums if it had been a real song sung with real voices. I shut my eyes and covered my ears, not that it did me any good.

      The wave passed over me, and all I felt was a little tingle.

      Then a strange pressure.

      The whole world seemed to curl around me. It bent, and I bent with it, flexing my knees and hunching over to fit within the world. Reality itself seemed to be twisting.

      The world pressed on my calves and the backs of my thighs—and my biceps and forearms, and the back of my skull—because bending a limb at the joint wasn’t good enough. I was hearing a song of spirals—of curves—and I knew I would become one soon.

      My iron gate was absolutely quiet, because there was nothing trying to blast through my defenses and obliterate me from the inside. This was a change in the outside world, one that my body had to adapt to and couldn’t. In the depths of the trance caused by this overwhelming presence, I understood that this wasn’t an attack on me, just a strange circumstance that would shatter my unworthy bones until my whole body could be rolled up like a sleeping bag.
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      Something impacted my chest. A hand was pressing against me, somehow breaking through the pressure that threatened to crush my neck, back, and legs.

      “Ray!”

      The voice sounded far away but I recognized Annalise’s voice.

      She was pressing a ribbon against me.

      “Ray, you asshole, wake up!”

      The trance faded like a fog, and the predator’s silent song suddenly felt and sounded thinner. I held out my hand, and my ghost knife fell into it.

      Turning it vertical, I moved it upward as though I was drawing a line on a chalkboard. The song split like a river on a rock, and I was focused again on the world outside of me—the tarmac, the jet, the people, the stairs….

      And the predator. It stood above me, and above the stairs, too, its bare feet resting on thin air. I could still make out the outline of Lauren Woo’s victim, but within that shape I saw only pulsing, writhing, neon color, moving as if something inside was trying to burst through.

      A rainbow disk spun over its head like a halo, and two more hovered a few inches from its splayed hands. Another, much larger disk spun at its back where an angel would have carried wings.

      Shit. Milton Hardy had asked Lauren Woo to summon the predator that killed his own family.

      Its mouth gaped, unmoving, as that hallucinatory chorus poured out of it into the world. An angel would have worn robes, but this predator had burned away its host’s clothing, leaving a bright glow shining out of her wasted torso and withered limbs.

      Annalise was clutching at my shirt. The ribbon she pressed against me held a spell that turned a magical attack on the one who cast it, but it was like holding up an umbrella in a hurricane. My ghost knife helped, cutting through the predator’s attack, and I pulled Annalise close to me so it could protect her, too.

      “Boss, didn’t you kill one of these before?”

      “I caught it by surprise then and I was carrying more spells, so shut up.”

      A bundle of laundry rose up behind the predator, and only when I saw long black hair hanging from it did I realize it was actually Lauren Woo’s body, bent and molded into a sphere. Jagged bones cut through the skin. Where she bled, the fluid clung to her skin and clothes as though held in place with an invisible film.

      A black balloon floated over me, moving slowly toward the predator. It took a second glance for me to realize I was looking at a shattered, deformed person wearing a police tactical vest, not inflated black canvas.

      More passed over us, the thick soles of their boots turned at awkward angles, or their arms and hands broken backward to wrap around their backs. Annalise had shouted for the airport cops to keep back, but they didn’t listen to people like us, and now they had become… this.

      Only my ghost knife and Annalise’s spell kept us from dying the same way, but that awful song still blasted at us like the winds of a hurricane.

      And the song was growing stronger. I could feel it spreading as the predator fed, and I had no idea what limits this thing might have. Could it reach the pilots at the back of the hangar? Could it reach into the city behind me, crumpling people up like an old grocery list and floating them into the air? Could it reach across the bay into San Francisco? Across state lines?

      How hungry was this thing?

      It wasn’t enough for me to just barely protect myself. If I didn’t stop it, this predator would eventually overwhelm me and kill everyone behind me, too.

      I willed the ghost knife to fly from my hand, aiming for the thing’s gaping, unmoving mouth.

      Almost immediately, one of the cop’s crushed corpses moved to block the attack.

      But the ghost knife didn’t come close to touching either the predator or the corpse. Instead, a flood of emotion and memory blasted into me. I felt grief and love and fascination. I remembered last year’s victory at fantasy football, even though I had been trapped inside the Show during last year’s Super Bowl. I was hit with images of my son fishing off the back of a boat in the middle of the ocean. The sound of sixties R&B. The feel of a shovel as it upturned the earth for an illegal unmarked grave. The weight of an aging collie resting on my leg as I watched a John Wayne cowboy movie.

      I was being hit with a man’s life, and the power of it knocked me off my feet and made rainbow colors flash through my vision. I had no idea what happened to Annalise. I only knew that I could not put up with more of this bullshit. I held up my hand—having no idea where my ghost knife was—and called it.

      Just as it landed in my hand, I was hit with another wave of power. It was a flood of pride, love, triumph and fear. I was hit with a memory of an extended family—looming over me the way all adults do—filling my kitchen with applause as I demonstrated a science experiment. A rush of funerals passed through me, a sharp pang of grief stealing my strength and will at each auntie in each casket. I felt the thrill of a first kiss, and the terror of sprinting down a dark street to avoid the upperclassman stalking me. Next was the determination to not only succeed, but to have my success recognized, and the quiet fury at how much harder I had to struggle for the same recognition my classmates got. I felt a flood of reflected glory that came from being allowed into rooms with billionaires and movie stars. The sight of months-old corpses in my boss’s house—in a bedroom I had never even seen before, let alone entered—sickened me, and so did the certainty that the sketchy bitch beside me had to be the real cause of their deaths, even if that made no logical sense at all. I felt the loneliness and terror of the sight of my sister, dying of cancer before she was even twenty-five, wishing I could figure out what she did to make this happen to herself, and hating the instinct that made me think her illness was some kind of moral failing.

      This was Lauren Woo’s life. This string of incident and emotion, connections of love and duty and revenge, was the sum total of her life. And the predator …

      I’d been right. The sickly woman that Lauren Woo killed was her own sister, in a misguided attempt to save her life. And the predator that stole her body had gathered up all the parts of Lauren Woo that made her a distinct person, and then expelled them. Wasting them to attack me. To make me forget who I was and mix my thoughts and memories with hers. But I was not going to give in to…

      Aunt Eunice came to mind, suddenly, leaning over to give me a cookie, then making me promise not to tell my mother. But had that happened to me? Did I have an Aunt Eunice?

      And what about the greatest day of my life, when my first and only child had been born? Janet and I agreed to name him Ben, after her father, but he looked so much like my own dad, with his wide mouth and pointed chin.

      Except I didn’t have any kids. I’d never been fondled at a frat party. I’d never bought and read a book of short fiction specifically so I could bring it to a meeting with Tom Hanks and ask him to sign it. I’d never told a group of my middle school friends to lay off Wally King when they were pelting him with rocks. I’d never beaten a junkie half to death because he’d laughed at me when I slipped on a bag of dirty diapers.

      Had I?

      How could I fight back if I couldn’t even be sure who I was?

      It occurred to me that I had dropped my ghost knife, and I seized on that memory. Whoever I was, I had a magic spell, and it would come to me when I called it. I did. And just as it came into my hands, I sent it back into that unfelt hurricane blast.

      My ghost knife clipped the predator itself. The song suddenly stopped, and I saw the thing lift its right hand. Two fingers were half gone, and the circle of light behind it was now lopsided.

      And my thoughts felt clear.

      The predator straightened again, raising its head to raise its voice. More dead bodies had floated toward it, slowly falling into an orbit that passed over its head and under its feet. I called the ghost knife toward me, this time sending it through the back of the thing’s head and out of its gaping mouth.

      The predator’s song faltered even as it began. I tried to stagger to my feet and stumble toward it, but Annalise recovered more quickly.

      She leaped forward, landing on the lower part of the rolling stair. Then she jumped nearly straight up, a dozen feet or more, to grab hold of the creature itself.

      Annalise grabbed the predator’s neck, then dug her fingers into its shoulder.

      Then, with a shout of anger and exertion, she tore it in half down the middle.

      The crumpled-up corpses flew at her, but they were coming apart even before impact. Silence blasted out of the predator’s throat, and I heard nothing as the bodies hit the tarmac and the metal stairs. I heard nothing from Annalise as she screamed with absolute wild-eyed fury at the creature, or when they tumbled down the stairs.

      What was I doing, staggering around while Annalise was doing all the work? I rushed to join her, called up my ghost knife, and attacked the creature with her. She was literally pulling the body apart, and I had nothing to aim at but the circles of light at its head, hands and back. I slashed the shit out of those, and I knew we’d won that fight when I could suddenly hear Annalise’s rasping scream and the impacts her hands made on the predator’s neon flesh.

      Annalise sprang to her feet, gasping for air, and we looked down at the body of the destroyed predator. There was no blood or gore. There was only a weave of graying meat, slender strands that curled around each other in layers like a stack of carpets that had been torn apart.

      I glanced at the thing’s head lying motionless on the asphalt. It was as featureless as the face of a mummy but with a gaping mouth that had been neatly sliced along one side. I was staring at it, trying to remember the face of the woman it had once been, when Annalise stomped on it.

      She turned toward me, and I was startled by how pale she looked. I stepped over the predator’s body and took hold of her elbow. Even though I had never met her before this moment, I could tell that she—

      Wait. Of course I’d met her before. She… I helped her stay upright, thinking she looked so slender and frail but knowing that she was absolutely not either of those things.

      She studied my face as though trying to work out who I was, exactly.

      We both stood there, sifting through our memories, trying to figure out who we really were. These dead cops lying all around me, they were my friends—my team—and I could have named all of them, but I could also name the sickly woman I’d stabbed with the sigil-carved wakizashi that Milton gave me. She was Zoe, my little sister, and she loved Taylor Swift and funny rubber stamps. I’d thought she’d beaten her cancer when she was eleven, but she collapsed from exhaustion on vacation in Ireland, and it was clear it had come roaring back. Milton told me this enchanted blade would cut the disease from her and give her the life and vitality of an angel, but instead, it had killed her all the quicker. I killed her, even before these strange people with the tattoos…

      Someone was calling me but not by my name. The pilots were edging toward us, uncertainly approaching the jet.

      What a pair of morons. Did they not see what was happening here? Why weren’t they crawling under a fence and stealing a car to fuck off to another part of the world?

      “That thing put…” Annalise said, then faltered. “That thing put other people into me. I’m part Lauren Woo now. And I’m part Nick Szymanski. I killed my sister because she had cancer, and my doctor told me before Thanksgiving that I had cancer, but I haven’t even told my wife.”

      “Fuck,” I blurted out. “I forgot that I have cancer.”

      “But you don’t.” She pointed to a black-clad corpse with silver hair cropped close. “He did. What the fuck, Ray? Why did it do this to us?”

      “First, it attacked by twisting space,” I said, the words coming into my head at the same time I was thinking them, “but we resisted. The thing wanted us confused and distracted so it could overwhelm us and feed. If not for our spells….”

      “It would have worked. How long…” We were both having trouble finishing our thoughts. There were competing impulses inside us, urging us to be more direct, more diplomatic, to focus on facts or needs or who the fuck knew what else. And they didn’t feel like voices in my head. They were more like instincts. And they kept clashing. “Ray,” she finally managed, “is this shit permanent?”

      The pilots had come nearer, almost to the edge of the hangar. I beckoned them closer with a big wave of my arm. We needed to get into the air. We needed to catch up to the flight that already departed for… We had no idea where it was going.

      “Buenos Aires,” I blurted out. Lauren Woo knew where that other flight was headed. Buenos Aires, which was in Argentina, apparently. Hardy had picked both locations for herself and… Golnar. That was who was flying in the other plane.

      We’d planned to kill Lauren Woo for helping her boss, but she’d gotten herself killed instead. And now her thoughts and memories survived in us. That meant something, but I wasn’t sure what.

      “Golnar, the woman Woo called from the back of the van, is in the other plane, and they’re going to Buenos Aires.”

      “That’s right,” Annalise said. “But I don’t know who she’s going with or what she’s going to do when she arrives. Milton swore us to secrecy.” She took a deep breath. “Fuck. He swore them to secrecy. Ray, can you feel these other memories fading? I don’t, and I don’t think I can live with this new status quo.”

      Status quo? Annalise didn’t talk that way. “I’m sure this effect will fade, boss.” I glanced again at the dead predator lying in the sunlight. Maybe it wasn’t dead, not all the way. “We’ll make sure of it.”
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      The pilot approached us, and he could barely look at the twisted and broken bodies around them. His copilot, right behind him, stared with horror and fascination.

      “What just happened here?” the copilot said as they came close.

      “A potential extinction event,” Annalise said. I wondered if that was the way Lauren Woo thought about Hardy’s plan, and whether Hardy himself had described it that way to her. Did she know? Did she know what she was sacrificing for her sister’s cure? I searched my… her memory for that moment, but there was too much going on to focus.

      “Another potential extinction event is about to happen,” I said, “and you two are going to play a pivotal role in preventing it.”

      The pilot took a step back, as though he was about to head home for the rest of the day. The copilot caught his elbow. “Explain.”

      Annalise glanced at me. I said, “This—all this—was supposed to happen at your destination. You’d have been in Johannesburg, probably in some heavily populated area. We wouldn’t have been there, and people would have died by the hundreds. Maybe by the thousands. And then that thing would have moved out into the countryside, taking life after life. Maybe it would have brought more of its kind. But no bullet or bomb could have stopped it.”

      The pilot pulled his arm free. “I don’t know what any of this had to do with me—”

      “People are going to die,” the copilot said to him. “I know it sounds nuts. It’s totally effing nuts. But you and I were here. We saw this happen. We can’t let it happen again.”

      “But they—”

      “I believe them, and so do you.”

      The pilot nodded and looked away. He didn’t want to believe it, but he did.

      His buddy turned toward Annalise and me. “What can we do?”

      The first step was to clear a path for the jet. I moved the SUV, pulling up to the dead predator and throwing it in the back seat. After that, I looked over the bodies of my team—Nick’s team—then spotted the man I wanted and took the Zippo from his breast pocket.

      Back behind the wheel of the SUV, I pulled a safe-ish distance from the jet. Nick knew the dangers of jet fuel in a way that I had only guessed at, but all his careful study of temperatures or whatever became a mild background buzz as I drove with a dead predator in the back seat. Like I was its chauffeur.

      And I couldn’t help imagining the thing suddenly sitting up behind me.

      The goosebumps running down my back became unbearable. I hated to show my fear and so did Nick, but Lauren Woo apparently believed it was healthy and did it freely. The brakes chirped as I slammed on them and threw the car into Park. Then I jumped out, opened the back door, and cut that dead thing from crown to crotch with my ghost knife.

      I was hoping to see sparks or black steam or any sign that my spell was destroying some kind of active magic, but all I saw were strands of graying meat being split apart. Maybe it really was dead.

      Not that it mattered. I couldn’t leave this thing for the cops to find. I split the backrest beside the corpse to expose the flammable plastic cushions beneath the leather. Then I lit the Zippo and laid the flame where it would do the most good. Fire leaped up the length of the seat. Flame and smoke spread with surprising quickness.

      As I jogged back to the jet, I saw Annalise step out of the doorway and toss another bundle onto the tarmac. It hit with the sound of snapping bones, and I recognized the clothes. Rather, Lauren Woo recognized the uniform of the flight attendant she’d booked, a semi-professional bodybuilder named Millicent Nkomo who had a loving husband and a four-year-old daughter at home.

      I felt a pang of loss for someone I’d never met, and a brutal surge of guilt for a mistake someone else made. This was all too much. I was exhausted. I didn’t have the energy for strong emotions. I needed sleep, and food, and two weeks at the beach with a steady supply of drinks served in fake coconuts.

      Which… Shit, that was what Nick liked now that his kids were grown. He’d booked a flight for himself and Edie over Valentine’s week. Afterwards, he planned to tell her. For real.

      Except now he would never have to. The urge to contact his wife Edie, to let her know how much Nick cared, staggered me for a moment. As soon as she saw a news report about this incident, she’d be calling his—

      Phone. I stopped at the foot of the stairs, the jet engines revving, and scanned the bodies around me. Lauren Woo’s was the only one not wrapped in black tactical bullshit, so she was easy to spot.

      I rushed toward her and knelt, patting her pockets. Her body shifted and deformed where I touched her, and I could not find her phone. Taking a deep breath, I took hold of her and rolled her over. It was like lifting a skin sack full of broken bones.

      The Lauren Woo inside my head—all impulses, memories, and dreams of an affluent life—was silent with horror.

      Turning her onto her back—and her head had not rolled over with the rest of her body, and why did I think it was a good idea to look at that—revealed the pocket where she’d stashed her phone. I took it. The glass was cracked, but it didn’t look too bad.

      I hurried back to the plane with it, pressing the home key and trying to get the keypad to appear. I knew Woo’s code, but by the time I was entering the jet, I knew the phone was broken beyond repair.

      I dropped it onto the rolling stairs, then pushed the stairs out of the way. Time to go.

      “What took you so fucking long?” Annalise asked.

      “I thought it might be fun to send a text to Golnar, trying to talk her out of it. No luck.”

      Annalise nodded. “We’ll just have to kill her.”

      There was plush burgundy carpet and round windows and seats formed out of plastic but covered in leather. Everything was white and too bright for my eyes. I pulled the door shut, but the copilot left the cockpit and shut it correctly.

      “How long?” Annalise asked.

      “Almost immediately,” the man said. “It’ll probably cost us our licenses, and we might actually end up in prison, but we’re jumping the queue so we can go after Friend One.”

      “Can we catch up to them?” I asked. I could picture us ramming them, both planes going down over the Andes. Annalise would probably survive that, at least.

      “No,” he answered. He went into the cockpit and shut the door.

      I found the bathroom, rinsed my face, and washed the blood off my hands—both Woo and Szymanski were revolted—then returned to the cabin.

      Annalise was staring out the window. “Want food? There’s a fridge at the front.”

      “Absolutely,” I said, dropping into a chair. I looked out the window at another jet that inched toward us as we taxied toward the runway. “Just give me a minute first.”

      The next thing I knew, my phone buzzed in my pocket, waking me up with a start. I could hear the roar of jets and air, and the window beside me was dark. We were in the air and I’d been sleeping for hours.

      My first thought was to wonder how long I had been out. It felt like half a second, but—

      Annalise already had her phone in hand. I grabbed mine. Elizabeth Tredwell had sent me a video, straight from the Twenty Palaces headquarters in Lisbon.

      “Shit,” Annalise said.

      I leaned over and watched it play on her phone. It came from a BBC news feed, but the little box of text at the bottom of the screen said it had been broadcast live on the FriendShip site.

      It was nighttime, but the moon was bright and the camera had some sort of device to compensate for the low light. A jet sat on the tarmac, and somewhere behind it I could see a larger jet dropping down onto a runway. In the distance, I could see mountains with sheer cliffs and sharp peaks. It wasn’t until I saw the FriendShip logo on the jet that I realized this must be Salzburg.

      Someone on the video said, “Here come the assassins.” His English had some kind of accent that I couldn’t place—maybe French or German—but just as he finished, two figures moved into view on the right-hand side of the screen. The camera was pretty far away, but it quickly zoomed in on them, revealing their silhouettes. One was a generic sort of man in a puffy coat and knit cap. The identity of the other was obvious to me even at this minuscule scale. The big coat and broad-brimmed hat could only have belonged to Pratt.

      It was a setup. Even before the door of the jet opened, I knew that Serrac’s travel had been deliberately leaked, and these two peers were about to do their work on a live internet feed that would be seen by millions. Maybe tens of millions, once it was rebroadcast around the world. And that’s just what happened.

      Except it didn’t happen to Tristan Serrac. A woman with ice-blond hair came out of the jet and down the steps, and she had a team of six Ten Bar assholes with her, guns drawn and ready.

      Annalise had already said what I was thinking, so I kept my mouth shut. Still, I wanted to jump into the screen, grab those two peers by their back collars, and drag them away. The cameraman said, very clearly, “And this is our security team. Let’s hope these two professional criminals let them pass unharmed.”

      But of course, they didn’t.

      Pratt and his partner strode up to the ice-blonde woman and her armed escort. Pratt extended his hand, ordering them to stop. They spoke for a few seconds, and then Pratt threw something at them.

      It looked, from this distance, like a handful of little balls, maybe the size of racquetballs but made of shiny steel. Lightning blasted off them, striking two of the gunmen and the ice-blonde woman. The gunmen went down almost immediately, but the woman was ready. She threw open her coat, exposing a sigil on the front of her shirt, and the lightning that would have struck her nosedived into the ground before it could reach her.

      And then the fight was on, with Pratt having clearly instigated the whole thing. The armed escorts were inhumanly fast—more cousins, I would have bet—but Pratt’s partner could do better than match their speed.

      “Who—” I started to ask.

      “Callin,” Annalise said, without looking at me. That’s when I remembered the terrifying speed he’d shown a few years back when he was kicking my ass.

      The fight didn’t last long. The woman cast a few spells I’d never seen before, including one that looked like a gigantic heron made out of glowing white smoke, but in the end, it didn’t matter. The cousins couldn’t occupy Callin for very long, and it was obvious that the woman was outmatched in her fight with Pratt. She held her own for a few seconds—backing away from scarier and scarier attacks—until both peers could turn their attention on her. Then she died.

      And the video still had a minute and a half on it. On it, a BBC commentator reported that this was recorded live—just as it said onscreen—then turned to a FriendShip spokeswoman, who insisted that the footage was not enhanced or doctored in any way. She said she did not actually know what was happening, but kept repeating that Salzburg officials had found dead bodies on the tarmac, and that she was hearing they had died in strange ways.

      As we reached the end of that video, another arrived. This was another BBC breaking-news piece, and it showed footage recorded from a stationary security camera set high at the corner of a building. It was the death of Zoe Woo—inside me, Lauren cringed when the video showed her stabbing her sister in the back. Then Lauren and Nick both made me gasp aloud when the footage showed them die.

      This camera wasn’t as expensive, and the light and color of the Zoe Woo predator looked more like a bright blur, but we could still see enough. Its halos were visible. The victims died right there on the screen.

      Annalise leaped on it and tore it apart, also right there on the screen.

      I half-expected another video to show up, and maybe this one would show one of the peers pulling a rabbit out of his hat.

      Fuck. Milton Hardy was not coming after Annalise and me anymore. He was coming after the whole Twenty Palace Society. He was pulling us into the public eye in a way that couldn’t easily be brushed off with a promo for a fake movie. Like the Zoe Woo predator, he wanted us confused and distracted. He wanted our attention to be scattered around, from one place to the next.

      Inside my thoughts, I could sense shame, regret, and confusion, but none of those feelings were mine. I wasn’t confused at all. I knew exactly what this was and what it meant.

      Hardy wasn’t just pulling some bullshit job. If he was deliberately pissing off the society, the people with the power and the dedication to burn him alive, he was playing out some sort of endgame. He wouldn’t make moves like this unless he was near the end of his plan, and it wouldn’t matter who was left alive.
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      “Boss, if Milton Hardy isn’t afraid to piss off the Twenty Palace Society today, it must mean that he expects us to be neutralized tomorrow. Do you know what I mean?”

      “Why he’s sending us to these faraway cities? Why Salzburg, Johannesburg, and Buenos Aires?”

      “Uh, Salzburg is in Europe, right?”

      “Right,” Annalise said, with no condescension. She knew how I grew up and how I was educated. She didn’t expect me to know random facts about the larger world. “It’s in Austria, which is right in the middle, sort of. Lots of mountains all around. Buenos Aires is in Argentina, on the coast.”

      Those facts swirled around in my head. I couldn’t have placed those cities on a map, but I had a vague idea of where those countries could be found. Teachers in juvie spent most of their time and energy teaching us to write well enough to fill out a job application and to master enough math skills to balance a checkbook. We didn’t exactly study the major cities of South America.

      But those places didn’t match. They didn’t fit together in a way that made sense.

      And why should they? Salzburg was a decoy. Lauren Woo leaked that tidbit to lead us into a trap. Tristan Serrac was still part of Hardy’s plan, and he had disappeared.

      But where had he gone?

      I began to go over a few basic facts. What would happen if a predator turned up on the southern tip of Africa? What if it started feeding on people—maybe even bringing more of its kind—and no bullet or bomb could stop it?

      “Boss, have you been to these places?”

      “Yes,” she answered, “but not often. Salzburg, like, twice, but that was before World War II. Johannesburg once in the late nineties when we had a rogue running around, trying to revive apartheid by turning predators loose on ordinary people. Most of my time since the 1950s has been spent in the western hemisphere. I’ve been to Buenos Aires nine or ten times. The last one was two years before I met your sorry ass.”

      “What’s the southernmost part of South America like? I mean, do they have lots of cities? Lots of trains and highways and shit?”

      “No. It’s not that populous at all. What’s your point?”

      My stomach grumbled. I went to the fridge and found it packed with veggie wraps sealed in heavy wax paper. That would have been fine for most people, but Annalise and I weren’t most people. Lauren understood, though. A doctor’s visit from two years ago had turned Milton Hardy into a mostly vegan, and the only meat could be found…

      Breakfast wraps in the back of the fridge had eggs, cheese, and sausage. There were four, so I took them and gave two to Annalise. As she unwrapped one, I took advantage of her little distraction to say “Do you remember if Lauren Woo ever saw Milton talk about China?”

      “I did,” Annalise said, then she checked herself. “We… She saw several incidents where Milton complained about Chinese government regulations, and he once had a drunk executive from a rival Chinese company smugly mock him. Milton wouldn’t repeat what he said, but soon after, he stopped recruiting customers for his Deep Ark from Asian countries.”

      I nodded. While she was talking, the memories returned to me, too. “The guy wants to put away a bunch of rich assholes and their families. Maybe to eat them.”

      “Definitely to eat them.”

      “And predators can be pretty weird. Maybe it thinks people with money and status are more nutritious. Or maybe he just wants to put them up like a cellar full of preserves. No matter what, he’s got to get them in there before other predators can gulp them down, and he’s got to convince them he’s their best option for long-term survival.”

      “Sure,” Annalise said, “so he summons the predators on the other side of the planet and lets the news spread. Then the panic spreads.”

      “And then the people flee. People are freaking out right now about refugees from civil wars. What happens when a whole continent is overrun with enemies that can’t be killed?”

      Annalise leaned forward, setting her food beside her. “The society has paid for studies about the social effects of one runaway predator attack but not two or three. And it never occurred to any of us that those social effects might be the point. Or part of the point, anyway.”

      I rubbed my face. “Honestly, fuck this guy. Understanding why assholes do this or that usually helps us deal with them, but right now I don’t care. I just want to stop the woman on her way to Buenos Aires and get someone else in the society to hunt down Serrac and kill him before he does something shitty.”

      “You think he’s going to Australia? They’re south of the equator.”

      That would have fit the pattern, but Lauren Woo knew Hardy would never do anything to harm Australia or its people. He had two vacation houses there—plus a third in New Zealand—and talked endlessly about retiring there and living on the beaches.

      But that was the least of it. One thing that both Lauren and Golnar Ghassemi knew about their boss was that Hardy, as much as they both admired and respected him, was a man with flaws.

      Woo spent years at the man’s side, and she didn’t believe Hardy would ever send Serrac to a place like Australia to start off a mass extinction event, not if there was any trace of him left in that predator. Hardy would start that extinction somewhere else. Somewhere less “western.”

      “He’s gotta be going to India or China. Australia probably has billionaires Hardy wants —”

      I stopped talking and took out my phone. Why was I chatting about this with Annalise? She already had Lauren Woo in her head. What we needed was someone who could find Serrac and kill him before he could do whatever he was planning to do.

      Elizabeth Tredwell took my call. She explained that the hunt for Serrac was still ongoing and that they were doing whatever damage control they could on the two airport incidents. I didn’t know what that last part meant. More disinformation, I guessed? I mean, that might have been part of the work Elizabeth and the rest of the people at the First Palace do every day, but it wasn’t mine. I asked her where they thought they were going to find Serrac.

      “Here, actually” was her answer. “He seems to be simultaneously spreading our numbers around the globe and exposing our activities. It seems likely that he’ll be making a move against our headquarters directly. So, we’re keeping a close eye on flights and rail travel into Lisbon. Hopefully, we’ll spot him before he can make his first move.”

      “Huh.” I looked at Annalise. Did I think Hardy would send Serrac against the First Palace? Even if there were only two or three peers in the city, Serrac wouldn’t have the power to face them down. Even if he was already a predator—maybe even a predator like Hardy—it would be too risky. Hardy might come after the society, but he had too many weapons to use against us before he made a direct assault. “I think Hardy sent Serrac to India or China, maybe someplace between them. The first part of his plan isn’t over yet, and I think he’s going to punch us in the face a few more times before he tries to kill us.”

      “I understand,” she said. By her tone, I knew she didn’t agree. “We’ll put a new focus on… someplace between India and China?”

      “Yeah.” I wished I could talk to her and open a map on my phone. The truth was, I had a vague idea of where those countries were but not how close they were to each other.

      She said, “There’s a well-known map—which might be apocryphal, I’m not sure—but a well-known map that drew a circle around that part of the world, asserting that half the human population lived within that circle.”

      “Well, shit.” I hung up and searched my phone for that map myself.

      And found it. Shit.

      I tried to picture streets packed with people, and what it would be like if Serrac brought a pack of cousins there.

      It was too much. It had been a long time since I remembered the way the cousins tore apart their victims. I’d seen too much of that already, and in a city packed with people…

      No. The society was going to find Serrac and stop him. I had to assume that some other peer would handle it for us, because there was nothing I could do about it. We had our own shit to deal with.

      I put my phone away, then noticed the expression on Annalise’s face.

      “What is it, boss?”

      “Ray, go to the cockpit and talk to the pilots. The people we’re chasing are going to ground somewhere in the city, and we’re going to need help from those two to pin them down.” She looked at me. “Don’t come back until I tell you to.”

      I nodded, then pushed out of my chair. If Annalise wanted to nap in private, I wasn’t going to argue.

      I passed through the little doorway into the flight attendant’s workspace. There was a rolling cart, just like in the movies, but it was smaller and the coffee cups sitting upside down on it were made of thin china. And there was another, larger fridge than the one in the main cabin, a sink, a fancy toaster oven, and a little nest of drawers. It gave me an idea.

      After a quick knock on the cockpit door, I tried to open it. It was locked. Probably, the guys on the other side needed to do something to make themselves feel safe, but really, what were they thinking? That they could stop us from hijacking the plane? They’d already agreed to take us where we wanted to go.

      Right?

      I cut the lock with my ghost knife and opened the door. “Hey, fellas. Just checking in.”

      The cockpit was darker than I expected. A single flat circle shone from a recessed spot in the ceiling, but most of the light came from the panel in front of them. The TV shows I’d grown up watching showed cockpits full of glowing dials, but now I was looking at four little iPad-sized screens showing shapes and colors that I couldn’t quite make out. The space was also more cramped than expected. The pilot and copilot were nearly elbow to elbow, with a narrow console in between. As the door swung open, it bumped against a third, empty seat behind the pilot that faced the center of the cockpit rather than the front.

      The men looked at me with gaping mouths. “That door was locked.”

      “And now the lock is broken. Which makes me wonder if you’ve changed your mind. We’re still headed for Buenos Aires, right?” They nodded and I believed them. “Cool. The real reason I came up here was to see if you guys were hungry. I assume Millicent would have taken care of that, but…”

      The pilot turned to me. “How did you know her name?”

      “I got ways of knowing things, man.”

      The copilot said, “She was wearing a name tag.”

      Which was a better, simpler explanation than the truth, so I kept my mouth shut.

      The pilot turned away from me. “I want an egg salad sandwich and a Red Bull. Don’t open the packaging, please.” The copilot nodded to me to indicate he wanted the same.

      I fetched them from the separate mini-fridge that the crew had for itself, finding big triangles of cut sandwich with fluffy white bread in a sort of plastic clamshell sitting just above a whole shelf of Red Bull. I even put them on trays and added napkins. I got one for myself, too.

      The pilots accepted the trays without any sign of gratitude. In fact, I got the feeling that opening the broken cockpit door irritated them, maybe because it reminded them that they were not safe.

      Of course, they sighed with barely hidden aggravation when I sat in that empty third seat.

      “That jump seat is for other pilots,” the pilot said, “men who can take over in a pinch if an emergency happens. Can you do that?”

      “Absolutely. As long as you got an Xbox controller over there.”

      The copilot chuckled at that before he took a bite of food. The pilot sat in his chair, facing away, without eating or even moving. I had just finished the first half of my sandwich—which was surprisingly good—when the pilot said, “I’m having trouble with this. With everything that happened. And what’s supposed to happen.”

      I set the other half of my sandwich down. I needed this guy to get me to Buenos Aires, and if he decided to land someplace else, I wouldn’t realize it until it was way too late. So, I couldn’t just scare him. I needed him on my side.

      “Of course,” I said casually. “I had trouble with this shit when I first encountered it too. Look, I came up here because I needed information from you guys. I guess it’s only fair that I give some, too. Just, you know, make sure you understand the situation.”

      The pilot asked, “What situation?”

      The copilot answered for me. “He’s going to expect us to answer every one of his questions, but he’s not going to answer all of ours.”

      “Yep. Your answers will save lives, but mine will make you a target. So, don’t ask for our names, and I won’t ask for yours, and accept the limits I have to set here. Don’t make me regret this conversation. Honestly, you’re better off not knowing anything at all about us, if you can stomach that.”

      “I don’t think I can.”

      Shrugging, I said, “I couldn’t either, when this happened to me.”

      “So…” the pilot said, and I could hear him working up the courage to say the words. “It looked like an angel but it acted like a demon.”

      “It’s neither. It’s just a thing that came here to feed on us. Angels, demons, whatever, are above my pay grade.”

      The copilot said, “Milton Hardy is behind this, right?”

      “Yeah. That thing you saw was supposed to be set loose in Africa, not California. Hardy is going to try something similar in Argentina.”

      “Unless we stop him,” the copilot said. I liked him for that we.

      “They still sound like demons,” the pilot said.

      “And that shit is why I said I might regret this conversation. Here I am, telling you what’s going on, and there you are, deciding I’m full of shit. I know what I’m talking about and you don’t, but you still have to fit everything into all your neat little boxes. Right? How about this, for once? You just sit with what I’ve told you, and act as though it’s true. Because I need your help. What happened back at that airport would have turned into a massive loss of life if we hadn’t stopped it, and you two would have been the first to die. If we can’t catch up with this other plane, the next time Hardy’s people try this shit, it’s going to get out of control. So, don’t come at me with They still sound like demons or whatever. No one has time for your second-guessing or doubts.”

      “I believe you,” the copilot said. “The more hours between that… incident and now make it feel like a hallucination, but I know it’s not, and I guess you seem as credible as a person telling this story could be.”

      The pilot had his hand on the yoke, rubbing it back and forth. He didn’t say anything.

      “I’ll take it.”

      “What do you need to know from us?”

      “You’re going to help us find Hardy’s people when we land in Buenos Aires, and we’re going to have to move fast.”
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      I’d hoped for better answers from my two unnamed pilot buddies, but Milton Hardy had never sent them to Buenos Aires before, so they didn’t have a company hotel or whatever. It was, the copilot assured me, the same with their trip to Johannesburg. Neither had been there before; arrangements had been made for them, but everything would be explained once they landed.

      I’d also hoped that they could give me the information I needed, then I could leave them with the plane. Tell them to fill up the tank and get ready to head back to the US, because once we cleaned up Hardy’s mess, we had to get back to clean up Hardy himself and help track down Serrac’s cousins.

      It was a lot. I knew it was a lot, but we would manage. All we had to do was press ahead and keep fighting.

      The copilot said he was friends with the pilots on the other flight, and he promised to help. If he couldn’t track down the passengers, he’d find the pilots and figure out what they knew.

      Annalise had told me to stay in the cockpit until she called me, but I thought she might want an update.

      I slipped out of the cockpit and moved toward the door into the cabin.

      And there she was, sitting in her chair with a work table folded over in front of her. She was holding a pen in her hand, and she was drawing something on the back side of a silver soup spoon.

      Sweat ran down her face. Her breathing was ragged, but I could hear the way she struggled to keep it steady and measured. All of her focus was directed downward at the little piece of metal before her.

      On the table to her right was a little pile of spoons, no more than half a dozen. She was replenishing her spells.

      From personal experience, I knew that casting a spell—channeling all that energy into an inanimate object—was the most painful thing imaginable. Creating my ghost knife had felt like setting myself on fire. By the way she looked, Annalise was going through the same shit.

      I leaned back out of sight. For whatever reason, she wanted privacy for this, and if there was anyone who deserved a little privacy, it was her. I felt like an asshole for returning before she was ready for me. I opened the little fridge and found a platter with chicken and mashed potatoes. I peeled back the plastic and ate it cold.

      Annalise and I had already snapped up the Book of Oceans, one of the three original sources of magic in this world, but she hadn’t used it. She was still casting spells from the diluted version passed on to her by the mentor/teacher/all-around creep who had brought her into this life, and she maybe had the weakest spells out of anyone in the whole stupid society. My ghost knife, the only spell I’d ever cast myself, came from a spell book that was much closer to the source than what she had.

      The thought made me want to call Elizabeth Tredwell again to tell her that Annalise needed better weapons. By their own admission, no one in the society worked as hard as she did, and still she had to torture herself over and over just to have the spells we needed. And it was all because the society wouldn’t let peers share spells, so the powerful could hoard their power.

      Things needed to change.

      I slipped back into the cockpit and buckled myself into the jump seat. The pilot didn’t seem happy.

      “Don’t you think you’d be more comfortable—”

      “My boss needs privacy. Wake me when we’re going to land.”

      I shut my eyes, letting the hum of the engines fill my thoughts. Once again, when something in the cockpit chimed and a voice with a heavy accent started talking about approaches and heading, I woke up feeling as if I’d closed my eyes moments before.

      We landed at a single-runway airport in a dense, residential—meaning poor—neighborhood and secured a hangar close to the other FriendShip jet. That jet was already being refueled, but the men in overalls working on it didn’t speak English. The people talking over the cockpit radio could, but not the guys working in the hangar.

      Annalise forced her way onto the other jet—which pissed off a lot of people and got us nowhere, because of course it was empty. We found a supervisor or someone who spoke English, but he didn’t know where the passengers and crew had gone, and when he asked the staff, they all shrugged and walked away.

      The copilot led us out of the hangar to avoid the customs official who was on the way. Red tape would be our friend if it slowed Hardy’s people but not us. The copilot had his phone to his ear, and he was chatting in a friendly way to someone on the line. We went out the back of the hangar, which looked remarkably like the one we left behind in California, except that all the signs were in Spanish. An older guy with a checked shirt straining against his potbelly stood beside an SUV, and the copilot showed him a few bills, then we were inside, driving through the gate without anyone giving us a second glance.

      I might have said that Argentina in general and Buenos Aires in particular was not how I imagined it, but the truth was that it never occurred to me that I could imagine it before I went there. I arrived with no expectations, because all I could think about was the problems we were facing and what, if anything, I could do about them.

      The airport was blocked by a river on one side. We crossed it onto cracked roads with sickly palm trees growing out of the green median, and a narrow sidewalk that no one was using. Once we passed into the city itself, buildings became closer together and the green median narrowed, although it still supported sickly palm trees. The buildings were built against each other—brick and stone and concrete so close that a cat couldn’t have run between them—but nothing stood higher than three stories.

      It reminded me of Lisbon without being anything like Lisbon. Everything looked foreign and familiar at the same time.

      When we passed into the downtown, the trees in the median were no longer palms, and they were not taller but were definitely healthier. We passed a couple of pretty little parks, and mixed in with the tile-roof buildings were a few scattered glass skyscrapers.

      “Don’t tell them I’m on the way, all right, Jude? It’s supposed to be a surprise.”

      The copilot ended his call and pocketed his phone.

      “Don’t tell who you’re on your way?” Annalise asked.

      “Jeff and Ruby,” he said. “Pilot and copilot of Friend One. Just a moment.” He leaned toward the driver and asked to be brought to a particular hotel, although I couldn’t make out the name. I’d spent years in Los Angeles, but my Spanish had never gone further than ordering at Poquito Mas. Besides, the guy’s accent was terrible.

      The driver protested, and the copilot said, “Surprise surprise, he wants to be paid extra for such a long trip.” He pulled a couple more bills from wallet and passed them forward. The driver accepted them with the air of a man doing us a favor.

      “For this trip, Milton did that one thing his flight crews have been wishing he would do for years. He invited the crew to stay at his swank hotel, on his dime. Right now, Jeff and Ruby—who are not just pilot and copilot, they’re a married couple—are in the hotel bar, looking for a third for the night. They’re like that. Jude’s with them, but she’s not with them, if you know what I mean. But what you care about are their passengers. Jude’s doing a little shopping, so she can’t be sure if they’re in their rooms or not. If we get there quick enough, we can chat up our happy swingers before they score and slip off to the privacy of their room.”

      “Hurry,” Annalise said. She shifted in her seat, and the spoons rattled in her pocket.

      The sun was going down, and when we passed an east-west street, I could see it almost touching a cluster of trees in the west. I’d expected to see mountains—whatever they were called—but either they were too far away or they were in another direction. Another thing I never learned in prison.

      The hotel was on a multi-lane one-way street—no median—and I had no idea we had arrived until the driver pulled off the road into a little tunnel. He dropped us off at the front door with a friendly wave, leaving us standing in a driveway made of little connecting arcs of gray stone. The entrance to the hotel was wood and glass and a shitload of marble. A fancy carpet lay across the marble steps leading up to the revolving door.

      Working for the Twenty Palace Society had taken me into places meant for the rich and for the poor, but this place looked like it was going to be a step above.

      “There’s a bar on the roof, right? And they’re in it?” I asked, moving forward. The copilot stood in the driveway, in the exact spot where his feet had landed when he stepped out of the SUV. He stared up at the doorway as if it was the entrance to a haunted house. “Let’s go.”

      “Are we going to see another… Is there going to be another creature inside?”

      “We’re here to make sure that doesn’t happen. So, let’s go.”

      He didn’t seem convinced. Our buddy had been all friendly and chatty with his pal on the phone, distracting himself from the truth of his actual situation, but now that he was faced with the possibility of facing another predator—or actually moving toward one instead of running away—he looked ready to go AWOL.

      Annalise came up beside him. “Get the fuck in there and do what we need you to do. Right now.”

      He studied her expression for a moment, and maybe he was reminding himself she had killed the thing he was so afraid of, and maybe it had also just occurred to him that he could do what she wanted willingly or she could force him to do it.

      “That’s a persuasive argument,” he said, striding toward the front of the hotel. We followed him through the door.

      We passed fresh flowers, wall sconces, and a big Rolex display to step up to the concierge desk. The copilot spoke in his terrible Spanish, then explained we’d have to register before—

      Annalise slapped a credit card on the counter and asked for a room. Staff immediately switched to excellent English to reserve a small room for us that we would probably never enter.

      The bar was indoors but the people were on the rooftop terrace. “Hang back a bit,” our buddy said over his shoulder. Then, with a Hey! delivered in a voice that was a bit too large for the space, he strode up to a couple lounging on a striped sofa at the edge of the space.

      “Will you be staying for a drink?” the bartender asked in flawless English.

      “We don’t know yet,” I answered.

      Annalise pushed by me and approached them. I stayed on her heels.

      The couple were wearing the same uniforms as our pilots, but where our guys looked like a pair of uptown lawyers, these two looked like the coolest parents at a suburban PTA meeting. “These must be them,” the woman, Ruby, said in a simpering voice that I hated immediately. “Hmm.”

      They looked like they were playacting a role, maybe to amuse themselves. Annalise squared off with them and said, “Where is Golnar Ghassemi?”

      “Well,” Jeff said, “aren’t you direct?”

      “Before we tell you where to find our friend,” Ruby said, “I’m going to need to know what you want with her. We’re not in the habit of telling perfect strangers—”

      Annalise turned to the copilot. “You didn’t tell them about the attack at your plane? That Millicent is dead?”

      That wiped the smirks of Jeff and Ruby’s faces. They sat up, saying “What?” and “Millicent?” at the same time. The copilot nodded at them.

      “And maybe ten more bodies, including Lauren Woo. The danger isn’t over. We need to get to Golnar immediately.”

      “But you’re not Milton’s security team,” Ruby said. Jeff was fumbling with his phone, trying to find a news report. “They all look like former soldiers, but you—”

      “Shit,” I blurted out. “She said ‘Milton’s security team,’ boss. Milton Hardy is here, isn’t he?”

      They looked flummoxed. The copilot said, “Answer.” Jeff and Ruby both nodded.

      “Why?” Annalise asked. “What’s he doing on this flight?”

      Jeff shrugged. “Giving Golnar a tattoo, apparently. She showed it to us just as we were about to land. She seemed pretty excited about it.”

      I pulled the collar of my shirt down to expose the iron gate. “It looked like this, didn’t it?”

      They looked flummoxed again and nodded. “But why—”

      Annalise leaned close to them. “Room. Number.”

      Jeff said it. I turned to the copilot and said, “Go back to the jet, fill the tank, then get inside and don’t open the doors for anyone but us. Get some sleep while you’re waiting. Go.”

      He went. Annalise and I started toward the elevator, while Ruby called, “What about us? Should we do that too?”
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      I could see myself in the polished metal of the elevator door. I wouldn’t have shared a friend’s room number with me, either.

      “Boss, why is Milton Hardy here?”

      “Because we put pressure on him, so he’s moving before everything is ready, and he’s going to have to take care of some things personally.”

      I searched Lauren Woo’s memories for information on Golnar’s particular mission. All I could find was that he’d treated her as if she was his own estranged daughter, and that he’d used her as a reason to be close to his old flame. There was nothing of any value there.

      The elevator doors opened onto the floor we needed, showing us a long hall with blue-and-gold carpeting. Before we could step out, a man came around the far corner at a full sprint. Moving too fast, he bounced off the wall and stumbled, barely managing to keep his feet.

      His eyes were wide with terror.

      Then I saw a shimmer over his right shoulder, and he vanished as though someone had wrapped a blanket of invisibility over him. Just before he went, his eyes rolled back and his mouth sagged.

      “Fuck.” I sprinted forward, but even moving at full speed, I couldn’t keep up with Annalise.

      He’d been wearing a little uniform, like a bellhop or something, and now he’d vanished from the world. I…

      Goosebumps ran down my back. I lunged forward, seizing Annalise’s elbow and pulling her back. She had the strength to body-slam me through the wall, but she still weighed as much as a human broomstick. “Boss, I know what this is.”

      How did Hardy know? There were other things I needed to do, to say, to work like crazy to prevent, but I couldn’t get past this one thought. How did Hardy know about my history with these things? How did he know they had killed so many of my closest friends? The only people who could have told him were either in the society or had been banished, alive, into the Empty Spaces. Did he plan this spell to throw me off? Or—

      “Ray.”

      “That was one of the Wings of… Shit. I can’t remember the name. The real name. I—”

      “Ray.”

      Right. I turned and threw my ghost knife, letting it fly just above the floor to the space where the bellhop had fallen. To me, it looked like empty floor, but I felt the ghost knife strike the invisible predator there.

      Drapes. Milton Hardy and Golnar Ghassemi had summoned drapes into the world again.

      The predator responded to the cut from my spell by unleashing a loud buzzing noise, like a beehive with a mic and amp right beside it. Beneath that noise were cracks and pops, like someone was pushing through the floor into our universe.

      But I wasn’t the same guy I’d been in Los Angeles all those years back. For one thing, I knew how to use my weapon.

      I set the ghost knife in a tight circle, spinning like a freestanding bicycle wheel, and made it drift to the side, then away from me, to slash at the predator and its victim a dozen times in a second.

      The buzzing noise faltered, and the predator lost its invisibility and immediately turned to gray sludge. Dead. I ran to the bellhop and pulled him to his feet. He looked dazed and docile, the combined effects of the drape’s ability to blank out a person’s mind and the ghost knife’s temporary destruction of aggression and anger. “I’m itchy,” he said.

      “Who else did they do this to?” I asked him. One of the other doors in the hallway swung open, and a fat Asian man in a tidy navy suit poked his head out of the door. He glanced at us, then leaned back and shut his door.

      “Four people, the first time,” he said. “But then they shot them, and they fell out of the world, and more came. There were maybe another dozen applicants…”

      Annalise said my name again, and she was right. This guy was a distraction. “Pull the fire alarm and get out. Go!”

      I ran after my boss. We turned a corner and spotted an open doorway about a third of the way down the hall, and as she sprinted toward it, Annalise tripped over something invisible.

      She fell hard but not hard enough to hurt her. As she sprang to her feet again, she looked back at me, met my gaze, then pointed toward the floor.

      I reached down to the spot where I thought the body might be and felt a little thrill that I’d guessed correctly. I circled around, then used my ghost knife in the same way I had around the corner. The predator triggered a loud, buzzing noise that meant it was about to flee into the Empty Spaces, but again, it died before it could escape.

      But as the gray sludge ran down the body of the elderly woman on the carpet, I heard more buzzing from nearby.

      Then the fire alarm went off, and I couldn’t hear anything except the ringing bell, the intermittent beep, and the cries of people in their rooms. Lights flashed in the hall, and I hurried to Annalise while she kicked in the door. She stepped inside. I was right behind her.

      It was an ordinary hotel room. On the large side, maybe, with two queen beds that had been pushed together, and a little table and chairs by the window, but Hardy could have bought the entire building on a whim, but he hadn’t even sprung for a room on the top floor. It wasn’t even a corner suite.

      But there he—goosebumps ran down my back—was, Milton Hardy, barefoot beside a broken window.

      I hated the smug expression on his face and the nauseating lump of fear in my belly.

      The buzzing sound was more intense here. I could feel it thrumming upward like a rave in the room one floor below us. I noticed a skinny teenager standing in the doorway to the bathroom. He was, maybe, three feet from Milton Hardy, and he was staring at the floor in wide-eyed terror, his shoulders hunched and his arms wrapped around himself. Hardy didn’t seem to have noticed him, but the teenager looked like he didn’t dare make a move.

      Doors in the hallway behind me began to click open as guests evacuated.

      I pointed at the teenager to catch his attention, then motioned toward the door. “Go.”

      Whether he could speak English or not, he understood me. With a nervous glance at Hardy, he started toward the door, stepping carefully.

      Shit. He was stepping around the victims of Hardy’s predators. The room must have been littered with them. And I assumed Golnar was one of them.

      Suddenly, the teenager’s nose squashed flat and blood spurted over his mouth. He staggered and fell to one knee. Someone or something had struck him, and I couldn’t see it.

      I threw my ghost knife, blindly hoping I could connect with the kid’s attacker. I didn’t. The buzzing grew louder. At that moment, Hardy said something in his normal tone of voice, but I couldn’t hear him. And I didn’t want to.

      Annalise took one of her stolen airplane spoons from her jacket pocket. She glanced at me.

      I charged, making each step I took a kind of kick, so that when I struck something on the floor—which I did, three times—I didn’t fall on my face. I called my ghost knife, and it flew into my hand.

      I reached the teenager with only seven steps. He started talking to me in Spanish, but I just grabbed his hand and dragged him toward the door.

      A gunshot cut through the noise. I looked back at the teenage boy and saw a huge bloody hole in his temple. His eye had burst and blood ran from his socket and…

      He fell backward. My hand had opened the instant I saw that ruined face, because I’d tried to save his life and failed.

      “Oh, gross!” a woman shouted from almost beside me.

      With a speed born of rage and fury, I stepped forward and swept my right arm through the space in front of me. I’d planned to grab her under her ribs so I could pick her up and carry her from the room, but she was even shorter than I expected. Instead, I felt the inside crook of my elbow slip under her chin, and I had to drag her toward the door. The gun in her hand was momentarily pinned to her shoulder, and I snatched the weapon away. I couldn’t see her, but by her voice, I figured this had to be Lauren Woo’s friend Golnar.

      My ears were still ringing from the gunshot, but it seemed to me that the buzzing had begun to fade. “Enough,” Hardy shouted. He was staring at the murdered boy, and the expression on his face was hard to read. He looked outraged and turned on at the same time. “That boy’s life was just wasted. He was meant to be a host for new life, but now he’s nothing. He’s… He’s meat.”

      Hardy was still staring at the dead body. I wondered how long it had been since he ate and if I was about to see him grab that kid and bite into him like an apple. How long since he’d hunted a human and torn one apart?

      Judging by his expression, too long.

      The only way to destroy him was to hit him when he was not expecting it.

      “Boss,” I said, pinning the invisible form against my side and dragging her to the door. She kicked and scratched me, demanding to be let go in the strained voice of someone who is being half-strangled.

      Annalise understood. She threw the spoon into the middle of the room just as Hardy dove at the boy’s body and landed beside him. Green fire blossomed from the little piece of metal, and before the flames engulfed him—and the entire room—the emerald light lit Hardy’s face as his mouth stretched as wide as the broken window behind him.

      Then the fire swept over him, and over the room, and over us, too.

      The invisible figure beside me screamed. I glanced down at her, drawn to the noise as much as anything else, and I watched her invisibility burn away as the green fire destroyed the predator on her body. The iron gate Hardy gave her to protect her from the drape also kept her safe from Annalise’s spell.

      As the bloom of fire withdrew, we saw Hardy floating in the middle of the room, staring down at the floor. Beneath him lay a pile of scorched bones, which was the effect Annalise’s green fire had on unprotected human flesh.

      Which was when I noticed that the place was littered with scorched bones. There were two almost at my feet, and three more along the wall, and two on the bed, and…

      And a hole in the world at the far end of the room.

      One of the drapes had opened a hole beneath them. Where the floor had been, there was just an empty space filled with darkness. The queen bed closest to the window dropped on the far side and slid through the opening, revealing that the little chairs and table were already gone, tumbling into the Empty Spaces.

      I’d faced the drapes before, and I knew what came next. One predator carries off a meal into the Empty Spaces, making an opening for more of its kind to come through. I drew back my ghost knife, but Golnar raked her nails across my face, trying to gouge out my eyes.

      I threw her to the floor. She was tiny, like a twelve-year-old, although I could tell that she was at least my age. But she looked so frail that, when I punched her below her ear, I couldn’t help myself. I pulled my punch.

      Annalise was not distracted. When I looked up, I saw another spoon flying through the air just as an absolute flood of drapes erupted from the hole in the floor like water from a broken fire hydrant.

      Hardy screamed something—No! or Stop! or something like that—but all I could think about was that he was distracted. I threw my ghost knife at him. It passed through his heart the first time, then his head on the return. Any effect it might have had was hidden by the surge of flames, and I couldn’t try again, or Annalise’s spell would have destroyed my own.

      The green fire filled the room, and while the predators couldn’t scream, I could feel their deaths as a sort of high buzzing in my thoughts. Annalise was destroying them by the dozens—no, by the hundreds—with a single spell in a confined space.

      Then the flames withdrew. The opening to the Empty Spaces was gone.

      I scanned the room, but I couldn’t see any little shimmers that indicated a drape was nearby. She’d done it.

      “You killed them,” Hardy said. “Living beings, with thoughts and feelings of their own. They didn’t deserve to be burned alive. They didn’t do anything wrong. They were just hungry. Starving!”

      “I had plans,” Golnar said. Obviously, I should have hit her harder. “I had so many things I wanted to do. So many wrong things that I could set right without anyone ever seeing me coming. But you two—”

      She lunged upward at the gun in my hand, which I’d forgotten I was holding. She didn’t have the strength to take it, even by surprise.

      Annalise kicked her, once, almost casually, and crushed her rib cage on her left side. Blood spurted out of her mouth. She looked up at me in amazement, then died.

      “Shut up,” Annalise said to her. Then she turned to Hardy. “You shut up too. This world is off-limits. When your kind come here, they die.”

      Annalise had another spoon in her hand, but she didn’t throw it. Hardy had shaken off both her green flame and, once again, my ghost knife. He was passing through our world, untouched by it. Our magic couldn’t destroy him, our walls couldn’t keep him out, and our…

      I realized that he kept glancing down at Golnar’s body with the same fascination he’d shown for that teenager. Some predators needed a living victim, because they devour the mind along with the flesh, but Hardy really seemed to want that dead body. Maybe her thoughts and memories persisted for a short while after—

      No. The reason didn’t matter. Hardy was hungry, and assholes made mistakes when they were hungry.

      “You want this?” I asked.

      Hardy floated in the middle of the room. He couldn’t make himself look away from Golnar’s body. “You don’t know what it’s like.”

      “I don’t, but I always hated being hungry.” I turned to Annalise. “Boss, why don’t we… She’s already dead, right? If he eats this one, that’s one living person he won’t eat.”

      “He’s right,” Hardy said. “And I know her. I prefer that. It’s better for me if I know them first.”

      The look Annalise gave me was murderous. “Ray, you know—”

      “I know the rules, boss. But look at the situation. A peace offering might be the best thing right now.”

      “It would,” Hardy said, floating near us like a hungry ghost. “I know you doubted me in the past, but our goals really do align.” He couldn’t look away from the corpse.

      “I told you before we should listen to him.” Annalise’s eyes narrowed at that lie. “Let’s take a chance. Please. Right toward the mouth.”

      She hesitated for a second, but only a second. Then she reached down with her left hand, took hold of Golnar’s belt, and heaved her body into the air.

      Hardy dropped so his feet were on the floor, and he reached for the body. When she blocked his view of me, I threw my ghost knife one last time.

      Just as my spell entered Golnar’s back, Hardy seized her body. An instant later, it cut through Hardy’s chest.

      He split apart like a bursting balloon, but there was absolutely no sound. Golnar’s body dropped straight down, but there was nothing to see on the other side of her except a few clouds of billowing white smoke that passed through the walls as though they weren’t there.

      We’d killed him, and his passing hadn’t even made a sound.

      My knees suddenly wobbled and I had to steady myself against the wall. The predator that replaced Milton Hardy—the enemy who’d been kicking our ass for more than a week—was finally finished.

      We’d won.

      I knew we could pull it off, but I wasn’t sure we would. After so many wrong turns, false leads, and setbacks—after so much damage—we’d finally tracked him down and put an end to him.

      Exhaustion washed over me. We’d spent months hunting this asshole, and that came right on the heels of seven years spent trapped inside the Show. If not for the bodies strewn around the room, I might have stretched out on that bed and fallen asleep in an instant.

      But we still had to get away from all these dead people. We had to get back to the plane, get back home, and go our separate ways. Elias Diding ought to be in San Jose by now, hunting cousins.

      For me, I needed time away from everything. I needed a break from Annalise, from desperation, from pain, from hurting people, from… all of this.

      And I was finally going to get it.

      Annalise laid her hand on my elbow. I nodded to her that I was all right. She didn’t say anything, but her expression made me feel wary. Fuck. I wanted to be done with feeling wary.

      She hurried to the broken window. I followed, calling my ghost knife back into my hand.

      There was the usual network of roads and small buildings below. Off to my right was a glass-and-steel skyscraper that looked out of touch in the faux Europe before me. Everything looked normal, with normal traffic, normal pedestrians, and—

      “Shit,” Annalise said. She pointed at the rooftop just below us.

      There was a dark circle there, and even at this distance I could see shimmering movement, like water in a clear stream. People nearby were running in every direction.

      Then one of them vanished.

      At that moment, I saw another circle open in the middle of a street. A car couldn’t stop in time and toppled out of our world. Then were was more shimmering, more running, and more people disappearing.

      Then I saw another mob of people running for their lives, but I couldn’t see what they were running from.

      Four people, the first time, the bellhop had said. But was that the first time? Had Hardy been summoning predators all afternoon?

      That had to be it. There were drapes out in the streets, killing people, and we couldn’t hunt them down because they were invisible—invisible and airborne—and they were spreading out.

      “We failed,” Annalise said. “There’s no hiding this. No disguising it. We killed Hardy and his people, but we didn’t get here soon enough.”

      She rubbed her face. All the relief I’d been feeling drained out of me, and nothing took its place. Annalise looked at me. “We have an uncontrolled predator invasion. The whole world just changed.”
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      We ran for the stairs. My legs were moving but I still felt wobbly.

      “How many of them do you think there are?” The question was ridiculous but I was still holding out hope that we could fix this somehow. My hope made me feel pathetic. Like a victim.

      “How the fuck should I know? They’re loose and they’re spreading.”

      “No, I mean, how many total? Like, are there fifty in the Empty Spaces? Fifty million? How many can come through at a shot, and what percentage of them did you take out with your green flame?”

      Annalise didn’t answer for a moment. When she did, she said, “Just keep moving, Ray.”

      But I couldn’t stop turning it over in my mind. I’d faced these predators before. They engulfed their prey, then fed on them slowly while they were alive. They didn’t open a passage out of this world until their prey was dead, and that could take days.

      But if someone fell, or a car struck a victim lying in the street—one the driver couldn’t even see—the portal would open right beneath its wheels…

      We ran down one flight of stairs after another, and I distracted myself from the horror of what was happening outside—comatose people being dissolved slowly and eaten—by trying to work out how many victims these predators would take if they were left alone.

      I still wanted to minimize the harm that was happening. I still hoped we could win this fight, even though I knew we couldn’t.

      On the ground floor, we burst into an almost-empty lobby. Firefighters in full gear stood beside a man in a blue suit who must have been the hotel manager, but they were standing at the window, looking out at the street.

      Annalise pulled me back to the stairs. “Let’s get down to the garage. We’re going to need your skills for this one.” She took out her phone and I saw her press Elizabeth Tredwell’s name. “Who is this? I need Tredwell now. Right now.”

      Annalise stopped running. She looked up at me with an expression I’d never seen before.

      “What’s up, boss?”

      “Repeat that,” Annalise said into the phone. She tilted it away from her face and I moved in close to hear.

      “We have a runaway event,” the voice on the line said. “We believe it might be centered in Kolkata, but it has spread for many kilometers. Many hundreds of kilometers. Our initial notification was only forty-five minutes ago, but we cannot contact assets as far apart as Delhi, Jakarta, and Hong Kong. Planes are vanishing from the sky in mid-flight. News video—I’m sorry, but heads of state are involved now. Everything has blown up and we’re going dark so we can move to a secure location.”

      “Don’t hang up,” Annalise said. “We have a second runaway event in Buenos Aires.”

      “Are… Are you sure?”

      “Pay attention. Review the reports I filed for Ray Lilly and me in Los Angeles, back in 2011, I think. It’s the same predator as that Los Angeles incident, but they were already public and widespread when we got here. This is a coordinated attack.”

      “Do you need extraction?”

      I wanted to shout Yes! but Annalise said, “No, we’ll make our own way out. We’ll reach out again in an hour. Stay safe.”

      “You too.”

      After disconnecting the call, Annalise started messing with her phone. I stood beside her, my hands hanging loose and useless at my side. Even my hope had dwindled to ash.

      We’d failed.

      Had we really failed?

      She found a video and played it. It was a huge soccer stadium, packed with people, as a game played out on the field. There were network bugs in a foreign script in the corner of the screen, and a score along the bottom, which proved this was an official TV feed.

      Then, as we watched, people began to vanish.

      It was like they were doing the wave, except instead of standing up, they were simply blinking out of existence. It wasn’t a fast process, but it was unstoppable.

      Then the wave passed over the cameraman, and I saw it, just before the image when to white noise.

      “That’s the throat,” I blurted out. “That’s the throat of the Show. I mean, the Theater of Sleep. That’s the thing that had me trapped for seven years.”

      “And someone just summoned it in a populated area.”

      “Serrac…” I cleared my throat. “Lauren Woo told us that Serrac took a private jet to Salzburg, but we know that was a lie. A setup. He must have flown to south Asia instead, just like we thought. He could have flown coach with a fake passport and we would never have known.” I ran my fingers through my hair, fighting the urge to grab a fistful and pull it out. Part of me wanted more pain. “Annalise, Tredwell told me that half the world’s population lives in that part of the world, and the Show grows larger as it feeds.”

      “Ray, get us a vehicle and get us to the airport before they shut it down.”

      She pushed through the door to the stairwell and started down. I ran after her.

      “Boss, we can’t leave. We’ve got to do what we can here. We kill predators, right? Well, they’re coming right here and right now. If we’re not going to fight them now, when—”

      At the bottom of the stairs, she pushed through another fire door into the garage. “Pick one.”

      I spotted a silver-haired guy in tan chinos and a sweater vest about to climb into a Lexus. “The best way to steal a car is to get hold of the keys.”

      Tan Chinos didn’t speak English, but he was going to the airport and, with an air of boozy generosity, agreed to let us ride with him. Annalise sat in the back, looking tiny on that big bench seat. We passed police cars and ambulances with their lights and sirens going, and thankfully, we were headed in the other direction.

      “We can’t stay here, Ray,” Annalise said, her voice quiet. “We’d have to fight the predators and the local military, and we can’t do that. The best solution would be that we were killed, and they took our bodies to the morgue and discovered that they couldn’t perform autopsies on us.”

      “Because of our magic.”

      “The worst option is more likely. They do lethal force to us, discover that we can survive it, and then capture us somehow. We end up in prison, and the locals convince themselves that you and I brought those things here. That’s what cops and bureaucrats do. Then they accuse us of being CIA. They learn about magic. They torture us.”

      “Boss, shouldn’t these governments know—”

      “Government have always heard talk about magic and monsters. Always. Before today, it was just crazy bullshit. Spells and monsters. No one with any real power would dare to talk about it openly. Now they’ll talk, and they’ll pull every lever they can get their hands on to deal with it. We can’t be those levers.”

      “But—”

      “A war just started, Ray. We can’t win if human beings are fighting each other. There’s a plan for this. Right now, we’re pulling back. When we step forward again, it’ll be on our terms, as allies to these governments.”

      “What do we do?”

      “We call the society in another fifty minutes. Then we do as we always have. We take a step at a time.”

      I sighed. The driver glanced at me, then smiled. He couldn’t understand us, but he could see the misery on my face. He patted my knee in a grandfatherly way and said something that was probably meant to be reassuring. I forced myself to smile back.

      Then I heard Annalise on her phone, and I knew immediately who she was calling.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. I’d never heard her voice sound like that before, and it scared the shit out of me. “I’m sorry. I failed. I lost… I mean, we lost. You and Reggie are going to see some scary shit on TV. It’s all really happening and, Becca, it’s my fault. I’ll be in touch again soon, but for now, get ready. Bad times are coming. And… Apologize to your family for me, please.”

      She hung up and looked at me. Then she stared out the window.

      We’d failed. For real. And not just once. Things were going to come apart, and we were helpless to do anything about it.

      I was helpless.

      At the airport, people seemed to be moving quickly and talking louder than usual. Security personnel were nowhere in sight. Maybe they’d been called to a meeting or something. Annalise and I parted from Tan Chinos with a friendly wave, then hurried through the terminal. We pushed through doors and blew past security checkpoints at top speed, and no one bothered to challenge us.

      Our pals were sitting in the plane, waiting for us with the doors closed, as requested. We told them it was time to go.

      It didn’t take long before we were in the air again, heading north, as the sun dropped below the horizon and darkness closed in around us.
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