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| ntroduction

| t was raining in Denver the night Eric Heller died. The clouds had rolled in late in the afternoon, white
pillars ascending toward the sun with a darkness at the base that was pure threat. Seven minutes after five
0 clock—just intime for the rush-hour traffic—the sky opened, rain pounding down onto the streets and
windows. It was dill going three and ahdf hours later. Faling water and flashing lightning hid the sunset,
but Eric could fed it. It was a Sde effect; he could aways fed the dark coming on.

“Something's happening,” the voice from his cdl phone said. “ Something big.”

“I know, Aubrey. I'monit.”

“I mean redly big.”

“I'monit”

Across from Ericin the dim orange light of the bar, a man laughed and the waitress amiled a tight
little smile that didn’'t reach her eyes. Eric tapped his glass, the tick-tick-tick of his fingernals sounding
like the rain againg the window.

“Okay,” Aubrey said. “But if there’'s something | can do, you'll tdl me. Right?’

“No question,” Eric said. “Take care of yoursdlf, okay? And maybe fly low for a while. This might
oet alittle messy.”

Aubrey was a decent guy, which meant he did alot of decent-guy things. Eric's present job didn’t
cdl for that ill set. He needed a hard-ass. And so he was gtting in this bar in one of the worst parts of
Fve Points, wating for someone he' d never met while a monsoon besat the shit out of the city. And while
Coin and the Invishle College did something in the dangerous dmogt-redity of the Pleroma. Something
big.

“You want another one, Pops?’ the waitress said.

“Yes” Ericsad. “Yes, | do.”

He'd finished the other one and moved on to a third when the door swung open. The curl of
rain-chilled ar moved through the bar like a bresth. Then five men walked in. Four of them could have
been smple violence-soaked gangbangers. The fifth one, the big sonofabitch in sunglasses, had a rider.
Eric couldn’t tdl by looking whether it was a loupine or nosferatu or any of the other thousand species
of unclean spirit that could crawl into a human body, but he could fed power coming off the man. Eric’'s
hand twitched toward the gun in his pocket, wanting the reassuringly solid grip under his fingers. But that
would be poor form.

The big sonofabitch approached and loomed over Eric, just close enough to be a provocation.
The other four plit up, two standing by the door, two lounging close to Eric with a fake casud air. Apart
from the radio blaring out a hip-hop tune, the bar had gone slent.

“You're Tusk,” Eric said. “Nice bdt buckle you ve got there. Shiny.”

“Who the fuck are you, old man?’ the big sonofabitch asked. His breath smelled like creosote.
Loupine, then. A werewolf.

“My name's Eric Hdler. I'm looking for someone to do a job for me”

“We look unemployed?’ the big sonofabitch asked. The two who weren't by the door smiled
mirthlesdy. “Y ou think some Anglo motherfucker just come in here and whigtle, we gonna jump?’

Eric reached up and plucked the sunglasses off the big sonofabitch. The black eyes met his Eric
pulled hiswill up from his crotch, up through his belly and his throat, pressing cold gi out through his gaze.
The big sonofabitch tilted his head like a dog hearing an unfamiliar sound. The others stirred, hands
reeching under jackets and shirts.

“I'm looking for someone to do a job, friend,” Eric said, pressng the glasses into the man's
blackamith-thick hand. “If it's not you, it's not you. No offense meant.”

The big sonofabitch shook his head once, but it was't redly arefusal. Eric waited.

“Who are you?’ the loupine asked. The humanity had Ieft the voice. Eric was taking sraight to
the rider now.

“Eric. Alexander. Heller. Ask around,” he said. “I can offer you the Mark of Brute-Loka Might



be useful to someonein your postion.”

The black eyes went wider.

“What do you want for it? Y ou want someone killed?”

“l want someone killed,” Eric agreed softly. Everyone was quiet. Quiet as the grave. “You want to
tak about it here with dl these nice people around? Or should we go someplace private?’

“Chango,” the big sonofabitch said. One of the men by the door stepped forward, lifting his chin.
“Get the car.”

Eric swilled down the last of his drink, and the big son-of-abitch stepped back enough to let im
stand. Eric dropped two twenties on the table. A very generous tip. It dways paid to be kind to the help.

Outsde, the rain had dackened to merdly driving. A black car pulled up to the curb, Chango at
the whed. The loupine and his three homies clustered around Eric, ignoring the downpour. Two of the
three minions got in the back with Eric stuck between them. The loupine had a short conversation with
the last guy, then took the front. The last gangbanger spat on the street and went back into the bar as the
car pulled away. They drove east toward Park Hill. Eric didn't speak.

For the firg time that night, Eric fdt that the plan was coming together. The muscle was the lagt
piece he needed. The trick now was to fix the timing. The whole thing had to come together like
clockwork, every dement in place just when it needed to be there. Him, and the loupine, and the
old-timer.

The driver sneezed. Thethug to Eric’'s left murmured “ Gesundhet,” and Eric's spine crawled with
fear. Since when did Five Points gangbangers say gesundheit?

What the fuck was he gtting next to?

As caaudly as he could, he brought a hand to his mouth. He crushed the fresh sage and
peppermint leaves in the cuff and breathed in the scent. Hismind clicked into trance, the aroma acting as
trigger. His eyesfdt like they’d been washed clean. Everything around him was intensdly red, the edges
sharp, the textures vibrant. He could hear the individud raindrops driking the car. He fdt each fiber of his
dhirt pressng againg his skin. And the glamour fdl away from the others. The ink of ther markings
seemed to wel up from ingde them like blood from a cut. The driver was entirdly bald, |abyrinthine
tattoos risng from his collar and crawling up over his ears. The two beside Eric were just as marked,
their faces covered with symbols and Sgils

It had been a setup from the start. The contact, the facedown at the bar, the creosote bregath.
There were no gangbangers. No loupine.

One of them glanced & Eric.

“He knows,” the guard said.

The big sonofabitch in the front was dill a big sonofabitch. He turned, looking over his shoulder.
Hislips were black, his eyes set in atangle of something half Arabic script, haf spiderweb.

“Mr. Hdler,” he said, asif they were meeting for the fird time. His voice was low as tires agangt
asphat. With his senses scraped raw by the cantrip, Eric could fed the man’s breath on his skin.

“Thisian't what you boys think it is” Eric said.

“We know what you've been doing, Mr. Hdler,” the other man said. “It stops tonight. It stops
now.”

With a despairing cry, Eric went for his gun.



One

| flew into Denver on the second of Augus,, three days before my twenty-third birthday. | had an
overnight bag packed with three changes of clothes, the leather backpack | used for a purse, the jacket
my last boyfriend hadn’t had the guts to come pick up from my gpartment (it still smdled like him), my
three-year-old laptop wrapped in a blanket, and a phone number for Unde Eric's lawvyer. The area
around the baggage carousdl was thick with families and friends hugging one another and saying how long
it had been and how much everyone had grown or shrunk or whatever. The wide metd blades weren't
about to offer up anything of mine, so | was just looking through the crowd for my aleged ride and trying
not to make eye contact.

It took me awhile to find him at the back of the crowd, his head shifting from side to side, looking
for me. He had alegd pad in his hand with my name in handwritten letters—“JAYNE HELLER.” He
was younger then I'd expected, maybe midthirties, and cuter. 1 shouldered my way through the happy
meass of people, mentaly gpplauding Undle Eric's taste.

“You'd be Aubrey?’ | said.

“Jayné” he said, pronouncing it Jane. It's actudly zha-nay, but that was a fight 1'd given up.
“Good. Gredt. I'm glad to meet you. Can | hep you with your bags?’

“Pretty much covered on that one” | said. “Thanks, though.”

He looked surprised, then shrugged it off.

“Right. I'm parked over on thefird level. Let me at least get that one for you.”

| surrendered my three changes of clothes and followed.

“You're going to be saying a Eric’s place?” Aubrey asked over his shoulder. “1 have the keys.
The lawyer sad it would be okay to give them to you.”

“Keys to the kingdom,” | said, then, “Yes. | thought I’ d save the money on a hotd. Does't make
sense not to, right?’

“Right,” Aubrey said with asmile that wanted badly to be comfortable but wasn't.

| couldn’'t blame the guy for being nervous. Chrigt only knew what Eric had told him about the
family. Even the broad stroke of “My brother and sster-in-law don’t talk to me’ would have been
enough to make the guy tentative Much less the full-on gay-hding, patriarch-in-the-house,
know-your-place episode of Jerry Springer that had been my childhood. Cdling Uncle Eric the black
sheep of the family was like saying the surface of the sun was warmish. Or that 1'd been a little tiny
disgppointment to them.

Aubrey drove a minivan, which was kind of cute. After he dung my londy little bag into the back,
we climbed in and drove out. The happy crowd of families and friends fdl away behind us. | leaned
agang the window and looked up into the clear night sky. The moon was about hdfway down from full.
There weren't many stars.

“S0,” Aubrey said. “I’'m sorry. About Eric. Were you two close?”’

“Yeah,” | said. “Or...maybe. | don’t know. Not close like he caled me up to tdl me about his
day. He' d check in on me, make sure things weren't too weird a home. He'd just show up sometimes,
take me out to lunch or for ice cream or something cheesy like that. We aways had to keep under my
dad's radar, so | figure he' d have come by more often if he could.”

Aubrey gunned the minivan, pulling us onto the highway.

“He protected me” | said, soft enough thet | didn’t think Aubrey would hear me, but he did.

“From what?’

“Mysdf,” | sad.

Here sthe story. In the middle of high school, | spent about sx months hanging out with the bad
kids. On my sxteenth birthday, | got very, very drunk and woke up two days later in a hotd room with
hdf a tattoo on my back and wearing someone else's clothes. Eric had been there for me. He told my
dad that I’ d gotten the flu and helped me figure out how to keep anyone from ever seeing the ink.

| redized I'd gone slent. Aubrey was looking over at me,



“Eric was dways swooping in just when everything was about to get out of control,” | sad.
“Putting in the cooling rods.”

“Yeah,” Aubrey said. “That sounds like hm.”

Aubrey amiled a the highway. It seemed he wasn't thinking about it, so the amile looked redl. |
could see why Eric would have gone for him. Short, curly hair the color of honey. Broad shoulders. What
my mother would have called a kind mouth. | hoped that he’ d made Eric happy.

“l just want you to know,” | said, “it's okay with me that he was gay.”

Aubrey started.

“Hewas gay?’

“Um,” | said. “He wasn't?’

“He never told me”

“Oh,” | said, mentaly recaculating. “Maybe he wasn't. | assumed...l mean, | just thought since
my dad wouldn't talk about him...my dad's kind of old-school. Where school means testament. He
never redly got into that love-thy-neighbor-as-thysdf part.”

“I know the type,” he said. The amile was actudly pointed at me now, and it seemed genuine.

“There was this big fdling-out about three years ago,” | said. “Undle Eric had cdled the house,
which he dmogt never did. Dad went out around dinnertime and came back looking deeply pissed off.
After that...things were weird. | just assumed...”

| didn't tdl Aubrey that Dad had gathered us dl in the living room—me, Mom, my older brother
Jay, and Curtis the young one—and said that we weren't to have anything to do with Uncle Eric
anymore. Not any of us. Not ever. He was a pervert and an abomination before God.

Mom had gone sheet-white. The boys just nodded and looked grave. I'd wanted to stand up for
him, to say that Uncle Eric was family, and that Dad was being totaly unfar and hypocriticd. | didn't,
though. It wasn't afight | could win.

But Aubrey knew him well enough to have a set of spare keys, and he didn’'t think Eric was gay.
Maybe Dad had meant something else. | tried to think what exactly had made me think it was that, but |
couldn’t come up with anything solid.

Aubrey pulled his minivan off the highway, then through a maze of twidy little streets. One-story
bungaows with negtly kept yards snuggled up againgt each other. About hdf the picture windows had
open curtains, it was like driving past museum dioramas of the American Family. Here was one with an
old couple stting under a cut glass chandelier. One with the backs of two sofa-bound heads and a
wadl-gze Bruce Willis looking troubled and heroic. One with two early-teenage boys, twins to look at
them, chasing each other. And then we made a quick dogleg and pulled into a carport beside a brick
house. Same lawn, same architecture. No lights, no one in the windows.

“Thanks” | said, reaching around in the seat to grab my bag.

“Do you want...I mean, | can show you around alittle. If you want.”

“I think I'm just going to grab a shower and order in a pizza or something,” | said. “ Decompress.
You know.”

“Okay,” he said, fishing in his pocket. He came out with a leether fob with two keys and passed it
over to me. | took it. The leather was soft and warm. “If you need anything, you have my number?’

“Yeah,” | said. “Thanks for the lift.”

“If there' s anything | can do...”

| popped open the door. The dome light came on.

“I'll et you know,” | said. “Promise.”

“Your uncdle” Aubrey said. Then, “Your unde was avery specid man.”

“I know,” | said.

He seemed like he wanted to say something dse, but instead he just made me promise again that
I’d cdl himif | needed help.

There wasn't much mal in the box—ads and a water hill. 1 tucked it under my arm while |
sruggled with the lock. When | findly got the door open, | sumbled in, my bag bumping behind me.

A dim arium. A darker living room before me. The kitchen door to my left, gjar. A hdl to my



right, heading back to bedrooms and bathrooms and closets.
“Hey,” | sad to nothing and no one. “I'm home.”

| NEVER would have said it to anyone, but my unde had been killed at the perfect time. | hated mysdf
for even thinking that, but it was true. If | hadn’t gotten the cdl from his lawyer, if | hadn’t been able to
come here, | would have been reduced to couch surfing with people | knew peripheraly from college. |
wasn't welcome a home right now. | hadn't registered for the next semester at ASU, which technicaly
made me a college dropout.

| didn’'t have a job or a boyfriend. | had a storage unit in Phoenix and a bag, and | didn’'t have the
money to keep the storage unit for more than another month. With any luck at dl, I'd be adle to stay here
inthe house until Uncle Eric’s estate was dl squared away. There might even be enough money in his will
that | could manage fird and last on a place of my own. He was swooping in one last time to pull me out
of the fire. The idea made me sad, and grateful, and alittle bit ashamed.

They'd found himin an dley somewhere on the north sde of the city. There was, the lawyer had
told me, an open investigation. Apparently he'd been seen a a bar somewhere taking to someone. Or it
might have just been amugging that got out of hand. One way or ancther, hisfriend Aubrey had identified
the body. Eric had left indructions in hiswill for funerd arrangements, dready taken care of. It was dl
vay nedt. Very tidy.

The house was just as tidy. He hadn’'t owned very much, and it gave the place a Smplicty. The
bed was neatly made. Shirts, jackets, dacks dl hung in the bedroom closet, some 4ill in the plastic from
the dry cleaner’s. There were towels in the bathroom, a safety razor beside the ank with a little bit of
sogp scum and stubble ill on the blade.

| found a closet with genera household items, induding a spare toothbrush. The food in the fridge
was mogtly spoiled, but | scrounged up a can of beef soup that | nuked in a plain black bowl, sopping up
the last with bread that wasn't too stde. The tdevison was in the living room, and | spooled through
channels and channds of bright, shining crap. | didn't fed right putting my feet on the couch.

When | turned on the laptop, | found there was a wirdess network. | guessed the encryption key
on my third try. It was the landline phone number. | checked mall and had nothing waiting for me. | pulled
up my messenger program. A few names appeared, induding my most recent ex-boyfriend. The worst
thing | could have done just then was tak with him. The last thing | needed was another reminder of how
done | was. | garted typing.

JAYNEHELLER: Hey. You there?

A few seconds later, the icon showed he was on the other end, typing.

CARYONANDON: I'm not redly here. About to go out.
JAYNEHELLER: OK. Is there atime we can tak?
CARYONANDON: Maybe. Not now.

His name vanished from the lig. | played a freeware word search game while | conducted
imaginary conversations with himin which | dways came out on top, then went to bed feding sick to my
somach.

| caled the lawyer in the morning, and by noon, she was a the door. Midfifties, gray suit, flord
perfume with something earthy under it, and a amile bright as a brand-new hatchet. | pulled my hair back
when she came in and wished I'd put on something more formd than blue jeans and a Pink Matini
T-shirt.

“Jayng” she said, as if we were old acquaintances. She pronounced it Jane too. | didn't correct
her. “This mug be so hard for you. I'm so sorry for your 10ss.”

“Thanks,” | said. “Y ou want to come into the kitchen? | think there's some tea | could make.”

“Thet would be lovely,” she said.

| fired up the kettle and dug through the shelves. There wasn't any tea, but | found some fresh
peppermint and one of those little meta bals, so | brewed that. The lawyer sat at the kitchen table, her
briefcase open, amdl piles of paper fdling into ranks like soldiers on parade. | brought over two plan
black mugs, careful not to soill on anything.



“Thank you, dear,” she said, taking the hot mug from my hands. “And your trip was dl right? You
have everything you need?’

“Everything'sfing” | said, gtting.

“Good, then we can get to business. | have a copy of the will itsdf here. You'll want to keep that
for your files There is, I'm afraid, going to be alot of paperwork to get through. Some of the foreign
properties are complex, but don’'t worry, we ll make it.”

“Okay,” | said, wondering what she was taking about.

“Thisis an inventory of the mogt difficult transfers. The good newsisthat Eric arranged most of the
liquid assets as pay-on-death, so the tax Stuation is fairly straightforward, and we get to avoid probate.
The rest of the estate is more complicated. I’ ve dso brought keys to the other Denver properties. | have
acopy of the death certificate, so you only need tofill out a Sgnature card at the bank before you can do
anything with the funds. Do you have enough to see you through for aday or two?’

She handed me a typewritten sheet of paper. | ran my finger down the ligt. Addresses in London,
Paris, Bombay, Athens...

“I'msorry,” | said. “I don’'t want to be apaininthe ass, but | don't understand. What isdl this?’

“Theinventory of the difficult transfers” she said, dowing down the words a little bit, like maybe |
hadn’t understood them before. “ Some of the foreign properties are going to require more paperwork.”

“Thexe are dl Unde Eric's?’ | said. “He has a house in London?’

“He has property dl over the world, dear. Didn’'t you know?’

“No,” | sad. “I didn't. What am I...] mean, what am | supposed to do with this Suff?’

The lawyer put down her pen. A crease had appeared between her brows. | sipped the
peppermint tea and it scalded my tongue.

“You and your unde didn't discuss any of this?’ she said.

| shook my head. | could fed my eyes growing abnormaly wide. “I thought he was gay,” | said. It
occurred to me just how gunningly underquadified | was to execute anybody’s will, much less something
complex with alot of paperwork.

The lawyer sat back in her seat, consdering me like | had just appeared and she was maybe not
S0 impressed with what she saw.

“Your unde was a very rich man,” she sad. “He léft dl his assets spedificdly and exdusvey to
you. And you had no idea that was hisintention?’

“Wedidn't tak much,” | said. “Hel€ft it to me? Are you sure? | mean, thanks, but are you sure?’

“The mgority of histitles are dready jointly in your names. And you're certain he never mentioned
this?’

“Never.”

The lawyer sghed.

“Ms. Hdler,” she said. “You are a very rich young woman.”

| blinked.

“Um,” | said. “Okay. What scale are we talking about here?’

She told me tota worth, liquid assets, property.

“Wdl,” | sad, putting the mug down. “Haly shit.”

| THINK lottery winners must fed the same way. | followed everything the lawyer said, but about haf of
it washed right back out of my mind. The world and everything in it had taken on a kind of unredity. |
wanted to laugh or cry or curl upinabdl and hug mysdf. | didn’t—did not—want to wake up and find
out it had dl been a dream.

We taked for about two hours. We made a lig of things | needed to do, and she loaned me six
hundred dollars—"to keep mein shoes’—until | could get to the bank and jump through the hoops that
would give me access to enough money to do pretty much anything | wanted. She Ieft aliging of Eric's
assets about a hdf inch thick, and keys to the other Denver properties. two storage fadilities and an
gpartment in what she told me was a hip and happening neighborhood.

| closed the door behind her when sheleft and sank down to the floor. The arium tiles were cold



agang my pams. Eric Alexander Hdler, my guardian uncle, left me more than I'd dreamed of. Money,
security, any number of placesthat | could liveinif | wanted to.

Everything, in fact, but an explanation.

| took mysdf back to the kitchen table and read the will. Legd jargon wasn't my strong suit, but
from what | could tell, it was just what the lawyer had said. Everything he had owned was mine. No one
elsg's. No discusson. Now that | was done and Sarting to get my bearings, about a thousand questions
presented themsdves. Why leave everything to me? Why hadn’t he told me about any of it? How had he
mede dl this money?

And, top of the ligt, what was someone worth as much as a amdl nation doing in a bar in the shitty
part of Denver, and did dl the money that had just dropped into my lap have anything to do with why
he'd been killed?

| took out the keys she'd left me. A sngle house key shared aring with a green plagtic tag with an
address on Inca Street. Two storage keys for two different companies.

If I'd had anyone to tak to, I'd have cdled them. My parents, a friend, a boyfriend, anyone. A
year ago, | would have had alig hdf aslong as my am. The world changes a lot in a year. Sometimes it
changes alot in a day.

| walked back to the bedroom and looked a my clothes, the ghost of my discomfort with the
lawyer dill haunting me. If | was going to go face Chrigt only knew what, | wasn't going in a T-shirt. |
took one of the white shirts out of the closet, hdd it close to my face, and breathed in. It didn't amdl like
anything at dl. | stripped off my shirt, found a Smple white tee in Eric’s dresser, and put mysdf together
ina good white men's button-down. It classed up the jeans, and if it was a little too big, | could rall up
the deeves and 4ill ook more confident than | did in my own clothes. More confident than | felt.

| fet alittle weird, wearing a dead man’s shirt. But it was mine now. He d givenit to me. | had the
ultimate hand-me-down life. The thought brought alump to my throat.

“Come on, little tomato,” | told the key ring. “You and me againg the world.”

| cdled ataxi service, went out to the curb to wait, and indde forty-five minutes | was on Inca
Street, sanding in front of the mysterious apartmen.



Two

| n the middle of the afternoon there wasn't much foot traffic. The address was a warehouse complex
converted into living space for the Brie and wine set. Five stories of redbrick with balconies a each levd.
Tadeful plants filled the three feet between the knee-high wrought iron fence and the walls. According to
the paperwork, the gpartment Eric owned—the one | owned—was vaued at hdf amillion.

| tried to look like | belonged there as | walked in and found my way to the elevators. It was like
snesking into a bar; | didn’'t belong there, but | did. | kept expecting someone to stop me, to ask for my
ID, to check my name againg alis and throw me out.

Why, | asked mysdf, does someone have a house and an gpartment both in the same city? It
waan't like he could deep in two beds a once. Maybe this was his getaway. Maybe it was where his
lover stayed, assuming he had one.

The devator chimed, a low, reassuring bell, like someone dearing ther throat. | stepped o,
checked the number on the key ring, and followed the corridor down to my left. | started to knock, then
stopped.

| stood there, slent, my breath fast. The door shone like lacquer. | could see my reflection in it,
blurred and imprecise. | put the key in the lock and turned. | fdt the bolt open, but | didn’t heer it.

The indde of the gpartment was gorgeous and surredl. Wooden floors that seemed to glow,
bronze fixtures, windows that made the dity outsde seem like it had been arranged to be seen from this
vantage point. The calings were raw beams and exposed ductwork so sylish they looked obvious.
Books were stacked on the floor, on the deep, plush couch. History books, it looked like. Some of them
were in languages | recognized, some weren't. A whiteboard hung on one wadll, covered with timetables
and scribbled notes. A huge glass ashtray held the remains of at least a pack of dark brown cigarettes,
the scent of old smoke tainting the air. And the art...

At each of the huge windows, a glass bal seemed to float in the air. It was only when | got close
enough to breathe on them that | saw thetiny cradles, three hair-thin wire sirands for each, hanging from
the high calling. When | turned around, | saw there was one above the doorway too. Candles in thick
brass candlesticks covered the dining table in three ascending rows, and a picture framed in burnished
metd hung a the mouth of a halway. It was a picture of a young woman in nineteenth-century clothes,
and | wasn't sure from looking whether it was a photograph or a drawing. It seemed as red as a photo,
but the eyes and the way she held her hands looked subtly off.

Slently, | went down the hdlway. A fair-gze kitchen with white tile and a brushed sted snk and
refrigerator and stove. A breakfast bar with ironwork stools to maich the fence outside. A bathroom with
the lights out. A bedroom, and on the bed, laid out asif in State, a corpse.

| could fed the blood leaving my face. | didn't scream, but | put my hand on the door frame to
keep steady. My stomach tightened and flipped. | stepped forward. Whoever he'd been, he/'d been
dead for along time. The skin was desiccated, tight, and waxy; the nose was sunken; the hands folded
on his chest were fleshless as chicken wings. Blackened teeth lurked behind ruined lips Wisps of
colorless har dill dung to the scalp. He was wearing a white shirt with suspenders and pants that came
up to hisrib cage, like someone from a forties movie.

| crouched at the side of the bed, disgusted, fascinated, and frightened. My mind was jumping and
screeching like a monkey behind my eyes, but there was something wrong. | had touched my nose before
| figured it out, like my body dready knew and had to give me the hint. He didn’t smdl like a corpse. He
didn't amdl like anything. He smdled cold.

| had gtarted to wonder if maybe it wasn't a body at dl but some kind of desperately Goth wax
sculpture when the eyes opened with a wet click.

Thistime, | screamed.

“You aren't Eric,” it said in avoice like a rusted cattle gate opening.

“I'm his niece” | said. | didn't remember running across the room, but my back was pressed
againg thewal now. | tried to squeak lesswhen | spoke again. “I'm Jayné.”



He repeated my name like he was taging it. Zha-nay.

“French?’ he asked.

“My mother'sside” | said. “People usudly say it like Jane or Janey.”

“Monalingud fuckwits,” he said, and sat up. | thought | could hear his joints cresking like leether,
but I might have only imeagined it. “Y ou're here, that means something happened to Eric?’

“He's dead.”

Theman sighed.

“l was afrad of thet,” he said. “Explains alot. Thelittle rat fuckers mugt have sussed him out.”

The skeletal, awkward hand rubbed his chin like it was checking for stubble. When he looked at
me, his eyes were the ydlow of old ivory. In motion, he didn’t look like a corpse, only a badly damaged
man.

“Hey,” he said, “where are my manners, en? You want a drink?’

“Um,” | said. And then, “Yes”

He led the way back to the kitchen. | perched on one of the stools while he poured two generous
fingers of brandy into a water glass. I’d seen pictures of people who survived horrific burns, and while he
didn't bear those scars, the effect was much the same. | could see it when his joints—shoulder, hip,
elbow—didn’t quite bend the way they were meant to. He walked carefully. | wanted to ask what had
happened to him, but | couldn’t think of a way to phrase it that didn't seem excrudatingly rude. | tried
not to stare the way you try not to look at people with hardlips or missng hands, but my eyes just kept
going back.

Guilt started pulling a me. Even if it was offiadly my place, coming in the way | had was rude.
Clearly Undle Eric had been letting the guy crash here. He poured a glass for himsdf, then took a wood
cutting board from the cabinet beside the refrigerator and a knife from its holder.

“S0,” he said. “He didn’t tel you a goddamn thing about dl this, did he?’

“Not redly,” | said, and sipped the brandy. | never drank much, but | could tdl thet the liquor was
better than I'd ever had.

“Yeah. Like him,” the man said, and put a cast-iron skillet on the burner. “Wdl. Shit, | don’'t know
where to start. My name s Midian. Midian Clark. Y our unde and | were working together.”

If I pretended | was ligening to Tom Waits, his voice wasn't so bad.

“What on?’

A scoop of butter thick enough to make a dietitian weep dropped onto the skillet and started to
quietly melt.

“That's along sory,” Midian said.

“Wasit why he got killed?’

“Yeeh, it was”

“So you know who killed him.”

Midian shifted his head to the Sde, hisragged lips pressed thin. He sighed.

“Yes. If he got killed, | know who killed him.”

“Okay,” | sad. “Saill it.”

He frowned quietly as he took a yelow onion, hdf ared bdl pepper, and an egg carton out of the
refrigerator. | drank more brandy, the warm feding in my throat soreading to my cheeks. | cleared my
throat.

“I'm not blowing you off. | just think better when I'm cooking,” he said. “Okay. So. Theré sa guy
cdls himsdf Randolph Coin. He came to Denver about a year ago. He heads up a bunch of fdlas cdl
themsdves the Invisble College, okay? They think that dl the ghoulies and ghosties and long-legged
besdties you've ever heard of redly exist. Vampires, werewolves, zombies. People doing magic. You
nameit. You like onions?’

“Not redly.”

“Not even grilled? Tdl you what, jus try this. If you don't like it, I'll make another one. So the
Invisble College, they dso think they know why dl these things exigt. It's about possession. Something
coming out of this abstract spiritud world that’ s right next to ours and worming its way indde people and



animds. Hell, sometimes even things. Knives” He held up the cutting blade. “Whatever.”

“Demons taking people over,” | said. He looked up, amiling a the skepticism in my voice, as he
diced the onion in nest halves, peeled away the skin, and started dicing the pae flesh.

“Wel, yeah, alat of it is about demons. Or spirits or loa or whatever you want to cdl them. Sedie
Court, Unsedlie Court, Radha, Petro, Ghede. Ifrit. Hungry ghogts. All kinds of them. The generic term’s
riders. They get ingde a person, and they change them. Make them do things, make them want to do
things Give them freaky powers. Norma people who've got a fed for it and the right training—cal em
wizards or witches or cunning men or whatever—they can do some pretty weird shit, but nothing
compared to what riders are capable of .”

“So not just demons, but magic too,” | said. He dropped the onion into the spreading pool of
butter, where it 9zzled angrily. The pepper was next for the block.

“Thing is, kid, the folks that believe that shit? They're absolutely right. That's exactly how the
world is. Let me give you afer ingtance. | know you're wondering what the fuck happened to me, right?
Wél, how old do you think | am?’

“l...I don't...”

“l was born the year they stormed the Badtille. The year of our Lord seventeen hundred and eighty
motherfucking nine” His voice had taken on an angry buzz. The blade in his hand flickered over the
cutting board. “I crossed the Invishle College, and they cursed me. I've been wandering around ever
gnce. Coin is direct apogtolic line from the pig fucker who did this to me. He's the only one who can
take it back.”

He put the peppers in with the browning onions. Wisps of smoke and steam rose from the black
metdl.

“| came to Eric because he' s the kind of guy who knows things. Helps people. | needed help.”

“You'retdling me that a bunch of evil wizards killed my uncde?’ | could hear the raw disbdief in
My own Voice.

His yellowed eyes locked on me. He took an egg from the carton and cracked it ddliberately on
the countertop.

“I'm tdlling you the world's more complicated than you thought,” he said. “And I’'m not wrong
about that.”

While he whipped eggsin atiny steel mixing bowl, 1 sat hunched over the breskfast bar, brandy in
my hands. | fdt like I’d been on an amusement park ride one too many times. Confused and dizzy and a
litle Sick. We both knew he was giving me time to think. Time, pecificaly, to decide he was anut or a
liar. My firg guess was both. But he was the only thread | had that might lead to Undle Eric and whoever
hed killed him.

“Okay,” | said as he poured the ydlow-white frath over the peppers and onions, “let’'s say | buy
it. What were you two going to do? Track this Coin guy down and give im a good taking to?’

“The Invisble College is here for areason. Every few years, they have to come together to induct
new people into the club. They have to cdl up arider, open the poor sucker who's sgning up for the
horror show, and infect them with it. Things start moving just outside the world like sharks coming up for
chum. When you get too many riders bumping around, the barrier between the physca world and the
abstract gets...wdl, not thin exactly, but weird. Tha darted in April. While that’s happening, the
Invisble College has its hands full. Eric and | were planning to disrupt things before they could eat the
new crop of people. And while we were d it, kill Coin.”

“Y ou were going to murder someone?’

He put his hand on the handle of the sillet, flinched back from the heat, and reached for a
dishdoth to protect himsdf.

“Coin’'s dead, kid,” he said. “Coin’s been dead since the day they made him Invisble. We were
looking to kill the thing that’ s living in his body.”

He lifted the killet, and aflick of his wrig spun the omdet in the air, folded it, and caught it. The
ragged lips twisted into a stisfied smile. He waited a few seconds, then flipped it to the other sde.

“That's how it works with them,” he said. “You take the undean Sirit indde, and it devours you.



It's not dways like that. Other kinds of rider, you maybe don’t need a ceremony. You get bitten, you
pick up the wrong guy a the bar. You get assaulted. Maybe it kicks you out of your body, puts you
someplace ese. Or it just hangs out in the back of your mind, meking suggestions or taking over in little
way's So you won't even notice.”

“That's...” | didn't know whether | was going to say horrible or gross or implaugble. Midian
shrugged.

“Yeah, wdl,” he said. “Thing is, the Invisble College bastards? They're strong, and they’re smart,
and they're organized. Every one of them that penetrates into the world makes Coin stronger, and the
stronger he gets, the more he can protect his own. Think Amway, but for demonic possession.”

“And killing the thing ingde Coin would fix you?’

“Killing that fucker would undo everything it's done in the physical world. Me and a whole lot of
other things besides. He's the center of the whole damn infection. Here, lemme get you a fork. Blow on it
alittle, it' s ill hot.”

The taste was more than a few eggs, onions, and peppers seemed to judtify. It was lush and hot
and rich. He amiled at my reaction and did the rest onto a plate for me.

“That'sredly good,” | said through my mouthful.

“There's a secret to it. Always drink some brandy firg. There. Enjoy. So, yeah, we were looking
to break the Invisble College's back. Get rid of Coin, disrupt the induction. It'd be jugt like penicllin
taking out a case of the clap. We both knew it was dangerous. | don’'t know how they got to Eric, but
I'm dead sure they did. Y our average mugger would have been out of his depth with him. Guys like Eric
don't die a random. He got hit.”

| took another hite of the omelet, chewing dowly to give mysdf time to think. On the one hand,
evaything Midian said was dearly insane. A two-hundred-year-old man cursed by demons. A caba of
evil wizards planning to engineer the demonic possession of a new batch of cultists. And my undein the
middle of it dl, dead because someone caught wind of his plan.

On the other hand, if anyone had asked me a week before what my unde did, | would have
guessed wrong. And even if every word coming out of Midian's mouth was crap, it seemed to be crap
he believed. And so maybe this Coin guy believed it too. I'd had enough experience with the kind of
arocities tha blind faith can lead to tha | couldn’t discount anything just because it was crazy. If Coin
and the Invisble College bdlieved that they were demon-possessed wizards and that Eric was out to stop
them, that could have been reason enough to kill him. Things don't have to exigt to have consequences.

| was logt in bitter memories for a moment. The flare of a maich brought me back. The desthly
face was congdering me as hellit a cigarette.

“I"d think it was bullshit too if | was you,” he said. “You doubt. | respect that. Doubt’s important
Suff.”

He took along drag, the cod of his cigarette going bright and then dark. Long, blue smoke did
out of hismouth and nogtrils as he spoke. It didn’'t amdl like tobacco. It was sweeter and more acrid.

“Thing is, kid, you gotta doubt the suff that isn’t true. You go around doubting whether pickup
trucks exigt, you'll wind up on the curb with alot of broken bits”

| put my fork againg the side of the plate and looked up at him.

“I'm taking this to the police, you know,” | said.

“Won't do you any good. They're just going to think you're nuts. They have an explanation that
auitsthem judt fine”

“All the same—"

A hard tap came from the front room. Both of us turned to look. Thelittle glass bdl that hung over
the door had fdlen. It rolled uneasily dong the unseen dope of the floorboards. While we watched, the
ones over the windows fdl too, one-two-three. Midian grunted.

“When you came in” he said, “you didn’'t drop something behind you? Ashes or sdt, something
like thet?’

“No,” | said. “Nothing.”

Midian nodded and took another drag of his cigarette.



“That'stoo bad,” he said.
With a bang like a car wreck, the front door burst in.



Three

Four figures poured into the front room. They wore pale shirts and loose pants, dmost like a karate gi.
Thar skins were dl pae, but covered with black markings. The swirls and designs looked like script.
Two tal men stood on ether Sde, a shorter man and a woman in the center. The shorter man shouted
something | couldn’'t make out. Midian yelped and bolted for the back of the gpartment. Four pairs of
eyes turned on me. Behind the elaborate tattoos, they looked surprised. Both of the tal men were holding
pigols.

Fear dhrilled through my veins. | should have been skittering away from them; | should have been
mewling. Instead, | dipped off the wrought iron stool and spun my plate like a Frisbee. It shattered
agang the short man’stemple, but by then the stool was dready flying through the air toward them. They
dodged it as | jumped, ralling over the counter on my back and landing, on my fingertips and the bdls of
my feet, on the kitchen floor.

The woman shrieked, and the crack of a pistol came a the same moment the countertop I'd been
on burst apart. A bullet made a sound as it passed over me, alittle exndation of death.

The woman came around the corner, and as if 1'd been expecting her, | launched forward, my
shoulder damming againg the side of her knee. | fdt something in her joint give, but her hands came
down on me like thrown bricks. We struggled on the floor. | couldn’t tdll if she was screaming or | was,
but seconds later, we were both on our feet. She had Midian's cutting knife in her hand. 1 could il see
where the onion juice had dried on the blade.

“Who are you?' she said. She had a Savic accent. Her eyes were the blue of gas flane. Her face
was written like a Chinese scroll, columns of esoteric characters from her hairline to her neck.

| didn’'t know | intended to move until the skillet was in my hand. She legpt forward, the knifepoint
moving for my body. | caught the blade with the skillet and spun, more gracefully than | had ever moved
before, throwing the woman to one side, and then coming around to land the skillet hard on the back of
her head. | heard the report of a pistol again and the refrigerator door over my shoulder puckered. |
dropped and rolled, pressing my back againg the cabinet, where | could neither see the front room nor
be seen from it.

The woman groaned. Blood pooled benesth her head.

“Drop your guns,” | shouted. “Do it now.”

It was an idiotic thing to say, but | fdt them hestate. | jumped forward, grabbing a drawer at
random, and, twiging from my bdly, pulled. It broke free, slverware arcing through the ar toward my
attackers. They fired, but the shots weren't amed. | dove out toward them.

Thefear vanished. | moved as if my body smply knew what to do. | just had to stand back and
let things follow thelr course. | rose to my feet, pushing the coffee table hard into one man's shins as |
did. As he sumbled, | stepped onto the table. His descending head met my risng knee, and he soun
back.

“Stop!”

The last man stood across the room from me, hislegs braced, both hands on his gun, steadying it.
His eyes were wide. There was no way | could get to him before he pulled the trigger. No way | could
Oet to cover before the bullet hit me. To my surprise, | amiled.

The pigal shot startled me, and | waited for the pain. Nothing came. Shock, | thought. It's the
shock. I'll die in a minute here. But then a second bullet dammed into the man, and he dumped. Blood
flushed the thick pale cloth of hisgi, meking it look like skinned meet. Midian stood in the hdlway leading
to the bedroom, what |ooked like a World War | Lugar in his hand.

He looked a me. His expression was cool and gppraisng.

“You're pretty good & that,” he said. “Close the door, kid.”

For the space of along breath, | didn’'t understand what he meant. When the trembling came, | fdt
like | was perfectly steady and the building was rattling. | crossed the four steps to the gpartment’s door
and pushed it closed. The wood was splintered and white where they’d kicked it in. The earthquake in



my body got worse. | fdt it in the soles of my feet, like the floor was tapping on my shoes. | wasn't sure |
was going to be able to remain standing.

When | turned back to the room, the woman had risen to her hands and knees. Midian, behind
her, leveled his Lugar a the back of her head.

“No!” | screamed.

He looked up as he pulled the trigger. The womean pitched forward, her skull split open. | dropped
to my knees.

“You don't need to look a me like that,” Midian said as he stepped over her body and toward
the amdl man crumpled in the middle of the floor. The attacker had shards of the plate in his hair, his legs
bent under him. His eyes were closed. | could see him breathing. “These aren’t people. They’re gliphoth.
Shels They're what' s left after arider’s taken over.”

“Pease stop,” | sad.

Midian fired twice into the smdl man's head. | closed my eyes. The euphoria of the fight was
gone, as if it had never been there. Tears ran down my cheeks, but | fdt too sck to move. | heard
Midian walk to the last man, the tdl one I’d kicked.

“Don't,” | breathed. “Please. Please don't.”

The gun barked. My body spasmed. | doubled over, vomiting up the eggs and onions and brandy.
| was crying with the same sense of illness, the same violence. Soft footsteps came toward me, and | was
suddenly sure that he was going to kill me too. | put up a hand, thinking somehow | could push away the
gun.

Midian kndt besde me. Skdeta hands did under my arms, and he lifted me. Together, we
sumbled toward the bathroom. | puked again as we passed the kitchen, but he kept pushing me on.
Soon, | was on my knees in front of the toilet curled in fetd position. There was blood and sick on my
deeve. Midian sat on the edge of the bathtub, watching me collapse.

“Measg” | sad. “Please” | didn’'t even know what | meant by it.

“Thefird time sthe worgt, kid,” he said in hisindugtrid ruin of a voice. “Killing someone ian't like
an action movie. You don't just go bang red loud and they fdl down. It does something to you. |
understand that.”

My eyes were shut tight. | could fed my mouth open wide enough to ache at the jaw, like | was
screaming. Only awhine came out. My heart fdt as if something precious had died. Sometiny part of my
mind, cool and observant, was surprised to see dl the rest of me coming unhinged.

“They came in here, kid. They came after you. You did what you had to do. They weren't even
human, no matter what they looked like. Remember that. They're just shells. All those folks were dready
dead.”

For thefird time, | wanted to believe him. All the bullshit about Eric and the Invisble College and
undean spirits. | wanted it dl to be true. | wanted to believe it.

| remembered the woman's blue eyes. Whoever she was, she'd been a baby once. Her mother
hed held her in her arms. She' d had afirg kiss. Someone had looked into those eyes with love. | saw her
skull open under Midian's bullets.

For amoment, | couldn’t bresthe.

“Takeyour timeg” Midian said. “1t's gonna be okay. Just take your time.”

It wasn't okay for a very long time It fdt like food poisoning, or worse. But eventudly my
grength gave out alittle, and the violence of my reections camed. Midian had left me aone, so | locked
mysdf in the bathroom and took along, cold shower. The water seemed to ground me and pull me back
to mysdf. When | stepped out and picked up atowe, | fdt fragile, but | could function.

In the gpartment, | could hear Midian grunting and talking to himsdf. The swest, harsh smdl of his
cigarettes covered anything else. | was grateful for that. | sat on the floor and dug through the puddle of
my clothes urtil 1 found my cell. | looked at it for along time before | could bring mysdf to make the cal.

Aubrey picked up on the second ring.

“Jayné?’ he said, pronouncing it wrong.

“Hey,” | said. “I need to ask you something.”



“Sure” he said. “Anything. What's up?’

| could hear something in the background. Voices. Traffic. The red world. | took a deep breath.

“What do you know about the Invishle College?’

There was a pause that lasted years.

“Oh, thank God,” he said. “I was afraid Eric hadn’t told you about any of it. | was going to bring it
up when | got you from the arport, but | thought if he hadn’t, I'd sound like a schizophrenic. Eric's
murder. It was about Randolph Coin, wasn't it? Was he actudly trying to take Coin on?’

| leaned forward, hunched over the cdl. Mostly what | fdt was rdief. Even if it wasn't true, if it
was dl stories and deceptions and madness, at least there was someone | could talk to. | dmogt Started
crying again.

“Jayné? Are you there? Are you dl right?’

“Y ou remember how you said | should cdl if | needed any help?’ | asked.

“Yes Absolutdy.”

“l need help.”



Four

T he bodies were lined up on the wooden floor of the front room. Midian had erected a levee of towels
around them and draped black plastic trash bags over thar heads. | was grateful for that. The curtains
were closed, cutting us off from the street and the city. With the windows covered, | redized how smdl
the apartment was. Aubrey was leaning againg the interior brick wal. Midian sat on the couch beside a
rough pile of history books and loose papers, his cigarettefilling the air with adim haze. His clothes were
streaked with blood. | perched on the remaining kitchen stool. The one I'd thrown in the fight had bent
enough that it wobbled now. | knew how it fdt.

“O-kay,” Aubrey said. Then, “Wow.”

“The upsdeis no cops,” Midian said. “1 figure they set up some kind of sound-dampening cantrip
before they brokein, or d<e...”

“Or ds=?" Aubrey asked.

“Brick wals” Midian replied with a shrug.

Aubrey nodded. His expresson was grave, but there was a busnesdike qudity to how he took
the whale thing in. | scratched my arm. I'd found a swesatshirt in the back. It smeled like Midian's
cigarettes, but the white shirt I'd worn here was ruined. | tried not to look at the bodies.

“Wdl, we ve got two issues” Aubrey said. “We need to get rid of these guys, and we need to
make sure you and Jayné are someplace safe.”

Midian smirked a the mispronunciation of my name, but didn’t correct him.

“My guessiswe ve got alitletime” Midian said. “Coin throws his ninja sirike team at us and they
don’t come home, he's gaing to get careful for awhile But | wouldn’t want to wait until morning.”

Aubrey nodded. | wanted to say that | was sorry, but | wasn't sure who | wanted to say it to. My
mind fdt like it had been sandblasted. Aubrey pulled out his cdl phone.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Midian said, ganding up. “1 wasn't keen on it when the kid invited you in. Who
the fuck are you cdling?’

“Friends” Aubrey said. “We ve dl worked with Eric onetime or another. They know the score.”

Midian frowned but didn’'t stop him. | fdt a rush of profound reief that Aubrey knew what to do
next. | didn't have a clue.

When I'd come out of the bathroom hdf an hour earlier and told Midian that Aubrey was on his
way, the cursed man had dmogt logt his temper. He' d asked me everything | knew about Aubrey—who
was he, who did he work for, how did he know Eric, why did | trust him—and it became clear that |
didn’'t actudly know anything. Only that when I’d asked for help, he'd sad yes.

After he'd arrived, there had been a brief dancing back and forth between them. Midian had given
a Reader’s Digest condensation of the story he'd told me, and Aubrey had accepted it. Aubrey had
explained that he and Eric had worked together before, and that he knew a little bit about Coin and the
Invishle College, but that Eric had warned him off. Both men had seemed satisfied, at least provisondly.
| watched it dl like it was a televison show.

Aubrey’s clean-up crew arived twenty minutes later. There were two of them, both Aubrey’s
age, both men, both unfazed by the corpses on the floor. The firs looked vagudy Japanese, his head
shaved to stubble, in a sand-colored shirt and pae, worn jeans. He said his name was Chogyi, but to cdl
hm Jake. The second, with white-blond shoulder-length hair and black clothes, only nodded to me.
Chogyi Jake said his name was EX.

“Ex? | sad. “Likein ex—footbdl player?’

“Ex-priest,” Chogyi Jake sad.

“Ex for xylophone,” Ex said, stooping by the bodies. He had lifted the plagtic trash bags. “The
birth certificate says Xavier. What killed them?

“l did,” Midian said. “The kid there kept them busy while | got the gun.”

“They were armed t00,” Ex said. “You let a twenty-year-old girl fight four riders sent to kill her
while you rummeaged around for a pistol?”’



“Twenty-two,” | said.

“She was doing a pretty good job,” Midian sad.

“Adrending” | said. “It was the adrendine”

“Mug have been pretty good adrendine to give you that much precison and control,” Ex sad
aryly.

“The kid's got some kind of mojo on her,” Midian said. “She didn’t trip the darms when she came
inether. I've been trying to figure that out.”

“Wait aminute” | said. “What?’

Midian shrugged. “Y ou shouldn’t have been able to hold those bastards off,” he said. There was a
litle gpology in his voice. “They’re pros. They should have cleaned your clock. But they didn't.”

“No,” | sad. “It waan't like that. | was just scared. It was fight or flight. | don't even know
| waved my hands a the room, the corpses, the four men who | barely knew.

“It doesn’'t work like that,” Ex said. “You think Eric put some kind of protection on her?’

Midian looked at the newcomer with distrust, then shrugged.

“Heleft her the whole joint,” Midian said. “Bedl kinds of stupid not to watch out for her too.”

“l don't have powers” | sad, louder than I'd meant to. My hands were on my knees, the
knuckles bloodless and white.

“Can we get back to theissue at hand?’ Aubrey said. “We've got a rider cult in town. They took
out Eric, and now it looks like they're after Jayné. We have four shels that we need to get rid of, and
Jayné and Midian here to get to shdter. Whatever dseisgoing on, that’s where we' re garting, okay?’

“Rignt,” Chogyi Jake said. “I've got the van downdairs. I'll go get the dolly and the drop cloths,
and we can get them out of here”

Ex stood up. There was blood on hisfingers. There was blood everywhere.

“The door isn't as bad asit looks,” he said. “A couple long wood screws will hold it together well
enough that no one will notice unless they’re looking for it. 1 can take care of that while Chogyi Jake
loads them up.”

“Good thing you boys are on the side of the angels” Midian said. “A sarid killer would pay a lot
for those kinds of services”

“You can come with us” Ex said. “Help dig”

“What about getting me to shelter?” Midian asked.

“We can keep you covered,” Ex said.

Midian shrugged. Aubrey nodded his approval.

“I'll get Jayné back to Eric’'s place. When you' re done, you can bring Midian too.”

“You think that's safe?” Chogyi Jake asked.

“Eric has more wards and protections on that house than anyplace else” Aubrey said. “It's not
perfect, but it's the best | can think of. And we're alittle short on time”

They dl took his point. | let him lead me out of the gpartment and down to the street. Night had
fdlenwhileI’d been indde. It was a shock to see the cars and the low iron fence, to amdl the exhaudt,
the distant suggestion of rain. I’d only been in the gpartment for afew hours. It had been alifetime.

He drove the same car he'd had a the airport the day before. | strapped on the seat bet and
leaned againg the window as he pulled into traffic. The moon looked more or less the way it had before
I"d been attacked, before I'd been part of killing someone. The dity lights obscured the stars. Aubrey
didn't speak, and neither did I, but | was sendtive to dl the amdl movements and sounds he made.
Shifting hisweight as he accelerated or touched the brakes, dearing his throat. My body fdt heavy, like
I’d had the flu and was il recovering. A police Sren wailed but Aubrey didn't seem worried by it, SO |
let mysdf ignoreit too.

Back at Eric's house—my house—Aubrey took my keys and opened the door so that | could
shamble into the living room and St on the couch. He sat beside me, his hand on the cushion above and
behind me; close, but careful not to touch. | leaned toward him, my fingers reaching out like roots on a
seadling. His physicd presence was more comforting than | could have imagined.



“Areyou okay?’ he asked.

“No,” | sad. “I'm pretty fucked up. I've never...I" ve never been part of anything like that.”

“It'shard,” he agreed.

“l don’t have powers. Whatever they said, I'm just a normd girl who—"

“Don’'t worry about it,” Aubrey said. “We |l make sense of the loose ends later.”

| didn't know why | hated Midian’s suggestion that | was anything more than | seemed. Maybe
because | was frightened that it might be true, and one more world-shifting change was set to pop my
brain. One question kept pushing through the confusion, and even though | more than hdf didn't want to
hear the answer, it came out. | ran my hand through my hair, trying to pull mysdf together

“They redly are the ones who killed Eric, aren’t they?’

Aubrey sghed. His arm behind me shifted. | wanted it to come down around my shoulders, but it
didn't.

“| think so. The Invisble College...Eric’'s talked about them before. | didn't know that he was
going up againg them now. They’re not good.”

“What are they, then. | mean, not good. No cookies. Check.”

Aubrey leaned in. | could smell the detergent on his shirt, the salt and musk under it like a perfume
mede from freshly washed boy. Something was making my throat a little dry, and | didn't know if it was
his body close to mine or another aftereffect of the shock. Or if there was a difference.

“There was a story Eric told me one time. He said Coin had been part of a scheme that took
orphans from Eastern Europe and...hollowed them out. Put other things in them. Riders. And then the
kids were adopted out. People would think they were adopting children, and instead, they’'d
get...mongers. Families would be broken apart. The riders would have a safe place to grow until they
were ready to move on or spawn daughter organiams.”

“And Coin did it dl for shits and giggles?’

“Coindiditintrade” Aubrey said. “For the favors those riders could do him later. Eric stopped it.
The Invishle College has hated him ever since. So yes, | think he' d be wise to try and break Coin. And |

know they’d want Eric dead.”

“Okay,” | sad.

He looked over a me. | couldn’'t quite read his expression. | tilted my head, asking the question
without asking.

“You'relikehim,” he said. “You're...impressive in the same way.”

| fet aflushinmy skin, and | caught my bresth like he'd asked me to fresking prom. | was acting
like a Sixteen-year-old on her fird date. It embarrassed me. | tried to stop.

“What way’sthat?’ | asked.

“Wl, you didn't even know about Eric's work until today, right? Now you've found out about
him, and about riders and magic. You've been attacked. You've seen people die. Any one of those
would have been enough to spin you. All of them together...I’'m surprised you aren’t in a puddle on the
floor.”

“| fed like | am,” | said with a great big adult, non—sexudly charged sgh. “I fed like I'm floaing
off somewhere about three feet to the left of me”

“Wel, it doesn’'t show. And food and deep can’t hurt, right?’

He shifted, preparing to rise, and | reached out. | put my hand on his am. From his eyes, |
thought he felt the pleaiin the motion.

“It's going to be dl right,” he said. “I know it doesn't seem like it, but it will. You've been sx
different women in the lagt twenty-four hours. You're just alittle dizzy. But it'll be dl right.”

| was aware of how badly | wanted to kiss him. | could fed his arms around me, my face aganst
his shoulder asif it had dready happened.

“Jane” he sad.

| corrected him. He looked embarrassed and tried out my name a couple of times, findly getting it
right. Before he could get back to his thought, | leaned over toward him. | could fed the warmth of his
body, hear the shushing of his shirt againg his skin as he moved. I'd heard stories about people hooking



up after something terrible. Emergency room doctors fdling into bed together, soldiers after a firefight,
srangers who' d survived some life-threatening disaster. I'd never understood it, but now it made sense.

| wanted. | wanted him to touch me. | wanted his body to reassure mine. | wanted something that
would take away everything I'd seen and touched and done, something bright and good and true.
Something that would hold off death. | wanted him to say my name again, and not in the tone he'd just
used.

The voice, when it came, wasn't his. It came from the back of the house, and it was Unde Eric’s.

“Hey,” it sad, “you've got acdl.”

| yelped and jumped back, my heart thumping like a pair of sneakersinadryer. Aubrey looked at
me, and then back a the dark hdlway.

“Hey,” the voice came again. It was tinny, like someone taking through a computer. “Y ou’ve got
acdl”

Aubrey walked back into the darkness. | followed. Eric's voice led us to the bedroom. A huge,
elaborate cdl phone glowed on the bedside table, its screen the sze of my pam. The voice was Eric's
ringtone. | picked it up. The incoming cal wasn't a number | recognized. Aubrey shook his head; he
didn’'t know dther.

“Let it drop to voice mal,” he said. | did, and when the icon appeared saying that there was a
message waiting, | thumbed through the menu system until | found it. The cdl dided. | put it on speaker.

“Um,” the cdll said. “Hi. I'm looking for Eric Hler? My name' s Candace Dorn? A friend of mine
told me that you were in Denver right now and you could help people with...um...werd problems? |
know this sounds redly odd, but | think there’'s something wrong with my dog. He wanted me to cdl
you.”

The voice sghed, asif giving up something. When she spoke again, she sounded resigned.

“My dog wanted me to cdl you. If you don't think I'm a complete nutcase, could you please cdl
me back?’

She left her number, said thanks, and hung up. | looked over a Aubrey.

“Her dog?’ | sad.

“It's possible,” Aubrey said. “Sometimes dogs can pick up on things. If there's a rider trying to
cross over from Next Door, or if someone is being ridden. I've heard weirder things. And that's what
Eric does. Wdll, did.”

“Helped people with their dogs?’

Aubrey chuckled, then amiled, then sobered.

“Eric did what needed doing,” he said. “It kept him busy. There are probably going to be a lot of
people looking for him. For awhile, at least.”

“l should cdl her back,” | said, “and tdl her that we can’'t help.”

Before | could press the button, he reached out, putting his hand over mine.

“Let’'shold off,” he said. “Jugt in case she' s redly with the Invisble College”

“Right,” | said. “I should have thought of that.”

| looked into his eyes. The desire I'd fdt was dill there, and | thought maybe | could dso see a
little of it in him. But the moment had passed. He fdt it too, because he sghed.

“I’'m going to try to scare up some food,” he said. “Then you should deep, if you can.”

“What about you?’ | asked.

“I'll be here” he said. “Don't worry.”

We ate grilled cheese sandwiches with the crusts cut off and ginger de from bottles he found in a
dugty back cabinet. We didn't talk much, and when we did, it wasn't about anything. When | made my
way back to the bedroom, he didn’t follow me.

| expected to fdl adeep quickly, but as tired as | was, | couldn't wind down. Ingtead, | punched
the pillows into new shapes. | shifted to my back or my bely or my side. | got up and did St-ups to tire
mysdf out. | looked out the windows. | wondered what my parents would think.

The thought done evoked my father’s glowering disapprova and my mother’s rabbitlike fear.
Unde Eric had been rich beyond any of our dreams. He'd spent his days fighting againgt spirits thet



invade the world and possess human bodies. No wonder Dad freaked out. Anything that didn’t fit into
his neetly packaged worldview was evil by definition. Mom would have just made some tea and ignored
the idea that anything was happening anywhere. It wasn't redly something I'd been thinking of mgoring
inether, for that matter. The question was, now that it had dl fdlen into my lgp, what was | going to do
about it?

Jug after midnight, | gave up, put on my same blue jeans and liberated another one of Eric’s white
button-down shirts. Theliving room was slent, the flickering blue of the tdlevison the only light. Aubrey
lay on the couch, his am tucked under his head, his eyes closed. | stood there for a few seconds,
watching him breathe, then went back and got a blanket to put over him. The televison was on a news
dation and muted. | turned it off.

The sane thing would have been to get a boatload of money, sl dl the properties just in case
there were two-hundred-year-old curse victims hanging out in them, and begin again someplace new.
Start from scratch and forget the last twelve hours, like they’ d never happened.

| wondered if they would let me. The Invishle College. | remembered the blue-eyed woman. |
saw her die again, and if my heart sped up and my throat closed down, it wasn't as bad as it had been
before. She'd been dead before she walked in. She'd been possessed by something from outside the
real world and sent to finish the job they’ d started when they killed my uncle. She was avictim, not of me
but of Randolph Coin. Or whatever evil Soirit had taken over Coin’s body.

| wanted to believe it, and | hadfway did. But only hafway. Faith and | had aways had a difficult
relationship, and we were talking about killing people—killing more people—based on nothing but faith.
Stting in the dark at the kitchen table ligening to the ar conditioner hum, my mind kept drding back to
prod at things

Weas it more likdy that spirits from outside redlity snuck in and took people over, or that people
went nuts sometimes? Or got involved with cults? Was it more likdy that | had magic superpowers I'd
never known about, or that I’d had a hdlish adrendine rush and the people | was fighting weren't actudly
dl that competent? Was it more likdy that Midian was two-hundred-plus years old, or that he was a
disfigured guy in hisfifties with a lousy set of coping skills? Aubrey seemed kind and sane and good, but
I’d known alot of men who seemed jugt the same and believed inthings that | didn’'t. God, for instance.

| looked at the window, and the darkness had made it a mirror. Here was a woman on the tralling
edge of twenty-two with no friends left. No family left. A shitload of money from nowhere, and the men
who'd given it to her—who, judging from the way he'd put her name on everything, had dways meant
for her to have it—had been murdered.

| looked the same. Same dark eyes. Same black hair. Same mole I’'d dways told mysdf I'd have
taken off as soon as | had the tattoo removd done. But | wasn't the same. And if everyone I'd met that
day—Muidian, Aubrey, Jake, Ex—was insane or deluded, | wasn't sure it changed anything. Unde Eric
was dead. Someone had killed him. And | was going to find out who. Randolph Coin was the best lead |
hed. So that was the lead I’ d follow.

A sound caught my attention. The dick of metd againg meta in a dow, dmogs meditative rhythm.
It was me. Without even naticing, I’ d taken the key ring out of my pocket and was tapping it againg my
thigh. The key to the doomed apartment, and two others. Storage fadilities. | lifted the keys, running my
fingers over their teeth.

“Yes little tomato,” | said to the key ring. “I’ll check you out too.”



Five

| was asleep when the others arrived. | woke up to the sound of voices and the smell of fresh coffee. |
pulled mysdf together: quick shower, fresh clothes, and out to the kitchen. Midian, his ruined face
seeming oddly comforting only because it was familiar, stood a the stove wearing a buff-colored apron.
Ex and Aubrey were stting at the table where the lavyer and | had been just the day before. Chogyi
Jake gmiled & mein gresting while he poured coffee into a black mug.

It was like waking into someone els€'s home. The four of them al seemed perfectly at ease. It
was like they dl belonged there and | was the intruder, awkward and out of place. | hadn’t bothered with
shoes. The kitchen tile was cool againgt my soles, and the coffee dmost too hot to drink.

“l was wondering if you were going to get up,” Midian said. “You aren't Jewish or Mudim or
anything fucked up like that, are you?’

“Excuse me?’ | sad.

In answer, he held up a package of bacon, his desiccated face taking on a querying expression.

“Yes, I'd love some bacon,” | said. “Thanks”

“We were just going over drategy,” Aubrey said. “How to proceed from here.”

“The...um...” | said, gesturing vagudy with the coffee.

“No one's finding those bodies,” Midian said, dgpping severd dices of bacon onto a hot Killet.
He raised his voice over the sudden violent Szzing. “ Say what you will about these boys mord systems,
they’ re effective when it comes to hiding evidence.”

Ex shot an angry look a Midian. Chogyi Jake seemed more amused. | had the sense from Aubrey
that the morning had been going pretty much dong these lines. | hopped up on the counter. It was the
sort of thing that would have made my father crazy, and even in these surred circumstances, | fdt a little
rebdlious doing it. None of the men present had any objection.

“Wdl, | have some things| need to do,” | said. “I have to take Eric's death certificate to a couple
banks and fill out Sgnature cards and things, unless you guys plan to buy dl my food and suff.”

“Everything does go better with money,” Midian said, nodding his approva in my generd
direction. “Eggs with that?’

“Sure” | said.

He moved the ill-frying bacon to one side of the skillet and cracked two eggs into the grease in
the cleared space while Ex shook his head and said, “I don't like it. We're under Sege here. We need to
take precautions.”

“Not dege,” Chogyi Jake said. “Attack, yes, but to say sege presupposes that our movements are
limited.”

“And it's not redly you,” 1 said. | hadn’t thought about the words, they just came out. Four pairs
of eyes turned to me. | shrugged. “They came after me. Well, me and Midian. | pulled Aubrey into it, and
he pulled you guys”

“She'sright,” Ex said. “Coin doesn’t have alock on the three of us. If there's legwork to be done,
it should be—"

Midian coughed out his derision.

“Don’'t be a schmuck, Ex. The girl’s cutting you loose. Over easy dl right? | can do over medium
if you redly want, but I'm not feeding you a hard yolk.”

“It sfing” | said, trying not to look at Ex or Aubrey. | was sure my embarrassment was showing,
and it only made me more embarrassed. “And I'm not...l don’t see how I’'m in a podtion to cut anyone
loose or keep anyone on, for that matter. But | am a big girl. All grown up. | don’'t want any of you in
trouble over me”

Somehow saying it out loud lent me the confidence to meet Aubrey’s eyes. He looked
sympathetic but aso resolute.

“Ericwas afriend of ours” Aubrey said. “Of dl of ours. Thisign't just your fight.”

“We know therisks,” Chogyi Jake said.



“Better than you do,” Ex finished.

“Three fucking musketeers. That makes you d Artagnan,” Midian said, handing me a plate. The
eggs were touched with rosemary, two strips of crigped bacon at the side, a dice of golden-brown toast
with an amog sublimind layer of butter, and a sorig of pardey to set the whole thing off.

“Thank you,” | said. | actudly meant about the food, but Ex was the one who replied.

“Not needed,” he said. It was the kindest tone he'd taken dl morning. “Thisis what we do.”

The conversation barreled ahead as | ate. By the time | used the lagt crust of the toast to sop up
the las golden trall of egg, Aubrey had a game plan in place. He would take me to run my
errands—bank and Eric’s storage fadilities both—while Ex went back to the apartment on Inca to make
sure everything that needed deaning was cleaned and dso to retrieve the books and whiteboard I’'d seen
when | was there. Chogyi Jake and Midian were going to say at the house and go over Eric’'s wards and
protections, induding digging up any information that would explain why 1’d suddenly gotten good a
fighting and hadn't set off Midian's darms. We would reconvene that evening with any new information in
hand and decide what we were gaing to do.

Going out to Aubrey’sminivan, | saw the van Chogyi Jake had talked about last night, its paint a
faded noncolor and windowless in a way that would have made me nervous if | was waking aone. A
black, amogt chitinous sports car was parked besideit.

“Ex? | asked, nodding at the sports car.

“Ex,” Aubrey agreed. “You've got the directions to your banks?’

| held up three MapQuest printouts.

“And the storage joints besides,” | said as he pulled out. The ar conditioner hummed, cranking out
acool breeze to fight the August hest. | watched the house in the side mirror as we drove away. It could
have been anyone's. There was nathing about it that gave any hint that Eric Heller had been anything
particularly specia. We turned at the intersection of a bigger, buser street, and the house vanished.

“I've got one thing | need to do when we're done,” Aubrey said. “It's just a quick stop to pick up
some things”

“Your place?

“My work, actudly,” he said.

“Oh,” | said, then laughed. “Y ou know, | never redly thought of you as having ajob. What do you
do when you aren't fighting the forces of darkness?’

“I'm a research biologis,” he sad. “I've got a grant from the NIH, and I'm based a the
Universty of Denver. It's how | met Eric.”

“Serioudy? And you' re sudying what? The biomechanics of ghosts?’

He laughed. | liked the way he laughed. | had the sudden physicd memory of leening in last night,
amog kissng him. It was disorienting.

“Paragitology,” he said. “Did you say Seventeenth Stregt?’

“And Stout, yeah. So you work with...what, somach worms?’

“My dissertation was on behavior modification of mammas by single-cdl parasites. Eric read it
and tracked me down. Have you ever heard of Toxoplasma gondii ?’

“l was an English mgjor, when | was anything,” | said. “If Shakespeare wrote a sonnet abot it, |
might have run into it. Otherwise, no.”

“It saredly cool organiam,” he said. “Pretty much the classic example of parastic mind control.”

“Paragitic mind control 7' | said. My flesh crawled alitile

“In mammds at least. There are some pretty great ones for insects and mollusks too, but if you
want to play with hosts that have spind cords, T. gondii is the best gamein town.”

Aubrey’s eyes were bright, and he leaned forward over the deering whed as he spoke.
Enthusasm made him seem younger than he was. | kind of wished he was getting jazzed about something
with a lower ick factor, but as he went on, the urge to wash my hands lessened a little and | found mysdf
Qgetting interested.

“It usudly livesin a cat’s integind tract,” he said. “We cdl the cat the find hogt. It's where the
organiam redly wants to be.”



“So what doesiit do to the cat’s mind?’ | asked.

“Nothing. Zip. Nada. But there’samiddle part. In order to get from one cat to another, it passes
through mice. So the firg step isto go from the ingde of a cat to the ingde of a mouse”

“And you do that by...?7" | asked just a heartbeat before | figured it out. | made a face. “We're
about to talk about mice eating cat poop, aren't we?’

“Wel, yeah,” he said. | weighed whether to change the subject back to mydicd assassins and my
recent daughter thereof, and reluctantly decided to stay with the poop-eating mice. We paused at a red
light. Two homeless men passed beside the car, faces flushed with the hest.

“The thing that's interesting is what happens once it's indde the mouse” Aubrey continued.
“Normdly, mice avoid anyplace that amdls like a cat’s living there. Just good sense. But infect a mouse
with T. gondii, and it isn't afraid anymore. In fact, it starts liking the smdll. The infected mouse starts
henging out where cats are more likdy to be. Good for the cat, because it's more likdy to get a med.
Good for the paragite. It can get into a fresh host. Lousy for the mouse”

“Okay, that's the creepiest thing ever,” | said. “1 think | get it, though. That's like riders. The things
that are ingde Coin? And the ones we killed last night?’

Thelight turned green. Traffic started moving.

“Some riders can be like that, yeah,” Aubrey said. “I don't think the Invisble College ones are
quite thet flavor. But there are dso a lot of riders that will just hang out in the back of someone's mind
and...change them. You know?’

“The way your amoeba thing changes mice” | said.

“Actudly, the way it changes people. T. gondii infects humans too. People with the cysts in their
brain suffer mild disnhibitions. Men become more prone to violence”

“And women?’

Aubrey glanced over a me and then back at the road.

“Sex,” he said. “It makes women more affectionate and prone to...ah...”

“Get prone?’ | suggested. A green sedan cut in front of us. Aubrey swore, hitting the brakes and
hishorn at the same time. | took the opportunity to switch subjects.

“So Eric read your paper and tracked you down?’

“Yeah,” Aubrey said. He seemed rdieved not to be talking about sex. | wasn't sure whether | was
or not. “He was working on an idea about riders. See, there are some things about riders that look a lot
like biologicd agents. And then there are things that redly just don’'t. What we were doing was sort of
reverse-engineering riders. Figuring out what kinds of congtraints are on them from the way they act.”

“Hey, that was Stout,” | said, pointing back at the street Sgn we'd just passed.

“It saone-way. They dl are downtown. Well go down Champa and turn around.”

“Okay,” | said. “Sorry. You were saying? Reverse enginesring something?’

“Yeah, like cicadas. Did you know cicadas have prime-numbered cycles?’

“| did hear about that, yeah,” | said. “Something about saying away from things that eat them,
right?’

“Tha's the theory. If the cicadas are trying to avoid a predator with a five-year cycle, they
develop a thirteen-year period and only coincide with the predator every sixty-five years.”

“Okay,” | sad. | was getting a little lost, but | didn't want Aubrey to think | was stupid. “So
what's the five-year predator?’

“There in't one,” he said. “At least not now. But that the prime numbers show up suggedts that
there was one, even if it's dready gone extinct. So when primes show up in riders, maybe it's because
there's something out there that they' re avoiding. The Invisble College is actudly a good example of
that. They have this ceremony every seven years. Why seven?’

“Because it's a prime, and they’ re avoiding something?’ | said.

“Maybe, yeah. Or then again, maybe because there are seven wandering stars,” Aubrey said. “Or
because God made the world in seven days. Or there are supposed to be seven categories of the soul.
It's hard to know what kinds of rules actudly apply. Eric wasn't about to let any good hypothesis go
untested, though. Here, this is Seventeenth Street. I'm going to grab that space and we can wak from



here”

“Sounds good,” | said, noticing for no good reason that seventeen was a prime. | got out of the
minivan, slepping into the beating sun. | fdt a little light-headed, but whether it was the conversation or
the dtitude or just the spiritud jet lag that my utterly transformed life brought on, 1 couldn’'t say. Aubrey
came up a my sde, hisfingertips brushing my arm. | let him lead me across the street.

“Eric thought if we could figure out how riders changed people, we could make a better guess at
what they wanted. What their agenda was.”

“Midian sad they’re an infection,” | said.

“Midian has some smpligtic ideas about infection,” Aubrey said.

The bank was down a very short block. As if we'd agreed on it, Aubrey and | dropped the
subjects of parasites and pirits when we entered the dry, cool desert of the finenda world. The lawyer
hed given me the name of the woman to ask for when | got to the desk. | expected to be put in one of
the little wood-grain cubicle offices that competed for space with the line of tellers, but instead Aubrey
and | were escorted to an eevator, and then up to a plush private office where | presented my
paperwork, sgned theirs, and was given access to the firg of Eric's cash accounts. They promised me an
ATM card in about a week. Just to seeif | could, | withdrew ten thousand dollars in cash. The woman
didn’'t blink.

“Dinne’son me” | said as we walked back out onto the street. Aubrey looked stunned.

“It really is” he sad.

There were other banks and more paperwork, but | put them aside. My hands kept finding their
way to the keys for the storage units, fidgeting with them. Whatever | was getting into, | now had enough
money in my name to do whatever needed doing. Aubrey was oddly quiet as we walked, and | took the
chance to pull out the MapQuest printouts and see which of my next stops looked closest. | didn’'t redize
how much the August heat had been pressng on me until Aubrey started up the car and the firg blast of
the ar conditioner hit my skin.

“Okay,” | said. “Thison€'s on Eighteenth Street. That should be pretty close, right?’

“What? Oh. Yeah, that's over by the Children’s Hospital. We could dmost walk to that.”

“Let'sdrive anyway,” | said. And then, “Hey, are you dl right?’

“I'mfing” Aubrey said. “1 judt...Eric and | never talked about money. | didn't know that he was
inthat kind of tax bracket.”

“Meether,” | said aswe pulled out into traffic. “Turns out there was awholelot | didn’t know.”

Aubrey amiled, but his brows didn’t quite lose thar furrow. It was only a few minutes before we
pulled into the storage facility. The gate code was written on the key chain. | read it to Aubrey, and he
leaned out and punched the buttons. The bar rose, and we headed into the asphdt rat maze that was the
dorage joint.

| didn’'t know quite what I'd expected, but this place wasn't it. It was too prosaic. White stucco
buildings with green garage doors lined a dozen tight dleyways. A family was loading boxes into the back
of abig orange U-Haul truck, agirl maybe eght years old waving to us as we passed.

Aubrey cruised down two dleys, sruggling to make the turns before | saw the numbers for Eric's
unit. We came to a hdt just outsde it. | fit the key into the padlock. The dlick as it came free was soft
and deep. The lock was heavier inmy hand then I'd expected. | took hold of the ralling door, prepared
tolift it up, but | hesitated. Depite the heet, | shivered.

“The people who have thething,” | said. “They don’t know it, do they?

“The people who have wha?’

“The T. whatever. The parasite,” | said.

“No. | mean, you could test for antibodies and find out, but generdly there aren't many
Symptoms.”

“Except that it changes who they are” | said.

Aubrey wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of one hand. A few dleys over, the
U-Haul truck started up with aloud rattle. | kept my fingertips on the shaped metd handle of the garage
door, hestating.



“Is something wrong?’ he asked.

Yes, | wanted to say. | fought four people with guns to a sanddtill yesterday. | waked through
Midian's megic darms like they weren't there. | have more money in my backpack right now than I’'ve
ever had inmy bank account. And what if whatever’s in here changes things again? | didn’t particularly
likewho | was last week, but at least | knew who | was.

“No,” | said. “It's nothing.”

“You're cool?”’

“Cucumberesque,” | said.

| tightened my grip on the handle and pulled. The garage door shrieked in metdlic complaint and
rose up. Daylight spilled into a concrete cube behind it, smdler than an actud garage. White cardboard
boxes were stacked three deep againg the walls, and an indudtriad-looking set of sted shelves at the back
supported a collection of odd objects. A vidin case, aduffd bag, two tranducent bowling bdls, a suffed
bear with awide pink heart embroidered on its chest.

It looked like a secondhand store, but it fdt like a puzzle. 1 picked up the suffed bear. The nap of
the fake fur was worn, the thread that made its mouth was loose and thin with use. A child had loved this
bear once. | wondered who that had been, and what had brought the beloved object here.

“I’ve got something,” Aubrey said.

He was sanding beside the stack of boxes, the top one open. Looking over his shoulder, | saw a
gtack of three-ring binders with words stenciled on the spines INVISIBLE COLLEGE—1970-1976.
INVISIBLE COLLEGE—1977-1981. There were easly a dozen of them. Aubrey lifted one out and
opened it.

“What isit?’

“Newspaper dippings. Ligts of names and places” he said with a sgh. “I don’'t know what it dl
means.”

“Let'sgetitinthe car,” | said. | suddenly wanted very badly to just leave. “Let’s get as much of
thisout of here as we can and well make sense of it later.”

He grunted in agreement and hauled the box out toward his car. | grabbed the next box and
followed him. It wasn't until we picked the duffd bag up off the shdf that we found the guns



X
Thisis nice” Midian said, chambering a round with the rolling sound that only shotguns make. He
looked down the barrel and nodded his appreciation. “Good workmanship.”

Chogyi Jake and Aubrey were squatting by the coffee table. Three empty shdls lay on the table's
edge, two smdl piles of debrisin the center. Ex stood by the kitchen table, copying the diagrams from the
Inca Street whiteboard onto alegd pad.

“They're dl loaded the same way,” Aubrey said. “Silver shot, rock sdt, and I'm not sure what this
Is”

“Ironfilings” Ex said. “According to this, he loaded them with Slver, sdt, and iron.”

“If he wasn't sure precisdy what form the rider took, that would cover a very broad range
Chogyi Jake sad.

“Or if he was loading for more than one,” Midian said. “Y ou gotta remember, he was hiring on a
loupine for muscle. They're tough bastards, but not the last word in reliable.”

| sat on the couch, my knees drawn up to my chest, watching and ligening. Through the evening,
the four men had decoded Eric’s plan, details unfolding like petals faling open.

According to the caendar Eric had left us, the Invisble College was scheduled to begin the rituds
that would summon riders and inject them into the new crop of initiates within the next day or two. As the
ceremonies continued, the gap between the red world and what Eric cdled the Pleroma and Aubrey
referred to as Next Door would turn permeable. Randolph Coin would be a his most vulnerable just
before the find ceremony, scheduled for just after dawn on August 11, one week from today.

So now we had a countdown. Seven days.

In seven days, we were going to kill someone. The thought made my skin crawl. Or we were
going to get the rat bastard who' d killed Eric, which fdt better. My head kept bouncing between anxiety
and wrath, like | was two different people.

“Thisis dl from the one storage unit, right?” Ex asked, waking into the man room. “You didn’t
meke it to the other one?’

“No room inthe car,” Aubrey said.

“We need to get to that other one,” Ex said. “1 think it has props for the invocation to draw Coin
out. WEl need to inventory those.”

“I'vegot to...” | said, sanding and heading for the back door. “Excuse me”

| heard the sllence behind me as | walked out into the backyard. | could fed ther eyes on my
back even after | closed the door. The yard was immaculate the grass green as emeralds and freshly cut,
mumsin the flower beds threatening to bloom, a cherry tree with alittle overripe fruit ill on the branches
meking the air heavy with sweetness and corruption. | sat in the darkness and stared up a the moon. |
saw the inked face of the blue-eyed woman.

The door did open behind me, and then just as quigtly shut.

“Hey. Areyou dl right?’

Aubrey looked uncertain in the dim light. He was wearing blue jeans and a T-shirt with the logo of
an old science fiction show, long since off the ar. His hair was mussed. It occurred to me that we'd
forgotten to stop by hislabs a the universty.

“l can't do this” | said. “We re talking about murdering someone.”

He came to my side and lowered himsdf to the ground, legs crossed.

“I thought you understood,” he said. “These aren’t people. Not anymore. They' re—"

“Riders” | said. “Spiritud paradites that have magic powers and take over people's bodies. |
understand that. | jud...”

| closed my eyes and saw Midian fire his Lugar into the back of the woman's head.

“I just don't believeit,” | said. “I want to. But | don’t.”

“You think we're lying?’ he asked. The idea seemed to surprise him. | didn’t laugh, partly because



it wasn't funny.

“Itign't about trust. | believe that you think it' strue,” | said. “That's not the same. | grew up with
afather who knew how the world worked. Who knew how God worked, and what was right and what
was wrong. And | believed everything he said because he was sure. And then when it turned out thet |
wasn't sure...”

| spread my hands.

“Knowing that you dl believeit isn't the same as bdieving it mysdf,” | said. “And | can't do thisif
itisn't true. | can go to the police. | can hire a bodyguard. | can do alot of different things, but | can't kill
someone.”

Aubrey was quiet. | wanted to brush the hair away from his eyes. | wanted to ask him to forgive
me

“If you knew thet riders were red,” he said. “If you had evidence that the world redly does work
the way we dl say it does, could you trust me about Coin and the Invisble College?’

“l don’'t know,” | said. “Probably.”

He was dlent for a moment, then sighed and looked up a the moon with me. | could fed the
subtle warmth of his body. Somewhere nearby, a police Sren rose and faded away. My stomach fdt like
| svallowed a bowiful of lead shot.

“You'reangry?' | asked.

“What? No! No, I'm not mad. I'm just thinking.”

“Did you bdlieve it? When Eric came to you and told you dl about this...this guff. Did you believe
it?’

“No,” Aubrey said. “He had to prove it to me”

A minute later, he rose and walked dowly back into the house. | heard voices raised in
conversation. Midian, Ex. | didn't think Chogyi Jake ever raised his voice, s0 if he was taking | might
never know. He reminded me of my maother that way.

| had ten thousand dollarsin my pocket, less forty that I'd spent on pizza and beer for the bunch
of them. | could Google private investigators tonight, make a haf-dozen cdls in the morning, and set
hounds on Randolph Coin’s heds. If he was redly the person who'd killed Eric, | could get the evidence
and have the bastard thrown in jal for the rest of hislife | didn't know why that seemed to make less
sense than magicd vigilantes taking on a society of evil wizards.

| thought of the three amdl stones dropping at the apartment, one-two-three. It could have been
some kind of magicd darm system. It could have been something else.

| put my head in my hands and hoped that my mind would clear. It didn't.

| heard Aubrey come back out. When | looked over, something was glowing white and bluein the
palm of his hand. It said something about my state of mind that | thought it was a bal of witch fire or
some other tiny miracle. Then he stepped alittle closer, and it was just the screen of Eric’s cdl phone. He
held it out to me.

“Cdl her,” he said.

“Who?’ | asked, taking the phone. It was warm.

“The womean that called. The one with the dog.”

| looked down at the phone. The icon for voice mal was 4ill there,

“What if she’swith the Invishle College?’ | said.

“I'll take one of the shotguns,” Aubrey said, and something in his voice was light, even though |
knew he was serious. | thumbed through the logs, found the most recent missed cdl, and selected the
menu option that returned it. Aubrey sat next to me. The branches of the cherry tree shifted in the breeze.

“Hdlo?" awoman said. | thought the voice was the same, but it seemed tighter.

“Hi,” | sad. “Thisis Jayné Heller. | think you caled my uncle Eric?’

“Oh, thank God,” the woman said. She sounded like she was crying. “Oh, thank God.”

I'D EXPECTED a the soonest, we'd arrange to meet the woman and her dog sometime in the
morning. But ten minutes after | ended the cdl, Aubrey and | were in his miniven headed north for



Boulder.

“It used to be left-wing hippie centrd, kind of the way Colorado Springsis the home port of dl the
right-wing nut jobs,” Aubrey said. “There were a lot of people dabbling in dternative spiritudities and
megic and drugs and things. These days, it's modly people who fed like they're saving the planet
because they’ re buying groceries from Whole Foods.”

“Okay,” | said.

“Did she tdl you anything about what was going on?’

“Jud that her dog wanted her to cdl us” | said. “I think it has to do with her boyfriend too, but
I’m not sure.”

“She was pretty upset, sounds like”

“Yeah,” | said. Ahead of us tallights tracked off into the darkness, lines of red in the black.
“Y eah, she was pretty messed up. | don’t know what we're doing, though. | don’t know anything about
whet Eric used to do.”

“l know enough to start,” Aubrey said. “Hopefully it'll be smple”

We turned onto Highway 36, and then sooner than I'd expected, we were pulling onto the South
Boulder Road exit. A knot was tying itsdf in my belly, embarrassment and fear.

| was embarrassed because | was about to go tak to a stranger—a desperate one—about
supernatura ghosties dipping into her dog’'s mind, and only haf of me thought it was possible. The fear
was because the other hdf thought it was.

Candace Dorn’s house was a pretty bungalow with a wide porch, complete with swing. A huge
tree commanded the yard, choking out dl competition. Even the grass looked thin and unlikdy where the
tree' s shadow would have fdlen in daylight. All the lights were on, the windows blazing, like the woman
was trying to push back night itsalf. Aubrey killed the engine, then reached into the backseat for the
lesther saichel he' d packed before we Ieft. | grabbed my backpack.

One of the shotguns was back there too. He didn't take it out, and as we headed up the
root-cracked concrete walk to the house, | wasn't sureif | was relieved at that or worried.

The woman who answered the door reminded me of my high school art teacher. She had dark,
curly har and skin that had tanned too many times, now permanently dark and leethery. She had a
dieter’s figure and a pianit’s hands. Something in the way she held hersdf caught my attention, but |
couldn’t put my finger onit.

“Candace Dorn? I'm Jayné” | said. “Thisis Aubrey. He' s here to hdp.”

“Pease comein,” she said, sanding back. | wondered whether she'd have done the same thing if
we' d had a shotgun. Something made me think she would. “Thank you for coming out. | don't...l just
don't know what to do. | don't believe any of thisis redly hgppening.”

“Can you tdl us what exactly isgoing on?” Aubrey asked.

The house had hardwood floors and pae patterned rugs. Tin Mexican wal sconces threw white
light up the wdls, and clunky, colorful paintings struggled to give individudity to furniture that dl came
from IKEA. | noticed that there was a wicker basket by the fireplace cradling a crushed pillow dicked
with white and brown dog hair.

“It started maybe a week ago,” Candace Dorn sad. “Charlie—that’s my dog—woke up acting
redly strange. He was hiting himsdf and barking at my fiancé, who he aways just loved before. He
wouldn't eat, he wouldn't let me go out of the house. He' s never been like that before.”

“Whet did the vet say?’ | asked.

Candace paced the length of her living room without answering me. Aubrey sat on the am of an
overduffed chair.

“l don’'t believein...voodoo or whatever,” Candace sad & lag.

“What makes you think thisis voodoo,” | asked. “Or, you know, whatever?’

Candace opened her mouth, closed it, then walked back toward the rear of the house. Aubrey
met my eyes with an ungpoken question. | followed her.

The kitchen showed some Sgns of disarray. One of the cabinet doors was resting againg the wall,
its hinges broken. The wooden table had a long, fresh gouge white as a scar againg the dark varnish.



Candace walked to the back door, and | redized what about her stance bothered me. My firs semester
a college, I'd agreed to play tackle footbdl with some friends even though they’d been drinking. I'd
broken one rib and cracked another. For a month afterward, I’ d waked just like Candace did now.

When she opened the door, a German shepherd was waiting. He froze when he saw us, his gaze
ghifting from Aubrey to me and back again. Thiswas Charlie.

“These are the people | cdled,” Candace said. Her voice was unsteady. “They're the ones who
can hdp.”

| had never watched an animd’s expression change before. Charli€'s unease became something
else. He nodded to me and then to Aubrey. If he'd been human, it would have been a perfect gesture of
masculine gresting.

“Chalie)” | sad, acting on a hunch, “could you go to Aubrey’s right hand and touch it with your
|left forepaw?’

Charlie barked once, and then did exactly as I'd asked. Aubrey’s brows rose. Candace Dorn
touched her hand to her mouth. There were tearsin her eyes.

“That ign't Charliein there, isit?’ | asked.

She shook her head. The dog looked up at me with an intelligence that |1 could only think of as
human. You wanted proof, | told mysdf. You wanted to be sure.

“Before this happened,” Aubrey asked, “had anything else changed? A new piece of at or some
new person coming into your home? Was anything different?

“No,” she said. “Nathing happened. It was just one day...”

“And when did your fiancé start beeting you up?’ | asked.

The dlence was total. When Candace spoke again, she sounded defeated.

“After | caled you,” she said. “After he found out that I'd called.”

Aubrey let out his bresth like someone had punched him. Charlie the dog looked up at me, brown
eyesfeaful and resolute. When | kndlt and put my hand on his ruff, he whimpered once.

“There are some things that can digplace people,” Aubrey said. “Move into a body and cast the
former owner out.”

“Like into an animd,” | said. “Undean spirits. So when you said that you could handle the easy
ones, thiswas't what you had in mind, was it?’

“Not so much, no,” Aubrey said. 1 think we'll need Ex. If any of us can fix this, it'll be him. He
used to be a Jesuit. Cadting out spirits was one part of the coursework.”

Candace Dorn stepped forward, her hand out as if she was stopping us. The unease in her
expresson made perfect sense to me. We'd just come into this sudden surred hdl that her life had
become and started taking like we understood it.

“What are you saying?’ she demanded. “What's going on here?’

“There are things cdled riders” | said, surprised by how informed and competent | sounded given
that 1 only knew what I'd been told in the last day or s0. “They're spirits. Our best guess is that one of
them took over your fiancé€ s body and pushed his soul, or whatever you want to cdl it...”

| pointed a the dog. Charlie whined again. Candace didn't kned down so much as mdt. Her
spun, emptied expresson was perfectly familiar. I'd fdt exactly like that Snce my firg vigt with Eric's
lavyer.

“Aaon?’ she sad.

The dog—Charlie or Aaron or some combination of the two—stood up and walked over to her.
The movement had a dignity that spoke as eoquently as words. | would never have done this to you.
Candace started crying in earnest now, confuson and fear and relief. Aubrey aready had his cdll phone
out. His face was gray and serious. | motioned him to come out to the front room with me.

Candace and her dog needed a moment done.

Aubrey sat on the couch, explaining the Stuation in fast, telegrgphic sentences. | could hear EX's
voice compressed to a thin, synthesized verson of itsdf coming from the phone. | stood with my arms
crossed, looked out the window into the hot August night, and tried to make sense of my own heart.

My sense of doubt and confuson was gone, and in its place, something richer and sranger was



growing. The tattooed assassins, Midian's curse, Eric's death. My aleged powers. None of those had
been as convindng as the expresson in the dog's eyes.

So, okay, riders existed. Aubrey and Chogyi Jake and Ex and Midian weren't suffering a group
deluson. They were tdling the truth. I’ d seen the evidence now, and s0 a lagt | could redly believe.

And Eric. | was ganding now where he would have been, doing—however poorly, however
uncertainly, with my near total ignorance intact—what he would have done. | was proud of him, and sad
beyond words that | hadn’'t known what he was when | could dill have asked him abot it.

There had to be a reason he hadn't told me. All the things he’d done for me over the years, dl the
little intercessions that kept me out of trouble with my dad. He'd been watching out for me then, and so
maybe he' d been watching out for mein this too. One thing was certain: there were more kinds of danger
inthisthan | had ever imagined.

But he d d=o left it to me. He' d left me the keys to the kingdom. So he hadn’t thought there were
more kinds of danger than | could handle.

And that, oddly, was the answer I’ d been looking for. The warmth in my heart was pride that he'd
chosen me to take up hiswork. To step into liveslike Candace's. It beat the crap out of being a college
dropout with a bad reputation and no family. And maybe he’ d known that too.

Sill lost in speculation, | didn't notice the police cruiser dowing down until it pulled in behind
Aubrey’ s minivan. | watched the cop get out, consder the house and the back of the minivan, then turn
on the flashing lights and muitter into a radio strapped to hislapd. Aubrey cut the connection with Ex and
looked out with me. He muttered something obscene.

“He mugt have seen the shotgun. We can't have this guy around when Ex shows up,” Aubrey said.
“Let me go see what's the trouble.”

He' d started walking past me toward the door, then stopped, his weight tugging a me. He turned
to look a me, and | redized that I’d grabbed hisarm. | hadn't meant to, but having doneit, | knew why |
hed.

“Don’'t. Don't go,” | said. Then, louder, “Candace? Hey, Candace. Your fiancé wouldn't be a
cop, would he?



Seven

H e came up the same path I'd walked with Aubrey half an hour before, the pam of his hand resting on
the butt of his pistol. The flashing lights slhouetted him and hid his face. At my side, Candace was saring
out the window and murmuring a congtant gring of syllables equa parts prayer and vulgarity. The dog
stood between her and the door, ill and slent and thoroughly undoglike.

From my glimpses through the window, | guessed the man was around two hundred pounds. He
hed a Taser, Mace, a pistol. He had a badge. For dl | knew his murmured conversation on his lapd
radio had been cdling more police to his cause. Plus which, he was a supernaturd beastie capable of
God only knew what.

We had Aubrey, me, Candace Dorn, and a very intdligent dog. | didn’t like our chances.

“Okay,” Aubrey sad nervoudy. “We're going to be okay. WE Il just...we have to jud...”

The man reached the door and pounded on it. The houseitsdf seemed to tremble.

“Candacel” the man shouted. “Open the door!”

It was the voice—the anger and power and implict violence in it—that snapped me into action. |
took Candace by the arm, shaking her until her eyes shifted to mine. Her face was pae.

“You need to get out of here” | said. “You and Charlie head out the back. Go to a neighbor’s or
afriend’s. Anyplaceit'll take him awhile to find you.”

“Thet isn't Aaron,” she said. “It's his body, but thet is't Aaron.”

“I know,” | said. “Leavethis part to us. Just get out. Do it now.”

The dog nuzzled her hand, whining dightly, then jerked its muzze toward the kitchen. Let’s go.
Candace drew along, sheking breath while the thing in her fianc€ s body hammered the door again. She
nodded, pulled me into an embrace as sudden as it was brief, and then she and Charlie the dog were
gone.

“How long until Ex gets here?’ | asked, trying hard to keep my voice from shaking.

“Hdf an hour if there's no traffic and he's speeding,” Aubrey said. “An hour if thereisand heisn't.
Did you have a plan besides getting those two out of harm’s way?’

“Nope,” | sad.

“Then wé |l probably want to keep his attention on us until they're clear,” he said, as if thiswas dl
perfectly sane and acceptable. | saw then how someone could love Aubrey. “Hold on a minute” he
ydled. “We re coming!”

The thing at the door paused, surprised (I guessed) by a man's voice and the unhurried, casud
tone Aubrey had taken. Aubrey pulled a doth bag from his pocket and pressed it into my hand.

“Ashes and sAlt,” he said. “1t may help block or absorb anything it tries to do.”

“Y ou mean besides shoot us,” | said. The bag was heavier than | expected.

“Begdes that,” Aubrey agreed.

“Open this fucking door and do it now!” the cop shouted.

“Who isit?” Aubrey asked, his voice loud enough to carry through the door. “Can | see some
identification, please?’

The shots weren't like the ones you hear on TV or in the movies. Two dry cracks, quieter than the
pounding of the thing's figs, and the wood around the doorknob bloomed into splinters. The ridden
policeman kicked the door open so hard it dmost came off its hinges. Aubrey legped back, diving for
cover. | stepped around the corner, the doth bag gripped tight in my hand.

“Where is she?’ the thing in the cop’s body demanded. The voice had logt any vestige of humanity
now; the words were flies and saw blades. “Give her over, and | might let you live”

“She'supdtairs” Aubrey lied. “Jugt leave me out of it.”

It surged into the room. | hadn’t been prepared for the change. Its skin was darker than a bad
bruise and tinted blue as a sorm cloud; the head that canted forward from the shoulders was long-jawed
and carnivorous, the eyes the ydlow of cat piss. Its chest worked like a bellows, ripping the police
uniform and popping the Ve cro fastenings of the bulletproof vest. | wasn't afraid of being shot anymore.



| was jugt afraid.

Aubrey was on his knees, sruggling to stand. The creature raised a hand, points of metd or chitin
glittering on its fingertips. With a sense of being in a dream, | watched mysdf swing forward, grab those
powerful fingers, and twist from my waist. Something inits wrist popped, and it let out a ydl that seemed
likeit would break glass.

The impact when it dammed me againg the wdl drove my bregth out. Its eyes were fixed on me. |
saw Aubrey diving toward it, saw its leg lash out, saw Aubrey fdl again. Its good hand was around my
throat. The air was getting thin. | scratched a its eyes, my arms faster than | would have thought possible
but gill not fast enough. | didn’'t see its wounded hand cut into my side; | only fdlt it.

The cut was cold. My blood spilling down my ribs fet like ice water. And then something pushed
inunder my skin, something dick and cool and ancient beyond words. Indinctively, | knew the rider was
entering me, trying to take my body asits own. | fdt an answering warmth rise from the base of my spine
to my heart to my throat. It fet like afirebdl, and | shouted as | used it to push the invader out.

The cresture sumbled back, dropping me to the ground. Its eyes were wide and
uncomprehending. | thought | saw a flicker of fear before it launched itsdf at me again. | leaped toward
it, ingdeits swing, and brought my figt up into the soft place under its jaw. The bag of ashes and st burst
like a water baloon. The thing choked and ssumbled back. Aubrey appeared from nowhere swinging a
fire poker like it was a machete. The beast raised its ams to protect its head againg the assault, and for
five or 9x seconds | thought we stood a chance.

“Jayné Stay back!” Aubrey shouted, but | was aready in motion. It caught my leg as | tried to
kick it, lifing me up like a twig. My knee shifted, and | shrieked with pain. | caught a glimpse of
Aubrey—red-faced, his teeth bared in rage—flaling a the thing's back with the poker. | was airborne.
The plagter and lath wall gave when [ hit it, but the sound of the fight was muffled now. Aubrey’s ydling
was distant and soft, the beast’ s answering howl no more than unpleasant. | tried to rise to my knees, but
it didn't go aswdl as I’d hoped.

| opted for gtting, and when | looked up, the thing was squaiting before me. It didn’'t look even
vagudly human now. Its clothes were in ribbons, and the amdl glimmering badge that hung from one strip
of shattered doth seemed like an insult. The boots were drips of leather dinging to wide hooves. His
belt...

| blinked, trying to gather mysdlf. His belt was on the floor behind him. The gun was 4ill in its
holster.

“What are you?’ it buzzed. | had the impresson there was a light indde its mouth, like something
was burning in there.

“My mother’s daughter,” | said blearily; I’d meant Eric when | said it. My brain was clearly getting
scrambled. | dropped to my belly and kicked off from the wall, scooping up the belt, drawing the gun,
and twiding back to face the thing dmost before it could react. Almogt, but not quite. Its fis came down
on the bridge of my nose and the world turned monochrome and quiet.

| dmost didn't see the dog attack.

| wavered there on the edge of consciousness, and when | came back, the beast was grabbing at
the German shepherd, whose teeth were buried in its neck. | raised the gun, but Aubrey put his hand
over mine, pushing the barrel away.

“Can't kill the body,” he grunted. “Need the body. Aaron! Close your eyes.”

| couldn't tdl if the dog complied, but Aubrey staggered to his feet, a smdl black cylinder in his
fig. There was a hissng sound, and the beast howled, scrabbling at its eyes with fingers that gouged greet
grips of flesh from its face. The dog leaped back, whining, and my own eyes started to water. Mace. |
redly didn't think that was going to stop it. | raised the gun again, but Aubrey had his ams spread wide,
like he was gathering in the air itsdlf. | saw hisribs flex as he breathed in, and | redized his shirt had been
ripped apart somewhere in the violence. When he shouted, it wasn't a human sound. It rang like a bell,
like there was musc init, like there was an angd spesking my namein avoice so low it deafened.

The beast twigted, shuddered, and sat. Its kin grew pae, its head thin, its face human. Aaron the
fiancé lay on the splinters of a couch, his body dack. Aubrey staggered and fell to his knees.



| crawled over, putting my hand on Aubrey’s thigh. He was trembling.

“Isit dead?’ | managed to croak.

“Bound,” he said. “ Segping. Should be okay until Ex gets here”

“Good trick.”

“Eric showed me”

“Could have tried it alittle earlier, though,” | said.

“Yeah, | was thinking that mysdf,” he said, then smiled. There was blood on his teeth. | amiled
back, and the dog came to us, licking Aubrey’s face nervoudy. | wanted to deep, but instead | staggered
to my feet and closed the blinds and the front door. The place was a ruin. Couch, coffee table,
ovearduffed chars—dl of them were broken. The walls were shattered in three places, and the glass
shutters guarding the fireplace were shards dinging to drips of warped copper. | waked back to the
kitchen, dmogt surprised to seeit intact. | washed my hands urtil the shaking got too bad, and then | just
stood there, leaning againg the counter.

“You're hurt,” Aubrey said from the doorway.

“No. I'm...” | looked down a my blood-soaked side. “Oh. Hey, yeah. I'm hurt.”

| laughed, and the pain shot out from my Sde to the base of my skull. Somehow that seemed
hilarious, and | sank to the floor in a feedback loop of laughter and pain. | watched Aubrey’s feet come
across thetile floor, fdt his hands lift me up to stting. When he pulled off my shirt, | didn’t stop him. | fdt
wrung out and quiet now. Through the door to the ruined front room, | saw the dog Stting, its eyes fixed,
| assumed, on the newly human body resting in the wreckage. Aubrey’s left eye was sweling shut, and |
could see a bruise darkening a his collarbone. His hands shook. He touched a warm cloth to my sde
and | winced.

“I'm sorry,” he said.

“It sokay,” | sad.

“No, I mean I'm sorry | brought you here. This was way more than | expected. It was stupid of

“It' sokay,” | repested.

“You could have been killed.” | was a little surprised by the distress in his voice. Maybe |
shouldn’'t have been. | took his hand in mine and drew his eyes up to meet my own.

“What would have happened to her if we hadn’'t come?’ | asked. Aubrey nodded as if accepting
my point, but when he tried to look away, | squeezed his hand. “Redly. What?’

“l don't know,” he sad. “In the short term, | don't know. It would have tried to protect itsdlf
whileit grew to maturity. Then probably it would have taken her over t0o.”

“Therider,” | said.

“Or its daughter organism, yeah,” Aubrey said. “Thisis how they breed. Or...wel. | think it is
Thisisdl coming from the parasitology filter. Ex would probably couch it in terms of souls and sdvation.”

“I'll take your filter, thanks. This is what Eric wanted you for,” | said. “To understand how
parasites breed. And to stop them. And we did, right? So go us. Nice job.”

“| think thisis going to need gitches” he said.

| looked down &t the ruined flesh where the rider’s claws had cut me. When | got dizzy, | looked
away.

“Yeeh,” | sad. “I think you're right.”

The dog yipped once and rose to its feet. | heard the front door swing open then closed, and Ex
came in, his pae eyes wide. Aubrey raised a hand in greeting, and Ex mirrored the gesture with an
autonomic air.

“Turned out it was alittle hairier than we thought,” | said. “Who knew?’

“The guy out front has arider,” Aubrey said. “Probably jaette or haugtrold. The origind soul’s in
the dog. The house belongs to Candace Dorn. The horse is her fiancé, Aaron. He's a cop. Since there
ig't a SWAT team outside right now, I’'m guessing the rider did something to keep the law away while
hekilled us”

“And | need to go to a hospitd, get stitched up,” | said. | thought | sounded very cam.



“Rignt,” Ex said, then a moment later, “Okay. 'm onit.”

And that, more or less, was that. Aubrey got me a loose blouse from Candace's closet to
preserve my modesty on the drive. | pressed atowd to my side and tried not to bleed on hisminivan. On
the way to the emergency room, we concocted a story that we' d been out on a date and got jumped by
three muggers. Since it was Boulder, | suggested making them a band of roving neocons, and Aubrey
laughed. By the time we staggered into the ER and plopped down to tdl our story to the intake nurse, |
amaog fdt human again. Parts of my body ached that | hadn’t known existed, the doctor who looked me
over cadled for about eight different X-rays to see how many of my bones were broken, and the blouse
we took from Candace wound up baled into the biohazard can.

When they asked about my hedth insurance, | took the money out of my pocket. Nine thousand
nine hundred and change after pizza and beer. It was enough to cover trestment and a night's
observation. Bardly. Even though he was fdling down exhausted, Aubrey took point talking to the cops
while | drifted in and out of consciousness. The hard, narrow hospitd bed was the most comfortable
place I’d ever been. Monitors strapped to my chest and arm let out low pongs and chimes.

When | let my eyes close, my watch said it was one in the morning. When | opened them a minute
later, the morning sun was pouring in the windows, heating up the walls. Chogyi Jake was curled in the
char at the foot of my bed, a paper coffee cup forgotten in his dozing hand. My body ached badly, just
lying there. But | was dl right. I’d lived through it.

The sun tracked its dow way up the sky, and | let my mind wander. It was Sunday. Somewhere
out there, far to the east, my mother and father were going to church in their starched clothes, ready to
watch their preacher sweat and exdaim and witness to the power of agod | didn't beieve in. West, in
Arizona, a new semester would have started a¢ ASU. The dorms and apartments would be filled with
men and women deeping off Saturday night, just the way | had done thistime lat year.

Closer by, Randolph Coin—or the thing insde him—had dready started leading its seven-year
swvarm into a dance that would take more bodies avay from people like Aaron the German shepherd
and Candace Dorn and give them over to these uncleen spirits. At Eric's house, Midian was probably
frying up steak and eggs, with Aubrey and Ex dther a his Sde drinking coffee or degping off the night's
exhaugtion. Chogyi Jake murmured something and shifted hisweight without spilling his coffee. | amiled a
the man's deep-peaceful face and let mysdf snk back down into my amazingly expensve, thin,
uncomfortable pillow. 1 had expected to greet this particular moming with a sense of despair and
isolation, and ingtead | fdt at homein my life for the firg time | could remember.

It was Sunday, the fifth of August, and it was my birthday. | was twenty-three.



Eight

T he doctors in Boulder released me that afternoon with precautions about not doing anything to pop my
ditches or aggravate my knee. Chogyi Jake took me home in his van, but | was dready fading. | fdl
adeegp dmogt as soon as | got back home, and when | woke up Monday morning, the house was slent.

| dipped out of bed, careful of my various wounds, pulled on a thick wool robe that was a little
too large for me, and padded out into the halway. The door of the guest bedroom was gar, and Aubrey
wasin the bed, his eyes closed and his mouth hanging open. | watched him deep, watched his chest rise
and fdl and rise again. Part of me wanted to step in, dip into the bed, and curl up beside him. Before |
could act on the impulse, | heard the front door open and familiar voices fill the space. Ex and Chogyi
Jake. And then Midian, welcoming them.

“The one thing we know for absolute certain isthet it didn't work,” Ex said.

Midian coughed once and shrugged his shoulders. He nodded to me as | waked through the
doorway.

“Hey. The resdent skeptic rises” he said, and | shuddered at the sound of his voice. Every
morning, it seemed a little worse than I’ d remembered it. “1 figured you for degping in through noon.”

“Got hungry,” | said.

“Can we gay on point here?” Ex snapped. “We can't hold to Eric’s plan. It dready failed.”

“It was discovered,” Chogyi Jake said. “But the core of it was never tried, so we can't redly say it
wouldn't have worked.”

“Coin's a anug little cocksucker,” Midian said. “Even &fter we took out his little ninja squad, |
don’'t know that he'd be on high dert. He knows we got away, but he has to assume that he broke the
plan’'s back. Plus which, little old hersdf here does have some superpowers. You want a donut? The
guys brought back a dozen, and the coffeg |l be ready in a minute”

“I'd take a jdly. And | don't have any superpowers,” | sad, but it didn't have the force of
conviction anymore.

“Your priest buddy, Ex, has been doing some research,” Midian said, ignoring my protest. “Looks
like there' s protective mojo on you that makes you hard to see, magicdly speaking, which might be why
you got in past the darms. Could aso have something to do with how you kicked dl the ass back at the
gpartment and then with that nasty up in Boulder. Did Eric ever give you anything that had writing on it
you couldn't actudly read? Like aring or something? Or take you to a hot oring? Natural hot gorings
are good too.”

Before | could say no, he hadn’t, Ex broke in.

“But we don’'t know the details yet, and the point ill stands that Eric got killed.”

“I'm not saying it isn't arisk,” Midian replied camly as he handed me a jdly donut. The powdered
sugar was white as snow, a splash of red at the Sde. “I'm just saying it's a caculated one.”

Ex'sface went pae, hisjaw hard. For an ingant, | was sure he was going to hit Midian. Instead,
he muttered something obscene, turned, and stormed out the front door, damming it behind him. Chogyi
Jake sghed and picked a cake donut out of the box on the counter.

“No offense, Jake,” Midian said, gtting at the table. “Y our friend there? HE s a prick.”

“He's angry with himsdf,” Chogyi Jake said. “He deds with it poorly. Give him time to work it
through. He'll be back.”

“Wha's he pissed off about?’ | asked around amouthful of sugar.

“He faled to protect Aubrey and you from the haugtrold,” Chogyi Jake said. “You could have
been killed. Both of you. He didn’t insulate you from that danger.”

“It wasn't hisjob,” | said.

“He feds otherwise,” Chogyi Jake said.

“Since we're taking about upid, though,” Midian croaked as he poured three cups of coffee,
“wdking in on an unknown Studtion like that haugtrold when this whole thing with Coin is gill hanging
fire? That was dumb.”



“We didn’'t know it was going to blow up on us” | said, accepting one of the cups. The coffee
andled rich and tasted just bitter enough to forgive the donut. “Aubrey knew | wouldn't be able to kill
Coin unless | was sure that dl this talk about riders and megic was true. He didn’t think thisthing with the
dog was going to be dangerous.”

“Well, he' s paying the price of thet little fuckup,” Midian said.

Something in the way the dead man spoke made my gut clench, suspicion suddenly burning
through me like a cold fire. | put down the coffee cup and wiped the sugar off my lips with the back of
one hand. Midian raised his ruined eyebrows.

“What do you mean?’ | asked. “Whét price?’

The par were dlent for a moment, some unspoken caculaion passing between them. Chogyi
spoke fird.

“Riders are very powerful. Magic—violating the rules of the world—it comes easily to them. For
humans, usng your will or gi or whichever name you put to it...is more difficult,” Chogyi Jake sad
dowly, asif choosng his words carefully. “Even of the people who learn about magic, few ever do more
than amdl cantrips. Changing how you perceive things, for example. Making yoursdf charismatic or more
dfficult to remember. They're things that are very much like what we dl do anyway, every day. We
focus our will to it, and it becomes more effective. When you start to do things that affect objects or
violate the customs of nature—the sorts of things that riders manage by nature—those are more difficult.”

“The darms at the gpartment, for indance,” Midian said. “Those were a sweet sonofabitch to set
up. If it wasn’t me and Eric doing it together, wouldn't have been possible.”

“Okay,” | said.

“Eric knew more than anty man I've ever met, and he taught things to some of us that
are...advanced. Possbly optimigtic. Aubrey bound the haugtrold with a very powerful magic. It is caled
the Voice of the Abyss. Or Cdling Da ath. There are other names for it. It...it isn't something that is
invoked lightly.”

“l don't understand,” | said.

“Jesus wept,” Midian said. “He used a tool that was sronger than he was, and it smacked him
one. It's no worse than smoking a few thousand cigarettes. That's as much as you need to worry about,
okay?’

“How badly did it hurt im?’ | asked, my eyes on Chogyi. He didn’'t look away.

“Every time he makes that invocation, it becomes easier for his soul to come free of his flesh,” he
sad. “Eader for him to die. lliness will be harder to recover from. Wounds dower to hed. There is no
smple way to measure it, but at a guess, gunning the haugtrold cost im a year of hislife”

| closed my eyes and pressed my hand to my mouth. | fdt like | was going to beill. The coffee I'd
drunk haunted the back of my tongue.

“I've got to...I'm going to be right...” | said as | waked away. Neither of them tried to follow
me. | found my way back to my bedroom—Eric's bedroom—and then the little bathroom. | turned up
the shower until the steam was hillowing out, then took off the robe and stood under the near-scading
water.

| had thought the adventure was only that: a scrape with danger that had netted us a few cuts and
bruises and restored an innocent victim of these parasites to his own body again. We' d saved Candace
Dorn from whatever violence and misery the rider had intended. Go us.

Go me.

Now it turned out Aubrey had done himsdf permanent damage saving me, and | was furious with
mysdf because of it. Furious and guilty and alittle frightened. I'd brought him into the Stuation. My need
to understand, my need for proof that had seemed so important before seemed petty now. If I'd just hed
fath, he wouldn't have been hurt...

| soaped up as best | could with a gtill-swollen knee and a shoulder that didn't bend as well as |
was used to. The hot water made my gitches ache, and when | findly got out, the towe came away
dightly red when | patted the wound dry. It hurt, but | figured | deserved alittle pain.

| dressed dowly, inmy own clothes this time. Somehow putting on another of Eric’s shirts seemed



wrong a the moment. Old blue jeans. Pink Martini T-shirt. Just me. Just Jayné. No demon hunting, no
meagic, nothing that would put anyonein danger on my account.

The bedroom door was ill gar. The sound of conversation had moved from the kitchen to the
couch, but | didn’t go out to join them. Instead, | dipped into the guest room and closed the door behind
me.

Aubrey was dill asleep. Now that | knew to look for it, I noticed hisskin had a gray tinge | didn’t
remember. His breething was deep and dow. | sat on the edge of the mattress, my weight pulling Aubrey
toward me. He looked younger when he was adeep. None of the amdl lines that time was darting to
etch in the corners of his eyes or mouth showed. | could see what he'd looked like when he was a child.
| drew alock of har back from his face with my finger. The sweling around his left eye had gone down,
but there was dill the darkness of a deep bruise like a shadow ingde his skin. A scab ran from his
collarbone to hide under the shest.

His eyes opened a fraction, hazd eyes looking up a me through sand-colored lashes. He didn’t
seem at dl surprised to see me.

“Hey,” | said softly.

“Hey,” he said. He drew an arm free of the sheet and | took his hand in mine. | could fed my
heartbeat ramping up, the adrendine flushing into my blood as | leaned forward and kissed him. His lips
were rougher than | expected, stronger. | sat back up and his amile had a soft humor in it, like he was
amusad by something that was aso alittle sad.

“I'm ill dreaming, right?’

“Yeeh,” | sad. “You totdly are”

“Thought s0,” he said, and closed his eyes again. | hdd his hand for a moment, then stood up and
made my way back out to the living room.

“All I'm saying is that we can sound out how worried Coin is by his actions” Ex, returned, said
from a perch on the couch’s armrest. “If he's moved the ceremony someplace else, then we can say for
aure that he' s dill on high dert.”

“And if he haan't?’ Midian asked, gesturing with a lit cigarette, an arc of blue smoke tralling the
movement.

“Then we know he's not worried enough to move it” Chogyi Jake sad. He was dtting
cross-legged on the floor.

“A litle reconnaissance,” Ex said. “Once we have more information, we can make a better
judgment on how to go forward.”

“Could someone get me up to speed here?’ | asked, Stting down carefully.

“Bric's notes” Midian sad. “He knew where Coin's litle paty was supposed to be. A
warehouse up north. The bare bones of the plan were pretty smple, but timing's an issue”

“After a certain point in the ceremony itsdlf, riders under Coin’s dominion are committed,” Chogyi
Jake said. “They can't break off until their invocation is complete. Even if Coin suddenly walks out, they
won't be able to disengage quickly enough to follow him.”

“They'd lose the whole crop,” Midian said. “Thing is, | can pull Coin out. W, | can’t, but
someone ese can, uang me as a focus.”

“I'mlog,” | said.

“Theré's a kind of connection that's made when you curse someone,” Ex sad, “so by curang
Midian, Coin aso made a connection between them. Eric was planning to explait that connection to pulll
Coin out beyond his protections, so that someone could kill him.”

“I don’'t want to do something that’s going to hurt anyone. | mean any of us” | sad.

“I'll be badly tired,” Chogyi Jake said, “but I'll recover. It doesn't require vidlaing any laws of
physics”

“l think that sounds good,” | said. “But firg | think I'd like to know a little more about how this
spirit magic Suff works. Y ou guys mind running me through the tutoria ?’

“Thought you'd never ask,” Ex said, his tone more angry than welcoming. | forgave him. | knew
where it was coming from. | was more than alittle pissed off a me too.



“THAT'SHIM/,”
Ex sad.

| wanted to Snk down into the car seat or dse drain forward to see better. The binoculars
pressed againgt My eyes shortened the space and blurred the chain-link fencing. It was as if there was no
barrier between us and the two men far away down the street who were getting out of a car just humble
enough to not cdl itdf a limousne They weren't what I'd expected. The larger was broad as a
linebacker and eesly a head tdler than his companion. His Hawalian shirt blared red and blue and green,
and his tree-trunk arms swirled with complex designs and patterns that made my eyes ache. Ex didn't
have to tdl me that he wasn't the one.

The smdler man—Randolph Coin—closed the passenger door and said something, nodding
toward the warehouse and then to the train tracks beyond it. His face was wide and round, heavy at the
jowls, and sparkling with a bright animation. When the big man answered, Coin laughed. He looked like
a successful businessman, only without the soul-crushing grayness. Even with the pounding heat of the
afternoon, he wore a dark jacket. The big one wiped an am across his inscribed forehead, and | redized
thet Coin wasn't swesting.

“Heign't marked,” | said. “I don’'t see any tattoos on him.”

“It saglamour,” Ex said. “Changes how people perceive hm.”

“Rider magic?’

“Normd people can do it too, if you train them enough. Takes afew years. Right now, you should
just focus your gi inyour bely and bring it up to your eyes. Don't push past that, though. We don’t want
them to notice us”

It was Tuesday, and we were in the northern suburb caled Commerce City. The train tracks
angled southwest to northeast, just north of where we were parked. The warehouse was to the south,
exactly where Unde Eric's notes and plans said it would be, and Coin and his sheriff walked toward it
now with unhurried cam. | closed my eyes and tried to remember what Ex and Chogyi Jake had taught
methe day before. | pictured awarm bal of smoke just afew inches south of my navd and on an inward
breath took energy into it from al around my body. Then | imagined the smoke glowing blue and white
with flickersin it like lightning as it traveled up my spine, through the back of my head, and into my closed
eyes.

There was a physicd sensation that went with it that reminded me of watching a cat dink dong
under a bedspread. | opened my eyes again, and Randolph Coin was transformed. Swirls of ink eddied
a the corners of his eyes. Black marks darkened his lips. At the warehouse door, he paused, turning
back toward the car like he d heard something. Startled, | let the smoke dissipate. My eyes became my
eyes again, and his face was only flesh-colored. | put down the binoculars.

“All right,” | said. “That's good. Let's get out of here.”

Ex dipped the car into gear, the purring motor lowering its voice as we did out onto the strest.
The highway was south of us, but we'd have to loop around to reach it. The gray-blue indudrid
warehouse vanished as we made the firg corner. The dog track loomed up on our left, and | et out a
bresth.

Randolph Coin, evil mage who had killed my unde and tried to kill me and Midian. Who
trafficked with the things that lived in the Pleroma and took over bodies like Aaron the Boulder cop’s.
Who hadn’t moved the induction ceremony from its rented warehouse by the greyhound racing track.

Randolph Coin, who wasn't afraid of us.

| watched Ex’s face as he pulled the car onto 1-270, merging with the traffic like a fish with water.
His pae blond hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, his expresson focused and serious, his grip on
the steering whed hard. He leaned forward as he drove, as if he was contralling the car by the direct
force of hiswill as much as by the whed in his hands.

“| screwed up,” | sad.

He glanced over a me, no more than a flicker, then hisice-blue eyes were back on the road.

“If you say s0,” he said.



“l shouldn’t have let Aubrey leave the shotgun in the car,” | said. “If we were going into something
that we thought might require protection, it was stupid of me to leave the wegpon outsde. And | should
have brought you and Chogyi Jake as backup. It was my fault.”

The lines around his mouth softened a little bit. Not much.

“It was an easy mistake to make. Don't let it bother you. You'll do better next time” he said. And
then a few moments later, “Eric should never have taught him that. It's like giving live ammunition to a
ten-year-old. It doesn’t matter how good his intentions were, it's too much power to have control over
it”

“It worked,” | said. “The thing would have killed usif Aubrey hadn’'t done what he did.”

“Yeeh,” Ex sad, and gunned the engine, passing a sami and cutting back into traffic in front of it.

“WeIl do better next time” | said.

“Yeah”

At the house, Midian was waiting on the couch, a soccer game playing on the tdevison. His
deeves were rolled up to expose the blackened beef jerky of his forearms and he was smoking another
cigarette. The house was garting to reek of them. He stood as we came in the room.

“WdI?' he asked.

“Coin’s dill where he was. One bodyguard. No one wetching from the roof, no wards on the
perimeter past what Eric was expecting. He thinks we' ve gone to ground,” Ex said.

“We're on, then?’ Midian asked. Ex hestated for a moment. | knew what he was thinking. We'll
do better next time.

“Yeah,” Ex sad. “We'reon.”

Midian grinned, smoke curling between his ruined teeth.



Nine

T he plan was smple, and even essier becauise it was aready laid out. Instead of Eric luring Coin free of
his hive, Chogyi Jake would do the work. Ingtead of Eric's hired muscle attacking Coin, Ex and Aubrey
and | would do the honors with sniper rifles and custom ammunition designed to disrupt riders. | pulled
up satellite photos of the warehouse and everything around it from Google Earth and printed out copies
for everyone. Ex diagrammed where each of uswould be and worked out the timetable. | kept expecting
hmto tdl us to synchronize our watches, but since dl of our cdl phones pulled the data from the same
satdlites, that part was redly covered dready. I'd just been watching too many old movies.

Aubrey joined in just before sundown, looking like a man only hdf recovered from the flu. He
moved dowly, and | tried to tdl mysdf it was modly just the wounds. The physical ones.

When we' d done everything there was to do, Aubrey crawled back into bed. Chogyi Jake left,
going off to run some norma humen errand—feed his cats, check his mail, something mundane and
reasauring like that. Ex set himsdf on the couch like a guard, turned on the tdlevison, turned it off again,
and pulled a book of essays by Bertrand Rus=l out of his things. He read it with a constant sneer.
Midian sat in the kitchen, a cup of coffeein one hand, a cigarette in the other.

Back in the bedroom, my laptop open on the bed, it struck me that the hardest thing was going to
be waiting the three days before our moment came. | got online and againg my better judgment, |
checked the blogs of everyone I'd known from before I'd come to Denver. My old boyfriend was il
bitching about the band he was in that never quite got it together to practice. My dorm mate from last
year had apparently just noticed that feminiam existed and couldn’t decide whether she thought it was a
good thing. The girl I'd once considered my best friend hadn’t posted anything since she'd gone off to
Portland with her boyfriend in June.

It was a depressing exercise. When 1'd gone to college, dl bridges to my parents and church
reduced to cinders and ash behind me, I'd thought | was garting my red life at last. 1’d thought that
everything | did, every person | met or hated or fdl in love with, mattered. And now that I'd Ieft that
behind too, | could see that I'd been wrong. The drama and the experiments and the passionate lack of
direction were dl doing jugt fine without me. It was like pulling my finger out of water. My absence
hedn't left ahole.

| thought about leaving a comment. Inherited more money than God, fighting forces of
darkness. Think I'min love with my dead uncle's not-boyfriend. L8R. | didn’'t. For one thing, they
wouldn't have believed me, and for another, it turned out | didn't care if they did. Or if that wasn't true,
a least | didn’'t want to care. | told mysdf that they'd left as little mark on me as I'd left on them, and |
was even able to convince mysf alitile

| spent the rest of the evening Googling the terms that Ex and Aubrey and Chogyi Jake kept
tossng around. Riders, possession, daughter organism. By the time | fdl adeep, | was reading long
essay's about the difference between atherian and a werewolf, and I'd learned the term otherkin. Things
that a month ago would have seemed like schizophrenic ravings were making sense to me now, and |
didn’'t know whether | found that reassuring or scary.

When the sunlight streaming through the windows woke me, | fdt like crap. | made my way out to
the man part of the house to find Ex and Aubrey had gone. Midian lay on the couch, hands folded
corpsdike on his chest. Only Chogyi Jake was there and awake, working on a crossword puzzle and
drinking green tea.

“Hey,” | said.

“Good marning,” he said. His amile was one of the most genuine things I'd ever seen. “Ex is out
getting the rifles. Aubrey said he had to see to his lab. He debated waking you before he went, but he
wanted to let you rest.”

“Probably agood cdl,” | said, hiding a pang of disgppointment. “ So. What are you up to?’

“Nothing in particular. Why?' he asked. And then, with a conspiratorid lowered voice, “Getting
dir-crazy?’



“l was thinking. We know that dl the Invisble College guys are busy, right? It's not like they're
going to send out any more hit squads to just wander the streets in case they bump into us”

“That’s certainly the assumption, yes” he said, folding the haf-finished puzzle.

“So. There' s no red reason we couldn’t go shopping?’

CHOGYI JAKE'’S van amdled like a mechanic’s shop: motor ol and WD-40 and the cold, subtle scent
of ged tools. The windows dl had a thin coaing of old grease that made the world outside seem like a
movie with the focus just barely off. The bucket seats were cracked, the foam duffing pesking through.
The back compartment was dark as a cave. Perfect for moving corpses. The dead woman's face—the
blue of her eyes, the black marks inscribed on her skin, the surprise on her face—flickered in my mind
for amoment. | shook mysdf, hoping movement could didodge the image.

“There used to be a redly good bookstore just across the street,” Chogyi Jake said as he pulled
into a parking space. A Cdifornia Pizza Kitchen cowered under the looming weight of Saks Ffth Avenue
and | fdt something in my belly garting to uncail. “I1t's over on Colfax now. We can go there after this if
you'd like”

“Pretty clothesfirg,” | said. “Mind-improving literature later.”

“Asyou wish,” he said, with a amile. | had the feding he was amused by me, and that he took
some joy inmy sdf-indulgence. | liked him for it.

| had another ten thousand dollarsin my pocket, freshly drawn from the bank without a word or a
whigper from anyone. We waked through the growing heat of the August moming and into the
ar-conditioned atificd cool of the mdl, like waking into another world. | breathed in deeply and fdt the
gmile come across my face.

Saks Ffth Avenue. Neiman Marcus. Abercrombie & Fitch. None of them was safe from me.
Victoria's Secret gave up a hdf dozen of the great-looking bras | had never been adle to afford. | got
blue jeans, | got suits, | got the little black evening dress that my mother had said every girl needs, but
sad quietly so my father couldn’t hear. | bought a black leather overcoat that | wouldn't be able to wear
for months and steel-toed work boots | didn't need. | got a new swimsuit—a one-piece, because
hdfway through trying on the bikini, | got irrationaly embarrassed about the gitches. | bought four
hundred dollars worth of makeup even though | never wore any.

It was an orgy. It was a binge. It was glorious excess, my lowest consumerist impulses turned up
to deven. Chogyi Jake made two trips to the van without me, carrying away the bags and boxes rather
then letting them build up to an unmanagesble bulk. | saw it in the eyes of the derks: the crazy rich girl
wason aroll.

When it dawned on me that | hadn't eaten breskfast and lunchtime was a couple hours pagt, |
went from fine to ravenous in about twenty seconds. Chogyi Jake led me back toward the van and the
pizzajoint, a dozen more bags digging into our hands. My stomach growled, and in my low-blood-sugar
condition, | was darting to fed a little light-headed and ill. | sill had two thousand and change in my
pocket, and | didn't think I'd go back to the mdl after we ate. Maybe we'd hit the bookstore he'd
talked about. | wondered if there was something | could buy for Aubrey.

“Wdl,” | sad after we'd taken our seats and placed our orders, “I think you've seen me a my
wors.”

“Redly?’ Chogyi Jake said, scratching idly at the stubble on his scalp. “That wasn't so terrible,
then.”

“You don't think so? | just spent over seven thousand dollars on a shopping spree. My father
would lose his shit, wasting money like that.”

“Wedl have waysto distract ourselves from fear. You have this. Ex has his rdigion. Aubrey has
hiswork,” Chogyi Jake said. “1 don't see that any of them is more or less a vice than another. Certainly,
there are worse.”

“I'm not redly likethis” | said. “I mean, | never do thiskind of thing.”

“Wdl, dmogt never,” Chogyi Jake said, laughter in his eyes.

“Yeah,” | said. And then, “Why do you think it's about fear, though? Why not just greed?’



“It would only be greed if you wanted more money. This would have been gluttony. But even if it
is that, it is dill about wrestling your anxiety. Addictions are the same. Drinking to excess. Sexud
expression without love or joy. Abuse of cocaine or hash or heroin.”

“Drugs do the same thing as religion? Don't let Ex hear you say that,” | said. I'd meant it as a
joke, but it didn’t quite come out that way.

“He knows,” Chogyi Jake said. “He knows what he does and why he does it.”

“You knew Eric, right? Y ou worked with him before. What did he do?’

Chogyi Jake amiled and leaned forward. The chrome and mirrors of the restaurant seemed too
hard and bright for an expression as gentle and compassionate as that.

“Eric carried a heavy burden. Much of it he hed to himsdf. | beieve he sacrificed many things to
the work he undertook, and | don’'t know dl of the prices he paid. He cultivated a kind of solitude thet
kept people away from him.”

“To protect them,” | sad.

“Or himsdf.”

The waiter came by before | could follow up on that, two pizzas literdly piping on his tray. The
gardl of hot cheese and tomatoes derailed any train of thought I'd had, and | descended into making
yumryum noises for the next fifteen minutes. When the cdories started to cross into my blood, where |
could use them, | began to turn what Chogyi Jake had said over in my mind. Something bothered me like
arock inmy shoe. It was in the way he'd spoken, in the cam that seemed to come off him in waves. |
was down to two dices and garting to fed alittle bloated before | spoke again.

“Wha do you do?’

He raised his eyebrows in a question.

“For fear. The anxiety,” | said. “Wha do you do?’

“These days, | meditate,” he said. “Before that, it was heroin.”

| didn’'t know that it was what I’ d expected until he said it, and then it was perfectly clear. | amiled
a him, and he amiled back. We didn’'t say anything more about it. | paid the hill, shouldered the burden
of my purchases, and we went out to the van. The sun was blazing down on us now, the light like a
physca pressure on my face. He opened the back door of the van. The compartment was dmogt full of
shining bags, plastic wrap, boxes. Clothes hung from hooksin the roof like a litle mobile dry cleaner’s. |
ran a hand through my hair, alitile sunned to see it dl at once thisway. Chogyi Jake was Slent.

“If thisis dl about fear, | mud redly be efing scared,” | said, gesturing toward the back of the
van. | was surprised to hear my voice break alittle on the last word. He didn’'t move ather toward me or
away. | started weeping and pushed my tears away with the back of my hand. It was hdf a minute before
| could speak again. “I'm redly, redly scared.”

“I know,” he said. His voice was comforting as warm flannd in winter. “You've changed alot in a
very short time. 1t will take time before you can redly be dill again. It's normd.”

“l don't have any friends. | don't have a family. I'm afrad if | do this wrong, | won't have any of
you guys anymore either. Isn't that stupid? I've got a bunch of evil wizards who want me dead, and
that’swhat I'm afraid of 7’

“No,” Chogyi Jake said. “If it'strue, it isn't stupid. It's just who you are right now.”

| started crying harder, but somehow | wasn't ashamed. He didn't put his am around me. He
didn’'t touch me. He only stood witness. It was the kindest thing anyone had ever done.

“l don’'t want...l don’'t want them to see dl this. | don’t want them to think I'm like this” | said.

“I know a shdter,” he said. “They'll be grateful for whatever you want to give”

“Okay,” | said, nodding. “Okay, good.”

“EIGHT HOURS for that?” Midian said as Chogyi Jake closed the door. “Fuck me, sigter. Did you
have to try on the whole store before you picked something?’

“l got what | needed,” | said lightly. Chogyi Jake smiled as | walked back toward my room. | was
beginning to see how he could use the same expression to mean alot of different things

I"d kept seven outfits with associated footwear, a amdl purse for occasons when the lesther



backpack was insufficently formd, two lipsticks, some eydiner, the svimait, three of the good-looking
bras, a bag for my laptop, and, after some wavering back and forth, the stedl-toed boots. Somewhere in
south Denver, there were going to be some victims of domestic violence hiding from therr boyfriends and
husbands in very nice clothes. Put that way, it didn’'t seem like enough.

By thetime I’ d showered and changed, Ex and Aubrey were back. | waked into the living room
to see three unfamiliar rifles on the coffee table. They weren't from the Stash at the Storage fadlity. Ex,
squatting beside them, nodded to me. Aubrey was leaning againg the wall. He looked better, | thought.
Sill tired and bruised, but there was color in his cheeks. The time at his lab seemed to have done him
more good than deeping had, and | remembered what Chogyi Jake had said about usng his work to
cope with fear. | went to stland beside him.

“Okay,” Ex sad. “These are d| thirty aught 9x, and they’re dl bolt action. At four hundred yards,
the round is going to drop about fifty inches, so these have scopes that | et to take that into account,
okay? Don't try to make the adjusment yoursdf. It’'s aready in the equipment.”

Aubrey folded his ams and nodded serioudy. | found mysdf mirroring him without meening to.
Midian breezed in from the backyard, ruined ydlow eyes taking us dl in with something equally amused
and curious.

“Where did you get these?’ | asked.

“Wd-Mart,” Chogyi Jake said.

“They're usudly used for ek hunting,” Ex continued. “A couple of standard rounds from one of
these can drop a thousand-pound animd. That won't make a damn bit of difference with Coin. So that's
where the custom ammunition comesin.”

| hadn’t noticed the box until he pulled it out from under the coffee table and put it in between the
rifles. It was carved rosewood with a finish so rich and subtle it seemed to reflect the light of a nearby
fire Ex opened it and let the cartridges Soill out. The bullets were dl black and engraved with script that
looked like Arabic. | stepped closer, putting out my hand, but hesitated before | touched them. They
were beautiful, but the prospect of holding one made my flesh crawl. They ameled likefire, and | had the
uncanny sense that they were aware of me,

“These are the big trick,” Ex said. “They dl have the Mark of Yalaibn Murah and the ggil of S.
Francis of the Desert both. They're like the wards and darms that protect this place and the darms a the
gpartment. If things go well, they’ll ground out the rider. Now, these are pretty heavy work for a human
being to do. Eric put alot of work into getting them, so it's not like we can whigle up some more if we
run out. We have to make these count.”

“Check,” | said.

“For thisto work, these have to break skin. Rubbing them up againg him won't make him happy,
but if the round doesn't penetrate, we might as well not have tried. That means keeping him outside his
wards and distracted. Okay?’

We dl nodded together, even Midian. Ex looked pleased.

“I’'ve arranged some time at the practice range for you two,” he said, nodding a me and Aubrey.
“You don't want the firg time you use this to be in the fidd. That's tomorrow morning. WEll leave from
here a noon. It's going to take five or Sx hours, so don't plan anything for the afternoon.”

Aubrey’s eyes flickered, recadculaing something, but he nodded his agreement.

“Good,” Ex sad. He put the engraved bullets back in their box, and | relaxed a little, just having
them out of Sght. “We re up to speed, folks. This was Wednesday. Tomorrow’s practice. Friday, we're
meking another on-site vigt to be sure we dl know what the place looks like when you aren’'t looking
down from orbit. Saturday morning, we end this”

“Nice work,” Midian said. “All thisin place, | think we ve got hdf a chance.”

We sat around for afew more minutes. Ex and Midian started talking about occult issues like frat
boys taking footbdl. Under Chogyi Jake's prompting, the rest of us split off into a conversation about
Aubrey’s lab and the experiments he was conducting. As Aubrey got into it, | could see his shoulders
loosen and the lines of pleasure and laughter start to come out around his eyes. | remembered what it had
fdt like, kissng him.



Chogyi Jake excused himsdf for the bathroom and Ieft the two of us done. Ex and Midian were
taking about the wards on the Inca Street gpartment and whether the protections on Eric’s house were
more effective. | tried not to listen, not wanting to remember any of that. Instead, | focused on Aubrey.

It'sjust fear, | told mysdf. Thisisonly fear. You can deal with it.

“Hey,” | sad, heart in throat, “ after the practice range tomorrow, can | take you out to dinner?’

“Sure. We should check with the guys and see what they want, but | know a great Indian place
that—"

“Yougngula,” | said. “Ixnay on the urdplay.”

Aubrey turned a little, looking a me square on. He hadn’t shaved today, and the stubble on his
cheeks made me think of Sunday mornings and tangled sheets. Aubrey was blushing and pretending that
he wasn't.

“Um, wel. | mean, sure”

“Jud to daify,” | sad. “Thisis a date. I'm asking you on a date. We're going to do this insandy
dangerous thing in three days, and I’ d like to carpe some diem before it goes down.”

The blush was rigng up from his neck, brightening his cheeks. Even his earlobes were getting in on
the action. He took a deep bresth and let it out dowly.

“Count mein,” he said.

| was quidtly thrilled for the rest of the evening. Midian roasted a chicken in lemon and st tha
tasted like heaven, we dl stayed up taking about things that weren't ghosies and ghoulies and
long-legged parasites that suck your soul out the back of your head. Aubrey sat besde me. When he
passed therice pilaf to me, our fingers touched a fraction of a second longer than drictly necessary, and it
fdt like an dectric jolt. But in a good way.

| went to bed feding like I’ d conquered the world, even though dl I'd redly managed was to ask
Aubrey out. That was, inal fairness, pretty good, given my track record. | spent an hour on the Internet
reading what | could find about the uncomforting Sgils on Eric’s anmunition, and then fdl adeep to the
soft sounds of Chogyi Jake and Aubrey taking in the guest room, and beneath that the drone and
chuckle of the tdlevison in the living room, where Ex and Midian were, | assumed, doing something deep
and mydtica that only to the uninitiated looked like watching late-night talk shows.

The nightmare was like being assaulted.

| was in darkness. The world around me was a salad of familiar objects—couch, folding chair,
desk lamp—and arcane brass sculpture. | was naked, and powerfully aware thet there had been a sound
just amoment before. Something in the darkness with me. Something that wasn't supposed to be there.

Something big.

In the logic of dreams, | knew that if | could just get the key to my old dorm room, | could get out
before it found me. | started moving through congtantly shifting rooms and courtyards, trying to find
where I’d hidden it.

The sound came again. A deep rushing, like beating wings the Sze of mountains. When | |ooked
up, the sky was a sngle eye, saring back down. The pupil was a terrible blue, and the blood vessdlsin
the white spdlled out words and phrases that made me want to scream. The massve eye darted this way
and that, searching for me. | huddled under afilthy blanket, trying not to breathe. Slow footsteps, echoing
like something from a hospital corridor, came dowly closer and closer. My hands were bdled in fids so
tightly | knew | was breaking bones, and if he heard them snap, he'd find me. But | couldn’t unclasp
them. My hands wouldn't respond to me.

| woke with a start, dill trying not to scream. The clock said it was three in the morning. | was
covered with a dick, cold swesat. | got up, opening and dosng my hands just to prove to mysdf that |
could. In the dim light of aty nighttime, the bed looked gray. | pulled on my robe. | was totdly awake,
but the dream fdt like it had been worked into my skin. | stood there for long minutes, trying to talk
mysdf into going back to deep, then | scooped up the pillow and threw it in the wastebasket. | thought
that if 1 was quigt, | could make mysdf some tea without disturbing the others.

But they were dready in the kitchen. All of them. Aubrey sat at the table, his harr ill wild from the
bed, and his expresson was tight and angry. Chogyi Jake leaned againg the table, his arms crossed. Ex



wasin ablack T-shirt and swests, his face pale and haunted.

“You too, en?” Midian asked as | stood there, garing a them.

“l had arough dream,” | said.

“Caught in the dark, sound of huge wings?” Aubrey asked.

“God's eye looking down,” Ex said. His voice was blesk.

“How did...” | began, then let the question die. They’'d dl had the same dream. At the same time.
| could see the dread in their faces.

“Wasn't God,” Midian said. “Thét, ladies and germs, was Randolph Coin. He' s looking for us.”



Ten

\W hen dawn findly came, | was surprised that it woke me. | hadn't expected to sleep again that night.
The others were dl moving alittle dower too, the weight of Coin's presence dill lingering in the backs of
our minds. As the day grew bright and hot, the sun commanding the profound blue sky, the oppressive
sense of threat faded alittle. It didn’t ever quite go away. We got on with the work a hand.

I’d never redly thought about fighting supernaturd evil as a lifestyle choice. Still, | was surprised
that it fet so much like planning a crime. The range Ex had in mind was less a formd police-style building
with individua runs and paper targets than an open fidd down a dirt track hdfway between Denver and
Colorado Springs. Aubrey’s miniven looked out of place in the wide, rough terrain.

We were just setting up the targets—baes of hay with Robin Hood—esgue bull’ s-eyes strapped to
them—when Eric’s voice spoke agan.

“Hey. You'vegot acdl.”

Aubrey and Ex both looked over & me as | dug the cdl phone out of my pocket. The number on
the ID was familiar. Candace Dorn again.

“I wish you'd change that ringtone” Ex said as | answered it.

“Hdlo?’ | said, putting my free hand againgt my other ear and walking to the back of the miniven.

“Hi,” Candace said. “I'm sorry | didn't cal back earlier. Isthis Jayne?’

“Yeah. It's me. Is everything okay? I'm redly sorry about your living room, by the way. | didn’t
mean to trash the place”

“l don't care about it,” she said. “Redly. It's fine Everything's fine. Aaron is back from the
hospitd, and he' s going to be fine”

| hadn’t redlized he' d been in, though in retrogpect it made sense. Dog bites, the haugtrold cutting
its own face, whatever damage Aubrey and | had managed to inflict. | glanced over a Ex as he lad out
the rifles and two boxes of less arcane anmunition on ablue tarp. | wondered what exactly the exorcism
process entailed.

“Good,” | sad. “I'm glad to hear that. And Charlie?’

“Chali€ s doing dl right too. | think he's a little confused by the whole thing. Needy. Dogs, you
know.”

| didn’t, but | made appropriate socid noises. There was a pause on the ling, the kind of slence
where no oneis bringing up the difficult issue. | would have taken the lead if I'd known what was up.

“l was...” Candace said, and then stopped. When she started again, she sounded grim. “My
friend. The one who gave me your number. He said that | should have talked about this dl before. He's
right, I know that. It was just with Charlie and Aaron and dl the rest, | was focused on the Studtion at

“Sure, of course” | said, not knowing what she meant. There was another pause on the line
“Candace. If there's something we should be talking about, we should maybe talk about it? What's up?”

“l needed to talk to you about the price” she said. | could tdl from the way she sad it that she
was past unessy and into scared.

It was the firg time the thought had even crossed my mind. Eric’'s money had to have come from
somewhere; that was true. And snce this was what he did, | suppose it followed that whatever he'd
charged for his work had to have been pretty astronomical. | didn't know what to say. From the little
empire that I’d inherited, | had to think the money had been huge. On the other hand, | hadn’t talked to
the lawyer about it. Maybe the money had come from someplace else. Maybe Eric had some sort of
diding scale. | was caught flat-footed, and | fet supid for not knowing the answer.

But then, the question waan't redly what Eric would have done so much as what | was going to
do. That madeit easier.

“Don’'t worry about it,” | said. “It's on the house.”

Whatever Candace had expected to hear, it wasn't that.

“Are you...do you mean that?’



“Look, I'm actudly kind of new at this” | said. “My unde was the expert. You didn't get the
high-powered guy, and | got some on-the-job traning | needed anyway. Besides. We trashed your
place”

There was asound | couldn’'t make out. Ex, dill over at the tarp, gestured to me impatiently. | held
up my hand in a“one minute’ gesture before | redized that what | was hearing was Candace in tears.

“l owe you,” she said. “If you ever need anything, please cdl me. You saved my life You saved
me”

“l was glad we could hdlp. Serioudy. Look, Candace, I've got to go. But you tdl Aaron to get
wel soon, okay? Take care.”

| dropped the cdl and shoved the cdl back into my pocket. Ex frowned down at the rifles as |
came back. Aubrey raised an eyebrow, asking wordlesdy what the cal had been.

“Follow-up,” | said. “Nothing important. What did | miss?’

For the next hour, Ex talked us through the workings of the rifles. 1t wasn't as complex as I'd
expected in theory, but the practice was tricky. | knew that the gun would kick when | fired, but |
underestimated how much my sore shoulder would object. The firgt four shots | tried missed the target
completely. The fifth got on the paper, but outside the concentric rings of the bull’ seye. Ex walked me
through the whole process, his voice serious and low. | got better until | started getting worse, and he
decided I'd had enough and turned his attention to Aubrey.

It turned out Aubrey had a much better eye for the thing than | did. His second shot hit the paper
target. His fourth was in the center circle. | tried to figure out what he was doing differently, but as |
watched him, my mind kept wandering. The afternoon was sweltering hot, and we drank through our
bottles of water long before we fired the last round. | tried a couple parting shorts and kicked out bits of
hay from the baes, but nothing better than that.

| had the sense that Ex was confused that my uncanny ability to fight didn’t trandate to being able
to hit the broad sde of a barn with firearms. | fdt a little ashamed of my lack of taent, but he tried to
keep my confidence up.

“It doesn't redly matter how good a hit you get on Coin,” he said as we broke down the rifles and
folded up the tarp. “We aren't trying to kill him with the shot. Graze his pinky finger, and as long as it
breaks skin, we're fine”

“It'sgaing to be hard,” Aubrey said. “1 mean, thiswas fun, but looking at a red person is going to
be different.”

“He snot ared person, though,” | said. “He's just arider in a stolen body.”

“It' sill going to be hard,” Ex said. His voice didn’t leave room for discussion.

| didn’t redlize how hot and tired | was until we had loaded everything back into the minivan and
turned back toward divilization. The firg blast of ar-conditioning was like standing in front of an open
refrigerator, and | think | mugt have sghed, because Aubrey glanced over a me and grinned. Then his
gmile faded.

“Jayné” he sad. “Look, if you want to postpone...well, postpone tonight. | absolutely
understand.”

“No,” | said, surprised by how much | meant it. “I redlly don't.”

We spent the ride into Denver ligening to the radio. Twice, | turned to look into the backseat. Ex
was garing out the window, his face etched in a frown. We hit the tech center on the south sde of the
aty right around rush hour, and the traffic dowed to a crawl. Long rows of red brake lights beaded 1-25
like a Chrigmas tree. | propped my legs on the dashboard and |ooked out as the buildings did dowly by.

A smdl knot of tensgon was building in my gut. | wanted to get back to the house, get out of my
sweat-soaked clothes and into something clean. | wanted to go out with Aubrey and drink and dance
and show the world that | wasn't scared. | wanted Saturday to be over, and the thing that lived insde
Randolph Coin's body defested. The traffic moved languidly, dhifting forward, pausing, then shifting
agan. My mind moved between unease at the dill not quite faded memory of the monstrous eye looking
down a me and a deep, dow-risng dedre that came from the immediate, didracting presence of
Aubrey’s body and breath. We reached our exit, and Aubrey pulled us off the highway and onto surface



Streets that easly went twice as fadt.

He pulled into the carport that we' d left empty specificdly to dlow the transfer of firearms without
daming the neighbors. Chogyi Jake met us at the door and helped Ex with the equipment while | headed
to the back to fulfill the first of my fantases.

| was glad I’d donated most of yesterday’ s purchases. The debate over the handful of outfits | had
kept was panful enough. If I'd had the full wardrobe, | would have melted down completely. | settled on
ared skirt with awhite scoop top that showed off a little cleavage without screaming dut. A little lipstick
and eydiner. Nice lesther shoes with ahed low enough | could 4ill run in them if something happened. |
considered taking Eric's cdl phone, but decided againg it for the smal, petty reason that it was too bulky
for the purse | wanted to carry and | sure as hdl waan't taking my leather backpack on a date. Besides,
Aubrey would have his cell.

| looked a mysdf in the bathroom mirror and told mysdf | looked beautiful. | didn't look like a
high school kid trying on her older sster’s outfits. | didn’t look desperate. | didn’t look out of my depth.

| tried putting my hair up, just to seeif it helped. | decided it made me seem like | was trying too
hard, so | left it down. | hoped that the others wouldn't be around, and that Aubrey and | could head out
without any comments. While | was @ it, | might as well have asked for a pony.

“Wel, now,” Midian said. “Our little girl cleans up pretty nice”

“You don't have to sound surprised,” | said, willing mysdf not to blush.

Aubrey, stting on the couch, looked much better than | did. While I’'d been dithering, he'd dearly
run home, trandformed, and come back the best verson of himsdf. His honey-colored har was just
ruffled enough to look at ease. His clothes were hdf a notch more forma than mine—dacks, jacket, and
a deep blue shirt that worked for his complexion. And when he saw me, his eyes went a little wider,
which was exactly what | needed just then.

“You shouldn't go,” Ex said. He was leaning againg the back wall, his aams crossed. “Both of
you. After what happened last night, you should see thisisn't the time for fun and games—’

“Save your breath, preacher,” Midian sad. “They made up ther minds Besides, Coin's just
looking. He didn't find us”

“Leaving the warded house is a misake,” Ex said.

“It sther migake to make,” Midian said. “And your subtext’s sarting to show.”

Ex turned a venomous gaze on Midian, but the cursed men ether didn't notice or didn't care.
Chogyi Jake appeared from the kitchen and nodded slently with his usud betific amile

“You kids have a good time, now,” Midian said. “Play safe, and don’t come back early. I'm going
to teach these boys alittle bit about how you play poker. If you get back before I've cleaned them out,
I'll be disappointed.”

“WEeIl do what we can,” Aubrey said, and then, directly to Ex, “Well be careful.” Ex grunted and
turned away. Aubrey offered me hisarm. It was the cheesiest thing a guy had ever done with me. | liked
it.

The summer sun was just pushing its way down to the western horizon, the light turning bloody in
the pollution and heat. Far to the east, the sky was dipped in indigo, a few stars struggling to find
themsealvesin the gloom. Aubrey held my hand as | got into his car, and then we were off.

“l know this Cuban place” he said.

“Anything,” | said. “You're driving.”

H\Wré?l

“Yeah?’

“Thanks for not postponing,” he said.

“Welcome” | replied, amiling to mysdf.

Growing up & home, boyfriends had been clandestine by nature. There wasn't any going out
without a chaperone. There were church group parties, there were occasond get-togethers with girls
from school, and very, very rarely | would go out of town for a track meet or a speech competition. My
firg kiss had been at the state qudifiers my sophomore year with a guy I'd met that night and never saw
agan. The next year, I'd arranged a plan with three of my friends that let me dip out to a movie with a



auy from French class when my parents thought | was at one of their houses. | did it four times before we
got caught, and | was grounded for a month. My mother had wept for days, and my father made me go
tak to the pastor at our church about the gn of lugt, a conversation that neither the pastor nor | enjoyed.

When | opted for a secular college, my father logt dl perspective. In fairness, I'd known he would
and that expectation had been part of what made the decison easy for me. He made it clear that | would
do ashe said, or | wouldn't be welcome in his house. | called the bluff. | can ill remember the look in
hiseyes when | |€ft. It was like he was watching someone he loved walk off a diff.

When | got to ASU, | didn’t have any idea how to ded with men. | didn’'t have any experience or
any friends. All | could do was fake it and hope. My fird lover had been a graduate student who was the
teacher’s assgtant in my biology class. | found out later he'd been going through the roll in aphabeticad
order, and made it through the early Ns before the end of the semedter.

His name was Gianni, and he'd had a gentle touch and a quick smile. He' d been an dtentive lover.
When he l€ft, | was glad to have known him and profoundly less than devastated that he was gone. My
second lover was named Cary. His jacket was back at the house. We hadn’t ended so gracefully.

The restaurant looked like a frame house, pae blue sding with ydlow pagte trim. Aubrey parked
on the street and we walked across the low, well-cut lavn like we were going to a friend’'s house. His
hand brushed mine as we waked through the door, and | took it. We sat at a smdl table, and | let him
order wine for us both. | amiled a him across the table and he amiled back.

Gianni, Cary, Aubrey. It seemed like | had athing for guys whose names ended in a vowe sound.
| shook my head, trying to didodge the thought before | said it or anything equaly asinine out loud.

| ordered the black tiger shrimp. Aubrey got something called ropa vigia | sipped the wine, feding
the warmth of the acohol in my throat. Aubrey smiled. | smiled back. We didn't say anything.

“Thisfeds alittle awkward, doesn't it?’ | said.

Aubrey shook his head, denying it, and then said, “Wdl. A little, maybe. First dates.”

“l guess,” | said. “Not just that, though. | fed like I'm looking over my shoulder dl the time. Like
they are going to be there”

“Tdl you what,” Aubrey said, “you keep watch behind me, I'll keep watch behind you.”

The anxiety inmy belly softened allittle.

“Sounds like a plan,” | said. “Is it dways like this? When you and Eric were working on things
before, wasit dwaysthis...”

| raised my hands, trying to make a gesture that would express what | couldn’t find words for.

“No,” Aubrey said. “Thisisthe mogt intense thing I’ ve ever done. It's intimidating. | keep wanting
to cdl Eric and ask hm what to do, and then | remember thet he's...”

“Yeeh,” | sad. “I know what you mean.”

“I'm sorry,” he said. “That's not very good first-date chatter, isit?’

“It swerd,” | said.

“Indl kinds of ways” Aubrey said. “Apart from dl the rest of it, | keep trying to wrap my head
around the idea that you're the girl Eric talked about. You aren't what | expected.”

“How 0?7’ | asked. “I mean, what kinds of things did he say about me?’

Aubrey thought about that for a second.

“He wasn't wrong about any of it. It's just the person he was taking about was a kid, and you
aren’'t. He said you were smart. Mouthy. That his brother was about the worst match for you as a father
that he could imaging” Aubrey said. “I didn't get the feding that they particularly got dong, Eric and your
dad.”

“Cats. Dogs” | said. “Our family has had its Jerry Springer moments.”

“l heard alittle bit about that. There was some static when you stopped bdieving in God.”

“It didn’t start out that way,” | said. “It's where it ended up. Maybe it's where it had to end up.”

“How'd it gart, then?”’

“| stopped bdievinginhdl,” | said. “I kept thinking about it, and | just couldn’'t make it square up.
My dad and the pastor and everyone, they kept taking about a god that loves people and wants us to be
wel and happy, and then they'd talk about dl the terrible things that would happen to me forever if |



pissed him off. It just didn't make sense, you know? Why would someone that loves you make it so that
you could be tortured forever just because you didn't do what he said? So | figured they were wrong. |
figured thet there wasn't redlly a hdll, because God loved us and he wouldn't do that to us”

“How old were you?’

“About twelve, | think,” 1 said. “I tried to explan it to my dad, but he didn't think much of it.
Eventudly, | figured out that | shouldn’t talk about it. But then | started thinking about other things that
didn't make sense. | looked at the world, and it just seemed...l don't know...bigger than what they
were tdling me. And somewhere in there, | woke up and thought, you know, if Jesus died for my sns,
that’s not redly something | asked him to do.”

Aubrey laughed. It was awarm sound, and | relaxed alittle, just hearing it.

“It sounds like you didn't lose fath in God as much asinyour church,” Aubrey said.

“When you stop bdieving in someone who's been tdling you stories, you stop bdieving in the
doriestoo,” | said. “I wanted to believe, just for tacticd reasons. It would have made my life alot easer.
But there you go.”

Thefood came, and it was better than I'd expected. It turned out ropa viga meant “old clothes’
but was redlly shredded beef with some genuindy wonderful spices. We taked alot aout my family and
Eric and behavior-changing brain cysts, which should have been gross but was actudly redly interesting.
The background fear faded if it never quite went away. | had flan for desert. Aubrey just drank coffee.

“S0,” he said when | put down my fork, “you think Midian's cleaned them out yet?’

“Probably not yet,” | said.

He amiled.

“Yegh,” he said. “Me neither.”

We went to a nightdlub in an old church that played well-mixed techno. Despite my expectations,
the Goth contingent was in the minority. Most of the people seemed like young-professond types and
college students. | danced for a while, Aubrey near me, but not so close that we were redly dancing
together. Then the floor began to get crowded, the bodies of strangers pushing us closer. My anxiety
about the Invisble College and Coin and the nightmare was dl 4ill there, but instead of spailing the night,
it made things sharper. More red. | could see how someone could wind up addicted to danger.

| took a break, drank a martini, and went back out determined to put the uncertainty behind me.
When we started dancing again, | took Aubrey’s ams and put them around me. He went awkward and
unsure for maybe two minutes, and then we were leaning into each other. The musc didn’t stop, and |
didn’'t want it to.

The high Gothic vault above us glittered with mirror balls and glowed with blue and orange lights
just bright enough to give us our shadows. Stained-glass windows looked down on us. Aubrey’s body
was warm under my hands, and his face had a seriousness that suited it even more then his amiles. He
was a good dancer once he relaxed, and it turned out so was |.

| had a second martini, and then another drink that | couldn’t quite identify. When | started feding
light-headed, | went up to the rooftop deck for some ar. The dty lay spread out before me in the
darkness, glittering black and orange. The night had cooled down to comfortable, the breeze warm
agang my skin like Denver itsdf exhding gently against me. | heard Aubrey come up behind me; | could
dready recognize his footsteps. When he put his hand on my shoulder, | leaned back againg him.

“It's beautiful,” he said.

“Yegh”

“You are too.”

| turned, lifting my mouth to his He tasted like good whiskey and fresh coffee. He amdled like
musk and spice. | rested my head againg him and tried to catch my breath.

“You know,” | said softly, “you never did show me your apartment.”

It was a amd| place near the university. A low counter separated the kitchen from a living room
herdly wide enough to hold the couch. The bedroom was smdler than either, a queen-size bed pressed
into a corner to leave a path. But the floors were wood and had been polished until they glowed, and
every spare surface was piled with books and unlit candles. When we got there, he started to say



something, but | stopped him for fear of loang the momertt.

There had been times I’d seen a naked man and thought it was exditing or funny or weird. Lying
on Aubrey’s hdf-made bed and seeing him it only by the soft light that filtered in from the street was the
firg time I’ d thought a man was beautiful. My body had awarm, relaxed feding, the bruises and cracked
ribs only a seasoning on a rigng tide of pleasure. Aubrey’s skin against mine was rough and sweet and
perfect. His fingers were gentle, and even with gtitches holding my side together, | fet beautiful. | came
once before he was in me. He had a three-pack of condoms in his bedside table in an unopened box.
We went through two of them.

In the aftermath, sweat drying on my back and neck, my body 4ill twitching, | lisened to his
breath as he fought againg deep. The clock a the bedside said it was a little after three in the morning. |
was awake and as dert as I'd ever been. | did out from under the bunched sheet and paused in the
doorway to look a Aubrey stretched out, naked and spent, his eyes closed, one am raised over his
head. He looked strong and vulnerable both. He didn't know who | was. Not redly. There were only
gories that Eric had told him, afew shared days, and the fact that when I'd needed someone, I'd called
him.

And when I'd cdled him, he'd been there. It was about as much as | knew of him too. So maybe
it was enough.

My clothes were in knots on the floor, and | didn’t bother trying to untangle them. | took mysdf to
his bathroom, had a quick shower, and wrapped mysdf in his robe—soft green terry coth that smdled
like him. When | went to the kitchen, | didn’'t turn on the lights for fear of waking him. Between the
shower and the deepest part of the night, it was cool enough that a cup of tea sounded good. | boiled
some water, found a cup and a box of tea bags by the light of the gas flame, and took mysdf out to the
couch while the tea steeped.

Aubrey’s computer was an old laptop perched on the couch’s armrest. | booted it up, found
wirdess service, and pulled up Firefox. | figured thet if there was something in his work that had caught
Eric' s atention, it would be good for me to know. Besides which, | wanted to be able to tak to Aubrey
about the things that were important to him without sounding like an idiot. | Googled Toxoplasma gondii
and hisname.

That's how | found out about hiswife.



Eleven

H er name was Kimberly. She had her PhD from UC Berkeley, severd papers listed in the indexes of
things like Clinical Microbiology and The Journal of Parasitology. From what | could tel, she was
presently on gaff with a research project out of Grace Memorid Hospitd in Chicago. And she had
cowritten a least two papers with Aubrey. One was cdled “Patterns in Parasitic Modification of Host
Behavior,” and the whole thing was posted on a newsgroup, ripped off from a megazine called Nature.
The other one | found was “Cydtic Extent as Behaviord Metric in T. gondii Infection.”

In the pictures of her that | found online, she had shoulder-length auburn hair and surprisngly blue
eyes. When she amiled, she looked alittle like Nicole Kidman. | found a website with pictures of arafting
trip that she and Aubrey both went on a few years before. There were four other couples, but | kept
daing a Aubrey, who was laughing, his ams around his wife. In the photograph, his wedding ring
seemed to glow.

She was beautiful. She was wel educated. She was married to the man I'd just fucked. | fdt like
someone had punched mein the somach. | sat in the darkness, the robe catching on my gtitches when |
breathed. The right thing to do was wake him up and ask him. Tak to him. Let him explain.

Instead, | pulled up Thunderbird and went through his e-mail. A quick search of hisinbox liged a
dozen messages from her in the last weeks. | read the lagt four, hoping they were talking about divorce.
They weren't. The best thing | could say was they weren't love letters. The tone between them was
inimate and friendly, talking about old friends and shared sources. The last one was from only two days
ago. It was a short note saying that she was sorry to hear aout Eric’'s death, and tdling him to be
caeful. When | pulled up a copy of his previous year's tax returns, it listed his status as married.

| left the laptop on the couch. | managed to get dl of my clothes up off his floor without waking
him. | dressed in the bathroom with shaking hands. | thought | might cry or throw up, but | just pulled on
my underwear and my skirt. The scoop top was badly wrinkled, but | wasn't going back in to sted one
of Aubrey’s shirts. If | looked like | was on the wak of shame, that was pretty much dead accurate. |
pulled the top on, put my feet in my low, comfortable heds, and grabbed my purse on the way ot.

The univeraty digtrict came to life dowly as the black night sky paed to blue. | found a coffee
shop, where | ordered a cappuccino with two extra shots and a lousy pastry that | looked a more than
actudly ate. The fatigue of a deepless night had started to wear on me. My side ached, my ribs ached,
my knee was sweling again where the haugtrold had wrenched it. I'd been dancing on it. How stupid
was that? I’d been hurt, dmogt killed, and I’d numbed the wounds with martinis and techno-pop in an
al-out effort to get mysdf seduced by Aubrey, the married guy. Nice going, Jayné.

| wanted the coffee to be as bad as the pastry. | wanted bitter, tasteless blackness and half-soured
cream, but it was actudly pretty good. The barista was maybe a year younger than me, with a pierced
tongue and nose. She put on a Ray Charles CD, raised her eyebrows a me to ask if | needed anything,
and left me done when | shook my head. | cupped the cappuccino in my hands and let the music and the
dawn change the moment for me.

Okay, | fdt stupid. Okay, I'd been humiliated. It was't the first time. It probably wouldn't be the
lagt. I'd let mysdf fdl for a guy who had lied to me, or at least omitted a great big honking truth that
pretty much anyone would have seen as worthy of mention. | wondered whether 1 would have done
anything different if I'd known he was married. | wasfarly certain | would have.

On the upside, | ill had the money and property Eric had left me. Midian and Ex and Chogyi
Jake were dl probably at my house right now, working on the plan to avenge Eric and break the Invisble
Coallege. I'd helped save Candace and Aaron from arider. | just had to stop the bullshit, decide what
was actudly important to me, and take care of business. Going to bed with Aubrey had been a mistake.
Mistakes happen. It wastime to move on.

| thought back to my post-shopping breakdown with Chogyi Jake. It was possible that | was a
litle more vulnerable and raw than | wanted to admit. Going for Aubrey—going for anyone—was a
normd kind of screwup to make. Londy little girl reaches out to the firg kind face that wanders by.



Pethetic? Okay, | could accept that. | just wouldn't let it happen again.

| wondered if Ex and Chogyi Jake knew about Kimberly. Ex, maybe. It would explain why he'd
seemed S0 pissed off a the two of usgoing out. | thought Chogyi Jake would have warned me. Maybe.
Or maybe not. They were quick enough to hide the bodies of the people I'd helped kill, but maybe that
didn’t redly put them on my side.

Whatever my sde was.

“Fuck you, Aubrey,” | said to mysdf. “1 needed a stand-up guy, and | got you instead. How fair is
thet?’

People came in and out of the coffee shop, modly students, | guessed. The barista worked her
mechine in burgts of steam and the gurgling of espresso. Ray Charles cdling his friend to go get stoned
segued to a cover of “Yederday” that pointed out how cdean and soulless Paul McCartney redly
sounded. It was nice sharing a little morning pain with Ray, if only because he put me in perspective. |
finished my coffee, Ieft the pastry hdf eaten, and headed out to the street. It took a while to find a taxi,
but I managed, and twenty minutes later | was home.

“Sweset fucking Jesus,” Midian said as soon as | walked in. “| figured you for dead.”

“Not dead,” | said, and tossed my purse on the couch. “Whereis everyone?’

“Out looking for you,” Midian said. “Aubrey came by a couple hours ago looking like someone
dole hisdick and said you' d gone missing.”

“Wdl, you can tdl him I'm back,” | said. “I need to get into some clean clothes”

“Not such a good date, eh?” Midian asked. It was hard to tdl with his ruin of a voice, but |
thought he was alittle amused. | didn't answer.

I"d changed into jeans and one of Eric's white button-down shirts when | heard Aubrey and Ex
arive. Thar voices were harsh, like they’d been fighting. | stretched, summoned up my righteous anger,
and headed out to take the bull by the horns.

Ex was livid. He whedled on me as soon as | appeared in the living room.

“What exactly was that little sunt supposed to—"

“Jayné” Aubrey said a the same time, “we need to tak about—"

| put my padm out toward Ex, shutting him down, and turned to Aubrey.

“We need to tak?’ | asked.

“Yes” he sad. “Please, | understand what happened, and | know what it seems like, but—"

“Are you and Kimberly divorced?’ | asked.

Aubrey blushed and looked down at his feet. EX's jaw actudly dropped. I'd dways thought that
was just afigure of speech. Apparently he hadn’t known.

“Aubrey?’ | said.

“We're separated,” he said.

“Not divorced,” | said.

“No.”

“So then Hill married.”

“Yes”

“And you didn't tdl me” | said.

“No,” Aubrey said. “I should have.”

“Okay,” | said. “We ve talked.”

| brushed past Ex and into the kitchen. It was probably only my own embarrassment and
humiliation that made me read EX’s expression as delight. When he and Aubrey followed mein a moment
later, they were both perfectly sober. Midian was Stting at the kitchen table, the telephone handset to his
eqr.

“Jeke” he said, pointing & it. “He put me on hold. It's okay, though. You two were loud enough
back there | followed everything.”

“Good,” | sad. “It's Friday morning, amog ten o’ clock. This time tomorrow, Randolph Coin's
going to be dead. Let'stry to focus on that, okay?’

“Hne by me” Midian said, and then, into the handset, “Yeah. She's back. Everything's fine, or,



wall...fuck it, it's close enough. Get your ass back to the ranch here, and well finish up. Y eah, wha?’

He paused, frowned, and shook his head.

“No. If they don't have ydlow onions, I'll think of something else. Just bring me the rest of it,” he
sad, and then put the handset back in its cradle. “ Since he was out anyway, | asked him to pick up some
guff. Didn't figure we' d be going out for dinner.”

“Yeah, probably not,” | said. “Let’s go over the plan again.”

No one suggested anything else. | took out the maps and schematics, and Ex waked through the
whole thing again, quizzing the three of us. Aubrey answered his questions in a clipped, hard voice and
sat with his arms crossed. When Chogyi Jake appeared with a bag of groceries, Ex made him go through
the whole thing by himsdf while Midian made ham sandwiches with fresh tomatoes and hot mustard for
lunch. My brain was a sorm of anger, betrayal, and humiliation, but | forced mysdf to follow the detalls
of the plan. Midian and Chogyi Jake at the southeast edge of the property. Ex in his car to the north, me
inamong the railroad tracks to the west, and Aubrey in his minivan to the south. Three different angles,
S0 that no matter where Coin stood, at least one of us would have a clear shot. When Chogyi Jake and
Midian had drawn Coin out past his protections, Midian would give the Sgnd by raisng both hands. If
for any reason he couldn’t do that, Chogyi Jake would drop to the ground. The plan to go out and look
a the place physicaly seemed to have fdlen by the wayside in the day’s drama. | didn’t bring it up.

The ar between me and Aubrey should have bent with the tenson, but Chogyi Jake ether didn't
notice anything or, more likdy, dedicated himsdf to ignoring it. Anything that Ex fdt was covered by his
arill sergeant attitude.

| felt my mind Starting to get fuzzy at about one o’ clock. I'd been up since @ght in the moming the
day before, too excited by the twin prospects of going shooting and my ill-fated date to deep in. That put
me at about twenty-nine hours awake.

“I’'m going to crash for awhile” | said. “Knock if something happens.”

The slence that accompanied me out of the kitchen told me that the house would have to be on
fire before anyone disturbed me. That suited me just fine

| stripped and crawled into bed, one pillow under my head, one over it to block out light and
sound. My muscles seemed to vibrate with fatigue. Thistime tomorrow, it'll dl be over, | told mysdf. I'll
be safe and rich and God as my witness, I'll be straight the fuck out of this city. | could go back to ASU.
Paying tuition out of pocket would be easy. | could get my degree. | could transfer to some other
university. Hel, 1 could probably buy my way into the Ivy League with a few weighty donations here and
there.

It was a strange thought. In away, everything was ending tomorrow. The shot that took out Coin
and broke the Invisble College dso freed me. No more tattooed ninja hit squads bresking down my
doors. No more need for bodyguards like Ex and Chogyi Jake. Or Aubrey.

| imagined mysdf going back. Driving up to the dorms in a chauffeured Rolls-Royce, maybe. |
pictured Cary’s reaction, seeing me rigng like a phoenix from the ashes and sdted earth I'd Ieft behind
me. | did from that to going home, paying off the mortgage on my parents house, buying my mother a
car, tdling my father that | wouldn’t go to church on Sunday if | didn’t want to, and watching him redlize
that his power over me was gone. Even his power to drive me away. Somewherein it, | had become the
primary funding behind the hospitd in Chicago, dressed in a good Armani suit with Nicole
Kidman—esque Kimberly asking my permisson to go ahead with her work. | didn't notice the shift
between daydream and dream until | found mysdf in the nightmare of wings and Coin’'s massive eye and
woke with a shout.

The door thumped, someone throwing a shoulder againg it. Someone was cdling my name. Ex, |
thought, the last shreds of dream fading. Ex was screaming my name. But at least he was pronouncing it
right.

“I'm okay!” | shouted back. “Leave the door done. I'm fine”

“What the fuck isgoing on in there?’

“Bad dream,” | said. “I'mfine. I'll be out in aminute. Just cdm down.”

I’d been adegp dmost four hours. | hauled mysdf up out of bed, vague and hungover. My skin



fdt gticky with rank sweat. My period had started a week early. | needed a shower.

“You'redl right?” Ex’s voice sounded like he was expecting meto lie. “Wasit Coin agan?

“l don't know. Maybe,” | sad, the detalls of the dream dready out of reach. “I'm fine I'm just
gill waking up. I'll be out.”

Ex's glence seemed untrugting, but | ignored it and pulled mysdf into the bathroom. If he broke
the door down to rescue me from a bad dream, I'd throw him out of my house. | was deeply weary of
deding with mde bullshit. | fdt tired and duggish. Happily, | had my old lesther backpack in the
bedroom with me. Going out to hunt for tampons wasn't something | particularly wanted to ded with a
the moment.

The water helped. | washed my hair three times just for the pleasure of feding the warmth running
down my back. | prodded the wound inmy side. It itched and fdt odd when | tugged at the stitches, but
it didn't particularly hurt. The bruises on my knee and back were aso sarting to hed, going from
storm-cloud blue to a deep green with ydlow and brown at the margins. | got a glimpse of the tattoo, a
remnant of my sixteenth birthday’s drunken binge, on the samdl of my back. In the mirror, it looked like
orientd script, though I'd been assured by severad people back a ASU that it wasn't. | fdt a sudden
nosagiafor the days when keeping my parents from knowing | had a tattoo was the biggest risk | had to
dedl with.

| put on my own T-shirt, my old jeans, and pulled my har back into a ponytal. | consdered
mysdf in the mirror, then without thinking, my hand reached out for the eydiner. | didn't give a damn
what any of them thought, but looking decent made me fed better. When | came down the hal, the amdl
of steak, wine, and grilled onions greeted me like a friend. The windows were ruddy with the warm light
of sunset. | had a momentary image, the memory of adream I'd dmod forgotten. A black disk like a sun
thet radiated like light, but different.

u\wré.”

Ex was stting done on the couch. His blond hair was unbound and flowing over his shoulders. His
expression was grim.

“Ex,” | sad, folding my arms.

“l need you to make peace with Aubrey,” he said softly.

“I redlly don’t see how that’s any of your business” | said.

He hdd up a hand, and his expresson made it a request for dlence insead of a command. |
nodded my permisson for him to go on. He stood up, his hands clasped in front of him in a way that
made me think of prayer. He was tdler than | was under normd circumstances, and | hadn’t put on
shoes. | fdt like akid at the principd’ s office,

“WE re going into something tomorrow that is dready profoundly difficult,” he said. “We ve gone
over everything often enough that | know it starts to seem easy or certain. That's why | keep going over
it. But the truth is we're taking a huge risk. We can't be divided or distracted.”

“We can't?’ | said. | had been through about as much condescension as | was in the mood for,
and BEx saw that.

“I'm not asking you to do this for him or yoursdf. I’'m asking for me,” he said. “If something goes
wrong, if someone gets hurt or killed, and it's because | didn't say the right thing or do what | needed to,
then it's going to be my fault. Right now, I'm afraid that you and Aubrey are going to be distracted. And
| don’'t want to see ether of you hurt again.”

“Not on your watch,” | said. I’d meant to say it with contempt, but it didn’t come out that way. |
fdt mysdf soften alittle “So you want meto just blow it off?’

“Not especidly, no,” Ex said. “But | want you two at peace with each other.”

| took a deep bresth and let it out dowly. We looked at each other in the warm light of evening.
He was a hard-faced man, and he didn’t ook away from me.

“Whereishe?' | asked.

“They’'redl out back. The kitchen'stoo hat to eat in. And | wanted to tak to you firgt, so | sent
them out.”

“Okay,” | sad. “I'll do the dlive branch thing. But I'm not looking to forgive and forget.”



“And I'm damned glad of that too,” Ex said with a rare amile. It crossed my mind briefly thet |
should ask what he meant by the comment. But he was dready waking toward the backyard, and with
everything that changed in the course of the evening, by the time we spoke again I'd forgotten what he'd
sad.



Twelve

| waited until 1'd eaten dinner. Midian had cooked stesks in red wine and black pepper. The onions
were sweet and tart, and he' d done something with butter and garlic that made broccoli taste good. We
sat on the back porch, drinking wine and watching the stars come out. Aubrey sat a little apart, his amile
tight and restrained. Chogyi Jake and Midian were both taking up the dack in the conversation by trading
jokes and stories, cgoling Aubrey out of hisfunk and me out of my rage. | was dmogt feding human by
the end. Ex kept looking over a me, prompting me to make a move. I'd promised to make peace, but |
dill resented it.

It wouldn't have killed Aubrey to open the discusson. He could start by gpologizing again.

| knew | wasn't being fair or even particularly rationd. | tried to suck it up.

“Aubrey,” | said, and his head came up like he'd heard a gunshot. “Y ou got a minute?’

“Sure” he said. | led the way back into the house. | was pretty sure the others weren't going to
come anywhere near us until thiswas over. | sat on the couch, legs folded up beneath me, arms crossed.
Aubrey took the hearth, watching me with his best poker face. We sat there in slence for afew seconds.

“Why don’t you tdl me about your wife” | said.

“Okay, fine” he said, then took a breath, geathering himsdf. “Kim and | met when 1'd just been
accepted into the doctoral program. We were looking into some of the same questions, so we had a lot
to talk about. It worked. For awhile”

Something changed in his expression, softening it. Nostalgia, | thought. He looked down at his
hands as if the story was written on his skin.

“We d been married for about two years when Eric showed up,” Aubrey said. “ She was 4ill here
back then. We were both at the univeraty, and she was doing some work on a study a the medicd
center. The money wasn't greet, but we were doing dl right. Eric sent us both email at firs. He said
he' d read our work and had some questions about the logicd structures of paradtism. How parasite-host
systems worked, what kinds of patterns you'd see in host behavior modification. He was redly interested
in reverse-engineering things”

“But Kim wasn't interested,” | said.

“She was. At fird. Eric took us both out to dinner to talk things over, and it was grest. Kim and |
hed both been svimming in the problems for so long, it was like we talked in code. Just having Eric there
to explain things to made us look at everything with fresh eyes. | think both of us were pretty excited
afterward. It turned into a weekly thing. There were probably five or sx months that everything was
great. And then the riders came up.”

He amiled, ill not looking at me. He was seeing Eric and Kim, hearing conversations from years
before. | might dmost not have been there.

“I was amazed,” he sad, asif confessng something. “1 was delighted. Riders and hosts and the
idea of a universe next door that worked in a totaly different way from ours, but with common
drategies.. .it fdt like revelation. Kim didn’t believeit &t fird. | think it was just too weird for her. That it
offended the scientigt in her.

“Eric trained us both. It took a while to believe what we were seeing. | think | bought in before
she did. And then Kim just sort of turned off. She didn’t want anything to do with it. We started fighting.
| said some thingsthat | shouldn't have.”

“Indulgeme” | said. My voice was harsher than I'd meant it to be, but | was dill pissed off. He
looked up a me and the cdm and nogstalgia vanished.

“l told her it was wrong to ignore evidence” he said. “l told her tha she was beng
narrow-minded and parochia because she'd come across something that didn’t fit in her worldview.
Instead of rethinking how the world is, she was shutting her eyes and pretending it wasn't true.”

“You told her she was being rdigious” | said.

He chuckled, but there was't any mirth in the sound.

“l guess 0,” he said. “She didn't see it that way. She said | was being stupid. Arrogant. Either



riders were a fraud and Eric was a con man with his own agenda or they were red and Eric was
dangeroudy irresponsible for having anything to do with them without more information. The last fight we
had, she told me that the work with riders had made me either a dupe or an idiot, and she wasn't going
to livewith ether one”

“You had to choose between Eric and her,” | said.

“Sort of,” he said. “Anyway. She moved out, got a job in Chicago. It was one of those Stuations
where you had to dill work together, because so many of our studies were interlinked. Things cooled off,
and we stayed on decent terms. About a year and a hdf ago, she told me she was seeing someone e<e. |
agreed that it was over, and we had a kind of agreement in principle to findize the divorce. Fle the
paperwork, dl that. But she's insandy busy, and | was spending hdf my time working on my research
and the other half helping Eric.”

“And seeing other people?’

“In principle)” Aubrey said. “It never actudly happened, but | got used to thinking of mysdf as
unattached. If I'd thought there was any chance of Kim and me patching things up, 1 would never
have...”

Aubrey took a deep breath and let it out dowly. He looked up & me. He was tired.

“Look, Jayné” he said. “The truth is that Kim and | have both moved on from who we were
together. | didn't expect things to happen so quickly with you, and Kim honestly didn’'t enter my mind.
It's something I’ ve been resigned to for so long, it just fdt like higtory.”

“You could have told me dl this over dinner,” | said.

“Actudly, I'm not sure | could have,” he said. “I think taking about your ex on a fird date is sort
of a party foul.”

“Hnding out about the wife online ig't better,” | said.

“How about finding out by snooping through my email?” Aubrey said. “That's dl fine and
dandy?
“What?’

“l said how about going through my e-mail? While | was adeep. My taxes. Or, if you'd like, how
about cruisng the Internet looking for scraps of my life to pass judgment on? Or, when you get upset,
running off without even bothering to leave me—any of us—so much as a note to say you're okay? All of
those are perfectly fine, adult behaviors?”

“That's not what I'm here to tak about,” | said, feding the mord high ground shifting under my
feet.

“Wel, I’ ve brought it up,” Aubrey said.

| opened my mouth, a thousand practiced zingers suddenly fdling apart before | could deliver
them. Aubrey shook his head, something between sorrow and disgust in his eyes.

“l don't deserve this, Jayné” he said. “Kim and | aren’t together. We haven't been for a long
time And as far as | can tdl, you're tregting me like I’ ve somehow betrayed you persondly because |
haven't filed dl the paperwork in atimdy fashion.”

“| think being married is more than that,” | said.

“Have you ever been married?’

“No,” | sad, “but...”

| knew the next words. | could fed the syllables againg my tongue. Marriage is sacred. And |
could hear the voice that was saying them. It was my mother’s. It dl fit together with a dlick that was
nearly physcd.

| had rgjected my parents and their parochid, amdl, redtrictive ideas. | had broken off with my
family and dlowed mysdf the kind of experiences they were dways taditly afrad I'd have—sex, beer,
R-rated movies—and I d pretended that | had remade mysdf. But Aubrey’s history took me by surprise,
and I'd reacted like | was dill tting in the fourth pew. My liberd, broad-minded tolerance could dill be
scratched off with afingernall.

“Fuck,” | said, anger and embarrassment giving the word weight. Aubrey waited. The slence went
on. | had to say something else.



“You'reright. | shouldn't have dug through your computer,” | said. “I shouldn’t have freaked out
and bolted. But here' s thething. | don’t have a great track record with. . .trusting people. Especidly when
it comes to sex. You're dill married to this woman I've never met, and okay, maybe it's dl just
paperwork. But you are, and | found out right after we'd dept together. I'd love to pretend it was dl
okay with me, but it's not. I'm sorry it'snot. | redly, redly want it to be. But it'sjudt...”

Outside, Midian laughed. Ex said something | couldn’'t make out. Aubrey sucked in his breath. |
fdt like we were breaking up. There was a knot in my throat. | wanted to cry. Because that one last leve
of humiliation would have just put the cap on the whole conversation.

“l understand,” he said.

“We need to be able to work together,” | said, leening forward on the couch. “Coin’'s a badass.
He killed my uncle. He's kept Midian under a curse for two hundred some years. And I’'m taking him on.
WE re taking him on. Knowing someone close to me, someone important, is holding back informetion is
hard. | know | shouldn’t pass that kind of judgment, but when I...um. Aubrey? What isit?’

His body had gone tense, the color drained from his face. When he spoke, his voice was very
steady and controlled.

“How long has Midian been under a curse?’

“Two hundred something years,” | said. “He sad he was born a the end of the French
Revolution. Why?’

“He s two hundred years old?”’

“A little more then that, but yeah.”

Aubrey stood up carefully and waked to the kitchen. | looked a the empty doorway, then
unfolded mysdf from the couch and followed. The duffd bag of guns we'd found in the storage fadility
was dill there on the floor. Aubrey knet beside it.

“Aubrey?’

“Curses don't make people live indefinitdy, Jayné. Outliving your life span is something people try
for. Living two hundred yearsign't a curse. It's something dse”

He took out one of the shotguns, checked to be sure it was loaded, and handed it to me. | took
the wood stock and cold sted barrdl in my hands, my mind gill back on Kim and sex and Ray Charles
anging over coffee. The gun seemed out of place.

“Midian?’ | said. “Thisis about Midian?’

Aubrey took out another shotgun, chambered a round, and looked up a me.

“If he's lying about the curse, we need to know why,” Aubrey said. “If he's not lying about the
curse, he's not a human.”

“Oh,” | said. The ar seemed to have gone out of the room. | was having a hard time catching my
bresth.

“Areyou ready?’ he asked.

| looked down at the shotgun inmy hands. Sdlt, slver, and iron. Defense againg a wide variety of
riders. | fet like I'd woken up and found a rat crawling on my leg. | nodded.

“Follow me” Aubrey said.

We stepped onto the back porch with the guns ready drawn. Chogyi Jake, the fird to notice us,
cocked his head in something that seemed no more than mild curiosity. Ex legpt up, his chair tipping
backward and onto the grass. Midian’s ruined head was toward us, wisps of har dinging to it like trals
of fungus When he turned to look over his shoulder at us, his ydlowed eyes were expressonless. He
picked up his cigarette, took a deep breath, and let the smoke seep out his nodtrils.

“Aubrey. Jayné” Ex said. “Put down the guns”

Midian lifted a hand and waved Ex's words away. He shifted his chair to face us, two shotgun
barrels pointing at his head. The ruined man sighed.

“It was the Badlille Day crack, wasn't it?" he asked.

“Yeah,” | sad.

“I was kind of hoping you wouldn't remember that,” he said, and wheezed out a laugh. 1 dways
tdk before | think. It savice”



“What the fuck isgoing on?’ Ex demanded, his face flushing red. Midian gestured toward me and
Aubrey with his cigarette, the smoke leaving atrall behind it.
“The kids here just figured out I'm avampire,” he said.

“BUT I'VE seen you indaylight,” | said.

“That's nosferatu,” Midian said. “I'm varkolak. Don't let it bug you. Taxonomy's dways a
bitch.”

We'd moved into the living room, each of us keeping Midian covered as we' d Ift the backyard
behind. Midian sat in the oversuffed chair, a cigarette dill between his thin, fleshless fingers. Ex and
Chogyi Jake had grabbed guns too, but Midian's casud ar—legs crossed, black-toothed smile more
amusement than chagrin—meade me fed like we were being slly somehow. After dl, he'd been with us
for days. He' d been cooking our food, taking histurn at guard duty. If he'd wanted to kill us, we'd dl be
dead by now.

“l don't believeit,” Ex said. His face was blank as a mask, but | could guess at the rage behind it.
“Eric fought againg riders, not next to them.”

“Eric did whatever he needed to do,” Midian said. “If he needed to get his hands dirty dong the
way, he wasn't the guy to hesitate.”

“What ese were you lying about?’ | asked.

Midian looked at me with disgppointment in his eyes. It was like seeing a teacher’s reaction when
astudent asked a particularly stupid question. The ruined man sighed.

“Wdl,” he sad, “firg off, | sort of let you think Eric was doing me a favor with this whole Invisble
College thing. Not quite true. Eric came to me”

“Why would he think you' d fight againgt one of your own kind?’ Ex asked.

“Jesus Chrigt, padre,” Midian said. “My own kind. Shit. Would you say thet to a black guy? Or a
Jew? I'm arider, Coin's arider, that doesn’'t make us buddies. Look around the room here. Y ou've got
the girl here who can't figure out if she's a kick-ass superhero or a college dropout loser. The biologist
oy who can't stop feding guilty for getting in her pants. Which, I'll point out, was not exactly just his
idea, but they don’'t remember that. Tofu boy over there, who's showing his dedication to nonviolence by
helping to shoot Coin in the head, but it's okay because he's not the one pulling the trigger and anyway
Coin’s not human. Shakyamuni’d be red proud of him for that doublethink. And you caught between a
bunch of promises you've made to some great big Nobodaddy in the sky, a lifdong gpology for fucking
up when you were a kid, and a perfectly natura jeal ousy—"

“Drop it,” Ex said. “You can't lit us apart.”

“That's the point, dumbfuck. You are split gpart,” Midian said, gtting forward. His contempt
ignored the shotgun Ex pointed at his chest. “Y ou’ ve got four people here, and Sx different sides. It's no
different Next Door. The loupine fight the ifrit, who dly with the zombii, unless they're a war with
them. The orisha undermine everything the noppera-bo try to do. The Graveyard Child works agangt
Father Ba d, and they both hate the Black Sun. It's afucking mess over there.”

“So Eric was sat againg the Invisble College and fdt he could use you because you hated Coin
too,” Chogyi Jake said. “The enemy of my enemy ismy friend.”

| shifted my shotgun to rest on my leg. My arms were getting tired.

“Coin fucked me” Midian said philosophicaly. “That part was dways true. | was in Rome back
then, and Coin and his buddies were just getting a foothold in the south. They’d been bopping around
Finland eding lutefisk and making candles or something. Anyway, | took over this body. It used to
belong to afdla named Porfirio de la Vega Well, it turns out the Invishle College had been going after
the poor bastard too, but | got im first. Coin got a hair crosswise over it and broke me. | can't feed. For
two hundred years, | can't feed and | can’t get out of the body. | jugt St in here. But the curse connects
us, me, and Coin. So when Eric decided it was time to take the bastard out, he came looking for me”

“l don’t believe you,” Aubrey said. “Eric would never make an dliance with something like you.”

Midian dug in his pocket and extracted a fresh cigarette, lighting it off the butt of the old one. The
cherry glowed red, the smoke came off gray. His yellowed eyes were fixed on Aubrey.



“You never heard of the lesser evil?’ he asked. “Wadl, that’s me. Didn't you ever wonder why he
didn’'t pull any of you boys into this? It's a dirty operation. Messy. Mordly impure. But he thought it
needed doing, so he was going to do it. He left you poor fuckers out to protect you from it.”

We were slent for a moment. | could see the other three—Aubrey, Ex, Chogyi Jake—weighing
the idea. They dl seemed to think it was plausible,

“Hedidn’t need to do that,” Ex said, but his voice sounded less sure now.

“Yeah, wdl,” Midian said with a shrug. “Take it up with him.”

“This changes things” Aubrey said.

“Doesit?” Midian asked. “You can't pull Coin out without me as the focus. | mean, maybe if you
find someone dse he's cursed between now and sunup, but even if you do, so what? It's not going to
make any difference.”

“What do you mean?’ | asked.

“Look. You get some random Suzie Sunshine who Coin put some ugly mojo on, haul her ass out
there, and use her to break him, it's dill going to lift my curse. What we're doing isn't just for me.
Everyone Coin's acted againg gets helped out, whether you like us or not.”

“It'sjust that on balance, that’s more good than bad,” Ex said.

“Don't trus meonit,” Midian said. “Trugt Eric.”

“I have to think about this” Ex said. “We need to set guard on him.”

Midian made an impatient sound, but Aubrey was dready dhifting position. Chogyi Jake walked
into the kitchen and came back with a length of rope. | pressed back agang the wdl to let him pass.
Midian rolled his eyes but held out his wrigts like a man waiting for the police to cuff him. As Chogyi Jake
bound the thin, frail-looking wrists, Aubrey looked over to me. Thistime last night, I’'d been dancing with
my hands around him. It seemed like longer ago.

He nodded to me and then toward the kitchen, where Ex had gone. | hesitated for a moment, then
pointed my own shotgun toward the ground and walked away.

The remains of the med preparation hadn’'t been cleared away yet. The cutting board was il
bloody from the steak, and kniveslay in the sink, their edges catching the light. The air was rich with wine
and garlic. Ex was gtting at the table, his head in his hands. | leaned the gun againg the sde of the
refrigerator and pulled out the chair across from him. The clock on the wal above him showed we were
coming in on midnight.

“S0,” | sad softly. “What do you think?’

“l should have seenit,” Ex said angrily.

“Wdl, you didn’'t,” | said. “What ese do you think?’

BEx looked up a me through his eyebrows. For a few seconds, he looked on the verge of doing
something violent, but he shook his head and the impresson went away. He pulled back his hair, tying it
with a rubber band, then squared his shoulders.

“It makes sense” he said. “The curse, the divisons between forms of riders, Eric's willingness to
use tha to his advantage. Everything it said makes sense, but...”

“But,” | prompted.

“l don't trust im. He's arider, and he has his own agenda.”

“Do you dill think Coin killed Eric?’ | asked.

BEx weighed the question for a moment, resting his chin againg one knuckle. He nodded.

“Those people he sent to kill me and Midian? Those were part of the Invisble College?’

“Ves”

“Okay, then,” | said. “Nothing's changed. Coin's dill going to be a his weakest in a few hours.
We dill have everything we need to go up against him”

“I know,” Ex said. “I don't think you can be safe when the Invishle College is hunting you, and
killing Coin will break their power. | can't think of a reason not to go forward. It'sjudt...”

“You trusted someone. And then you found out they didn’t actudly deserve it,” | said. “Now you
have to suck it up and work with them no matter how you fed, just to get the job done. Kind of like what
you were saying to me earlier tonight.”



“Aubrey,” he said.

“I'm not saying he's a body-steding vampire or anything,” | said, feding a twinge of distress left
over from my interrupted talk with Aubrey. Had we broken up? Had we ever redly been together? |
waan't totaly sure. | pulled mysdf back to Ex. “I'm just saying there' s kind of a pardld. But we can’t be
divided or distracted. That was you talking.”

“And after?’

| tilted my head.

“After we kill Coin. What do we do about Midian,” Ex said, his voice dmogt a whisper. “If we're
dlies now, that's going to be over by this time tomorrow. As soon as Coin goes down, the thing ingde
that body will be free to do whatever it wants. He will go out into the world, and hell hurt people.
Maybe kill them. He s arider, it'swhat he does.”

| gazed out the window, or tried to. With the darkness outside and the light in the kitchen, the
glass was more like a black mirror. | looked tired. The kitchen behind me, reversed |eft for right, seemed
dien. My body fdt heavy and weak, my mind alittle dizzy from too many changes too close together. Ex
waited, his slence pushing me to answer, and | thought it was deeply unfair of him. | hadn’t planned any
of this. Ficking up Eric's plan had dl been Midian and Ex, Aubrey and Chogyi Jake. Even the encounter
with Candace Dorn’s haugtrold had been Aubrey’ s indstence more than mine. Making me decide what
to do now, just when things got hard, seemed vaguely monstrous.

“Wegivehim ahead start,” | said. “A day, maybe”

“Hell vanish,” Ex said. “We might never find him again.”

“Itsarik,” | agreed. “But the dternative is we kill im tomorrow morning. Use him for what we
need, and then stab himin the back when we' re through with him.”

“It could be the best thing,” Ex said.

“Maybe. But we can’'t do it.”

Ex didn't speak, but his expression was clear enough. Why not?

“We're the good guys” | said.



Thirteen

W e sdlit the night into four hour-and-a-half shifts to guard Midian. Mine was three to four thirty, which
dated me for alongish nap before and a short one after. Midian, his hands il tied, ignored the Stuation
except to 9gh theatricaly, stretch out on the couch, and get more deep then the rest of us. | sat in the
fadng chair, Eric's shotgun across my thighs, and listened to the smal sounds of the night.

The clock in the kitchen ticked quietly to itsdf. Sirens rose and fdl in the distance. Once, a
helicopter chopped the ar so far away | could barely make it out. And Midian—Midian the vampire, or
varkolak, whatever that was—breathed dowly in and out in the rhythm of deep deep. In afew hours, |
was going to be looking down arifle at the thing that had killed Eric, but just now, the world was slent
and 4ill, and my mind was clearer than | had expected it to be.

The mystery that Midian's revelation had left me with was this if Eric wasn't doing this to help
Midian, who was he helping? There was, | assumed, someone out there who he'd intended to benefit.
Someone like Candace Dorn. | wondered how | would find those people and let them know that the
thing had been done, or if they’d just know when it happened. Ex and Aubrey and Chogyi Jake hadn’t
found anything in the old notebooks that explained how this whole thing had started, but there had to be
more books, more records. Somewhere there had to be something about how he'd found Midian, and
whet came before that, and before that. Or maybe he'd kept it dl in his head.

| thought about the lig of properties the lawvyer had shown me. And those had been the tricky
ones. There were others. More. | could have spent months going through dl that. Years. And if | didn't
find some master record, I'd dill wonder if it existed somewhere | just hadn’t thought to look. | was out
of my depth. I'd known it from the moment Uncle Eric’s fortune fdl out of the sky like something from an
old Looney Tunes cartoon, and Stting aone in the dead of night, | fdt it deeply. | was scared, | was
faking it, | was probably in gut-wrenching danger that | didn't understand. I’d spent the last few days as
disoriented and dizzy as someone on her eighth time on the roller coaster.

But there was dso a amdl, secret joy way down deep that surprised me. | was rich beyond my
wildest dreams. Things hadn’t gone the way | wanted with Aubrey, but they'd dill left me feding wanted
in a way that was dmost more reassuring than actudly having a boyfriend would have been. And
regardless of why Eric had gone &fter the Invisble College in the firgt place, | knew why | was doing it.

| was doing it for Eric.

| heard the low beeping of Aubrey’s cdl phone darm and checked the time. Four thirty. My turn
a guard duty was over. | ligened to the soft, shoeless footsteps as he walked down the hdl toward me,
and | nodded to him as he stepped into the living room.

“Everything okay?’ he asked, his voice hushed.

| handed him the shotgun.

“Itll do,” | sad, and then, “Hey. About...what happened a your gpartment? Midian wasn't
wrong. It wasmy idea too, and it's not like | told you dl about everything in my higory either. So. The
Kim thing was a shock, and I’'m allittle easier to spin right now then usud. But...”

| shrugged.

“So we're good?” Aubrey asked.

“We' reworking onit,” | said. “I mean, you're dill married.”

Hafway down to my bedroom, | stopped, considered, and then turned back. | was too wound up
to deep. | headed to the kitchen, turned on the light over the sink, and brewed up a pot of coffee that
wasn't as good as Midian's. A little before sx, the windows were bright with the coming dawn. Ex and
Chogyi Jake walked in quietly. Ex looked tired but focused. Chogyi Jake might have just woken up from
aght solid hours, except that his amile didn’t reach his eyes as much as usud. Without a word, Ex put the
rifles on the kitchen table. The black ammunition seemed to writhe in my periphera vison.

“Wdl, hey,” Midian said from the living room. “Nice day to kill someone. Is that coffee? Because
if itis, you over-brewed it

“Good to know,” | said, and heard hiswheezing chuckle.



“Okay,” Ex said, hisvoice cutting through the morning like a drill sergeant’s. “WEe ve got one more
run-through on this, and then we go.”

Midian and Aubrey came into the kitchen. Midian's hands were free, and he was rubbing his
wrigts. | noticed that he kept his distance from the bullets. We went through everything again for the last
time, then Ex loaded the rifles and handed one to me and one to Aubrey. Ex offered the shotgun to
Chogyi Jake, but he refused it.

“When we get this done, who's gonna want pancakes?’ Midian asked, his ruined lipsin a leer. |
wondered how | could have imagined he was redlly dive.

“Let'sgo,” Ex sad.

We went.

THE FIRST difference | noticed was the air.

We drove north toward Commerce City, Ex in the windowless van, Chogyi and Midian in EX's
sports car, Aubrey and | dtting slently in his miniven. The warehouses dong the railroad tracks came
dowly nearer, therisng sun flooded the il rdaively empty highway and turned the asphdt to gold, and
the air around us seemed to grow less substantial. The light moved through it differently. | put it down to
my own nerves until | felt something bump againg me, tapping at the base of my spine. | had the sudden
physcd memory of being eght years old and svimming in a lake where fish would sometimes blunder
into me.

Aubrey saw me shudder.

“Yegh,” hesad. “I can fed it too.”

“This is them?’ | said, gesturing a the world in generd. “This is the Invisble College doing
whatever they’re doing?’

“It's Next Door getting close” Aubrey said. “I've fdt something like this before. The riders are
about to move into their new bodies.”

Something unred moved past my legs. | fdt its wake.

“| redly want this over with,” | said.

By the time we got to the warehouse, | fdt like the old high school science class movie of an ovum
surrounded by a million flaling sperm. The ar was ful of unseen creatures bumping and pressing and
shifting againg me. There were so many, | stopped being able to tdl one from another, my body just
regigering them as a congtant, repulsve crawling. There was nathing in the early morning light to show
that any of it was hgppening. If anything, the strangeness of the light made the world seem datic, like
we' d driven into a dill frame from a movie. Aubrey dropped me by the train tracks. We didn’'t spesak,
but as | lifted the rifle out of the back, his hand touched mine. The double sensation of red, human
contact and the press of riders just outsde redity moved me, and | was tempted to kiss him. He pulled
back and | hefted the weapon, dready loaded with its unpleasant black bullets. | made my way to the
corner of the little building we'd picked, looking down on Google maps like God and angels. | leaned
agang the masonry block, the blue paint flaking away. The boxcars loomed to my left like greet, blind,
indugrid cows. Nothing moved.

Ffty or Sxty carsfilled the parking lot, and three huge silver buses were parked againg the sde of
the building. A chan-link fence surrounded the whole place. Two gates opened to the street—one wide
enough for samis to negotiate with ease, one no wider than a door. The second was closer to me,
chained shut. When | lifted the scope to my eye, | could read the numbers on the combination lock.

Aubrey’s minivan appeared on the street, coming down from the north, then passed out of sght,
meking its way toward his assassnaion post. | wouldn't be able to see Aubrey or Ex and the
windowless van from where | was. | sat crouched in the long, blue shadows of morning, my back againgt
the wall, invishle creatures pressing againg me.

“Hey,” UndeEric sad. “You'vegot acdl.”

| plucked the cdl phone out of my pocket, cursng mysdf quietly for not putting the phone on
vibrate, and let the barrd of the rifle lower toward the ground. The display only told me that it was a
conference cdl. | picked up before Eric spoke again.



“Hey,” | said.

“Areyouin place?’ Ex asked.

“Yes” | sad.

“Okay,” Aubrey said with a smdl, coughing Sgh. There was a rusling on the line and something
clanked. “I'm s&t.”

“Midian and | are heading in,” Chogyi said. “You'll see usin just a moment.”

His voice was cdm. Just hearing him sound like that loosened the knot in my bdly a little bit. |
amog gmiled.

“Okay,” Ex said. “Focus on drawing Coin out. Don’t worry about us. We Il be wetching for the
sgnd.”

“Good luck, everyone,” | said, then | dropped the cdl, put the cdl phone back in my pocket, and
kndt down, the rifle hdld between me and the wal. A flock of pigeons rose from the far Sde of the
tracks, swinging wide around the green-gray warehouse and then away, as if they wanted nothing to do
with any of us.

Ex's car pulled up on the street, its engine unnaturdly loud in the comparative slence. Chogyi Jake
got out of the driver’s Sde. Midian emerged from the passenger’s, moving with the same awkwardness
he dways did. Chogyi Jake lifted a black nylon duffd bag out of the car’s diminutive trunk and unzipped
it. Midian douched to the amdler gate in the chain-link fence, then dowly, panfully kndt. | shifted my
weight, the gravel crunching under me. Chogyi Jake pulled a blue sk robe from the bag, pulled it on over
his clothes, then leaned down by Midian. | picked up the rifle. Through the scope, | could see the chak
in Chogyi Jake' s hand, the symbols taking shape dl around Midian. The vampire' s eyes were closed, his
hands open on his bent knees, his amile showing teeth black as fresh tar. Seeing them both in the
crosshairs fdt ominous, but | didn’t look away.

Chogyi took his place behind Midian, one hand on the ruined scalp, the other pam raised toward
the new-risen sun. When the dow, strange cal of his voice reached me, | caught my breath.

The song that rose from them was one of the strangest sounds I'd ever heard. Sorrowful and
accusng, it most reminded me of an Idamic cdl to prayer. The invisble things pressing agang me
shivered, paused, and then went wild. Ther frenzy made me grit my teeth. | could fed them over every
inch of my skin, writhing and beeting againg me. Chogyi Jake's cdl rose again, sseming to echo againgt
itsdf, like someone dnging a round, even though there was only one voice. Midian wasn't amiling
anymore. His ruined lips were moving, his head shaking back and forth, his eyes shut. Sweat was pouring
down Chogyi Jake's face and neck. | could see the rivulets glitter in the light.

The warehouse door opened with a scream of old hinges. | looked up. At this distance, the man
who came out could have been anyone. | had expected him to wak unnaurdly, pulled out to us like an
unwilling marionette, but his steps were perfectly regular. Through the scope, | could see the dark dacks
and sample white shirt below the inscribed face | had glimpsed when Ex brought me here before.
Randolph Coin, or whatever had taken up residence under the dead man's skin. | placed the rifle againgt
my shoulder the way Ex had shown me and kept my eye on Coin as he crossed the wide parking lot,
reached the chan-link fence, twirled the combination lock, and opened the amdl gate. Something
shimmered as the gate opened. For a moment, | saw inhuman facesin the air.

Coin stepped out to the street. My heart was tripping over, wild as the riders that whirled in the
dill ar. Coin’s face, caught in my crosshairs, filled me with a sense of dread and terrible, inhuman power.
| heard the sound of gigantic wings again, and | didn't know if it was my imagination or something more.
My breath was fast and shalow.

This was it. This was the moment Eric had envisoned. This was why he'd been killed. | took a
deep breath, let it out dowly, and lay my finger on the trigger. | centered the crosshairs on Coin's chest.
Chogyi Jake' s song faded to silence.

Coain'slips were moving. | thought he said the words Midian and Heller. | waited for the Sgnd,
but Midian’s arms remained down, Chogyi Jake dill sanding. Coin paused, as if ligening to some reply.
The tattooed mouth twisted in derison. | saw Midian'samsrise. | pulled the trigger.

Except | didn't.



Two sharp cracks came from off to my right as Ex and Aubrey fired. | saw the blue-eyed woman
a the apartment, Midian firing a round into the back of her head. My finger tensed, but | couldn’t pull it
back. He' s not human, | told mysdlf. He killed the only person who ever tried to take care of you. He's
evil. | heard mysdf grunt with effort. The rifleinmy hands didn't fire.

In the crosshairs, Randolph Coin looked up. | raised my head, taking in the scene without
megnification. Chogyi Jake had stepped back toward the car, the blue robe fluttering in awind | couldn’t
fed. Midian was sruggling to his feet.

Coain turned his head, looking down the street, then gestured with one hand like he was shooing
away afly. Two gray streaks left him, trails of smoke spirding back dong the paths of the bullets toward
Bx and Aubrey. | mugt have shouted, because he looked toward me. When | put my eye to the scope
again, his face was turned toward the little building that 1 was hdf hidden behind, his eyes dhifting rapidly
ashetried to find me. | centered the crosshairs on his forehead, but he lifted his pams. Eyes stared out
from them—not tattoos but red, human eyes. | froze. He opened his mouth wider than | would have
thought possible and shouted a sngle syllable.

| saw the wavefront come out from him in an expanding sphere of golden light. The concussion
wasn't physicd, but it pushed me back dl the same. | couldn’t breathe. The things pressng againg me
became visble for a moment, insectile and wild and nightmarish. | pulled therifle back up, tanding with it
braced againg my shoulder, but Coin had dready stepped back through the gate. The fence was closed,
and he was waking camly back across the parking lot to the warehouse and his army. | fired now, three
fagt shots that did nothing but bruise my shoulder. Coin didn’t even look back. | dropped the rifle and
ran.

Midian lay on his back on the sdewalk, his chest heaving as he sucked in breath. Chogyi Jake
wasin the street, his back againg the front tires of Ex’s car and his eyes closed. | heard my own voice in
astream of words equd parts prayer and obscenity. | found mysdf kneding in front of Chogyi Jake, his
hand in mine. His skin fdt cold, but his eyes opened and he amiled.

“Hne” hesad. “I'mfine”

“Whet happened? What did he do?’

“Won,” Chogyi sad.

Midian was on his bdly, cranling toward the car. His legs were dead weght, and a dick of
something too black to be blood stretched back to where he' d fird fdlen. | lifted and carried him the few
steps to the car, diding him into the passenger’s seat as Chogyi Jake hdf fdl into the driver’s side. The
sound of another engine roaring to life came from up the street, and | saw the windowless van swerving
crazily toward us. It was Ex, his driving rough and erratic, coming in too late to save us. | stood up,
waving him away. Get out. Get safe. Go.

Thevan dowed, stopped, turned, and then escaped. Aubrey’s miniven was 4ill in Sght. It hadn’t
started up yet. There was no movement ingde that | could see.

“Getin...with us” Chogyi Jake said, but the sports car was too smdl. | would have had to St on
Midian's lap. Chogyi Jake motioned to me, urging me to crawl into the car.

| didn’'t answer. | just ran.

Aubrey sat inthe second row of seats. The driver’s-sde window was rolled down to let him fire
through it toward the gate where Coin had been. The rifle lay between the front seats where he'd
dropped it. | shouted his name, but he didn't respond. | pulled open the door and climbed in. | was
screaming now, but | didn’'t know wheat | was saying.

Aubrey’s eyes were glassy and vacant, his hands limp as wilted leaves. He didn't even know |
was there. | crawled back, hdf convinced he was dead. He had a pulse, though. He was bregthing.

| dug through his pockets for his keys. It fdt like | was fumbling with the ignition for hours. When |
findly got the engine started, | pulled the minivan out into the street, my hands sheking so bad | could
bardy steer. | sped through the firg red light without knowing what | was doing. | had to get to the
highway. | had to get out of here. | had to get Aubrey to someone who could help.

Something chimed, deep as a church bl but soundless. The writhing press of riders agangt my
skin vanished. Whatever ceremonies and rituds the Invisble College had been doing to bring the other



world close were over.
They were done.



Fourteen

| sat on alow plastic chair. Aubrey’s hand lay limp in mine. The sounds of the emergency room made a
kind of white noise around us. Someone was coughing. A nurse was asking someone where a chart had
gone. Somewhere not too far away, a child was screaming. It might as well have been sllence.

Aubrey was on the bed in a chegp hospitd gown, his clothes cut away. The monitor showed his
heartbest at a dow fifty beats per minute, solid and unvarying. He had enough oxygen in his blood. He
wasn't dying.

Hejus wasn't here.

The curtain rattled and did asde. A man in a white lab coat with a stethoscope around his neck
stepped in. He was bald, wide, and he looked amost as tired as | fdlt.

“You're Jayné?’ he asked, pronouncing it Janey. | didn’'t correct him.

“Yes” | sad.

“And you're his fiancée?’

“Yes” | sad, repeating the lie

“Okay,” the doctor said. “Could you tdl me what happened?’

| went over the story. We'd been going out shooting. Aubrey had said he fdt a little weak, so
we'd pulled over. When he stopped tadking to me, I'd brought hm here. It was smple, easy to
remember, and as close to the truth as | was going to get. The doctor asked me a few questions about
Aubrey’s medicd history, whether he was on any medications, if there was anything he was dlergic to. |
didn't know anything. | started crying while the doctor went through dl the same prdiminary tests that the
nurse had. He explained that they were going to take Aubrey away to do some imaging. Aubrey’s heart
stayed at fifty beats per minute.

I"d given up hope that they’ d find anything.

| let a nurse direct me to the hospitd cafeteria, where | sat looking a a cup of coffee. My knee
throbbed. My dtitches complained where I’d pulled a the wound sometime during my flight from the
warehouse. My shoulder hurt too.

“Hey. You'vegot acdl.”

It was the fourth time my phone had rung snce I'd pulled into the ambulance-only zone and
screamed until a couple of paramedics helped me pull Aubrey out. Asfar as | knew, the minivan was dill
parked out there. lllegdly. | tried to care.

“Hey,” Eric said. “You'vegot acdl.”

| pulled the cdl phone out and answered more to keep from hearing his voice again than because |
wanted to talk to anyone.

“Hdlo?

“Where are you?' Ex sad.

“Hospita. Aubrey’sin a coma or something. | don't know. He's...l don't know.”

“You have to get back to the house. Y ou have to get someplace warded.”

“Okay,” | said. “They took him off to get a CAT scan or an MRI or something, and as soon
5"

“Jayn@” he shouted. “Y ou have to come here right now. Y ou'rein danger.”

“Yegh,” | said. “All right.”

| dropped the cdl and made my way back to the emergency room. It turned out someone had
moved the minivan to a parking space not far away, left it unlocked, and put the keysinthe visor. | didn't
know who'd done it, but | figured this wasn't the first time someone had blocked up the entrance. | was
vagudy grateful that they hadn’t just towed it away.

| pulled out, found my way onto Speer heading northesast, and tuned the radio to a country Station
before | redized that | had forgotten my coffee a the cafeteria and dso that | didn't know how to get
home from here. | just tried to keep my mind on driving until | reached Colfax, turned left, and passed the
Universty of Colorado on my right. Then | knew more or less where | was. | did a U-turn at Eighth



Street and headed home.

It was a little past noon now, the temperature riang up into the ningties The ar smdled like
gasoline and tar. The traffic was thick but not dow, and it seemed to take dl my atention just to keep up
with it. My body seemed to know better than | did what needed to be done. | let reflex take over, and |
was a little surprised under hdf an hour later to find mysdf pulling up to the brick house. Eric’s house.
My house. The windowless van was on the street, the black sports car in the carport. The lavn looked
thirgty. | wondered when | was supposed to have watered it.

| walked in the front door and dropped my keys on the sde table. Ex came out from the kitchen,
a shotgun held at hdf ready, like he didn’t know whether to expect a friend or an assault team. Which
was probably reasonable. We stared a each other for along moment. He seemed tired. His white-blond
har was pulled back into a ponytail tied with a strip of leather. His black shirt was torn at the cuffs. He
looked angry, but not with me.

He looked haunted.

It happened on his watch, | thought to mysdf. He did his best, and this is what came of it. Poor
little tomato.

| took his hand without redizing | was going to. He looked surprised for a second, then squeezed
my hand gently. He started to say something, stopped, and looked down.

It'sall right, | wanted to say. Except that it wasn't.

“How ishe?" Ex asked.

“Stable” | said. “Jugt not in there”

“It's the fucking Voice of the Abyss,” Midian rasped from behind Ex. “If he hadn’'t done that
bullshit with the dog, he' d have held it together. Y ou know. Maybe.”

Midian sat at the table. His shirt was off, and a bandage wrapped his wasted bdly. Blood dark as
Indiaink was soaking through.

“| thought Coin was supposed to be vulnerable” | said.

“Hewas” Midian said with a grimace. “Fucker was barely able to ignore everything we threw at
him and cripple us before he went back insde”

“Isthat supposed to be funny?’ | asked.

“Wha do you want to hear, kid?” Midian said. The gravd and whiskey voice seemed dmost
compassionate. “We took our shot. It didn’t work out.”

“Where's Chogyi Jake?’ | asked, a sudden stab of panic hitting me.

“Mediteting,” Ex said. “He's okay. | think he's okay.”

“So what the fuck happened?’

“We made some assumptions,” Ex said.

“And?’

“And it turned out Coin was alittle more paranoid than we thought. He was protected. Persondly
protected, not just by the wards they had on-site,” Ex said. “From what we can tel, he was ready for
exactly the forms we were usng. He suckered us”

“Meaning someone ratted us out,” Midian said. “My guess? Eric may have spilled a couple of
beans on hisway down.”

“And now ther initiation rite's done, so they aren’t tied up with that anymore. Coin has a couple
hundred of his people free to act againg us. And he's not locked to any particular location, so we don’t
know where heis” Ex said. He sounded tired. “We knew it was arisk.”

My shock was garting to wear thin, numbness giving way to something less gentle.

“Actudly,” | sad, “I'm pretty sure ‘Oh, and we might dl die€ wasn't part of the discusson when |
was in the room. | thought you guys knew what you were doing.”

“Wdl,” Midian said, his voice sharp and grating, “maybe you should have spent a little more time
planning and alittle less playing at the mal and getting your ashes hauled.”

“Stop it,” Ex snapped, but it was too late by then. Midian was risng to his feet, one bone-thin
hand pointing toward me. Hislips drew back from the blackened teeth, and his voice buzzed with anger
and physca pan.



“Look, kid, | don't careif you want to candy-ass your way through life. Y ou've got the cash. Do
what you want. You want to take over Eric's plans and then let everyone ese do the work because
they’re older than you are and they’ ve got cocks? Fine with me. No trouble. But I’ ve got a hdf a liter of
crap lesking out of me right now that should have stayed indde, and I'm not in the mood to hear you
bitch that the plan you couldn’t be bothered to make for yoursdf didn’t work out.”

“l sad stop it,” Ex said, stepping between me and Midian's accusing fingers.

“l don't need that shit,” | ydled. “I just got back from the hospita. Aubrey could have died
because of this. He might be dying right now. Y ou don’'t know.”

“l knew Eric Heller, kid. | worked with him. He was hard-fucking-core,” Midian went on. “You
log a man. That's normd. Wouldn't even have dowed Eric down, but you're about as hard as fucking
marshmdlow, aren’t you? Y ou want my advice? Get your sad ass out of here. Go hang out & Cabo or
whatever you people do. Coin'll track you down. He'll kill you. But at least you won't be in my fucking
way.”

The sound of Ex chambering a shotgun round slenced us both. He had the barrel levded at
Midian's face. The vampire seemed to notice the gun for the firg time, ydlow eyes going wide, then
narrow.

“I’'m going to ask you to St down,” Ex said. “I’'m not going to ask twice.”

Midian sank back into his chair, sneering but slent. Ex followed his descent with the gun. | leaned
agang the counter, arms crossed like | was hugging mysdf. | hated the tears tracking down my cheeks.
They fdt like traitors. Ex didn’'t look back. It was only the ghift in his shoulders and the gentle tone of
voice that showed he was taking to me.

“There wasn't anything you could have done differently.”

“She could have pulled the trigger,” Midian said. “Or didn't you notice that you and the amiling
professor were the only ones who actudly fired a round?’

In the sllence that followed, | watched Ex’s back go 4iff, the angle of his head move hdf a degree
as he consdered this. | wondered if Midian was right. If 1'd fired, maybe it would have overwhdmed
Coin's defenses. | closed my eyes, and | could fed the metd curve of the trigger againgt my protesting
finger.

“Resgting the urge toward violence ign't a bad thing,” Chogyi Jake said. | opened my eyes. Hed
changed from the blue robe into a Smple white T-shirt and blue jeans. His skin had an ashen tone that
worried me, but his amile was the same as ever. “The question remains, wha are we going to do now?’

“l think we're dill safe if we stay ingde the house” Ex said, not lowering the gun. “Eric's wards
kept them away from here when they were searching before the ceremony.”

“The Invisble Callege is stronger now. How long do you think the wards will hold?” Chogyi Jake
asked, leaning on the counter beside me. | could fed the warmth coming from his skin, and the smdl of
fresh soap.

“We can prop them up. But no, not long,” Ex admitted. “We have to go to ground. Stay where
the Invishle College can't find us until things blow over. I've been thinking about it. It makes the most
sense to Solit up. Jayné's got the resources to get out of the country, and Eric's sure to have some other
places as protected as this one. It's just a question of finding which one.”

“And you?' Chogyi asked.

“I've got some idess” Ex sad.

“And Aubrey?’ | asked. My voice was sheking a little, but | wouldn't let that stop me. “Aubrey
in't going anywhere the way he is now. Even if we got the hospitd to discharge him.”

“I'm working on that,” Ex said. “I think there are some ways | might be able to break the curse
Coain put on him. Midian’sright. If he hadn’t already been weak, he probably wouldn't have suffered any
worse than | did. And since | got hit at the same time, there may be a connection that | can work with—"

“Or maybe the bluebird of happiness will come down and shit on your head,” Midian growled.
“I’ve been trying to break one of Coin’s pulls snce your great-grandfather was a dirty thought.”

“I didn't say it'd be easy,” Ex said, “but I ve got some ideas—"

“I know how,” | said. “I mean, we dl know how to do it, don't we?’



Ex looked back a me now. The shotgun tracked down to the floor. Chogyi turned to me, his
expression questioning. | shrugged.

“Wekill Coin,” | said. “That’ll break dl his enchantments, right? Midian's and Aubrey’s both. Plus
whatever got Eric after imin the firg place.”

Midian coughed out a derisve laugh.

“Hey, kid. We went after im today when he was at his weakest, and maybe you didn’'t notice,
but we got our asses handed to us. HE's about a hundred times stronger now than he was a Sx this
morning, and he doesn’t have anything ese to distract him.”

“Okay,” | said. “Soit'll be hard. But we 4ill have decades of research tha Eric did. We dill have
Midian and that Cainite resonance whatever it is. We ve got the three of us, and—"

“No,” Ex sad. “We tried, and we falled. We' re going to hide out now. Maybe later, when it's not
S0 dangerous, we can think about going back on the offensive, but right now, we can’t. It would be
suicide”

“Thenyou don't haveto do it,” | said.

Three pairs of eyes were on me. Ex, shocked. Chogyi Jake, congdering. Midian, amused. | fdt
my chin lift.

“Jayné” Ex sad. “You don't have to prove anything here. What happened wasn't your fault. It
was mine”

“It'snot about fault,” | said, willing mysdf to believe the words as | spoke them. “It's just about
what we do next, right?’

“Let's deep on it,” Ex said. “I'm pretty comfortable that the wards will hold for tonight a lesst.
Let’'s not make any decisons until we can camly, rationdly look at what happened.”

Chogyi Jake nodded in my peripherd vison. | fdt my mouth harden. | was being a brat. Midian's
words had hit me deeper than | wanted to admit, as did the guilt a& Aubrey’s haf-desth and my own
falure a the warehouse. | was trying to show them dl that | was just as hard-core as Uncle Eric even
though they knew | wasn't. And | knew too.

And undernegth that, | knew | had to try.

“Okay, well wait until tomorrow,” | said. “But after thet, I’m killing him.”

| cdled the hospitd from my bedroom. The intake nurse had put my name and cdl number in
Aubrey’s chart dong with the lie that | was family and his contact person. The person on the other end
couldn't tdl me much except that Aubrey had been admitted and they were keeping him under
observation. When they offered to have the doctor cdl me back when he had aminute, | said yes and let
the cdl drop.

All around me, Eric' s things loomed like ghosts. His shirts, his furniture, his magazines. | turned on
my laptop, checked my e-mail, Googled unsuccessfully for anything that talked about gunshots being
fired in the Commerce City suburb of Denver, and tried to think of something else | should look for,
some piece of data that would turn the whole world right again. | wound up gtaring at the screen with a
feding that there wasn't enough air in the room.

| wanted to cry, but | was aso tired of crying. | wanted to scream and throw things and make the
world be far, but | didn't know what | meant by the world anymore. The fact was I'd let mysdf look
forward to this day, to after-Coin. I’d let mysdf imagine a future where maybe I'd have friends, even a
lover, and money and safety and options. Instead of that, | was locked down, hiding under Eric's
undetectable protections while the people who'd killed hm walked free.

The disgppointment and despair were as familiar as coming home,

| was't sure until the second time that I’ d actudly heard the knock at the door. | said to come in.
Ex waked in dowly, his hands in his pockets, his eyes qhifting onto anything besides me dgtting
cross-legged on the bed. He leaned againg the wall beside the dresser. From where | was, his face was
both toward me and echoed in profile in the mirror. He looked like a magazine cover.

“How serious are you about going after Coin?’ he asked.

| didn't know what to say, so | didn't say anything. After a few seconds, he seemed to find an
answer in the Slence. He drew along bresth and let it out dowly.



“| think that you shouldn’t,” he said.

“l kind of have to,” | said.

“Aubrey.”

“That's part of it, yeah. | got hm into this. If it wasn't for me, he wouldn't have been s0
vulnerable. He wouldn't be where heis now.”

“And you're in love with him.”

| looked down at my laptop screen.

“Things with him redly aren't as sraightforward as dl that,” | sad, trying to lighten the tone.
“Aubrey and me...l don't know. | have a problem daing someone with a wife. Maybe it'll work ouit.
Maybeit won't. But | won't know as long as he'sin a coma, right?’

“You do what you have to do to protect the people you care about,” Ex said.

| smiled and nodded because | thought he was taking about me and Aubrey. | thought the gray,
sorrowful tone in his voice was him giving up on talking me out of trying again. | didn’'t understand that he

was actudly apologizing until morning came and | found out Ex had gone and taken the guns and dl of
Eric’s books with him.



Fifteen

Theragefdt good. | broke every plate in the kitchen, china shattering againgt the tile floor. | screamed
every obscene word and phrase | knew and then started inventing. | tipped the chairs over and threw a
ful coffee cup againg the living room wall, leaving a dark gain on the paint and a gouge in the plaster.
My muscles fdt warm and loose and | was about three inches tdler than normd, the righteous anger
putfing my body larger and stronger and meking me sure of mysdlf. | nursed it because | knew that when
it was gone, there wouldn't be anything left.

Midian and Chogyi Jake didn't try to stop me or restrain me or talk sense. Midian jugt sat on the
couch, hiswrigs dill bound, hisbdly Hill bandaged. Chogyi Jake followed mein slence, sanding witness
to my violence with the same impartidity he' d had during my metdown at the shopping mdl. | shouted at
him afew timestoo, but he didn't react a dl, and it started to take the momentum out of my tantrum.

When | logt that too, | sat on the stone hearth in front of the empty fireplace—my elbows on my
knees, my head in my hands—and cried. The house was trashed. It was going to take hours just to clean
it up. Part of me wanted to go get the broom and dustpan and start putting it dl back together, if only to
prove that | had alittle control over something. Most of me just wanted to St there and give up.

“He meant well,” Chogyi Jake said. His voice was soft.

“He s afucking asshole,” | managed between sobs.

“He s afucking asshole who meant well.”

| glanced up. Coming from anyone e se, the amusement would have been an insult. Coming from
Chogyi Jake, it seemed like compassion. Midian coughed, then winced. His bound hands went to his
sde. Shirtless, he looked like something from dJm Henson's worst nightmare, hisflesh ropy and dark and
implausble The bleeding had dowed, but whatever Coin had done to him was a long way from being
hedled. The same could be said of dl of us.

“I thought we couldn’t leave the house,” | said. “I thought it wasn't safe”

“Itign't,” Chogyi Jake said. “Ex isrisking himsaf to keep you from harm.”

“Or to keep me under hisfucking contral.”

“Yeah, wel,” Midian croaked. He dways sounded like something in his throat was about to come
loose. “Who'd have guessed a Jesuit priest would be paterndigtic.”

“Ex-priedt,” | said.

“Whatever.”

“Reg,” Chogyi Jake said. “Thiswill dl be much better if we can regain some sense of our center.”
His eyes were bloodshot. | should have been taking care of him, not the other way around.

“Areyou okay?' | asked.

“I'mtired,” he said. From him, it was like an admisson that he was near collapse. | redized that |
didn't know how deeply our falure with Coin had hurt him. | fdt bad that | hadn’t thought to ask.

The house had become a submarine, dead on the ocean floor. Everything looked the same, apart
from the damage I’ d done. But the air was different. Thelight that pressed in a the windows trapped us.
Whatever magic Eric had put on the building to keep us safe, | could fed it weakening, and | didn’'t know
how much of that was true and how much was just my own growing fear and hopel essness.

| sat in the kitchen, my stomach too knotted for food or coffee. Chogyi Jake went to each of the
windows and doors, chanting and pouring out lines of rice and sdt. Propping up the wards. Buying us
time

| pictured Aubrey gtting across from me. His honey-colored hair. His bright eyes. His fingers
closed around mine. In my imagintion, dl the anger and weirdness from our faled date was gone. |
wanted badly for it to be true. Tears ran down my cheeks. | let them.

“I blew it,” | said to my imeginary Aubrey. “I don't know how | managed to fuck everything up
agan, jud like dways.”

My hands were rubbing my thighs, the pams pressing into the denim hard enough for the friction
to warm them. To hurt alittle



“I think | have to run away now,” | said. “I've logt you and Ex. And Midian, kind of. | mean since
he turns out to be one of the bad guys, that kind of takes him off my assets column. So...”

My hand was tgpping on my thigh, just alight movement, like a kid tugging a her mother’s dress. |
watched my own fingers, my mind mogtly empty, but aware of something happening in the background.
Some thought that was sruggling to bubble up from my subconscious.

“I'm down to nothing,” | said. “Taking on Coin now is a hundred times dumber than when we did
it before. | don’t have the books. | don’t have therifles. | don’t have the magic bullets. I've logt...”

| put my hand into the pocket of my jeans, looking for something without knowing quite whét it
was. It came back out with sx hundred-dollar bills. Some of the change from my shopping Spree. |
looked down at the money. Benjamin Franklin looked back up a me.

“I've logt everything,” | said, but the conviction was gone from my voice. | shuffled the bills one
after another. The thought wasn't quite formed yet, but | was darting to sense a vague shape. Midian
coughed.

| stood up with the weird feding thet | was floating. My backpack was gtting by the front door. |
unfastened the straps. Aubrey’s keys rested on top of the undifferentiated mess of my life

“Chogyi!” | shouted.

| held the keys as he came down the hdl. Midian was slent. | could fed him ligening to us.

“l need to go out,” | said. “How dangerous is that going to be?’

“Veay,” he said.

“What about that thing where | didn’t set off the darms in Midian's gpartment? Do you think
thet'Il make it harder for Coin to find me too?’

Chogyi paused, congdering. “If it's difficult for one magic to see you, it may be a generd effect.
And you didn't fire the rifle, so Coin’s wards haven't interacted with you directly.”

“You're not sure, though.”

“No.”

| took a deep breath.

“I'mgoing to risk it,” | said. “If I'm not back by nightfall, plan without me”

| dmost expected him to stop me. | don’t know why. | trotted out to the minivan and headed
north quickly, before | lost my nerve. Haf an hour and a certain amount of dithering later, | parked on
Brighton Boulevard where it bellied up next to the railroad tracks. | sat in the minivan, looking to the eest,
past the boxcars and toward the warehouses. | got out with a sense of unredlity, locked the door behind
me, and set out across the tracks. A homdess guy leaned againg a huge black trash bag hdf a block
down. | paused, remembering what Ex and Chogyi Jake had taught me. | drew up my qj, placing it just
behind my eyes. The homeess guy was dill just a homeess guy.

Ten minutes later, | was crouching where I'd been before, the flaking wal against my back, my
heart tripping over itsdf. My throat was dry. | leaned over to peer a the warehouse. The buses were
gone. Only hdf a dozen cars remained. | looked for people, but didn't see anyone. | made mysdf stay
dill as | scanned the ground. It had only been one day, and in a part of the dity that stayed pretty much
dead as a cod dl weekend. The chances were that it would gill be where I'd dropped it.

| saw it. The rifle lay flat, its barrd gill pointing roughly toward the warehouse. | inched forward,
one eye on the warehouse, one on the rifle. The sun left it dmogt too hot to touch, but | got my hand
around it and trotted back to the cover. | tried to remember how many times I’ d fired while Coin walked
back from the carnage. Three, | thought.

One round dill waited in the chamber, one in the magazine. Carefully, | lifted the cartridges out,
feding the carved designs squirm againg my fingertips. | dropped the negty little things into my backpack,
tucked the rifle under my arm, and jogged back to the minivan.

Despite Ex’s best efforts, | had two bullets made for killing riders. It was a thin victory, but | took
prideinit. | drove back to the house with a growing sense of posshility.

When | got there, | swept up the ruined dishes. | cleaned the coffee gain off with a rag and warm
water while Midian sat on the couch, watching me with slent, dead eyes. | stood back, consdering the
wadl. After a little scrubbing, the biggest problem was that the cleaned bit now looked brighter than the



res of the wdl. | looked around, suddenly aware of dl the little ways that the house had fdlen into
digrepair during thetime I’d been iniit.

“Wdl,” | said. “Okay.”

“Okay?’ Midian asked.

| looked a him, then went to the kitchen and came back with a carving knife in hand. The ydlow
eyes tracked me uncertainly.

“If I let you go, are we going to be cool?’ | asked.

“You're serious?’ he asked. “I’'m afucking vampire, you know.”

“Eric was willing to work with you,” | said. “And besides, | kind of like you. So are we going to
be cool or not?”’

“Aslong as we want the same thing. After that, well have to see how it plays out,” he said. And
then, “Hey, kid. At least I'm not bullshitting you, right?’

| answered by cutting the rope around his wrists. He rubbed the desiccated, time-dark flesh and
looked up a me.

“For someone who'stotdly fucked, you' re looking pretty chipper,” he said.

“Yeah, wel,” | said. “I’'m gaing to clean the place. Y ou want to whip us up some dinner?’

The vampire shrugged, then stood up.

“I'monit,” he sad.

| dug a vacuum cleaner out of a closet and set to getting dl the coffee cup fragments out of the
carpet. | threw out the tray Midian had been using for his dead cigarettes, gathered up dl the dirty glasses
and dishes that had found their way to the flat surfaces of the house, and brought them home to the
dishwasher. The bright spot on the wal kept bothering me. There was only one thing, | decided, to be
done about it. | got my laptop out from the bedroom, hooked it up to Eric’s modest stereo speakers, and
cranked up some music. China Forbes sang an old Carmen Miranda tune, and | started washing down dl
the wallsin the living room while | danced to it. About twenty minutes and two walls later, Chogyi Jake
came out from the back, surprised to see something happening that wasn't about ruining the flatware.

“I'm not deening the main bathroom. I've been usng my own,” | sad over the section of
“Dosvedanya Mio Bambino” that they lifted from “The Happy Wanderer.” “All that mess in there is you
guys”

Chogyi Jake tilted his head in obeisance, just on the friction point between mocking and sincere. |
went back to the wdls and saw him a few minutes later, heading from the kitchen to the back bathroom
with a bucket and a sponge. If Midian’s return to freedom was an issue, he didn’t bring it up.

The musc went from the Cuban-dance-band-meets-chamber-orchestra of Fink Martini to a mix
CD | burned from my fird-semester dorm mate€'s mudc. The old familiar Goth-punk songs didn't
depress me the way they usudly did. A scent equa parts butter, beef, and wine wafted out of the
kitchen. When | finished with the walls, | went back and stripped the sheets off dl the beds and gathered
up my own old laundry. On my way through the kitchen toward the laundry room, | stopped to admire
Midian's upcoming feest.

“It'sdl tapas,” Midian said. “For one thing, we' re down to not enough groceries for anything big.
And for another, you need new plates.”

“Check. New plates,” | sad withanod. “I'm on it

He shook his head in apparent disgust.

“I think mood swings run in your family, kid,” Midian said, but he amiled when he sad it.

We ate dinner early, the sun ill high in the late summer sky. 1'd found a bottle of red wine that
went pretty wel with Midian's spread. Cheese and tomatoes, strips of fried beef, toasted French bread
with a spread of garlic and olives. The three of us sat around the kitchen table. Outside, the day was
bligeringly hot.

“S0,” Midian said, looking a me through the red swirl of wine in his glass, “you want to tdl me
what happened to change totaly fucked girl into Little Mary Sunshine? Because right now, I’'m thinking
bipolar.”

“Working meditation is dways ussful,” Chogyi Jake said around a mouthful of garlic and olive.



“| think we cdl that petty control over your immediate physca environment,” | said.

“That's as good aname as any,” Chogyi Jake said. “The thought is the same. It's a way to bring
yoursdlf together. Cope with anxiety and fear.”

“It's not just about making the place smdl less like a cheap bar? Which reminds me. No more
gmoking in the house.”

“Hey!” Midian said, putting down his glass.

“You want to go outside and see if the magic anticultis wards cover the backyard, that’s up to
you,” | said. “But not in the house.”

Midian frowned, considered for a moment, then nodded.

“I'm not hog-tied and degping with a shotgun pointing a my skull,” he said. “I can ded with the
trade-off. But back to theissue a hand.”

“Wel, | was feding pretty screwed over,” | said. “And now I’'m not.”

“Yeeh,” Midian said. “That's the part that's confusng me. Because from here it's ill looking
pretty blesk.”

| wiped my mouth with a paper napkin and leaned back in my chair. My backpack was on the
counter by the phone book, and | reached for it while | spoke.

“When that fucking asshole Ex took off,” | said inmy best calm, reasonable voice, “I fdt like he'd
taken my only shot a deding with Coin. | didn't have anything anymore. Y ou know? But today | redized
that's not true. I’ ve got the two of you.”

“Yeah,” Midian said. “And a powerful-as-fuck wizard trying to kill you. Is this a very specid
Blossom? Did | missthe part where we dl learned and hugged and grew?’

“l can il tie you back up,” | said. Midian raised his handsin mock surrender.

“You were saying,” Chogyi Jake said.

“Right. Well, the two of you,” | said. “And | have these”

| placed the rifle cartridges on the table with a soft tap. Midian moved back an inch or two, but
Chogyi Jake scooped one up, ralling it in hisfingers as he examined the graven symbols. When he looked
over & me, his brows were raised, inviting me to go on.

“And” | said, “l have a lot of money...”



Sixteen

| left the house in the best outfit to survive the shopping fiasco: a deep blue blouse with black Slacks and
ajacket. With my hair up and a little tasteful eydiner and lipstick, | thought | looked the consummeate
professond. Right up until 1 reached my dedtination.

| drove carefully, one eye on the road, one on the rearview. Every time | stepped out of the house
| fdt like a fidd mouse watching for hawks. Every driver on the road might be one of Coin’'s people.
Every kid on the street could be watching for me. | hated it, but | didn’t let it stop me. | didn’'t fed even
vagudy safe until | got to my lawyer’s office,

It was asintimidating as anyplace I'd ever been. Stained walnut walls had the sense of solid wood.
The receptionist dressed like she was running for president. The waiting area was discreetly away from
the front door so that | wouldn't have to suffer the indignity of breathing the same ar as the UPS guy.
The couch was upholstered in raw Slk and the coffee was served in a French press with amond cookies.
The time-killing magazines on the table were no older than two weeks, and | counted six different
languages and three alphabets. None of them had a “Best and Worst Dressed” festure on the front. |
wondered whether the Economist ever had afashion issue.

| fdt like an impaostor.

I’d been walting twenty minutes, each one more nerve-racking than the one before, when my
lawyer came in. She wore a gray suit with a shell-pink blouse and a amile that could have been genuine.

“Jayn@d” she said, pronouncing it Jane. “I’'m sorry to keep you waiting. | wasin amesting.”

“It smy fault,” | said, sanding up. “I should have gotten an gppointment. It was jus—"

“Nonsense. You're dways welcome. Come back to my office and tdl mewhat | can do for you.”

Her office straddled the line between reassuring softness and a leve of intimidetion that bordered
on class warfare. Her desk was carved wood, her carpeting was soft and lush in a way that made me
think of tapestries, the north wal was an gpparently seamless sheet of glass that looked out over Denver
only because there wasn't anyplace grander nearby. There was no computer on her desk. She was
goparently too important for things like that. The receptionist, or someone <o like her | couldn’t tdl the
difference, put my coffee and cookies on the corner of the desk for me and vanished.

“I've been meaning to cdl you,” the lawvyer said, stting a her desk. “There are a few things I'll
need your sgnature for. Nothing pressing, you understand. We just want to have everything in place
before the quarterly statements are due.”

“Anything | can do to help,” | said.

If my fary godmother had been a shark, she' d have amiled like the lawyer did then.

“Is everything going well, then?

“Actudly,” | said, “there s something | wanted to talk to you about.”

She leaned forward, her expresson cam and interested. | had the impression that if 1I'd read off
the phone book, she could have quoted it back to me. My mouth fet dry.

“What we tak about,” | said. “What | say to you? It's protected, right? Confidentidity and dl
thet?’

“Yes” she said. “So long as you weren't actudly planning to commit a crime. In the good old
days, that was absolutely confidentid as wel, but rights erode, dear. It’'s ther nature.”

“Okay.” | took a deep breath. “I think | know who killed my uncle. It was a guy named Randolph
Coin. And | need to find out everything | can about him. The thing is...the thing is he runs some kind of
cult cdled the Invigble College. | don’'t want to take anything to the police, and | don’'t want anyone to
know that I’'m looking into his uff. Does that make sense?’

“Coinis speled like nickds and dimes?’ the lawyer asked.

“Yes Judt likeit sounds.”

“Do we know anything else about him?’

“He was a a warehouse in Commerce City this weekend,” | said. “He has a lot of tattoos on his
face, but...”



But he can hide them usng magicd spdls, and he has a bunch of wizard-ninjas who do his
bidding, and he's not redly human at dl, because this evil spirit has actudly taken over his body. |
wondered if the lawyer could have me declared insane and take away dl the money.

“...but he' sredly good at covering them up,” | finished lamdly.

The lawvyer made a noncommittal sound in the back of her throat before she spoke.

“All right. I'll see what we can do. In the meantime, how’ s everything else working out?’

“l was thinking that we could find out who rented the warehouse,” | said. “Evenif it's not him, it's
got to be someone connected to him. And | don't know if it's legdl to track down what kind of plane
tickets he's bought, or if he seven...”

She was looking at me with the kind of amused indulgence | was used to seeing on grandmothers
watching puppies gambol on the lawn. | took asp of my coffee. It was redly good.

She tapped the top of her desk gently with her fingertips and mispronounced my name. |
corrected her, and she didn’'t miss a best.

“Jayné” she sad correctly. “I don't know how much you remember about Rondd Reagan’s
tenure in the presidency?’

“l was four,” | said. “When he left office, | was four.”

Her brows rose about a millimeter.

“You make mefed old, dear. The phrase you need to know is plausible deniability. You've told
me what you need. I'll find it for you. The less you concern yoursdlf with precisely how the information
was gathered, the smpler it will be.”

“Um,” | said.

“l know some very talented people,” she said. “And redly, I'm sure you're much too busy to
micromanage every step of something as menid asthis?’

| suppressed agrin.

“Of course” | said. “I'm sorry. | just got enthusiagtic.”

“Enthusaam is awonderful thing,” she said asif she was agreaing. “As soon as | have anything that
might be useful, I'll have a report drawn up. | assume sooner is better than later.”

“Yes, please”

“Excdlent. And, ance | have you here, could | put upon you to Sgn afew little things for us? Once
we have these out of the way, | can move ahead on the property transfers with much less bother for
you.”

If she'd pulled out a scroll of human skin covered with Latin and asked me to Sgn in blood, |
probably would have done it. Everything was paper and ink, though, and there was only alittle Latin,

| GOT back to the house feding a bit high. With the front door closed behind me, | took a slent bow
and Chogyi Jake and Midian applauded. Afterward, | sat on the couch and gave them the blow-by-blow
of the mesting. Chogyi Jake looked pleased, but the circles under his eyes were getting darker. He didn't
make a point of it, but | knew he was pouring himsdf into keeping the wards around the house strong. |
wondered how many times he had saved us dready without my even knowing abot it.

While the pair of them cooked, | went to the back bedroom and turned on the laptop. | had a ligt
of things | wanted to look up—what exactly a varkolak was being near the top of the lig. | waited while
americ asdoad of spam downloaded to my inbox. Nothing for me. Nothing persond. | checked my
brother’s blog, but he hadn’t posted anything in months. | thought about checking back with my former
friends again, but the more | turned the idea over, the more pathetic it seemed. The world had moved on.
Severd times. There wasn't any point.

A varkolak turned out to be something about hdfway between a vampire and a werewolf, or a
vampire without any sgn of its bestid nature, or a werewolf that doesn’'t change shapes. There was a
whole lot of information, and no way to know whether any of it was more religble than going out to
Midian and asking him. And that was the same problem | had with the bigger issue of Coin too.

| needed an angle. Coin had dl the power right now. That had to change. | had gone through five
or Sx promising-looking boards without finding anything solid about the Invisble College in generd or



Randolph Coinin particular when my old chat program popped a window open. That hadn’t happened
in weeks, and the screen name wasn't one that | recognized. Once | parsed it, though, it made sense.
EXTOJAYNE: RAng

| felt the blood go out of my face, and my heart ramped up. The firg thing | fdt was shock at Ex's
sudden virtud arriva. The second thing | felt was pissed off. | leaned forward, fingers hovering over the
keys. | tried to decide what | wanted to say. If | wanted to.

EXTOJAYNE: Are you there?
JAYNEHELLER: I'm here. How did you find this account?
EXTOJAYNE: It'syour name. It wasn't hard. Are you OK?

| could hear EX's voice, could see the concern in his face as he asked. It only made me angrier.
No, | wanted to say, I’'m getting a little Sck of being betrayed by the people who | thought were my
friends. No, you fucking thief. |1 cracked my knuckles and summoned up my best sarcasm before
answering.

JAYNEHELLER: I'm great. Thanks.

EXTOJAYNE: Good. Is Midian with you?

JAYNEHELLER: He's not in the room, if that's what you mean. He's off cooking. As dways. Mind
tdling me where you are?

EXTOJAYNE: I'mdl right. I'm worried about you.

JAYNEHELLER: You redly show it. But it wasn't the question | asked.

EXTOJAYNE: | can't stay on long. I'm worried. The assassnation attempt. | think the College's
blowback may have gone past Midian into the other one.

JAYNEHELLER: The other one? Y ou mean Chogyi Jake?

EXTOJAYNE: Chogyi Jake. Has he been acting normd? Is he there too?

JAYNEHELLER: Yeah, we'redl here. What do you mean blowback? Where are you?

EXTOJAYNE: Don't worry about me. Nothing's changed. Give me a datus report. | need to know
where things stand.

I"d gotten as far as typing Who are you to demand anything of me when my fingers stopped. | fdlt
the jaw-cdlenching anger shift in me like a car starting to fidhtal on ice. | Stared & the screen.
EXTOJAYNE: Jayne? Are you there?

My hand reached out and tapped the backspace key, cutting back my message word by word.

Who are you

| erased the whole thing and started over, my chest tight with fear.

JAYNEHELLER: Wél, we ve gotten the go-ahead from the guy with the rabbits. And your buddy from
Texas should be here tomorrow about noon.

| hit send and waited. The icon showed that whoever was on the other end of the chat was typing.
If it was Ex, he'd ask me what | was taking abouit.

Come on, | thought, ask me what 1I’m talking about.

EXTOJAYNE: Good. What else?

| stared at the screen for what seemed like hours but was only a few seconds. My hands shook so
hard | could barely type.

JAYNEHELLER: Someonge s cdling. Gotta go.

| turned off the computer and sat on the bed for awhile with my hands trembling. It was them. I'd
been taking to one of them. They knew that Ex had been working with me and that he wasn't here, or
else they wouldn't have tried to pass themsdlves off under his name. | didn't know how they’d figured
thet out.

They didn’'t know he' d taken everything in an attempt to stop me from moving againg Coin again;
otherwise they wouldn't have asked how things were going. | didn’t know why they hadn’t figured that
out.

And they knew Chogyi Jake's name and that he and Midian and | were dl together because I'd
just told them.

| wondered if it was possible to track an indant message back to where it had physcdly



originated. Maybe it was dl rdayed through a server over a AOL, but | had the sense it was
peer-to-peer, in which case they’d have the IP address of the network here. They wouldn't be adle to
trandate that into a sireet address without hacking the living snot out of Eric's service provider. They
were evil wizards. Getting into a router configuration might not be beyond them, but then again, Eric had
done a pretty thorough job of keeping the house off their radar. Chances were good tha the service
record would keep the address obscured. | wished that Eric had left me some record of what exactly my
defenses were.

I’d known that they were out there. I’d known they were looking for us. Actudly catching sght of
one of the hunters shook me more than I'd expected it to. | started to wonder how big arisk I'd been
taking when | went to see the lawyer. How were Coin and his people going to come after us now?
Would he go after my family? | tried to imagine my mother at the mercy of tattooed wizards possessed
by evil parasites. It would pretty much confirm everything my parents thought about me, and that was the
lowest reason on thelig for keeping it from happening.

In the kitchen, Midian and Chogyi Jake were taking about different mythologic lod and the
relationship between choice and will. A couple hours ago, I'd have cared. Instead, | sat down at the
table with my head in my hands until they both went slent.

“You okay, kid?" the vampire asked.

“l don't think s0,” | said.



Seventeen

| dept badly, every passing car or cresking wall startling me awake. At three in the mormning, | came
within two digits of cdling home and tdling my parents to take my brothers and get out of the house. The
only thing that stopped me was knowing that they wouldn't do it. | lay on the bed, drifting in and out of
unpleasant dreams, and watched the curtains turn light again with the approaching dawn. At no point in
the night did | even move toward tuming on my laptop.

Midian and Chogyi Jake had been pretty quiet after | told them about the fake Ex, but neither had
gven me ay grief for being taken in, even briefly. We agreed that the three of us would use the word
elephant someplace in the fird sentence or two if we were ever communicating across the net, and
Midian made a joke about policy being the surest evidence that something had aready been fucked up.

The doorbell rang a deven in the mormning, and the sound knotted my guts. Midian, weatching
tlevison with the captioning on and the sound off, rose from the couch. Chogyi Jake came in from the
kitchen. The doorbell rang again.

“You want meto get my Luger?’ Midian asked.

“You two get back out of aght,” | said. Chogyi handed Midian a knife, nodded to me, and faded
back into the kitchen. Midian stepped into the halway where he couldn’t be seen from the door. | put my
hand on the knob, took a breeth, let it out, and pulled the door open.

The courier had dready given up, the little red station wagon pulling away from the curb. A gray
cardboard box sguatted on the red bricks. | picked it up, dill half expecting it to be a trap. The report
indde was eghty pages long, professondly bound, with nothing on it to indicate thet it was meant for me
or produced by my lawyer. Everything about it was plausibly deniable. | went to the dining room table
and sat down. After a couple minutes, | told Midian I'd read him the good parts if he'd stop hovering
over my shoulder.

Randolph Eustace Coin was born in Vienna in 1954, son of a grocer. His family moved to
America in 1962, taking up resdence in an ehnicaly homogenous enclave in New York City. He
attended public school without any particular Sgn of excedllence, though he was supposed to have been a
pretty good clarinet player.

| looked up.

“How does Coin put a curse on you in seventeen eighty whatever it was if he's not born until the
nineteen fifties?’ | asked.

“He wasin a different body at the time” Midian replied with a shrug. “1t’s not like your lawyer can
track which flesh has who inddeit.”

“Ah” | sad. “Right.”

In late summer of 1972, Coin disappeared.

The Randolph Coin who emerged Sx years later was a different man. While seen socidly with
members of something cdled the Zen Theosophy, he'd never espoused any particular beliefs in public
gpart from a generad support for public education and a concern about overpopulation. A footnote
pointed out that while they come from Smilar teachings, the Zen Theosophists weren't directly associated
with the Theosophical Society and accepted the teachings of Alice Baley, which seemed to meen
something to Midian, because he nodded when | sad it.

Over the next two decades, Coin had appeared in the company of rdigious leaders, poets,
cranks, and captains of indugtry and finance. A lig of names was included, and | recognized about hdf. It
was never clear how he made his money, though he was on the board of two paliticd consultancies, an
internationd ad foundation, and a scentific equipment supply company. As far as the world was
concerned, Coin was one of those entrepreneurs whose lofty status made it hard to say what they redly
did. While he might have had some kooky friends, he himsdf was amen of no particular beliefs,

The report skipped a page.

The Invisble College was a fraternd society with its roots in the sixteenth century, when it was
most closdy associated with John Dee and the Rosicrucians. There had been some kind of vidlent schism



within the College associated with World War 11, but details were few and far between.

The membership role wasn't ever made public, but rumor put the group’'s Sze a between one
hundred and sx hundred people at any given time. It wasn't clear from the references to it whether it was
a reigious order, a stientific lobbying group, or an internaiondist think tank. Other members had
goparently included Aleigter Crowley, Harry S. Truman, and Alan Turing.

“Turing?’ Midian asked. “Go back. When was Coin born?’

“Nineteen fifty-four,” | said.

“Yeeh, but what day?’

| flipped back through the pages.

“June seventh,” | said.

Midian chuckled. It was alow, wet sound.

“What?' | asked.

“Turing offed himsdf the same day,” Midian said. “Probably just a coincidence. Keep going.”

“Thereign't much morein this section,” | said.

“What's next?” Chogyi Jake asked.

| turned the page. The remainder of the report might as wel have been printed on gold plate. It
was perfect. Copies of Coin's movements for the last week, induding his vigts to the warehouse where
we'd tried to kill him, his home address (which to judge from the footnotes was a very big secret),
descriptions of his cars, photographs of his bodyguard. He was the big guy 1I'd seen with Coin at the
warehouse that firgt time with Ex. The report ended with an estimated itinerary of his movements for the
next week and a hdf and a footnote explaining that dl predictions in the report needed to be considered
approximate. The apologetic tone of the note made me wonder if they were used to an expectation of
clarvoyance.

An gppendix had copies of origind documents, induding notes from a doctor’ s vist last year. Coin
hed gadtric reflux. Somehow that detail, with its sense of intimecy and vulnerability, reassured me the
modgt. | fdt like | was getting somewhere.

“Okay,” | sad. “So we know where he is. We have an idea where he's going to be. That's a
dart, right?’

“Would have been nice to have someone who knew a little more about riders digging into these
assholes, but on the whale...” Midian said. “So, kid. What's your next move?’

HERE WERE the problems.

Firgt, Coin knew we were out here, and that we wanted to kill him. The enemy was dready on
high dert. That was a bummer.

Second, the wards around the house were garting to fal. Chogyi Jake was doing his best, but
even without his saying so, | could fed the air pressing in againg the wals. Twice I'd hdf heard the sound
of Coin's mongtrous wings. And Chogyi was only wearing thinner. The longer we waited, the less hope
we had.

Third, Coin had a lot of people—many of them with freeky supernaturd powers—around to
protect him. We' d managed to get around that last time by making our attack when everyone was tied up
with the big nasty ritud. That part had worked, but the rest of the plan failed spectacularly.

Which brought meto the lagt issue: Coin had a bunch of freaky supernatura powers himsdf, and
could probably only be killed with the two magic bullets that he’' d aready shrugged off once.

Thet last one looked like the worst, so | put off thinking about it and started at the beginning,
looking for ways to misdirect the Invisble College. My firg thoughts didn’'t go over dl that well.

“Run away?’ Midian said. “Y ou're serious?’

“We can't do anything if he’s got the whole city locked down,” | said.

“You're remembering that the last time, it took maybe twenty minutes between when you broke
the wards and the assassnation squad showed up,” Midian said.

“I've been out twice” | said. “The gun and the lawyer, remember? So far, nothing.”

“Your protections don’t gpply to us” Chogyi Jake said.



“Ex went out.”

“Ex has resources that may hep him,” Chogyi Jake said. “And...even then, we can't assume he's
survived.”

“Okay,” | said. “So we don't run.”

“We don't run,” Chogyi Jake said. “You 4ill can.”

“So let’s look at the second thing,” | said. “Coin’s minions”

“It would be a good ideato get rid of them,” Midian agreed. “Either get Coin away from them or
else spread "em out thin enough that getting to the guy is't like wading across the beach a Normandy.”

“So how do we do that?” | asked.

Chogyi Jake' s sudden laughter was rueful and warm.

“Werun,” he said. “When you're ready with whatever else there is to do, Midian and | draw off
the Invisble College by stepping out of the house and heading directly away from wherever the red
dramaisteking place”

“Yeah, that's a good plan,” Midian said, making it clear with his expresson that he both agreed
and thought we were doomed if that was our best Strategy.

“But,” | started, then let it trall away.

But | need you. But you'll get hurt. But | can’'t face hm done. There wasn't a way to finish that
sentence that didn’t seem weak. Yes, taking out Coin was up to me. No, it wasn't anyone elsg's job to
make it easy. I'd tried the strategy where | relied on other people, and it had brought me here.

Thiswasmy job. I'd do it.

“Okay,” | said. “So that's the Sart of aplan, right? Y ou guyswill draw off the Invisble College so
| can get to Coin.”

“Great,” Midian said. “And then you can punch yoursdf in the face a few times to confuse him.
Maybe break an arm. | mean, don’t get me wrong, kid. I'll do what | have to do, but now you're down
to a shitload of money, whatever cantrips we can teach you, and a couple of bullets. I'm not sure what
that’ s going to get you. Odds-on bet isyou il get your ass kicked.”

“Let methink about it,” | said.

| thought for two days and by Thursday came up with nothing. Every hour, the house pressed on
me. We were hiding under our rock, and if | was in alittle less trouble than Midian and Chogyi Jake, it
was only alittle. | didn’t turn my laptop back on, not even to check email or play solitaire.

| made one furtive trip to the grocery store, scuttling through the soup aide with my gi pulled up to
my eyes, looking for tattoos and danger so intently | had a hard time shopping. When | was home, |
meditated with Chogyi Jake. | practiced some smple cantrips with Midian. Here was how to project
your gi to intimidate people who didn't have any protection and why not to try it on people who did.
Here was how to wrap yoursdf in g as a protection. It fdt more like a mativationd speaker’s
afirmations than magic, but Chogyi and Midian assured me that there would be more advanced work
that grew out of it. And even that was't enough to keep the close, hot summer ar from bearing down on
me

At night, | lay in the darkness wondering where Ex was, whether he'd found someplace safe or
gotten killed. | thought about Aubrey and my family and my former friends back at ASU.

| had to take Coin out. Ex couldn’'t help me. Eric couldn’t hep me. Midian and Chogyi Jake could
only draw off as many of the Invisble College' s wizards as would fdl for ther distraction. | could sneak
into his mangon, except that | was pretty sure | couldn’t. | could stand on the street and cal him out,
except he'd beat me. | could lure im into an ambush, except that aslong as he had a few minions l€ft to
send in his place, he wouldn't come for the free cheese in any trap | could think of. The sheets knotted
themsalves around me as | shifted. The pillows grew hot and uncomfortable, each new configuration
bringing only a few minutes' relief.

| crawled out of bed Friday morning to a blagting dawn. Light pressed in at the blinds like water
slling into a submarine. | sat on the edge of the mattress feding sticky with old sweet, bored, frightened,
and bored with being frightened. My dtitches itched, but the wound in my sde was mogly closed up,
deep pink flesh fusng back into some semblance of normacy. My knee was a mottled green and ydlow,



my body sruggling to clean out the old blood, but it didn't hurt to move it anymore. | pulled on a
bathrobe, put my har back in a bun hed in place by a couple pencils, and went out to the man room.
Midian stood before the back window, looking out at the dowly browning grass of the yard.

“l can't doit,” | said.

“Yeeh, | know,” he said, not looking back. “If the two of us weren't fucked Sx ways to Sunday,
there d be a chance. Taking someone out like thisis at least a three-man job. Probably more.”

“Maybe we could find some way to hide you guys? A ritud deanang or something?’

“Then you' ve got no way to draw off the minions and we' re dill screwed.”

“Yeah,” | said. “Where's Chow Yun Fat when you need him.”

“Who?’

“Chow Yun Fat. You know. Hong Kong action film star. He was in The Replacement Killers
and The Corruptor. And Hard-Boiled. That's the one where he had the gunfight while holding a baby. It
was thoroughly over the top, but it was great.”

“| thought you led a sheltered life. How’ d you get into gun opera?’

“College” | said. “I had aboyfriend. Cary. He wasinto it, so | was too.”

“Huh. Fair enough. So how does the baby figure in?”

“There sthis cop and he's...”

Something in the back of my head fdl in place with aclick | could amogt fed.

“And?’ Midian said.

“Hang on aminute”

| went back to my room for the cdl phone, my head suddenly feding like champagne. | fdt too
nervous to go at it sraight so | started by cdling the hospitd to check up on Aubrey. There was no
change, and | was both rdieved that he was dl right and worried that he was ill incapacitated. Then |
cdled my lawvyer and left a message with her receptionist, asking for any updated information about
Coin's schedule in the next week or two. It was only after that that | went back through the lig of
incoming cdls and found the number that Midian had reminded me of.

The voice-mall message was short, and Candace Dorn's voice was plessant. | waited for the
beep.

“Candace. Hey, thisis Jayné Heller? Look, I'min alittle trouble. | may be in pretty big trouble. |
need to ask Aaron for afavor. Could you have him give me a cdl? Thanks.”

| dropped the connection with a sense of excitement that bordered on dread. | had money, and a
few cantrips, and two magicd bullets.

And a cop. | had at least one cop. Maybe more, if he had friends he trusted.

And | waan't finished yet.

| knew what | needed to do. The idea of cdling Candace had opened up a whole new set of
options, and no matter how much | hated them, | couldn’t afford to leave any unexplored. It was to keep
my friends dive. When | put it that way, my fedings didn't matter dl that much.

It took me twenty minutes to find the number. | probably could have done it with two Google
searches, but | dill didn’'t want to boot up the computer. Eventudly | got through directory assistance the
old way, a computer with a vague East Coast accent paiching me through. | listened to the ringing, my
heart beating fast. | was hoping for more voice mail. It didn’t work ouit.

“Hdlo? awoman's voice said.

| opened my mouth, but nothing came out. | swalowed down the knot in my throat.

“Hdlo? |s anyone there?” she said, preparing to hang up.

“Hi,” | said. “You don't know me. My name' s Jayné. Jayné Hedler. Eric Heller was my uncle. He
died. Someone killed him, and...um...anyway. | need help. | need your help.”

She didn’t say anything.

“Aubrey’sintrouble” | said. “He could die”

There was amoment’s slence. | could hear her breething. When she spoke again, her voice was
grim.

“Whereishe?’



“Denver,” | said. “He sin the hospitd.”
“I'll be there tonight,” hiswife said.



Eighteen

| met her at the airport just a sunset. In person, Kim looked alittle less like Nicole Kidman. She wore
gray dacks and a ample cream blouse that would have looked perfectly in place a a basebdl game or a
boardroom. Her eyes were a sharp blue, her mouth tight and a little angry. She came through baggage
dam without pausing a the carousd, a generic black carry-on wheding behind her and a tagteful black
purse on her am. She only looked around for a moment before homing in on me. When she stood
before me, her head cocked to the left, her eyes dicking over me like a specimen she was trying to
identify, | was surprised to see she was hdf a head shorter than me.

“You look like him,” she said. She spoke sharply, like she was trying to bite off the last letter of
every word. “I mean, not like him like him. But the family resemblance is there.”

“Thanks” | sad.

“l didn't like Eric. | dways knew that something like this was going to happen.”

“Wel, he's dead now, so | guess it won't hagppen twice,” | said, more harshly than I’d intended.
“And he was't the one who got Aubrey in trouble. | was”

“Aubrey is dways the one who gets Aubrey in trouble. It's his superpower. Are we waiting on
something? | don’'t have any other luggage”

| nodded and led the way back out to the minivan. Kim was slent, but her shoes tgpping on the
concrete behind me seemed to carry accusation and disapprova. | was probably overreacting. She
didn't say anything about my driving Aubrey’s car, 0 @ther she didn’t care or she didn't know it was
his We' d known each other for ten minutes, and | was dready certain she wasn't the sort of person to
hold back an opinion.

“We're daying in Eric's old house” | sad as we pulled out of the parking space. “It's got
protections on it, and the Invishble College is looking for us pretty hard, so I'm trying not to go out if |
don't have to.”

“l want to go to the hospitdl,” Kim said. “I need to see him.”

“Aubrey’sdl right,” | said, fumbling with a parking stub and a few loose daollars to pay the charge.
“| cdled the doctors again just before | came out here, and they said—"

“l need to see him,” she said again.

“l don't think it's safe.”

“l didn’'t ask if it was.”

| clenched my teeth. | didn’'t want to go back to the hospital. But she was here because | asked
her. Because | needed her.

“Hne” | said. “But we can't day long.”

The hospitd was out of our way, and we didn’t talk. The few times| glanced over a her, her eyes
were on the dty diding by. | wondered whether | should have told her about my night with Aubrey,
whether her story about their marriage would match the one he'd given me. | parked on the street, and
Kim was out of the car dmogt before the engine died. | had to trot to catch up with her.

Aubrey’s room hadn't changed much snce I'd left it. His heart rate was steady and dow. His
mumbling roommete gill mumbled. Kim stood beside him, looking down with her eyes hdf closed. Her
expression betrayed nothing.

“How long has he been like this?’ she asked.

“Since lagt Saturday,” | said, “so a week tomorrow.”

A nurse came into the room, a strong-looking black woman in her midfifties | remembered her
vagudy from the earlier times I’d been here. She amiled a me, kindness and sympathy in her expression,
and started changing out the roommate’ s sdine drip.

“Excuse me” Kim said. “Where' s his chart?’

“I'm sorry,” the nurse said, “but we can't give out his medicd information to—"

“I'mhiswife. You can giveit to me” Kim said. The nurse looked surprised and glanced a me. |
shrugged and nodded. The nurse's eyebrows rose a millimeter, but she gave no other Sgn of surprise.



Fancée and wife vigting together was apparently not the strangest thing she’ d seen that day.

“I'll seeif | can get the doctor for you,” she said, and went back to her task. | went to look out
the window, feding awkward and out of place. | didn’'t see it when the nurse left. Kim didn't speak to
me. | let the slence press on mefor aslong as | could stand it.

“He'd been in a fight a few days before” | said. “A rider took over this guy’s body, and we
wound up in afight. Aubrey did something that knocked the bad guy out, but it weakened the connection
between him and his body. When Coin fought back, it hit Aubrey redly hard. That’swhy...”

Theat's why he's hurt and I'm not. That's why you're here. That's why this is dl my fault. Kim
made a smdl sound of agreement so perfunctory that | didn’'t know whether she was aware of it. She
touched Aubrey’s cheek with the detachment of someone preparing for a dissection, then ground the
knuckle of her right index finger into Aubrey’s sternum, hard enough to make the bed under him creak.

“Hey!” | said. “What are you doing?’

“Sternd rub.” She nodded to the heart monitor. Ffty-five. “He dill responds to pain. That's very
good. It would have been better if he'd flinched, but thisis something.”

“Oh” | sad.

“l don’t hurt him for the joy of it,” she said.

| didn’'t know how to respond, and a second nurse came in the room to save me. He was a huge
man, wide as a horse across the shoulders, with a shaven head and broad lips. He looked a me, his eyes
bardy widening. | had the sudden, overwhdming memory of the tattooed attackers bresking into
Midian's gpartment and the moment of surprise that followed breaking in the door.

I’ ve seen him before, | thought, my body aready in mation. | scooped up the little plastic vistor's
char and swung hard. The huge man blocked the attack but fell a step back as | remembered where. He
was the one who' d been with Coin that first day when Ex took me to see the warehouse. He was part of
the Invisble College.

It was atrap.

“Kim!” | shouted. “Run!”

She was dready moving. She dipped over the murmuring man's bed, putting one of us on ether
gde of thefdse nurse. | tried to remember how to use the training Midian and Chogyi Jake had given me
while | kicked at the man's kneecap. He moved fagt as a cat, taking the impact on his shin ingtead. He
drew in a deep breath, and | fdt a prickling that had nothing to do with the physica as he drew in his
willpower.

Kim punched at his back. He staggered, surprise on his face. | shouted as | turned, kicked like
something out of a martid arts film, and drove my foot into the bridge of his nose. Something gave, and
the huge head snapped back, the man dropping to the floor like we'd Tasered him. Kim unclenched her
figts. There was blood where her fingernails had cut into her palm.

“There are probably others” | said, but she was dready heading out the door and | was aready
fallowing her. The black nurse was heading toward the room, with alook of concern and annoyance. We
blew past her. At the intersection of two hdls | paused, drawing my gi up behind my eyes, feding the
ghift in my consciousness, and then swept the hdls before and behind us. The world had taken on an
amog surred level of detall. | could see the dust hanging in the air, hear the high-pitched whine of the
computer monitors harmonizing poorly with the hum of fluorescent lights, smel the corruption and shit
under the antiseptic hospitd scent, fed my clothes grating againgt my body. Kim paused, looking back a
me. She wore contact lenses. | hadn’t noticed that before. She looked a my eyes, and | could see she
understood what | was doing.

“Wdl?" she asked.

“None here. None that | see”

“Stairs or elevator?’ she asked, gesturing down one of the hadlways. A bank of brushed-steel
elevators stood at the end of the hall like temple guards, a marked sarwell beside it. The leftmost doors
began to open, and | caught a glimpse of tattooed skin.

“Stars” | sad, “but not the ones down there”

We ran. | fdt things tugging at me, the wizards of the Invisble College pulling a me with ther



minds the separation between redity and Next Door thinning. As we dodged angry doctors and
confused patients, | tried to keep mysdf between our pursuers and Kim. | thought that if Eric had put
some protections on me, they might shid her too.

We found another sairwdl and Kim started down it, but | caught her hand.

“Up,” | said. “Let them pass us by.”

She nodded. We ascended. We d gotten a floor and a hdf up when the door we'd come through
burst open. | froze and then dowly turned back, ready to launch mysdf a any attacker. But the wizards
footsteps retreated, heading down toward the firg floor. Some grunting marked when they ran into some
poor bystander on the dairs, and then we heard a metd door damming open. The sound was so
assaultingly loud, the echoes in the concrete shaft so disorienting, that my focus falled, my g dissipated,
and my senses began to return to normd.

| was shaking. Behind and above me, Kim's bresth was ragged.

“Let’sgo find another gairwel.”

“Okay,” she said.

| led the way up another flight of stairs, but the door there required a pass code, so we kept going
up. On the sxth floor, we got lucky. A nurse was going out the door, and we caught it before it could
close. We stepped into the new ward, waking quickly but not running. We got a couple stares, but no
onetried to stop us. | put my handsin my pockets, lifted my chin, and tried to look like | knew where |
was going. We passed rooms with men and women lying in bed, the low-level murmur of tdevisons
punctuated by groans and weeping.

As we turned a corner, Kim took a quick double-step to come next to me. At the end of the
corridor, an exit 9gn glowed green.

“l shouldn’'t have indsted that we come here” she said. It waan't phrased as an gpology. It was
like she was tdling me some trivid fact | might not have known.

“l shouldn't have let you,” | said, and we reached the new darwel. | opened the door with a
clank, cutting off whatever she'd begun to say next. | went down the gtairs quickly, leening over a each
landing to look for hands on the ascending rails below us. If there was anyone there, they were being
quiet.

“They'Il be watching for us” she said. “They’ll be watching the exits”

“I know,” | said.

“You have aplan?’

“I'm thinking of one” | sad. It was't true. Between immediate animd panic, concentration
required by my dill-unfamiliar magic, and anger a Kim, | hadn’'t come up with anything more
sophigticated than get down and get out. | wasn't about to tel her that.

We got to the ground floor and stepped out into the wide lobby from a passage | had never
noticed on my previous vists The place was huilt like a labyrinth, which was probably why we'd gotten
this far without being discovered. Weird architecture and blind luck weren’'t going to hep much now.
Three men stood at the information desk, talking into cdl phones, but their eyes didn't have the veled
awareness that comes from being in a conversation. They were looking for something. For us. Two were
young men, broad across the shoulders and thick in the neck. The third man was smdler, older, with his
back to us. When he turned, | wanted to scream.

Power radiated from Coin like heat from a fire His face was st in an expresson of cold
concentration. Bubbling panic rose up in my throat. He was here. He was waiting for me. | smdled
something like burning.

“What?" Kim murmured. “What isit?’

| hoped Midian had been right when he'd said | was hard to natice. | took her ebow and angled
her down a side hdlway. | didn’t dare look back, but no one seemed to be coming after us. We passed
agift shop full of suffed animals and snacks, the cashier looking at usincurioudy as we passed.

“Do you think they’ ve spotted your car?” Kim asked.

“Probably,” | said.

“My things areinit”



“Yes, they are”

We turned left. Sgns offered us paths to the emergency room, the bathrooms, security. | walked
toward the emergency room and did through a set of doors marked HOSPITAL PERSONEL ONLY.
Curtained cubicles lined the wide room, the sounds of crying and pain meking a hdllish background. No
one chdlenged us. We weren't an obvious problem, and we were in the land of great big obvious
problems. | peeked past the intake nurse and toward the lobby.

The big man from Aubrey’s room was stting by the emergency entrance, his expresson deathly
orim, black eyes Hill garting to form where I'd kicked him. Two men and a thin-faced woman were
gtting with him. | backed up. The trap was sorung, and we weren't getting anywhere. A soft chiming
sound announced the arrival of an oversize devator. | was trembling.

The wide sted doors did open, and four paramedics pushed out a gurney. The woman beng
wheded past was drenched in blood, her neck encased in a gahilizing collar like something from an
Egyptian tomb. The shreds of her jeans trailed after her like rags. Her eyes were blank. The paramedics
moved quickly, professondly, into the emergency room. The doors clapped closed behind them even
before the eevator began to close. The feding hit my gut, a fig of fear and hope that tried to take my
bresth away.

“Comeon,” | sad, pulling Kim into the elevator.

“What are...”

“Thet one,” | said, nodding to the injured woman. “ She came from upstairs.”

The doors hissed closed and | did my fingers over the worn plagtic buttons until the numbers
stopped getting higher. There was one unnumbered button at the top. It was marked H. | pushed it.

“Medevac,” Kim said.

“Yeah,” | said. “There s a hdlicopter up there”

The devator lurched, dropped afew inches, and then started to rise. | willed it to go faster, but the
numbers continued their dately progress.

“He syour lover, ign't he?” Kim asked.

“What?’

“Aubrey? He s your lover.”

“We went out once,” | said.

“| dill care for him,” Kim said. Her chin jutted out, but her eyes were dl gpology. | stared at her,
and afloor later she looked down. “I haven't told him that since. ..since we split. He doesn’'t know.”

“Okay,” | sad.

“| thought | should tdl someone. In case we're about to die”

| didn’t mean to take her hand. It just seemed the right thing in the moment.

“l can see that,” | said, and then, “I was redly hoping to have alitile more time before we got into
the heavy emoationd intimecy thing.”

“Metoo,” Kim sad, and shrugged. “ Sorry.”

“It' safdlen world. You do what you can.”

The devator lurched again, stopped. We turned toward the doors together, our hands dill
clasped. When they opened, the hdlipad was before us, the beacons burning red in the darkness. The
trangport helicopter was 4ill there, two men in uniform standing before it in obvious conversation. No
wizards descended upon us. No sense of riders pressing in from Next Door assaled us.

| didn't know what | was going to say, but as we waked forward, Kim dropped my hand,
squared her shoulders, and stepped forward.

“You,” she barked as we came near. “You're the pilot?’

The nearer man's head snapped draight. His companion edged away as if hoping to avoid the
conversation.

“Yes, maam,” he said.

Kim dug in her purse for a moment, then handed the man an identification card. | saw her picture
onit and the words Grace Memorial Hospital . The place she worked in Chicago, | thought.

“I'm here consulting on a very delicate transplantation,” she said. “1 need you to take us to the



arport.”

The pilat glanced down at the identification card, back over Kim's shoulder at me, and then down
a the card again. He was shaking his head even before he spoke.

“l can't do that, ma am. We re a medevac unit, not a transport. I’'m not alowed.”

“It' simportant. A child could die,” Kim said, and | fdt something when she did. A prickling on my
skin like someone had brushed me with a feather. Even with the August heat dill radiating from the
tarmac, | had goose bumps. The pilot shuddered, nodded, and turned to his hdlicopter, then paused.

“There ign't room for you in the cockpit, maam,” he said. “We're gonna have to strap you two
down.”

Kim paed, but nodded. | saw her swdlow. The pilot waved to his companion, and the two
trotted to the helicopter’s sdes to prepare little fiberglass pods, just big enough for a dreadfully injured
person.

“Magic?’ | asked. “That was a cantrip?’

“It in't hard,” Kim said. “People want to do what they’re told. Men especidly want to help
women, and God knows you're pretty enough that he wanted to show off. | judt...nudged him a bit. It's
not like telling him we aren’t the droids he' s looking for.”

| laughed, relief giving the sound awarmth | was surprised to fed. Her amile was less wintry.

“l don't think I’'ve said thank you,” | said. “For coming. For hdping me with this. For heping
Aubrey.”

Her expresson went thin and brittle. 1t would have been as if the moment’s vulnerability in the
elevator had never happened, except that | saw something softer in her eyes.

“If we survive dl this I'm going to kill Aubrey mysdf,” she sad. “Or a least wound him
serioudy.”

“Fair enough,” | said. “Of course, we're not out of here yet. The hdlicopter could gill get shot
down by the Invisble College”

“Chearful thought,” Kim said, and the pilot waved us over.

They strapped mein fird, wide canvas bands with indudria stedl buckles cinching me in againgt
the duminum frame. A fiberglass pod closed over me like a coffin; a amdl clear space let me look out
and up a the sMimming stars overhead. The pilot dimbed into the cockpit and started up the engines. |
could fed it through the frame of the hdicopter when his companion closed the pod on Kim's side. The
engine whined, and the rotors began to turn. The noise was so overwhdming it was like silence.

Like a baloon with its string cut, we rose into the sky.



Nineteen

W here's the minivan?” Midian said.

“Welogtit,” | said.

“You logt it?’

The taxi was pulling away from the curb. | closed the door and put my backpack on the coat
hanger. The house smdled like old laundry and popcorn. Kim stared a Midian and then, shaking her
head, excused hersdf and headed down the hdll toward the bathroom.

“How do you lose aminivan?’ Midian said as | walked into the living room.

“There we were running down the highway, and | said ‘Holy shit, Kim, | think | know why we're
getting so tired.” L ook, if it's important, I'll buy us another one.”

Chogyi Jake emerged from the back. It might only have been that I’ d been out in the world or that
| was 4ill coming off the adrendine overload of my time in the hospita, but | thought he looked worse
than when I'd left. The strain of holding up Eric’s protections was showing in his face. | remembered a
news program I’ d seen when | was a kid with men in ydlow rain dickers piling sandbags againgt a flood.
They'd had the same exhausted eyes.

“| was garting to get worried,” he said.

“Yeah,” | sad. “Sowas . It's okay, though. We're here”

“What happened?’

It was easier for me to retel the story to Chogyi Jake than to Midian. He ligened intently and
without comment. | left out how Kim had ingsted on going and that I'd caved, making it sound instead
like it had been a mutud lousy decison. | aso skipped the part where she told me she was 4ill in love
with Aubrey. Kim came back into the room about the time | got to the part where the hdlicopter landed
a the airport and the two of us went to look for ataxi. | saw her glance at Midian, her face perfect for
the poker table.

“You don't get to go out without a chaperone anymore,” Midian said.

“Biteme” | said, and he grinned as if it was a joke. | only figured out what was funny about it
after the fact.

“Kim,” Chogyi Jake said. “I'm glad to meet you. | think we dl owe you a debt.”

“Kind of you to say s0,” Kim said.

“You know gbout riders?’ Midian asked.

“I'm not an expert, but yes” she said. “I worked with Eric and Aubrey when | was 4ill living in
Denver.”

For a minute or two, they compared their rddive expertise on things occult. | couldn’t follow
much of it, but | had the impression they were each favorably impressed by the other.

“Any ideas how to beat the Invisble College?’ Midian asked. Kim hesitated.

“No,” she sad.

“Wel, welcome to the dub,” he said. “You want anything to eat? We're pretty much down to
leftovers, but | think | can make a decent omelet with what I’ ve got.”

Kim considered the vampire without spesking.

“Hesredly good,” | sad. “Serioudy.”

“Thenyes” Kim said. “That’skind of you.”

Midian shrugged and limped back to the kitchen. | retrieved the report from my lawyer and gave it
to Kim. She looked over it with a cdm, practiced eye while the sound of chopping and the scent of
butter wafted into the room. | turned to the subject of Coin and the dill-unformed plan to separate the
paradite from its host.

“There are a couple of posshilities next week,” | said. “I mean, if the projections in the report are
true. There' s the doctor’s gppointment on Monday, and he's speaking a an internaiona aid foundetion
mesting on Tuesday night. I’ ve got a request in for an updated schedule for him, though. There may be a
better opportunity.”



“The problem being that any time we plan an attack based on his established schedule, we dso
face his established security,” Chogyi Jake said. “It’'s safe to assume that he will be protected at any of
these events”

“And the lagt time we went up againg him, he didn’t even need that,” | said.

“Hey,” Midian shouted, “how do you fed about onions?’

“Lovethem,” Kim shouted back, and then turned to me. “Correct me if I'm wrong, but the falure
of the previous plan was that you thought you had the dement of surprise and you didn't?’

| sat on the couch’s armrest and shrugged.

“Yeah,” | said. “You could look &t it that way.”

“He knew how we were going to attack,” Chogyi Jake said. “Not that it would be rifles, but that
we would draw him out from his wards and that we' d be usng the Mark of Yalaibn Murah and the 3gl
of St. Francis of the Desert. And so he was warded againgt those specificaly. The attack by Ex and
Aubrey gave im a channd back to them. Jayné was only saved because she was wise enough not to pulll
the trigger.”

| fdt a momentary stab of guilt at my falure to attack and gratitude to Chogyi Jake for putting my
inaction in that light. Kim only nodded.

“Since then, they’ve been drding,” | said. “Looking for us. Midian and Chogyi can't leave the
house. It seems like I'm okay because of some old protections Eric put on me. At least that was EX's
theory.”

“And where is ExX?" Kim asked.

“Wedon't know,” | said. “He opted out.”

Midian came into the room, two plates balanced on his am. He presented one to Kim and the
other to me. The omdet amdled of onions and garlic, and it tasted like heaven. Kim took a bite, nodded
her approva, and Midian accepted it with a bow before stting down. I'd raised my fork, preparing to
speak as soon as I’ d finished chewing, when Eric spoke from my backpack.

| knew | was going to have to change the ringtone. | knew that it was going to be creepy for
people until | did. But Kim's reaction was ill sartling. Her face went white, her eyes wide. She was
hafway to her feet, food forgotten, before | could stand up. She tracked me with her eyes as | crossed
to the front door, dug in my pack, checked the incoming number, and answered the cdll.

“Candace?’ | said.

“Jayné” Candace Dorn said. “I know it's late. Isit too late? I'm sorry | didn’'t cdl back sooner.
Aaron was working a double shift, and | wanted to talk with him about your call.”

“l completely understand,” | said.

Kim lowered hersdf dowly back to her seat, her head bowed. Chogyi Jake was frowning at her,
and Midian’s ruined eyebrows had lifted. | wasn't the only one to think something interesting had just
happened.

“He s here now,” Candace sad. “I'll get him.”

| had a sudden flashback to Stting a my computer talking to not-Ex.

“Candace!” | ydled. “Hold on.”

“Yes?' she sad.

“If there' s someone ese there...| meanif you're being coerced in any way, say ‘Yes, it's okay.””

She laughed. “It's nothing like that. God. Were you thinking it would be?’

“I'm alittle jumpy,” | said. “You don't...I mean...I'm sorry. Could you just tel me what price we
agreed on for fixing your problem? Just o | know it's you?’

“You didn’'t charge me anything,” she said. Her voice was lower now. | could imagine the furrows
on her brow. “Isthis serious, Jayné? Should | be nervous?’

“Maybe alittle” | said.

There was afumbling sound on the far end. Someone new came on theline

“Jayné? Thisis Aaron.”

His voice was deegp and masculine and made me think of recruitment ads for the Marines. |
couldn’t help amiling.



“Hi, Aaron,” | said. “I'm glad to hear from you. Y ou're doing okay?’

“l an. Had a long day today, but if there' s something going down, | can get a cup of coffee and
be anywhere you need mein about fifteen minutes”

“Thanks. There' s nathing going on right now, but | might need a favor pretty soon here”

“Are you safe where you are now?’

“Yes” | said. “Safe as | would be anywhere. There' s something going on, though. Something big.
If you're around, I'd redly like to talk to you about it.”

“Isit another one of those fuckers that got to me?’

“Smiler idea,” | said. “Bigger scae.”

There was a pause on the line. | heard Candace's voice in the background. Aaron grunted in a
way that sounded like assent.

“Hey,” he said. “If you redly don’'t need meright this minute, I'm going to get some rest. I'm dead
onmy feet. But I'm gaing to give you another number. It's my emergency ling, and if anything happens,
youcdl it”

He rattled off the number and | wrote it on the back of some junk mal. He made me repesat it
back to himto ensure | got it right.

“Now you ligen to me” Aaon sad. “You saved me You saved Candy. You ever need
anything—ever —you cdl me. Y ou're family now.”

“Um,” | said, oddly touched by the ferocity in hisvoice. I'd only ever known the guy as a German
shepherd. “Thanks. You bet. Why don’t you cal me when you wake up. Maybe you guys can come
over?

“I'm dready there,” he said, and we ended the cdl. | programmed Aaron’s emergency number
into the phone and put it back in my backpack. When | got back to the couch and my cooled and thus
somewhat rubbery omelet, Kim had regained her composure.

“Thet the other resource?’ Midian asked.

“Yeeh,” | said. “We did afavor for a cop. It might be useful.”

Kim nodded. Smdl white dots had appeared a the corners of her mouth where her lips pressed
tight. | glanced at Chogyi Jake, and he gave me the amdlest possible shake of the head. Don't push her.
Not now.

“Okay,” | said. “So anyway, we ve got a couple things going for us. Aaron’s one. We have Kim
now. We know where Coin’'s going to be more or less, and we can get more digging done on him if we
want it.”

“It's not enough,” Midian said with asgh. “We had Aubrey and Ex before, and me, and tofu boy
here. And you. And dl the juju Eric put on you. And we got dicked over.”

“Yes, but that was the point | was making before,” Kim said. “The one thing you thought you had
and didn’'t was surprise. They were working under the assumption that you would dl be coming at him
under something Smilar to the origind plan. You did. They won. Thistime will be different.”

“You think so?’

“Thistime you actudly can surprise them,” Kim said.

| CRAWLED into bed just before two in the morning, my body humming between the two poles of
faigue and resdud adrendine. The pillows were cool. The soft babble of a news channd in the front
room meant Midian was taking the firs watch. The cdling above me seemed to glow a little, like an old
tdlevison turned on but without a Sgnd.

| willed mysdlf to deep, but with no effect. | was bone-tired and twitchy. | was scared and bored
and uncertain. | was ready to pop. | had Kim now, and after our time at the hospitd, | was even pretty
sure | could count on her. Not bad, conddering I’d dept with her husband. Her husband who she ill
loved.

| wondered where Ex was, if he was safe. If he was dive. | wanted him back with us, his angry
blue eyes and his assured, in-control way of holding himsdf. Even when he was wrong, he was never
uncertain. Having Aaron, Candace, and Kim helped. Understanding better how my inheritance from Eric



gave me options helped. But | was getting tired of the people | needed going away. Ex. Aubrey. Cary.
My father. My family.

Eric.

Somewhere in the city, the thing that looked out Randolph Coin’'s eyes was waiting for me.
Watching. | wondered if the rider ever got bored, got distracted, looked away. | tried to put mysdf in
Coin's place. Eric Hdler had been gunning for me and died for the offense. Eric's team had taken up his
cause and faled. The enemy wasn't gone—one of the fdlen was in the hospitd as cheese in the
mousetrap, and another had dready run. Would Coin know how many had been in the conspiracy by the
warehouse? Would he know what resources | had?

| shifted, pulling the pillow over my head. The murmur of the tdevison grew quieter so thet |
wasn't sure anymore whether | was hearing or imagining it.

If I were in his position, what would | expect of my enemy? Well, I'd expect us to run like hell.
Just the way Ex had. Maybe we'd try to save our falen, but the trap around Aubrey had faled once. In
Coin's place, I'd think that gambit had failed. Would | Hill keep watch on Aubrey?

A scene from an old movie came to me. One of the Vietnam films my older brother had liked to
watch when our parents left him in control of the house. Someone in the band of brothers had been shot
by the enemy and left in the open, his screams the bait to lure the others out where they could be killed.
Yes, I'd leave aguard on Aubrey. And I'd cover the roof next time.

The problem was...well, there were a lot of problems. | wanted to know exactly what Coin and
his people were capable of, but my brief lessons in riders and g and magic pretty much confirmed that
was going to take alot moretimethan | had. | could rdy on Kim and Chogyi Jake to give me ther best
guess. | didn’t know how good that would be, but | didn’'t have anything better. | wanted to know what
Coin’s plans and intentions were so that | could navigaete my way around them, but it wasn't like | could
ask him.

| wanted to misdirect him, to point over the Invisble College's collective shoulder and
sucker-punch them when they turned to look. But | couldn’t even do that.

My eyes flew open as the thought came to me.

Or maybe | could.

| got up, dug my laptop out from under a pile of old clothes, and stared at it without opening the
case. My fingers twitched toward it. They hadn't tracked me the last time I'd talked to the fake Ex. |
hadn’'t admitted that | knew he was a fake. Maybe there was a way. Maybe | did have a way to lie to
Coin and the Invighle College. | opened the screen, my finger hovering over the power button. Was this
stupid? Was this something | needed to tak to the others about?

| put on my robe, tied it in a square knot a my wast, and stalked out to the main room. Midian
was on the couch with a cigarette in one hand and a beer in the other.

“| thought | said not to smoke in the house” | said.

“You did,” the vampire said. “I've only been doing it when | was pretty sure you wouldn't see
me”

“I let you guys make the cdls lagt time, and we failed.”

“Old news, kid.”

“I'm not doing that anymore. Eric left everything to me. Not you, not Aubrey or Chogyi Jake or
Ex. Me. Thisismy show now.”

Midian took along, dow drink from the can, then held the cigarette to his mouth. The ember went
bright as he inhaed, then back to its dull orange glow. The yellowed ivory eyes narrowed.

“What's bugging you?’

“I'm meking adecison,” | sad. “I think it's the right thing to do.”

“BUtY

“But if I'm wrong, | might tip our location to Coin and get usdl killed.”

“You want to talk about it? Roudt tofu boy and what’ s-her-name out of bed, chew it over.”

“No,” | sad. “I'd only convince mysdf not to do it

“So was there something you wanted from me?’



“No, nothing,” | said. “1 just thought | should tdl someone that I’m meaking the decisons now.”

“Even therisky ones,” he said.

“Egpedidly the risky ones.”

Midian looked up a me from the couch. Almaost imperceptibly, he nodded.

“You sound like the old man when you say that,” he said. “Welcome to command, Generd.”

| nodded curtly, drew mysdf up aninch or so.

“Put out the cigarette,” | said, and went back to my room.

There were two hundred spam messages, but Thunderbird killed ninety percent of them, and |
deleted the rest by hand. There was a note from my little brother, Curt, asking how and where | was, but
the tone of it seemed more like his usud whine than something urgent. | pulled up my chat program.

There were hdlf a dozen people online just then that | knew, mostly from ASU. Induding my old
boyfriend. His screen name showed he waan't idle, so he was tdking to someone. Just not me
Extojayne, on the other hand, had been ligted asidle for days.

JAYNEHELLER: Ex! Where the fuck have you been? Why the fuck haven't you been cdling? We've
been out of our minds here!

| sat back on the bed. Thiswas stupid. This was a mistake. | should never have doneit.

Someone on the other side started typing.

EXTOJAYNE: Complications. Nothing serious. I'm fine. Sorry I’ ve been out of touch. What' s the status
there?

| flexed my fingerslike claws. | shifted the mouse over and turned on the logging feature. Better to
have a transcript of this so | could keep my lies straight. And | might as well start with something they
dready knew.

JAYNEHELLER: The rabhbit thing fdl through. You were totdly right about that one. Sorry | gave you
orief. The big newsiswe tried to get Aubrey, but it was a no-go. The Invisble College folks are on that
place like white on rice. We bardly got away.

EXTOJAYNE: We?

JAYNEHELLER: Me and Kim. The others weren't there. | don't think we're going to be able to get
Aubrey out of that. | hate to leave him behind, but | just don't see what €se we can do.

EXTOJAYNE: | understand. I’'m not happy about it ether, but you're probably right. What else?
What's the news on Texas?

| grinned. He was buying it. All vestiges of exhaugtion were gone. | fdt like I'd just had eight cups
of coffee and ajdly rall. | could keep going with this bullshit dl night.

JAYNEHELLER: Texas looks good. If we can get to Mexico, | think well be dl right. You keep them
distracted for afew more days, and we'll be just about ready to make arun for it. Cool ?

EXTOJAYNE: | can do that. But et me know the details. | don't want to do something that would get in
your way.

JAYNEHELLER: You betcha.

Hey, Coin. What' s that over your shoulder?

Go ahead.

Look.



Twenty

T he second report came from the lawyer in the morming, about helf an hour before Aaron and Candace
arived.

| had cut the conversation with the fake Ex off after about fifteen minutes with the promise thet 1'd
be in touch again soon. Afterward, it had been hard to deep, so | didn't drag mysdf out of bed until
amaost noon. My eyes fdt gritty and my mind was suffed with cotton, and the scent of Midian's coffee
was like the promise of soring in February. | struggled with last night’s square knot on my robe, gave up,
and pulled on a par of blue jeans and one of Eric’'s white shirts. It was a little too sheer for polite
company and the only bra | could find was way past laundry day, so | put one of his suit jackets on too.

Kim and Chogyi Jake were dtting across the kitchen table from each other, engrossed in a
conversation about the reaionship between paradtian and immaterid beings. It seemed to center on
whether riders were redly usng people as a means to reproduce or if they had some other agenda.
Midian took alook at me, chuckled like a chain saw, and poured me a cup of coffee.

“You dill need new dishes, kid,” he said. “We're eating off bakeware here.”

“I'll get right on it,” | said.

Kim glanced a me, her expresson closed and unreadable. Her hair was in place, her makeup
perfect. | waswilling to bet her bra was clean, and we'd lost her bag the day before. It was hard not to
see the emptiness of her expression as criticiam, and it sung a little. 1'd thought we were working on
being friends. But then | remembered her moment of candor at the hospitd and her reaction to Eric's
voice. There was more going on than | knew about. | tried to keep my paranoiain check at least until the
cafeine could work its way into my blood.

“Look,” | said. “There's something | did that you guys should know about.”

| recapped Extojayne for Kim, then explained my plan to use the plant to midead Coin. Chogyi
Jake amiled dl the way through it. | found mysdf wishing he would frown sometimes or express
disapprovd, just for variety’s sake. | topped off my cup.

“Itsarisk, but | think you're wise to take it,” Chogyi Jake said.

“Thanks” | sad.

The doorbdll rang, and Kim started at the sound. So did I, alittle Midian Sghed.

“I'll get the gun,” he said, but by the time we got to the door, the courier was gone.

The new report was as anonymous as its predecessor, but shorter. It was little more than an
itinerary for Coin over the next seven days, sating with going to church tomorrow and ending with a
concert next Friday night with a footnote disclaming the rdiability of the ligt, and pointing out that things
change. Like | needed to be reminded of that.

“What about Tuesday?’ Kim said. “He's speaking a the convention center downtown. If we
make our fake escape during that, we might be able to catch him coming out.”

“If he thought we were worth bothering with,” Midian said. “He might just send his bully boys.”

“Let me work on that with Extojayne,” | said. “If we make the cheese pretty enough, he might
come out. It'll take away some of his backup anyway. Are we sure about Tuesday night, or is there
anything on the lig that looks better? Where exactly is he supposed to be spesking?’

My cdl phone went off. Kim only tensed a Eric's voice this time. When | answered, it was
Candace saying that she and Aaron were coming up the front door, and not to fresk ouit.

Candace Dorn had changed from the firg time I'd seen her. Her face looked stronger, more
confident. She held hersdf with less reserve. It's amazing how not having your boyfriend besting the crap
out of you improves your appearance. Aaron, a her side, was alittle under x feet tal with dark har cut
close, shoulders broad enough to build smdl townships on, and a demeanor that leaned in toward the
world. Everything about him had me reaching for my license and regigtration.

| had my hand out to shake his, but he stepped indde my arm and lifted me up in a bear hug that
had my ribs creaking. When he put me down, Candace echoed the gesture in aless painful way.

“l hope you don't mind thet | came too,” she said. “I’'ve gotten to where | can stand to let him go



to work, but this...after lagt time...”

“I totdly understand,” | said. “Come in. Both of you. | have some people I'd like you to meet.”

Kim and Chogyi Jake greeted Candace and Aaron. Midian had the good taste to look
uncomfortable, the only inhuman beast in the room. We sat in the living room, dl six of us, and | launched
into whet felt like the hundredth reteling of the Stuaion—the Invisble College, Eric, Coin, Aubrey, Ex,
Extojayne, Chogyi Jake and Midian's house arrest, the bullets designed to kill riders, the reports on
Coin's schedule, everything. | talked for twenty minutes, Chogyi Jake, Kim, and Midian interrupting
occasondly to darify one point or another, Candace and Aaron asking infrequent questions. Along the
way, | started to notice something that unnerved me.

Without discussion or conscious intent, the room had divided. Candace and Aaron sat at the end
of the couch, Kim leening againg the wal beside them, while Chogyi Jake it at the far Sde of the hearth
and Midian haunted the doorway that led to the kitchen. | remembered an image I'd seen in science
classes—a cdl pulling itsdf apart, dividing in two. Along one wal was the team | had assembled—Kim
to work the magic, Aaron to provide the muscle and knowledge of violence, Candace to help however
she could. Along the other, Midian and Chogyi Jake were the survivors of the team 1'd begun with when
| firs dropped down this rabbit hole. Apart from giving advice and history and perspective, there was
nothing for them to do. | was leaving them behind.

| didn’t want to.

“Seams like the firg thing we ought to do,” Aaron said, “is drive his route. We know where he's
going to be Tuesday night. We know where he lives. It'd be a good idea to know what's in between
point A and point B, right?’

“I"d thought of that too,” | said, pulling mysdf back from the strange sorrow that had distracted
me. “I printed out some MapQuest directions” | pointed to them on the coffee table. “According to
thosg, it's about a twenty-minute drive from Coin’s place to the convention center. | don't know that
hell be taking the computer’s route, though.”

“That's why you've got locds” Aaron sad with a grin. “Wéll figure it out. The bad guys have
seen you and Kim?’

“Yes” | said. “Not very well, though. The only one who redly got a look a us was the one |
kicked.”

“You two should st in the backseeat dl the same” Candace said. | mus have looked surprised at
her tone of voice, because she shrugged and went on. “It makes you harder to see. Basic tactics”

| began to wonder if I'd underestimated the woman.

“All right,” | said. “I don’t know that it's a plan, but it's a least moving toward one. Give me a
couple minutes to get presentable.”

Aaron nodded, but he was looking at the MapQuest printouts. Candace leaned over his shoulder,
her brow furrowing.

“You don't think he' d take Speer?’ Candace sad.

“I'd take Colfax and 1-25,” Aaron said. “I don't know why you'd want to keep to surface
Sreets”

“What about heading out Federal and going south?’

“Better than Speer,” Aaron agreed.

| snuck back to my room. | didn’t figure there was time for a shower, but | did my har upinabun
and put on clothes that looked less like | was dressng mysdf out of Eric's secondhand shop. Jeans,
T-shirt, tennis shoes. | even dug up a modly deanish bra that wasn't so dark it would show through the
white of the tee. | hung my leather backpack on one shoulder and considered mysdf in the bathroom
mirror. Hafway to respectable, me.

| couldn’t restrain mysdf and checked e-mail before | went back out. There was nothing. | turned
the laptop back off.

The debate of routes from Coin's place to the spesking engagement had turned into a full-on
counall of war while | was gone. Aaron was squatting on the floor in front of an unfolded map of the city,
marking out a route in ydlow highlighter. There were dready other paths in green and blue. Kim was on



the couch aone now, leaning forward and ligening intently to Candace and Aaron debate. Chogyi Jake
was dill on the hearth. | touched his shoulder and nodded to the kitchen. We went past Midian without
disurbing the planning session in progress.

Chogyi Jake' s expression was concerned, but there was dill the hint of laughter at the corners of
his bloodshot, exhausted eyes. | had the impulse to take his hand, but didn’t do it.

“l wanted to gpologize” | sad. “I know there's not a red reason to, but | wanted to do it
ayway.”

“l accept,” he said without hesitation. “What was it you were gpologizing for?’

“Going without you,” | said. “For putting this whole thing together and not having you be part of
it

“I have my role,” he said. “With the Invisble College tracking me, | wouldn’'t have been much use
for this part.”

“l know that,” | said. “It's judt...l don't want you to fed like | cut you out. | don’'t want you to
fed like I’'m leaving you behind or something. I'm...”

| gestured ineffectively. Chogyi Jake gently pushed my hands back down toward my sides.

“You've had to put alot of people behind you, haven't you?’

“Yes” | sad.

“Your mother and father. The friends you had in college.”

| was more then a little embarrassed at the tears that Sprang to my eyes.

“Okay,” | said. “Putting too fine a point on it now.”

“What you' ve done here? It's exactly the sort of thing Eric would have chosen. This was the way
he lived. When a studtion arose, he gathered the people he needed to address it. When the work was
complete, he moved on. If you're taking up his work apart from this one last project of his, it's going to
be the kind of life you lead too.”

“But he had friends. He had people he could count on. People he could trugt,” | said. And then,
“Didn't he?”

“l don’'t know,” Chogyi Jake said. “He was a difficult man to know well. Perhaps he'd seen too
much. | know you much better than | ever did him. And | care for you more.”

| grabbed a sheet of paper towd and wiped my eyes. Chogyi Jake stood slently, bearing witness
without offering to hold me or turning away. | loved him alittle bit for that.

“Okay,” | said. “So her€ sthething. | care about you too, and I've got to go do this thing. And |
know you can't do it with me. But it's not because you aren't redly, redlly important to me. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“And you're going to be here. In the house. When | get back?’

“I am.”

“You aren’t going to take off on me”

“I'm not.”

“Fucking promise.”

He grinned.

“l fucking promise,” he said.

| took a deep breath, then another, then another, Ietting each one out dowly until | was back
under control. Chogyi Jake was amiling gently. He looked tired. If I'd let mysdf think about it, | wouldn’t
have done it. | leaned in and kissed his cheek the way my mother used to when | was a kid. He laughed.

“Okay,” | said, loud enough for it to carry into the living room. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

The heat was worse than it had been before. Candace drove a two-year-old Saturn sedan, and
even with the air-conditioning turned up high enough that Kim and | had to leen forward to hear and be
heard, the backseat dill fdt like a sauna. On the dtreets, the trees seemed to wilt under the press of
aunlight. Pedestrians reclined at the bus stops like prizefighters between rounds.

“There's supposed to be a cold front moving in,” Aaron said over his shoulder. “It dways gets like
thisright before the heat breaks.”

| squinted into the sun.



What does the secret lar of an evil wizard look like? It was two stories high with a red tile roof
and stucco | could only think of as Redtor beige. Across the dtreet, there was a wide park where
improbably green grass looked like a very short jungle. We circled the block once, Aaron watching the
house asif it might move. Kim murmured under her breath, and | had the feding she was doing something
not entirdly naturd with her will.

“Okay,” Aaron sad. “Her€' s the thing. There are a lot of different ways he can go from here to
there. I'm thinking that our best option is to take him out close to one of the ends. Either here when he's
heading to the speaking thing or downtown when he' s leaving afterward.”

“There are going to be more wards and protections here,” Kim said.

“On the other hand, there are going to be more innocent bystanders downtown,” | said. “If there's
going to be afight, I’d rather have it someplace where no on€e's likdy to get hurt. By mistake, | mean.”

“If we find the right Site, it won't be an issue,” Candace said.

“You sound like you' ve done this before,” | said.

“Nah,” she said, with a nod toward Aaron. “I’ve just been hanging out with him too long.”

We spent two hours driving different routes back and forth between Coin’s neighborhood and the
convention center. The convention center itsdf was a huge glass-fronted building like an aguarium built
for people. The streets downtown were busy and dmog dl one-way, usudly not the one we wanted.
There were two places—one near the convention center, the other down near Coin's house—that
particularly excited Aaron’s interest.

Kim, gtting beside me, seemed to grow more and more withdrawn through the day. At about haf
past three, | cdled a break, and Candace drove us a couple of blocks to the Rock Bottom Brewery a
the Sixteenth Street mdl. We sat on the patio so that we could actudly hear one another. In the shade, it
wasn't too bad. With a cold beer, it was better.

“Okay,” | sad after we'd ordered some food. “What have we got so far?’

“l think we can take him out by the convention center without there being too much risk of it
sollling over,” Aaron said. “It’'ll mean taking him by surprise, but—"

“But he sarider,” | sad. “He can do things that a human being can’'t. We have to figure thet in.”

“I’'ve been thinking about that,” Kim said. “H€E's going to outclass us when it comes to magic.
There s no way around it.”

“What options can you give me?’ | asked.

Kim sipped her beer, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. It was the least cultured
and controlled gesture I’d seen her make.

“My toolbox is smdler than you're used to,” she said. “I quit working with Eric before Aubrey
did, so | just don't know as much. In a way, that makes it eeser because there in't much to choose
from. | can attack Coin. Try to break the bond between the rider and the body it's in. It's unlikdy to
work by itsdf, but if he's dso being assaulted physicdly at the time, there might be a chance. Or | can
protect the group by meking us difficult to focus on, which has the advantage of giving our sde more
time. But it doesn’'t do anything about his protections, which | expect are going to be difficult to penetrate
no matter how much time we buy oursalves. Or...or | can damp down all the unnaturd activity in the
immediate area.”

“Tel me about that last one,” | said.

“It's a dmple ceremony,” Kim said. “The name for it is Cdling Makuth. It doesn't take a lot of
finesse or preparation, which is an advantage because I'm not very good at this. It's farly easy, snceit's
essentidly caling forth normalcy, and bringing things back to their natura state is Smpler than pulling them
out of it. | don't think it would be wise to count on me for anything fancy.”

“What'sit do?" Aaron asked.

“It invokes the materid world,” Kim said. “It makes riders less powerful. Which means it will
affect the bodyguard too. We can't forget about him. It aso rediricts the kinds of things other people can
do. Normd humans who've been trained would find it harder to cast spells or express therr will in
nonphysicd ways.”

“What's the downside?’ | asked.



“It's indiscriminate” she said. “I can't jugs affect their sde. So you wouldn't be able to do
anything ether.”

“Okay.”

“And | don’'t know what it would do to the protections Eric put on you.” That she looked down
when she said it was enough to show that this was her red objection.

“Tdl me about that,” | said.

“Wdl. Chogyi and Midian both said that there have been things about you...tha you've been
surprisngly good with some kinds of fighting, that you're harder than usud to locate usng nonmateria
means. If Eric had protections on you, Cdling Makuth would diminish them. And then | don’'t know that
afterward they would come back.”

“What if she waan't there?” Candace asked. “If Jayné didn’t come, then she wouldn’'t need to be
there when you did the—" She waved her hands like a stage magician.

“I'll be there” | said. “If it sarisk, that'sfine I'll take it.”

“No. Don't just make a snap decision like that. Think about this” Kim said. “We don't know dl
of what Eric’'s done. We don’'t know what other work we might be interfering with. | don’t want...l
don’'t want to be responsible for bresking something | can't fix.”

She shrugged, and | understood what she wasn't saying. | was her husband’s lover. There was a
whole sde of her that wanted nothing more than to see me hurt. She didn’t trust herself.

“Okay,” | said. “I'll think about it. But right now, it’s the option that sounds the best to me.”

The food came. | hadn’t redlized how hungry | was until my firs mouthful. Then | couldn’t stop.
The sun pressed down on the world. A constant trickle of sweat ran down between my shoulder blades.
It was Sunday. The last day in the worst week of alife that had a couple other red contenders.

Maybe Tuesday wasn't the right time. Two days didn’'t seem long enough to redly plan out whet |
was going to do, dl the possbilities and contingencies. All the things thet could go wrong. | paid the bill
with cash when it came. There was dill a part of me that shuddered a little bit at a Sngle med that cost
over fifty dollars. A month ago, it wouldn't have been something | could afford. Now it was sublimind.
Next month, it could be up to whoever was catering my funerd.

The street mdl was permanently blocked to cars. We'd parked in the structure underneeth the
restaurant, so when we |eft, the direction was down. The garage was pretty full, but also offered the kind
of cool that comes with being underground in the unkind heat of August. We angled for Candace's
sedan, and | fdl into step beside Kim. She looked over a me, then away. A motorcycle whined.

| didn’'t know what was happening until Aaron had aready pushed me down between two cars.
Candace and Kim were crouched low and following. A pistal had appeared in his hand as if from
nowhere. The motorcycle s engine dropped to alower hum.

“What?" | whispered.

“The bike” Aaron said. “It’'s been fallowing us. | wasn't sure before. The thing is the guy on the
bike keeps changing.”

“More than one person?’

“He changed in the middle of traffic,” Aaron said. “He was a big black guy, and then about hdf a
block later, he was an Adan chick. | thought maybe it was just Smilar bikes, but...”

| moved forward. The motorcycle was at the end of the row, pointing vagudy toward the exit. The
men gtting on it was craning his neck, looking for something. Looking for us. He pulled something amdl
and plastic out of his pocket, looked at it, frowned, and put it back. He was maybe in his early fifties,
with salt-and-pepper stubble and a long, greasy ponytal. | gathered my qji, drawing it dowly up to my
eyes. The image shifted. The glamour washed away, ponytall and stubble and decades flowing away
from the man. | said something vulgar.

“Stay here” | told Aaron, then stepped out into the aide, waking down the oil-stained concrete
like | owned it. On the motorcycle, our shadow saw me. His expresson went from surprise to chegrin to
anger in less than a breath. By thetime | reached him, he had braced the cycle with his legs and his arms
were crossed.

“What do you think you're doing?’ | shouted over the low roar of the engine.



“l was going to ask the same of you,” Ex said.
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H e looked near exhaustion. His hair, tied back in a ponytail and held with a thick rubber band, was limp
and greasy. His face was grayish around the eyes, like someone who's been working around smoke and
soot S0 long it's been ground into the pores. Without the glamour, he was wearing a white shirt that
looked as worn as he did, with old jeans and black boots.

| crossed my ams.

“I'm doing what we should have done from the start,” | shouted. “You want to kill the engine on
that thing, or should we tak about this redly loud and in public?’

His expression soured further and he nodded to the back of the cycle, ordering me on. | raised an
eyebrow and didn’'t move.

“I'm not having this conversation here” he said.

| turned and spat on the ground, then walked back to Aaron, Candace, and Kim. They were ill
hunkered down behind parked cars, but the fact that | had talked to the mysterious stranger without the
pair of usdevolving into a street fight seemed to reassure them dl.

“ItsEx,” | said. “You three get back to the house. | need to tak to him. I'll meet you there in an
hour.”

“You're sure?” Aaron said. The gun was dill in his hand, though pointed professondly away from
anyone. His glance over my shoulder offered to beat the living shit out of Ex. Part of me appreciated the
thought.

“I'll be fine” 1 said. “I want you guys to talk to Midian and Chogyi Jake. Tdl them about the
Cdling Mdkuth plan, and see what you can brainstorm as far as srategies.”

“We're doing it?" Candace asked. “Tuesday night is the time?’

“l don't know yet,” | said. “See what you can work out. I'll see what | can do about getting Ex
over whatever his problemis”

The others looked a one another for a moment, then Aaron did the gun back into an ankle holster
| hadn’t noticed before. | walked back to Ex. He reached into a smdl side bag and pulled out a black
helmet, holding it out to me as | came near.

“Where'syours?’ | asked.

“I'll befing” he said. “Put it on and we'll go.”

| got on the back of the bike, the hdmet weighing down on my neck, and tucked my lesther
backpack into the side bag. Ex leaned forward, gunning the engine. Resenting the physicd contact, |
leaned forward, put my hands on his sides, and got ready for launch.

| hadn’t been on the back of a motorcycle snce | was sixteen, and even then it hadn’t been more
than afew dow blocks with aguy from church. Ex’s launch fdt like an amusement park ride without the
amusement. Before we' d gotten out of the parking structure, 1’d forgotten dl about Coin and the Invisble
College, Kim and Aubrey, and ridersin generd. All my aitention was on shifting my weight the right way
S0 that the pavement wouldn't rise up and rip my skin off. My arms did forward, and within a couple
blocks, | was holding Ex closer than I'd ever hed anyone | was't looking to deep with.

The streets did by, the wind of our passage drying the sweat off my arms dmost before it was
there. Despite the heat of the day and the punishing weight of sunlight, | fdt coal. | only wished that | had
refused the helmet. The air would have fdt good against my face.

Ex turned us onto Colfax, and then, to my unease, onto 1-25 heading north. The Sunday traffic
was light, and speed turned the asphdt to a gray blur besde me. | found | could tdl from the subtle
movement of Ex's body when we were going to change lanes or shift direction. Before long, | was
matching him without thinking.

Back on the surface streets, the houses were low and comfortable looking, the shops mostly strip
madls | fdt sure enough of mysdf a the dower-than-highway speeds to lean back and dlow a little ar
space between me and EX’'s back. The front of my T-shirt where I'd pressed close to hm was
sweat-soaked and | suspected less opague then | would have liked. | didn't want to have the coming



showdown looking like | was trying to win a contest at a sports bar.

| didn’t need to worry about it. By the time Ex dowed the cycle down to a putter and angled us
down along dirt driveway, | was back to mysdf and sure of my dignity. The house on our right was a
one-gtory ranch, white paint flaking a the eaves. It was the sort of place where | expected to see afamily
living. | wouldn’'t have been surprised to see a swing set out back and children in the yard. Ex coasted
past it.

The garage in back was huge. Three cars would havefitin it easly. But instead, it was fitted out as
alittle gpartment. Ex’s shining black sports car sat close to the eastern wal. A canvas cot that 1ooked
likeit came from World War 11 rested againg the back wal beside the open door of a bathroom amaost
too smd| to turn around in. Ex killed the engine, dropped the kickstand, and got off the bike. | got off
too, pulling the hdmet off as | did. My legs were trembling.

The amdler details of the space began to register with me. The books in Latin and French stacked
under the cot. The crudfix reverently hung by a smdl, dirty window. The mixed andls of dust, motor ail,
and old laundry. Ex leaned againg his car, his arms folded, his expression stern. In context, it was dl |
could do not to laugh.

“Okay, | need to know two things” | said. “Fird, tdl me that's not your parents house up front.
Second, tdl meyou didn’'t spend dl your money on the cool car just to impress girls”

Ex looked puzzled for a second, then glanced around at the ad hoc apartment asif seaing it for the
fird time. He seemed chagrined, but he covered it quickly.

“The house belongs to a friend. He lets me rent thiswhen | need a place to stay.”

“When you need a place to say?’

“It'snot like I’'m carrying a mortgage,” Ex said.

| couldn’t help it. | laughed. Big, strong, authoritarian Ex, with his black clothes and shining sports
car, livedin a garage. EX’s expresson darkened.

“Le it go, Jayné” he said. “You are risking your own life and the lives of everyone who was at
that restaurant with you today. The firgt thing you need to do istdl me what you' re planning, and the next
thing you need to do iscdl it off.”

“How isit,” | said, ignoring him, “that Eric has enough money to buy asmdl idand, and the rest of
you are living like college students?’

“That's what I'm tdling you! Will you ligen to me? Eric was the red ded. He'd been doing this
for years. He was connected. Chogyi Jake, Aubrey, me. We were his gophers. We were the day labor
he took on when he needed an extra pair of hands.”

There was red painin hisvoice. It sobered me. | looked at the cot, the books, the crudifix. | tried
to see beauty init.

“Why are you fallowing me?’ | asked.

“Because someone has to keep you safe”

“They know you've left me” | said. “The Invisble College? They know you left.”

“They caught 9ght of me a couple times” he said. “And now that I'm out of the house, I'm not
under Eric's wards and protections. Even if they don't know exactly where | am, they can tdl tha

“And yet you're dill dive” | said.

“l am.”

“Luck?’

“Partly,” he said. “I’ve got a tdent for not being found.”

“You're going to stop fallowing me” | said. “You'rein or you're out, but not this hafway crap.
It's creepy. You scared me today. | thought you were them.”

“| could have been. Coin has his people dl over the dity looking for you. He knows you're up to
something.”

“He doesn’'t know what,” | said.

| waked to the window. A ample weeping Christ on a rough wooden cross. The floor before it
was cleaner than the rest of the place. Like someone had kndlt there often.



“We were idiots to think we could win where Eric faled,” Ex said. “We were blind and proud,
and we ve paid the price for it. Y ou have to stop this before it gets worse.”

“Pride?’ | sad. “You think that's what went wrong? We were too full of oursdves, and so God
saw to it that we didn’'t win?’

“l didn't say that.”

“But it's what you meant.”

| gave im afew seconds to object. He didn't. Instead, he walked toward me, his hands out to his
Sde, unconscioudy echoing the figure on the cross. I'd spent a far part of my childhood watching my
father work himsdf into rages, and the fed of this was different. This was desperation.

“Eric overestimated, and he got killed for it,” Ex said. “We overestimated, and Aubrey pad the
price. I'm not going to see you be the third.”

“I might win,” | said.

“Youwon't. You'll plan the best that you can, and be as clever as you can be, and cdl on dl the
help you can find, and Coin will dill beat you. You know it, and you' re ignoring it because you're in love
with the man in that hospitd bed, and you think that maybe, maybe, you can pull off a mirade and get
him back.”

He paused. | waited.

“You don't have to prove anything,” he said. “Not to anyone.”

Ex was close to me now. The amdl of his body wasn't unpleasant. He seemed to shake with the
force of his emation, a controlled violence that was pounding through him like a deep internd storm. |
didn't fed threstened by him at all. | was oddly touched.

“I'm not taking Coin out because of some kind of sick, desperate love for Aubrey. I'm doing it
because | think he'd have done it for me. And because Eric was the only one in my whole life who ever
redly looked out for me. And I'm doing it for mysdlf. Because | can.”

“Don't,” Ex said. “Don't try. Be s&fe”

| stepped into his open arms and hugged him. His body went giff with shock, and then softened.
He wrapped hisarms around me. | fdt him sgh deeply, his ribs expanding and fdling back. | rested my
head on his broad shoulder. Through the dirty window, | saw a sparrow take wing, a brown-gray blur
rigng into the sky.

“Thank you,” | said.

He nodded, his cheek againg my forehead. | squeezed him tight, then stepped back and let him
go.

“You should take me home” | said.

“You're dropping this” he said. “Y ou're waking away.”

“Nope,” | said. “If | go down, I'm going down with my teeth around that fucker Coin’s throat.”

His eyes widened, his face went a shade paer. He looked past me to the crudifix like an actor
who needs someone to feed him his next line

“l know you're trying to take care of me” | said. “In your stupid, patriarcha, Neanderthd way,
you think this is how you treat your friends. But I’ ve dready got a daddy, and | walked away from his
bullshit too. Now take me home”

“You don't understand,” he said as | stepped past him toward the bike.

“l do,” | said. “I just disagree.”

BACK AT the house, | stood on the porch, sweat cooling on the back of my neck, and watched Ex
drive away. | thought maybe he turned and looked over his shoulder a the last moment, but | might have
been making that up. | went ingde.

Voices came from the living room, Midian and Kim taking over each other. For a second, it
sounded like afight. Then it only sounded like excitement.

When | stepped in the room, dl eyes turned to me. Kim and Chogyi Jake were stting on the floor
off to one side, a notebook open between them with desgns and symbols that seemed to shift and move
when | wasn't looking Straight at them. Midian was Stting on the coffee table, Candace and Aaron on the



couch.

“Hey, kid,” Midian croaked. “We were wondering if you were coming back.”

“I live here” | said.

“How's the padre?’ Midian asked.

| shook my head.

“Yeah, wdl,” Midian said. “Probably for the best. He got on my nerves.”

“What have we got?’ | asked.

Aaron cleared his throat, leaned forward, and started talking. The initid plan to take Coin out
close to the convention center had hit some snags. We' d been working under the assumption that Coin
would be heading back to his place, but Midian had pointed out that that wasn't necessaily true. So
they’ d been working out other strategies.

All the plans made some assumptions. Firgt, that we could draw off the vast mgority of Coin's
minions, both by Midian and Chogyi Jake picking the right moment to break cover and get themsdlves
chased and by feeding a little clever misdirection to the fake Ex. All of that was jugt to get Coin and his
bodyguard out where we could take a crack at them.

The best-looking option thus far involved getting two cars, one with Candace a the whed and
Kimin the back, the other with Aaron and me. We could follow Coin when he |&ft the convention center.
Once we were sure where he was going, it wouldn’t be hard to get the two cars close to him. Kim would
damp out Coin’'s powers, Aaron would run him off the road (he'd been trained in that sort of thing and
hed no lack of confidence in his ability), and then he and | would finish things off with the bullets I'd
recovered from our firg attempt. Candace and Kim would pick us up, and we' d vanish into the night.

“It's cleaner than it looks,” Aaron said. “ There were three guys that got killed in the last five or s0
years with the same MO. They were dl traffickers. Coin’s a higher tax bracket than those guys were, but
the chances are when the Denver cops see this, they’ll assume he was involved and not look at it too
hard.”

“Hey,” Midian sad, tapping Aaron on the knee with one skdeta hand. “Tdl her what they cdll
that. Thisis great, kid. Y ou know what the cops cdl it when some mad fuck who needs to die gets aced
by aavilian?

“What do they cdl it?’ | asked.

“Misdemeanor murder,” Aaron said. “It happens. We get someone who everyone knows has
been «ling crack in the school yard, but we could never prove it. Someone does the obvious thing.
There's just not much point in spending the resources on the investigation.”

“Don’'t you just love that there' s a name for that?” Midian cackled. “ Renews my fath in mankind.”

Actudly, it creeped me out, but | put my reaction aside.

“Are you sure we can make thislook like adrug hit?" | asked.

“I'msure” Aaron said. “I’'m going to borrow some things from the evidence store back at home.
We can drop it in Coin’s car when we leave. Or in the one we're driving. If it's on the scene, the guys
down here will put it together. They’re not dumb.”

| nodded. It occurred to me for the firg time that | had put dl my time and concentration into
killing Randolph Coin, and none at dl into getting away with it. Thiswas going to look like murder, and |
couldn't redly tdl the judge about riders from the Pleroma unless | was pushing for an insanity plea
Sobering thought.

“But the car that we use to run him off the road,” | said. “That's an issue, right?’

“Actudly,” Candace said, “we can kind of kill two birds with one stone.”

“Theré s a place just north of Boulder,” Aaron said. “Ther€'s no busness going on there, but
we'redl pretty sure it's a way dation. A safe house the bad guys use to move drugs and girls from the
West Coast out east. We ve never had enough to get a warrant, dig into things”

“Okay,” | said, pulling the word out to three syllables.

“So the second car,” Aaron said. “I’'m going to borrow it from the guy who owns the house. If it's
involved in ahomicide in Denver, I'm pretty sure we can shut down everything ese the fuckhead's up to
too.”



| laughed and sat down on the hearth.
“We may be a force for good in the world after dl,” | said. “What about the Cdling Makuth

thing?

“I think it will work,” Chogyi Jake said. “It isn't a configuration I’ d seen before, but everything that
Kim's showed me fits together well.”

“There is a problem,” Kim said, her head turned to Chogyi and away from me “Jayné€'s
protections. | don't know what thiswill do.”

“Don’'t worry about it,” | said.

“Itisa congderation,” Chogyi Jake said.

“It redly ign't,” | said. “Are we thinking we ll have two rifles?’

“Onefor each of us” Aaron said, nodding.

“One per bullet,” Midian said. Then, “You know, kid, you aren’t the world's best shot. And the
lat time you were looking down a barrel a Coin...”

“That was lagt time” | said. “Thisis point-blank. | can't miss” And this time, | was going to pull
the trigger.

“So we're on?’ Midian asked.

| hedtated, wondering what Ex would have thought if he'd come in. If he would have been
swayed by it. If he would have thought | stood a chance, or been just as certain that | was fooling mysdf.
| couldn’t answer those questions, and they didn’t matter anymore. EX’'s opinion wasn't as important as
mine

“Wereon,” | said. And then amoment later, “Hey, can you guys ride motorcycles?’
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M y covert Monday morning coffee run failed. | went out done in Chogyi Jake's van, picked up a few
bags of food, and headed toward the nearest Starbucks, my mind on a cup of coffee and a dice of
pound cake, and | dmost didn't see the trap. Two middle-aged women gtting at the entrance, amiling
and taking to each other. When | pulled my will into my eyes, their glamour faded, the tattoos on their
faces and hands appeared, and | turned the van back out of the parking lot, sheking amogt too hard to
drive.

They were cdloangin.

| didn't tdl anyone about it when | got back to the house. Aaron and Candace were back up in
Boulder, taking care of things on that end. Midian was cooking. Chogyi was meditating and chanting,
adding more spiritud sandbags to the levee. Kim was strewing ash and salt around the house until we ran
out. Then she started pacing, her mouth set in a permanent frown. | sat on the couch, saring at the map
of Denver and the cdamity of dtreets that met downtown and trying not to think about how stupid it
would have been to die a the coffee shop.

| hadn’t dept well, waking up at four in the morning with the unshakable certainty that I'd found a
flav in our plan. As | came more awake, the objections turned into fluff and dream logic—something
about how safety cones were orange and dl we had was ydlow paint. By the time I'd shaken off the
sense of panic, I'd aso stopped being anything near deepy. It had been Chogyi Jake's turn to St watch,
and I'd sent him off to bed, made a cup of green tea, and watched televison with the sound off until
dawn came creeping through the window.

| knew Coin was there, as close as my laptop or wating in the street. | couldn’'t tdl anymore
whether | was feding the pressure of his magic eating away the safety of the wards, or if it was just my
own paranoia. With my spare nervous energy, | started writing a lig of the crimes | was about to be
paty to. Murder. Theft. Discharging a weapon insde the city limits. Reckless driving. When | got
to possession, | started laughing so hard | had to put the pen down.

| wanted to cdl the hospitd, to find out if Aubrey was dill okay. If he was ill the cheese in ther
mousetrap. | wanted to go back to Ex’s garage apartment and kick his ass or talk sense to him. | wanted
to be with Aaron and Candace when they stole the car from the safe-house jerk. | wanted to know how
to clean arifle so | could take mine apart and put it back together a couple thousand times in the course
of the day. | wanted my unde back. | wanted to tak to my mother.

More than anything e se, | wanted Kim to stop pacing.

“Hey,” | said. “You got aminute?’

Kim looked a me like I'd asked if she was a biped. | gestured to the couch. She sat. Her eyes
were bright blue and hard as marbles. | had a brief vison of the woman who' d attacked me thet firg day,
wide blue eyes, the Savic accent asking Who are you? | tapped Kim's knee with the fla of my hand.

“Areyou going to be okay with this?’ | asked.

“I'll be fing” Kim said. “I1t's you I’'m worried about.”

“Its okay,” | said. “If | lose whatever protections Eric put on me in order to break the Invisble
College, then—"

“No,” Kim said. “I mean, how did he find you?’

| blinked. It took a couple of bresths before | understood the question.

“EX, you mean?’

“If that’s his name. You're supposed to be hard to locate with magic, right? So how did your
priest friend evade the Invisble College, move to his own little bolt hole to keep a low profile, and ill
know where we were?’

“Maybe he's good at it?" | said. “He does know where the house is”

“Then he's been out there, gticking himsdf out like a flag?” Kim said, her voice fast and hard.
“Becauseif they can see him, and he's close by, then it's just as good as them knowing where you and
Jake and that whatever-it-is that does dl the cooking are.”



“Véarkolak,” | sad. “Midian’s a varkolak.”

Kim shooed the word away. | started to marshd my thoughts. If the Invisble College could use
Ex to find me, they would have done it dready. The fact that there weren't ninja wizards bresking down
the door was plenty of evidence that we were okay. Plus which, one more day wasn't going to mater.
Either we' d have succeeded in bresking the College, or we' d be so deep in trouble nathing was going to
help.

Except that Kim knew Ex wasn't a bad guy. Sdf-important, overbearing, and burdened by an
unredigtic idea of his own respongbility, yes. Dangerous to us, no. This, | thought, was her verson of
waking up at four in the morning worrying about orange safety cones.

“Freaked about tomorrow?” | asked.

She shook her head, then amoment later she nodded.

“Thisiswhy | Ieft inthe firg place,” she said. “Eric and his covert world. The things he would do.
That he would have us do. And now here | am, back in the middle of it. And he's not even here”

There was a degpnessin the way she said the last phrase. HE's not even here. Longing. Sorrow.
Emptiness. She wasn't talking about Eric anymore. She meant Aubrey.

“What are you going to do if wewin?’ | asked. “What are you going to do afterward?’

“Go back to work,” she said. “They think I'm ill in Chicago. I’ ve been cdling the front office on
my cdl phone every morning, holding my nose and tdling them | gill don’t fed well. They think I've got
the cold from hll. But ther€' s a budget meeting on Thursday, and | have to...l have to be there for it.”

Kim seemed to deflate. She stared at the tdevison. It was an advertisement for something, but |
couldn’'t guess what the product was. Abstract happiness, maybe. | cleared my throat.

“I'm not in love with Aubrey,” | said. “1 have a crush on him. He' s redly cute, and redly nice. And
he can dance.” | took a deep breath and let it out dowly. “Thething is, I'm not redly in the best place to
be meking that kind of decison right now. A couple weeks ago, | was a college dropout hoping | could
land a job waiting tables at Applebee’s. And now I'm—"

| gestured at the house, the walls. Kim looked a the place asiif it was a red indication of who |
hed become. She nodded.

“Thet isn't the only question, though,” she said. “You can't be sure what he feds for you.”

| wanted to object, to tdl Kim that Aubrey dearly didn't love me or want me or whatever it was
she was drad of, but we both knew I'd be making it up. This wasn't the time to close my eyes and
pretend the world was what | wanted it to be.

“l don’'t know whet hefeds” | said. “We were on kind of iffy footing when it happened.”

A tight amile flickered over Kim'slips.

“With any luck, we'll be able to worry about dl this next week,” she said.

My cdl phone rang. Kim jumped alittle as | dug it out of my pack. | thought of the fear in her face
the firg time my cdl phone rang. When she heard Eric’s voice. It was one of the functionaries a my
lawyer’'s office returning my cdl. He'd gotten my message that morning and had a couple of questions
about how | wanted him to proceed. | stuck my hand flat over the other ear and walked out back, taking
it over with him.

The plan this time was a lot more complex than our last one had been. We had the cars we
needed for the actud assault, or would after Aaron had completed his work geding the one he'd be
driving. | had one rifle, and the second was coming with the stolen car. I'd picked out a place near the
convention center that had free wirdess access. Midian and Chogyi Jake were ready to act as decoys,
drawing off as many parasitized victims of the Invisble College as they could.

The trick was to not let my decoys get killed over it. And that meant meking sure they were
moving quickly and unpredictably. The good news was that that required only money, and | had that.

“Okay,” | said as the lawyer’ s functionary finished talking. “Can you e-mail me the address of the
argrip?’

“It's on its way,” he said. “And the motorcycles will be there between noon and two o’ clock
tomorrow.”

“Creat,” | sad.



“Is there anything ese | can do for you, Ms. Hdler?’

A cadre of priests chanting exorciam rites. The number of a redly good pizza joint. Some
groceries.

“No,” | sad. “I think we're good.”

| dropped the connection and went back into the kitchen. Midian was leaning over a wide metal
bowl with awhisk in one hand and a bottle of brandy in the other.

“Everything's taken care of,” | said. “You'll be out of here on a bike fast enough to outrun the
cops, and there's a flight chartered to get you out of the city. All you need to do is get there dive. Or.
You know. As dive asyou get.”

“You'reaclass act, kid,” Midian said. “You want to taste this sauce? I'm not sure it's working.”

He held out a wooden spoon dripping with something brown and sweet amdling. | tried it.

“It sworking,” | said. “That’sredly good.”

The vampire grinned crookedly and took a drink of the brandy. | went back to Chogyi Jake's
room and knocked gently on the door before | opened it. He was Stting perfectly ill in the middle of the
floor. The drapes were lowered, cading the room in a soft twilight. It occurred to me that I'd dmost
never seen Chogyi Jake when he wasn't amiling or on the verge of it. His face was soft as deep,
expressionless and peaceful. As | watched, he drew in a deep breath and let it Sgh out between his teeth.
His dark eyes opened.

“Hey,” | said.

“How are you?’' he asked.

“Nervous” | sad. “lI mean, not ten-thousand-dollar-shopping-binge nervous. Just, you know,
ready. |"ve got away out for Midian, and I’'m getting a second cycle for you.”

“Jud like Ex,” he said. “The three bikers of the apocaypse.”

“I'm not above geding a good idea” | said. | stepped into the gloom and sat on the edge of the
bed. “I had a close cdl this morning. | don't think I’'m going out again. Until...you know. Until. How
about you? You dl right?’

“I'll be fing” Chogyi Jake said, looking up a me.

“But not fineyet,” | said.

“Frightened,” he said.

“You? 1 didn’t think you got scared,” | said, trying to make it sound like a joke.

“Everyone gets frightened,” he said. “And tired. It's been a hard week. | can't...”

He shook his heed.

“It's good that thiswill be over soon. The wards are going to fal. Soon.”

| nodded. Maybe I’ d known that.

“Can | ask you something?’

“Yes” he sad.

“Do you think I'm doing the right thing? Or am | just going to get usdl killed?’

Chogyi Jake leaned forward, stretched, and rose to his feet. The stubble on his scap was getting
longer. In the dim light, it looked like a black halo close againg his temples.

“Interesting phrasing,” he said. “Do you redly think that what makes an action right or wrong is
how it turns out?’

“I think that's got alat to do with what makes it stupid or not, yes,” | said.

“Ah. That's a different question. | thought you meant whether we were doing a good thing instead
of an evil one. Y ou mean good tactics rather than poor?’

| Sghed.

“I'm not sure what | mean. Except I'm afraid of what happensif we fal out there.”

“It would be more pleasant to win. But even if we don't, that doesn’'t meen that the effort was
wrong.”

“Has anyone ever told you thet you are redly fregking terrible at pep talks? You could just pat me
on the head and say it'll dl be fine and not to worry.”

“ItIl dl befing” he said, patting me on the head. “Don’t worry.”



“Okay. That so didn't work,” | said. “But thank you. For staying with me. For trying to do this”

“Itswho | am,” he said.

“Thanks for being you,” | said.

“You're welcome. And thank you for becoming who you needed to be,” he said.

He leaned over and took my hand in his. | was amazed by how warm he was. We stayed there in
slence for afew seconds, then, asif by common decison, went back out to the man room.

Aaon arived in the middle of the afternoon behind the whed of a black Hummer S2. The car
was like a Jeep on too many steroids—muscular, masculing, and vagudy unhedthy. | watched as he
backed it in under the carport. A few seconds later, Candace pulled up to the curb, her car swuggling in
behind Chogyi Jake' s van. Aaron hopped out of the stolen Hummer with a grin.

“I've got asun cover inthe back,” he said. “Help me get it over thisthing, would you?’

“It went okay?’ | asked, following him toward the back hatch.

“Perfect. Jerk’s probably gill wandering around the parking lot wondering what just happened,”
Aaon sad, then paused and turned to me. His face was serious. “I know this isn't protocol. There's
about a thousand reasons | shouldn’t be doing it, and that it's illegd and I’'m one of the good guys is
pretty much at the top of thet list. But | have to tdl you there is nathing in the world better then taking one
of these can't-catch-me motherfuckers and screwing him into the ground.”

“Yeeh,” | sad. “I can see how that might stisfy.”

Aaron nodded to himsdf and opened the back of the car. Together, we unfolded the thick blue
pladticized canvas and spread it over the car. It fdt like we were making a bed together. | wondered if
my life of crime was going to be full of those kinds of little ingghts. Kim and Candace helped out at their
end. When the evidence was covered up, Candace went back to her car for the extrarifle

Insgde, the house fdt amdl and tight, but dso srangdy festive. Midian laid out a table full of quiche
and teriyaki chicken, rice pilaf and green beans with dmonds, cream puffs with caramd sauce. Aaron
and Candace, dill dearly riding a wave of excitement that followed ther theft, brought a wild energy to
the place, and the nervous tenson in the house crysdlized around it. We were laughing and talking even
before we dug into the food. | wondered whether soldiers had the same feding the day before a battle.
Merriment driven by fear. It was alat like love.

It was Monday night. Aubrey had been in his coma for a week. Coin and his creatures were out in
the rigng darkness like sharks in a tank. Ex had abandoned me. Eric was dead. The friends and family
who had been my life until now didn’t even know what had happened to me. And here | had a little
constructed family, a group of people who I’d somehow gathered around me to eat and laugh and drink
and fight againg dl the evils of the world. The big evils like Coin and the little ones too.

It was Monday night, and we were killing Randolph Coin tomorrow.

| couldn’t help recdling the drama and anger and pain that had preceded our last attempt to break
the Invisble College. | hoped the difference now was a good omen.

| dropped out of Midian's poker game just after nine o' clock and went back to my bedroom to
take care of the part of the plan that needed attention. Extojayne was online and pleased to see me. We
exchanged a few lines of vague pleasantries and then got down to business. He pumped me for
information, and | lied.

We were going to head south on Wednesday morning, dl of us, | said. We had a hig ven that
we' d been covering with dl kinds of wards and protections so that we' d be hard for the bad guys to find.
I"d looked up flights out of Albuquerque and invented an itinerary that ended with us in Mexico City on
Friday morning. Whoever it was seemed to buy it dl, though | did have a fev minutes of irrationd
paranocia that Coin had seen through my disguise and the Invigble College was playing me.

| was about to cdl it a night—I didn’t want my conversation with the fake Ex to go on long
enough for me to screw it up—when a new window opened.

CARYONANDON: J?You there?

| blinked at the words afew times. Cary, my old boyfriend from ASU. The one whose jacket was
henging in my closet right now. Was it a trap? Had the Invisble College tracked hm down to use as a
way to get a me? | bent over the keyboard, my har hanging down like blinders, blocking out everything



but me and the screen.
CARYONANDON: J?1 know ur not idle. C'mon. Don't be a dick.
JAYNEHELLER: Hey.
CARY ONADNON: | knew you were there. I’ ve been thinking about you a lot.
JAYNEHELLER: Have you been drinking?
CARYONANDON: A little. Y ou want to get together? Talk?
Extojayne asked something and | told him to stand by. Then | told him | had to go, and I'd tak to
him tomorrow. The lagt thing | did before | shut down the lgptop for the night was answer Cary.
JAYNEHELLER: Actudly, no.



Twenty-three

| t was just past midnight when the knock came at my bedroom door. | was pretty well asleep, deep in a
dream that involved a huge mountain and a sunrise that projected purification instead of light, and only
half woke at the sound. I’d dmost convinced mysdf that I'd imagined it when the bedroom door eased
open. | sat partway up. | wondered where my rifle was, more with annoyance than fear.

Kim was dressed in a bathrobe that had been Eric’'s. Her har was down and messy from where it
hed lain againg her pillow. She waked toward me, hands deep in the robe’s pockets. Her expression
was blank. | thought she was degpwaking until she started to speak.

“Don't say anything,” she said. “Judt...just let me say this. All right?’

“Okay,” | said. Sleep-soaked, my voice sounded dmost as bad as Midian's.

“l didn't leave only because the riders made me uncomfortable. They did, but | wouldn't have left
Aubrey inthe middle of dl this just because | didn't like it. If anything, my fear of them was a reason to
day.”

Her chin rose a centimeter. Her eyebrows rose too. The expression made me think of old pictures
of English queens. | hdf expected her to say We are not amused.

“I was having an affair with your unde” she said. “I didn’'t plan it. | didn't even particularly enjoy
it. It was just something that happened between us. We were on one of his covert actions, and the two of
us were trapped in a cabin together for a day and a hdf while the wendigo outside dissipated. And...”

She sghed and sat on the edge of the bed. She shook her head.

“Eric wasn't aman | liked,” she said. “He wasn't someone | trusted or admired. But there was
something powerful about him, and | responded to it. | broke it off with him haf a dozen times, but then a
few weeks later, 1"d be driving home and find mysdf turning right instead of left. Aubrey only saw that |
was trying to pull away from Eric and the riders and the Pleroma. That whole secret world. We had the
mogt ridiculous fights about the whole thing. And of course they never came to anything because | could
never tdl hm what | redly fdt or the red reasons behind anything | did.”

“Did Aubrey ever find out?’

Kim shook her head.

“Eric never told him,” she said, “and | separated from my husband and Ieft the state in order to
stop. That's what happened. | thought that someday, if Eric moved away or he and Aubrey grew apart, |
could come back. And then Eric died. When you cdled, | didn't know whether to laugh or cry. It was
findly safe for me to come back to Aubrey, and it was too late. And then | met you.”

“I didn’t know about you,” | said. “I didn’'t know Aubrey was married.”

“l know. But coming off that arplane...you're young, and you're beautiful, and you have Eric’'s
sense of power about you. Charisma, | suppose you'd cdl it. I ve been watching you put thisdl together.
| think you've done dl the things that he would have, but somehow you've done them gently. Kindly.
You have a good heart. If you had been a shrieking bitch, it would have been smple. Wdl, smpler than it
Is, anyway.”

| sat up and drew the sheets around me like a robe. The darkened house clicked to itsdf, cooling.
The digtant hum of traffic competed with the ticking of a clock. | could gill amdl the last fading scents of
Midian's greeat feadt, tainted by the smoke of his cigarette.

“I’'m not getting between you,” | said. “I didn't know he was married, or | would never have gone
after him. When | found out he was married, |1 gave him raw hdl over it. And now that | know you,
there s no way, Kim. There's just no way.”

“You see?’ she said. “Kindly.”

She pronounced the last word as if it tasted bad, then turned to look at me. Her pae eyes were
colorlessin the dim light.

“You care for Aubrey,” she said. It wasn't a question.

“He stood by me when | needed someone to stand by me” | said. “He's a friend. Anything more
then that, I'm not swearing to.”



“l suppose that will have to do,” she said. “I wasn't going to tdl you, only | thought...l thought
you should know.”

“Thank you,” | said as Kim stood. She raised asingle hand as she went, waving my thanks away.
She closed the door behind her with a click, leaving me done and deepless and disturbed. My fig
reaction was sorrow for Kim and her loss, then a proxy anger on Aubrey’s behdf, and then a deep
londiness that | couldn’t quite explain, except thet it had to do with Eric.

It was easy to think of him as being just Unde Eric. | had my memory of him, my experience.
Apart from serioudy biffing it by assuming he was gay, I'd never considered his love life. His sex life. The
other people in the world who he' d mattered to besides me. Of course he'd had lovers. Of course he'd
hed friends. | imagined hislife being somehow neater and cleaner than my own had ever been. That was
my mistake.

| looked up into the darkness and tried to remember when this bedroom had stopped feding like
his and started feding like mine, when the house had stopped being Eric's house and started just being
the house.

It was anilluson. The house was 4ill Eric’s. The fight againg Coin and the Invisble College was
something he' d begun and I’ d inherited dong with his money and property. His shirts. His cdl phone.

| tried to imagine him watching me from heaven or something likeiit. | tried to imeagine his approvd,
but it didn’'t redly work. Instead, | managed to remind mysdf that he was gone. | wondered what it
would be for Kim to be here, in the place where she and Eric had been lovers or chesters or however
they’ d thought of themselves & the time,

| didn't notice faling adeep again until the sound of wind woke me. The bedroom was dim as
dawn, but the clock said it was ten thirty in the morning. | pulled on a robe and drew back the curtains.
The sky was gray and low enough to touch. The window was dotted with raindrops.

“Well, that's just greet,” | said to nobody.

In the living room, Midian had more or less the same take. He was lounging on the couch when |
camein, ydlowed eyes fixed on the televison.

“For a plan that redly rests on motorcycles and smdl arplanes, ther€' s just no better ‘fuck you
than a good low-pressure sysem,” he said.

“l was thinking that mysdf,” | said.

“Didn’'t check the wegather report when you put this whole thing together, did you?’

“I'mnew at this” | sad.

“It will be fine” Chogyi Jake said as he and Kim walked in from the kitchen, drawn by the sounds
of our voices. Kim was dressed in some of Chogyi’s spare clothes, tan pants cinched up with a braided
legther belt, a shirt the color of sand. She'd had to rall up dl the cuffs, and she looked amdl. The only
dgn of our conversation the night before was a barely noticeable reluctance to meet my eyes.

“The motorcycles are going to be new,” Chogyi Jake continued. “They’ll have good tread on the
tires”

“Besdes which, it's not like we ve got time for a plan B,” Midian sighed.

“Thet too,” Chogyi Jake said. Then, to me, “Redly. It will be fine”

“l hope s0,” | said.

| had hardly finished with my shower and pulling on my clothes when the doorbedl rang. The
dedership was there to drop off my new toys. | Sgned dl the paperwork and took the titles and proof of
insurance forms for both bikes, dong with copies of the service agreements and owner’'s manuds. |
hadn’'t thought to arrange insurance for them. | made a mentd note to send my lawyer flowers or a
thank-you note or something, provided | was il dive tomorrow.

The cycles themsdlves were gorgeous. We couldn’t put them in the carport snce the stolen
Hummer was taking up dl the air, so we had them pulled up onto the front walk. Black and red and set
low to the ground, these weren’'t machines meant for touring or taking in the countryside. They were built
to be hunched over, body forward, head into the wind. They both had meaching hdmets and
complimentary leether jackets and chaps. | wondered how much I'd paid for them that the dedership
was giving me dl these extras. The rain beaded on the fiberglass.



“Well, they're sexy,” Midian said, looking over my shoulder. “I'll give’em that.”

“Think you can handle it?’ | asked.

Midian made a rough sound that might have been a cough or laughter.

“Biggest problem I'll have is keegping the girls off me” the vampire said. “Or, if not the girls, the
teenage zit-faced boys who think motorcycles impress girls. One or the other.”

“l don’'t know. I'm farly impressed,” Kim said. | raised my hand. We ate lunch, breskfast for me,
meking jokes about crotch rockets and wheded vibrators. Midian and Chogyi Jake both tried on the
protective gear—black leather and helmets. It was a nervous kind of hilarity, but it helped cover the fear.

Zero hour was e@ght o'clock, and it was a little after noon now. My stomach was darting to get
knotted. The digant throb of a headache was dimbing up the back of my skull. Kim played solitaire on
the kitchen table with the cards from Midian's poker game. Chogyi Jake was meditating, gathering his
remaining strength for the night’s pursuit. | paced, drummed my fingers on the door frames, went to the
front door every few minutes to make sure the motorcycles were dill there and that the Invisble College
waan't. | fdt stretched tight as a drum.

Aaron and Candace arived at noon in Candace's car. While Kim and Candace prepared the
backsesat for the ceremonid Cdling Makuth, | showed Aaron the anmunition. Two bullets I'd recovered
from our lagt failure. | hated handling them, but Aaron didn’'t seem more than amused by the engraved
figures He knew exactly how to clean my rifle and showed me in detall. The living room andled of
minerd ail and rain by the time we were done and he took both weapons out to the solen Hummer. We
dl went over the plan again. The clock seemed to go dower judt to spite me.

There were dill holes. There was 4ill chance and contingency and a hundred ways it could go
wrong. What if Chogyi Jake and Midian'sflight didn’t draw Coin out of his meeting? What if he was in a
different car from the ones my lawyer’s report had identified? What if there were more people with him
then Aaron, Candace, Kim, and | could manage?

What if some poor bastard who didn’t know anything about dl this got in the way and got hurt or
killed or taken over by riders? It would be my fault. | distracted mysdf as best | could, but every minute
that passed was aweight on my shoulders. | told mysdf that everything would be dl right. Thet thistimeit
would be different. | dmog believed it.

| told mysdf that Aaron knew the treffic patterns of Denver, where and when something could be
done with as little attention as possible. And Kim and Chogyi Jake both thought that damping out Coin's
powers could give us the edge we needed. | hoped that the confidence they fdt came from the strength
of the plan itsdlf, and not because they had faith in me.

At about four o' clock the rain started coming down harder, with flashes of lightning and rolls of
thunder. | stood in the open doorway, watching it and willing the clouds to separate. It was such a stupid,
petty thing to have overlooked. Chogyi Jake's and Midian's escapes could be thrown off by something
as stupid and Smple as summer rain.

“Don't sweset,” Midian said. “It'll be goneintime”

“Your speciad vampire sensestdl you that?’ | asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “That and I’ ve been watching the loca news. Doppler radar, dl that. Streets are
going to be wet tonight. The driving'll be tricky, especidly with the new tires. But it's not the biggest
problem you're looking &.”

“I know,” | said.

We were slent for a few seconds, looking out into the gray. | could smdl Midian's weird, cold
nonscent. He shifted, crossing hisruined arms.

“You did a hdl of a job, kid,” Midian sad. “I mean | wouldn't make a habit of this but for
improv, you're doing greet. And...hdl. | know | came down on you pretty hard after the whole thing
went south last week. | didn’t mean to kick your ass.”

“We were dl stretched alittlethin,” | said. “No harm, no foul.”

“Good.”

“You think Eric would have done it thisway?’ | asked.

“Hdl if 1 know. He wasn't the kind of guy you could predict. Always something going on in his



head. Why? Y ou worried about it?’

“I'm worried about pretty much everything,” | said. “It's just that you knew him. | think everyone
here knew him better than | did. He was just this force for good that swooped into my life when things
got bad and then swept back out again. And then | find out about the money. And then you and riders
and magic. And...and it just seems like every time | turn around, there’s more.”

“No one knew Eric,” Midian said. “You saw part of him. | saw part of him. The three musketeers
saw part of him. No one was in on the whole show. It wasn't who he was.”

“l guess,” | said.

“You misshim?’

“I missthe part | knew,” | said. “I just regret that | didn’t meet the other parts.”

“Deep,” Midian said. “You should write a poem.”

“Smart-ass.”

“Glad you noticed. A lot of the time my sense of humor goes unappreciated,” Midian said. “So
look, I've got the fridge pretty much filled. There's dinnersin the freezer. If you need to hole up for a few
days after this comes down, you'll have something decent to eat. | wrote out ingtructions on how to
reheat it dl and what goes together on the tinfail. Just look for things written in the same color pen. Thet
way you know it Il dl fit. I leave you poor fuckers to yoursdves, you'll have dl the starches in one med
together.”

“Thank you,” | said. And then, softly, “Ah, fuck.”

“Yeah,” Midian agreed. “Thisis pretty much good-bye.”

“We don't know that,” | said. “This whole thing with Coin may work. You get away, | break
Coin. Maybe we ll meet up again sometime. Down the road.”

“l don’t think that’d be such a good idea.”

| shifted to look at him. The desiccated flesh of his face and neck, dark as old mest. The white
shirt and high-waisted pants. He hitched up his shoulders in a pained shrug.

“Don't fool yoursdf, kid. This has been great. We' ve been friends. But next time you see me, we
aren't going to be on the same side. I'm one of the bad guys, remember? People like you and Ex and
tofu boy? Y ou hunt down things like me. Like Coin.”

“Yeeh,” | sad. | could fed tears coming into my eyes. The ran pattered hard agang the
pavement, thousands of tiny gray explosions like something from Fantasia. “You're right.”

“Don't tekeit hard,” he said. “It was good being friends. So it didn’t last. So what? It's not like it
ever redly does, you know?’

“I know,” | said.

A thin, wasted hand rested on my shoulder for a second, squeezed gently, and moved away.



Twenty-four

A\ litle before six thirty, the rain stopped. By seven, the clouds were bresking apart, a sky of
fresh-scrubbed late summer blue showing for the firg time dl day. Aaron handed me a ski mask and |
folded it into my pack. Chogyi Jake and Midian were in ther riding outfits. | nodded to them both as |
dipped my backpack over my shoulder. | couldn’t dedl with any more emationa good-byes.

“Arewe ready?’ | asked.

“Gunsareinthe car,” Aaron said. “We ve dl got masks, right?”

“I'm ready,” Kim said. She looked perfectly cadm. | had the feding | could have known her for
years without learning how to read her expressions.

“Okay,” | said. “Let'sdo this”

Candace and Kim took off in her car firs. Aaron and | followed about five minutes later. The
traffic was thicker than 1I’d pictured it, but Aaron seemed pleased. We parked on the Street near the
Marriott on Cdifornia Street, then went to the Starbucks for overpriced lattes and down to the bar. |
turned on the laptop, connected to the network, and started up the chat program under a screen name
I"d built just for this. True to form, Extojayne was on and waiting for Jaynehdler to show. It was seven
forty. He wouldn't have to wait long. We were three longish blocks from the convention center.
MapQuest sad it was about a third of a mile It fdt like a thousand miles away until 1 imagined Coin
there. Then it seemed way too close.

Ten minutes later, Candace caled.

“He sthere” Candace said. “We're by hiscar. | saw himgaingin.”

“Did he notice you?’

“No,” she sad.

“Okay,” | said. “Hang tight. We'll be right there.”

| dropped the cdl and dided the house. Chogyi answered before | heard it ring.

“\Wré?,

“Yeah,” | sad. “Spark it up. I'm pulling the trigger now.”

“l understand.”

“Chogyi?’

“Y e’

“Live through this, okay?’

“I'll do my best,” he said, and hung up. | put the cdl phone in my backpack and sgned on as
Jaynehdler.

JAYNEHELLER: Ex! Are you there?

EXTOJAYNE: Yes. I'm here. What's up?

JAYNEHELLER: Change of plan. Coin's a the convention center right now. We' re going with plan B.
The U-Haul with the fertilizer bomb is on its way. We can take out his house now while it's unprotected.
Y ou should meet us at the airport ASAP. WEe re scrambling now.

EXTOJAYNE: Wait. | don't think thisis a good idea. Can we talk about it?

JAYNEHELLER: No time, babe. Fortune favors the bold.

| closed the laptop, took a deep breath, and nodded.

“Hornet’s nest now offiddly kicked,” | said. “Let’s see what happens.”

Aaron actudly grinned and dammed down the rest of his coffee. | put my cdl phone in my
backpack and left my codling latte untouched on the table. We waked fast out to the Hummer. The
golen Hummer. With the rifles | had to pull mysdf up into the passenger’s seat. Aaron started the
engine. | put on the seat belt like | was strapping in to drop from a plane.

If I'd guessed right, there were about a hundred things happening right now. Extojayne, whoever
he was, was rasng the darm about an imaginary truck bomb cruisng toward Coin's house and the
enemy—meaning us—mexting at the airport. Whatever resources the Invisble College had watching for
Chogyi Jake and Midian were aso getting action for the firg time, the two of them heading fast in



opposite directions. And, with any luck, someone was cdling Coin.

We pulled out into traffic. 1 plucked my cdl phone out of my pack and cdled Candace. Kim
answered.

“They’'re out,” Kim said. Her voice was atight whisper. “They're getting into the car now. | think
it worked. It's just the two of them. Coin and the other one. The driver. The driver’s huge”

Candace' s voice came over Kim's, talking loud.

“They’re pulling out. We' re going after them.”

“Tdl Kim that’s great,” | said. “Just let me know where you guys are, and we ll fdl in behind you
in a couple minutes. Just don’'t follow too close. I'm going to put you on speaker here. Let me know if
the background noise gets too bad.”

“Okay,” Kim said.

Aaron gunned the engine, curaing under his breath. The downtown traffic was thick. We passed
the Sixteenth Street mall, turned right on Ffteenth and then left again on Champa. | tapped my foot
awxioudy. We' d been right not to try taking him out down here. Too many people. Too much traffic.
Someplace else would be better. | hoped that the right place existed. Kim reported in breathlesdy. Coin
was on Fourteenth, going the opposite direction. | cursed.

“It sokay,” Aaron said. “He s heading to Colfax. WE Il get there ahead of him. We're going to be
fine”

We passed over the two separate streets of Speer and the creek running between them, water
high from the day’s rain, and curved to the left. At the intersection of Colfax, two cars kept us from
turning right. Aaron murmured something under his breath and reached toward the dashboard. Looking
annoyed, he pulled his hand back.

“Misshaving adren?’ | said.

“Hdl yes” he said, and Coin drove through the intersection ahead of us. | didn’t recognize his car
s0 much as fed its presence inmy gut. My eyes tracked it as it flowed away to my right. Candace’s car
flashed through the light just as it shifted yellow, speeding after Coin. Aaron leaned forward asif he could
push the cars before us out of the way by force of will. We got onto Colfax, Aaron gunning the engine as
we turned.

The voice that came from my cdl phone was Candace's.

“We're past Eighth,” she said. “I think he' s getting on 1-25.”

“Hell be going south,” Aaron said. “We Il do this on the loop. Get in behind him and get ready to
put on your hazards when we come past you.”

“Kim?' | sad. “Areyou ready?’

“She'sready,” Candace said. “I’'m getting in behind him. We're about to hit the on-ramp. Where
are you two?’

We were coming to the intersection at Seventh Avenue. The last one before the highway. The light
was red. We weren't going to makeit.

“Hang on,” Aaron said, then leaned on the horn and the gas pedal at the same time. The Hummer
legpt forward like someone had goosed it as we cut across the intersection. Brakes screamed and |
closed my eyes, waiting for an impact that never came. The engine roared, acceleration pressing me back
into my seat. My heart was pounding like it wanted to get out. Aaron wove the great black box through
traffic like he was playing a video game, cutting off a semi as we did onto the on-ramp doing Sxty.

“We're gaing toflip the car,” | said.

“Wearen't,” he said through gritted teeth. “This is perfect. Candy! Y ou with me? I’'m coming up
right on your ass. Rull to your right.”

“Sow down,” Candace said.

“Not hgppening,” Aaron said. “As soon as | get by, get in the middie of the road with your
blinkers going. Don't let anyone past.”

“Okay,” Candace said.

“Put your mask on,” hetold me.

We buzzed past Candace' s car like it was standing dill just as we passed under the great concrete



bridge of a surface street. Coin's car was 9x car lengths ahead of us, passing under the highway itsdf.
We barreled toward it. My hands were on my knees, gripping so hard the knuckles ached. | couldn’t
undench my fingers

There was no sound that announced Kim's cantrip. She didn’t say anything or cdl out physicaly,
and yet there was no question when it happened. It was like the world dicking into focus when | hadn’t
redized it was out before. The car in front of us, the asphat speeding by, the Hummer with its mingled
scents of new car and old marijuana. Literdly in the blink of an eye, dl of it went from the rich,
complicated, uncertain world | knew to a gorgeoudy complex mechanism. All emotion was gone, dl
sense of mordity, of uncertainty, of fear or hope or dread. | could dmost see the microscopic gears tha
made up the universe, the laws of physcs triumphant. This was what the world |ooked like utterly without
meagic or emation or soul.

Aaron drove up on Coin's left, diding the Hummer’'s nose even with Coin's back tires, as if we
were going to pass him on the ingde of the curve. Then, vidently, he cut the whed right. The impact
jarred us, and then Coin's car was fiditalling out in front of us, the driver’s Sde of the car a aright angle
to our oncoming grill. Gray smoke came off their tires like clouds. Aaron stamped the brake as Coin's
car dammed into the concrete barrier. We were stopped in the middle of the long, dow curve that would
lead to the highway. Aaron undid his seat belt and pulled on his ski mask. Of course he did. It was just
physics. | undid my own, snatched my rifle up from the backseat, and did out of the car.

| walked out to kill the thing in Randolph Coin’s body, and my mind was perfectly calm. | didn’t
remember picking up my backpack, but there it was on my shoulders. I'd need to go back for the
laptop. | didn't want to leave that behind. Candace’s car was coming around the curve and beginning to
dow. There were other cars behind her. 1 lifted the rifle to my shoulder.

The driver’s door burst open. The big man rushed out. There was blood on his face. Blood and
ink. His pae skin was covered in markings and tattoos. He raised his hand to us, pam out, and | saw the
markings on his arm writhe like living things under his skin. He shouted and something moved past me,
something unred and angry and rich with maice. | fdt something like teeth touching my mind.

Inmy peripherd vison, | saw Aaron raise hisriflewith fluid grace. The report was a sngle barked
command. The big man staggered back. There was blood on the car behind him. The thing with
testh—invigble, abstract, magicd—shuddered againg me and fdl away. Blood darkened the big man's
shirt. His illusrated face went dack, and he dipped to his knees and then to his side, lying on the dirty
street in a pose that could never be mistaken for deep.

Aaron dropped hisrifle and motioned me forward. One of the bullets was gone. Used. One of the
Invishble College's riders was dead or cast out of the world. The only bullet left was in my rifle, and |
walked toward the back of Coin’'s car. Candace and Kim stopped by the Hummer. Kim was out of the
car. | ignored them.

He was there, Stting at the far Sde of the seat. His glamour was gone, his face inhuman with
dyphs and ggils His eyes were wide and stunned. He looked old. | lifted the rifle again and he threw
open the door and fdll out on the car’s far Sde. | sidestepped to my right, moving around the car’s back.
Its nose was crumpled againg the concrete barrier. There was no place Coin could go.

“Moveit!” Aaron shouted, pointing me forward. “Get him! We' ve got to get out.”

| nodded and stepped forward, around the car. The traffic on the highway above us filled the ar
with the buzz of tires agang pavement, the thump as they crossed the expandon joints. The smdl of
burned rubber was thick in the air, and there was something else. Blood. Degth. Something.

Coin was on his knees, one hand to his chest just over his heart, the other pressed to his forehead.
Hislips, red striped with the black of his markings, were moving fast. His eyes were closed. | thought at
fird he was praying.

His eyes opened. There was writing on the sclera, tiny words worked on the whites of his eyes.
He spoke a sngle word, but it resonated like we were ganding in a tunnd, just the two of us.

“Hdler?’ he said.

“Yes” | sad.

“Hurry!” Aaron shouted. | heard horns blaring and the crunch of tires on gravel. Candace's car



raling toward me. | leveled the rifle a Coin's chest. | couldn’t miss at this range. Even | couldn’t miss.
Coin shrieked, his mouth hinging open wider than I’ d imagined possible. There was writing on his tongue.
His teeth were like scrimshaw. | squeezed the trigger.

| didn’'t have the rifle snug enough to my shoulder. The kick was like a blow. | sumbled back as
Coin's body folded forward. | stepped closer, therifle dill at the ready even though there wasn't a round
leftinit. A curl of smoke rose from the barrdl.

He looked up a me.

He smiled.

He hed out his hand to show me—shining, clean, searing his flesh with the heat of the
discharge—the bullet, its etched markings squirming asif they were in pain. It was my turn to shriek.

Aaon was a my sde. | hadn’t known he was there until he pulled me back. A black pigal in his
hand fired three times, four. Coin stood up, brushing the grit and gravel from his knees, ignoring Aaron as
if he wasn't there.

“The carl” Aaron yelled. “Get in the car!”

| turned and ran. Coin shouted out words | couldn’t comprehend, and something detonated. |
skidded and fdl on the pavement, my hands and knees skinned. | wasn't gong to make it to the car.

Candace was in the driver's seat, her face pae. She'd forgotten to put on her ki mask, or dse
had aready taken it off. | saw Kim in the backseat, her hand pressed againg the window. She could
have been a world away. As | rose to my feet, | wondered whether she'd gotten my laptop. It was a
disconnected thought, something plucked from the middle of a car wreck.

Aaron was on the ground. Blood flowed from his nose. His eyes weren't focused. Coin stood
over him, heed tilted like aman consdering a crossword puzzle. | knew the next thing the rider would do
would be to kill him. Or worse.

It was pointless. The Hall Mary throw. | gathered my qi the way Chogyi and Ex and Midian had
taught me. In the thinned universe of Kim's cantrip, it seemed weak even to me. | pushed it out my mouth
as| shouted.

“Leave him done!”

Coin looked up. His eyebrows rose. His hand moved fagter than a human's. The fabric of the
world pulsed. The sense of being in a clockwork of physics faded. Someone was honking. | heard tires
squed. We were caudng a treffic jam. If the plan had worked, Kim and Aaron and Candace and |
would aready be gone, speeding south on the highway, Coin dead on the road behind us. Aaron
groaned, rolled over, rose to his elbows.

“Leavehimdone” | said again. “He ian't your problem.”

“And you are?’ Coin asked. “My problem. It's you?’

“Yeah, itsme” | said. “So leave him the hell done”

We stood there for the space of five fast heartbeats. | had time to hope that Midian and Chogyi
Jake had gotten away. | heard a car door open behind me.

“You aren’'t Eric Hdler,” he said. “Who are you?’

| pulled off my ski mask. 1I'd dmogt sweat through it in the few minutes I'd had it on. The arr fdt
cold agangt my neck. | shook my head to get the har out of my eyes. Candace stepped into my
peripherd vison, a pigtal in her hand. Coin didn't even bother to look at her. His eyes were on mine. |
fdt something cold traveling up my spine. Aaron rose to his knees. Coin stepped forward, and Candace
gtarted firing. Four fast shots. Someone off to my Ieft started screaming. An engine revved. Coin looked
a her, hislips drawing back.

“No! Candace! Get Aaron and get back inthe car!” | said, sepping between them. Then to Coain,
“Leave them out of it.”

“Asyou've left Alexander out?” Coin said. He meant the big one. The one we' d killed.

“Alexander was minetoo,” | said. “They were dl mine. You want this stopped? I'm the one. Just
me”

Coin looked back over his shoulder, toward the body of hisfdlen man. | thought | saw something
like sadness in his eyes. Then he turned back to me and nodded.



“Jud you,” he said.

He closed his eyes, bdled his figs, and shouted. The sound was deafening, a thousand times
louder than anything human, and more complex. There were sorms in his voice. Earthquakes. Huge
beings moving underground. | fdt my body tip back and thought | was fdling.

When | looked down, the Streets were a hundred feet below me. Aaron and Candace were gone,
but | saw her car, just beginning to move, finishing the long arc to the south. | saw the tangle of cars and
trucks, samis and motorcycles that had piled up behind us. The stolen Hummer, its black doors standing
open. Coin's car with its crumpled hood. The huge man's body. | could even see the pool of blood.

And then it was two hundred feet below me. And then a thousand. | dropped the rifle, the small
black gtick flipping down through the empty arr. The great asphdt cloverlesf of the highway spun in the
distance. | fdt a sudden regret. My plan hadn’'t worked any better then Eric's. | wondered what | could
have done differently. If there had ever redly been away to win.

Something profoundly cold touched the back of my mind, and the gray world went black.



Twenty-five

| was cold.

Sowly, | became aware of other things. My knees hurt. There was a crick inmy neck. All | could
hear was a soft wind. When | moved, it made a scraping sound like gravel. But modily, | was cold. |
shifted my head, and something soft and chilly moved under me. | let my eyes dit open. My backpack.
My head was regting on my leather backpack like it was a pillow.

| tried to remember where | was, how I'd gotten there. | had a sense of urgency. It was dl very,
very important. If | could just put my mind back together ...

| sat up. The aty spread out below me, streets marked by the glowing yelow lines of thar lights,
the shifting red of talllights in traffic. The western sky was red and gold, the sun adready set. All around
me was pebbled gray gravd, wide sheet-metal ductwork on raised sted beams. Something partway
between a radio antenna and the Eiffd Tower rose up to my Ieft, a red beacon glowing at itstip.

A skyscraper. | was on top of a skyscraper. | tried to stand, but my knees were weak benesath
me. | turned dowly. There was a door—green and rust with a dead bolt lock. Coin was gtting beside it.
FHve inches above his open hand floated a amdl cylinder of meta that came to a point a one end. The
bullet.

Thethingin Coin’s body looked over at me, then back at the artifact floating above its hand.

“Nady piece of work, this” it said. Its voice was conversationa, deep, inhuman. “Yala ibn
Murah and St. Francis of the Desert both. Unpleasant.”

| tried to think, to focus. | had to say something.

“Fuck you,” | durred.

It made a soft tsk-tsk and shook its head.

“It ign't yours. | know that,” the thing said. “Heler designed it. It's his Syle. Oh yes, | know my
enemies. And I’ ve known Hdler quite well. You, though, | confess | didn’t expect. You're Jayné, yes?’

He knew how to pronounce my name, and for the firg time snce I'd come to, | fdt the deep,
penetrating rush of fear. Far to the south, a sorm cloud dill hung on the horizon, lightning flashing so far
away there was no thunder. Coin nodded.

“Theniece” it said. “The har. Eric’s next incarnation. | thought we had put an end to dl that, but
hereyou are. And Alexander gone because of it. | suppose | should have guessed. Hdler was the past
magter of putting thingsin mation.”

“You killed my unde” | said. My voice sounded steadier now.

“Yes” Coin said.

“You'regoing to kill me” | said, sure as| did that it was the truth.

The rider narrowed its Solen eyes. The bullet did down through the ar to land on its upturned
pam.

“Possibly,” it said. “If it's necessary.”

| dmogt had my feet back. The city below us glittered and darkened. Somewhere out there, down
below us, Midian and Chogyi Jake were running for their lives And Candace and Aaron and Kim. Every
minute | kept Coin focused on me was one that its attention wasn't turned to them.

Run, | thought. Wherever you are out there, get the hell away from here. Live.

“How much do you know?” it asked.

“Enough,” | said. It was slent for along moment, then nodded.

“And you have made yoursdf part of this” he said. It was dmogt a question.

“Yeah,” | said. Thethingin Coin’s body sghed.

“You are awoman of great power. Great potentid,” it said. “You needn’t take your uncl€'s path.
Even with the hurt you' ve caused me, you don't have to die here”

| looked a it. The ink marks on its pae flesh seemed to ghift, letters forming and re-forming.
Something in the pit of my stomach warmed and rose, and agang my own expectations, | laughed. Coin
looked nonplussed.



“You're saying | could join up with you?’

“That'san option,” it said, vagudy offended.

“Next you offer me dl the nations of the world?’ | asked. When it looked confused, | gestured to
the wide, empty ar around us. “ Temptation. High place. Devil.”

“Ah” it said, nodding. “No, I'm not Satan, and you've little enough in common with Chrigt, for
that matter. | wasn't offering to purchase your soul. Only that | would rather we not end this in violence if
there ian't need. If dliance ign't interesting to you, amigtice & least remains a possbility.”

“What? * Oops, my bad. Won't do it again,’” and you let me go?’

“Of course not. I've underestimated Heller's reach, but that doesn’t make me a fool. Renounce
your vengeance and there will be an agreement. A binding of intention. Then, yes, you can wak away.”

“Redly can't,” | said.

Coin stood. The man's body was only alittle taller than mine. The business suit looked perversaly
in place with the arcane designs on its skin. | raised my chin.

“You killed my unde” | said again, and shrugged.

“And you are determined to walk in his footsteps,” Coin said. It wasn't a question, but it was the
last chance | had.

| shifted my feet, the gravel crunching under me. | was a thousand feet above the ground, facing a
supernaurd evil that had aready said it was willing to kill me. | didn’'t have another bullet or arifle with
which to fire it. Eric’s protections might have been stripped away by Kim's cantrip. | didn't have any
friends or dlies | was done, and if | didn't do what the thing in Coin’s body wanted, I'd be killed. Or |
could say no, accept whatever binding it had in mind, and live asits dave and subject until | found a way
to dipmy leash. If | ever did. But at least I'd be dive. All | had to say was No, I'm not.

“Yeeh,” | said. “Redly am.”

Coin nodded, its expression resigned and unsurprised.

“This gives me no pleasure,” it said, and drew in its breath. | jumped at it, swvinging low. Coin
danced out of reach, lifted its hands, and shouted a sngle syllable. The sound was louder than anything
I"d ever heard—like a jet engine about two feet from my face. There were other voices ingde it. | heard
a chorus of shrieking words, a high walling, and something deep and chthonic and inhuman. Sound
pushed a me like a torm wind.

| set my feet, leaning forward toward Coin’s gaping mouth and outstretched arms. The gravel
under me shifted as | did backward. My mind was jumping in a hundred different directions. | tried to
pul up my qi, to force my will down into the soles of my feet to stick me to the spot. There was nothing.

The edge of the building came up behind me faster than I’ d expected. The raw force of Coin’s will
had shoved me a dozen feet or more. The parapet came up to my thighs, the void on the other sde. |
dropped to my knees, trying not to pitch over it. My ears rang, and my eyes fdt dry and scoured, like I'd
been garing into a sandstorm.

And then | was in mation. | curled to the side, pushing through my legs as | did. | landed on my
shoulder, ralling gracefully through my back to end up catlike on my fingertips and the bals of my feet.
There was no surprise on Coin’s face. It lifted its raised figs, and | jumped to the sde as the roofing
where | had been burst open, pebbles flying like shrgpnel. | felt something dig into my leg, but | ignored
the pain. My backpack was inches from my hand, and | swept it up and threw it, the lesther Snging
agand the air. It took Coin in the belly. Nothing more than a moment’s distraction, but | was running
forward, teeth bared.

My blood was a song, my body a weapon. My mind let go and let my flesh take control without
me. Coin blocked a claw-fingered swipe a his neck, but not the kick that | sent hammering into its knee.
| wanted to see surprise in its expresson, but there was only momentary pan and then gim
determination. | danced back, and Coin flipped up a handful of gravel, the unnaurdly powerful stones
hissng past my ear like gunfire

It didn't speak. That time was over. We circled each other, wating for a break, a moment. A
chance. | thought | saw a tremble in the knee I’d kicked. | lunged forward, but it had anticipated the
move. It stepped into the attack, taking the momentum on its arm, grabbing the front of my shirt and



twiding. | lost contact with the ground, flew through the ar out of control. | reached down with one hand,
willing mysdf down to the gray stones. My hand dapped the parapet as | salled past. For a fraction of a
second | was over the edge, looking down the endless drop of black glass and chrome to the distant,
glowing street. Then | was hugging the wrong side of the parapet, my legs kicking againgt the void.

Coin stood above me, both hands raised. | could fed the air change as it gathered its will. | think |
screamed, but what | remember thinking was Oh, well. That's it.

The world became a clockwork. My arm, dung over the edge, carried a cetan mass @ a
paticular angle. The friction of my feet agang the sde of the skyscraper hdd a paticular and
measurable force. Coin's hands were only hands, its will a faint echo of what it had been only seconds
before. Someone had performed Kim's cantrip.

Coin stepped back, red shock in its expresson now. Something metalic banged, and | got an
ankle up over the parapet’s edge and hauled for dl | was worth. | fdt weak, but it was enough. | landed
hard on my sde just as | heard the fird shotgun blast.

Coin's back was to me now, one hand pointed as it advanced on the green door that had been
closed until now. Ex stepped out onto the roof, Eric's shotgun held before him, and fired twice more. |
heard Coin grunt at the impact. | saw the smdl figure of Kimin the stairwell behind Ex.

“Run!” | tried to shout, but it hardly came out louder than a groan. “He |l kill you!”

The concussion wasn't phydcd, but it was gunning dl the same. A low hum like something
eectricd gathering a charge, and then the blast like a head blow from a brick. The world smelled like an
iron sKkillet |eft on the burner by mistake. | forced my eyes open.

Ex lay on his back, blood running from his nose, his eyes wild with fear. Kim was no more than a
low shape in the doorway. Coin stood over Ex’s fdlen body like a punch-drunk boxer who'd put his
opponent down for the count. Who'd killed him. The suit jacket had come open, and Coin's chest was
raw hamburger and blood where the shotgun's load of iron, sdt, and Slver had struck. It shook its head,
trying to orient itsdf. Ex tried to say something, his jaw working without sound. The sense of a
clockwork universe faded as Kim logt consciousness, and | fdt my own srength coming back, a least
enough that | could do something more than tremble.

Something glittered at Coin's feet. There in the stone litter of gravel, something shone brass and
blackness. Coin was bresthing hard. | shifted, getting my weght under me again. Ex tried to raise the
shotgun, the barrel making a hushing sound as it dragged across the rooftop. Coin lifted its foot with dow
deliberation and dammed down on Ex’s chest. | imagined that | heard ribs snapping.

| launched.

| hit Coinin the amdl of the back, shoulder first and dl my weight and power behind it. It fdt like
I’d tackled a concrete post, but Coin sumbled. Ex rolled once, from his back onto his bdly, the shotgun
undernesth him now. Coin swung at me; the back of his hand grazing my cheek was enough to knock my
head to the side. | dropped, scrabbling in the grave for the glimmer I'd seen.

My fingers found the bullet, the weird energy of the Sgils dry and mobile as a snake. | clenched a
fig around it and jumped back. Coin’'s rib cage was fdling and rigng like a bellows. | stayed in a crouch,
the bullet in my left hand, my eyes on the enemy.

Aslong as it breaks skin, we're fine.

Coin stepped back, arms spread wide and eyes closed. | fdt its will gathering like a high wind full
of knives. The shredded flesh of its chest wept blood without drenching it. | had the time it took to draw
abreath, and if | faled, we were dl dead.

| stepped forward and pressed the bullet to the shotgun wound. Something between my fingers
shifted and squirmed. Coin’s eyes opened in shock.

“Tag,” | sad. “You'reit”

Imagine a baloon the sze of the world. Touch a pin to it. Coin’'s death was that loud and that
sudden, and then it was over. The husk of his body fdl to the rooftop, took three dow wheezing breaths,
and went Hill. | stood there for what seemed like an hour and wasn't more than five seconds. Slowly, |
crouched down. Coin's eyes were gill moving, looking up a me with horror and despair and then dhifting
to focus on something in the distance that only it could see. The bullet rested on its ruined sternum, the



metd bright and unmarked, the engravings gone. | lay back.

The grave fdt comfortable as a feather bed. When | knew | was going to vomit, | rolled to my
gde. When | was empty, | rolled back. Far above in the dark sky, an arplane pulsed. There was no
sound of traffic. We were too high up for that. There was only the hollow sound of the breeze in my ear,
and then ungteady footsteps.

Kim came into view. A streak of blood darkened her cheek. | amiled &t her.

“Jayné?’ she sad. “Are you okay?’

| managed a weak thumbs-up. My voice didn't seem to be working. She kndt beside me, her
hand smoothing back my hair. | had the weird thought that Kim would have been a good mother. A little
June Cleaver for my tastes, maybe, but perfect for someone ese. There was a scrape, a cough, and a
grunted obscenity as Ex started to move. It reminded me of something.

“How?" | managed.

“Your friend, ExX?" Kim said. “He put a GPS tracking device in your backpack. It was how he
knew where we were before too.”

| closed my eyes, frowned, opened them again.

“Creepy,” | sad.

“Needed to happen,” Ex said. He was stting up now, hisarms around his chest. His face was pae
with pain. | raised my hand and pointed asngle finger a him.

“Creepy staker bullshit,” | said. And then, “Thanks”

“Welcome” he said.

“Aaron and Candace are downgtairs guarding the sairwell,” Kim sad. “Can you wak?’

| nodded, sat up, shook my head, and lay back down.

“Givemeaminute” | said.

“I’'m going to get the others,” Kim said. “Don’'t go anywhere. Either of you. Just stay here”

| heard her walk away. My body fdt like rubber. Like chewing gum that had log dl its flavor. Ex
tried to stand up, groaned, and went ill.

“GPS tracker?’ | said.

“Seven hundred bucks, onling” he said. “Little amdler than a pack of cigarettes. Put it in the Sde
pocket. Took us awhilefiguring eevation, though.”

“Deeply, deeply creepy.”

| tried to think of something ese to say, but there was nathing Ieft in me. Ex and the shel that had
been Randolph Coin and | dl communed in slence. The lagt rays of sun glow dimmed in the west. Ex
sad something about very, very stubborn, but | wasn't ligening dlosdy enough to know whether he
meant himsdf or me. | turned my head to see Coin’s body. With eyes closed and mouth dack, it seemed
to be deeping.

Coin seemed peaceful. | wondered if death was adways like that. | wondered whether some part
of Eric could see us, wherever he was. If he dill was a dl. Heaven or the Pleroma or Philaddphia |
wondered if he knew I'd finished the job. Would he have been proud of me? | had screwed everything
up from the start, but 1I’d seen it through. No plan had ever worked the way we'd meant it to, but then
Coin's hadn't worked out ether. | imagined Eric would see that as awin.

| hoped so.

| didn’t deep, but | wasn't perfectly conscious ether. It surprised me when a man's broad hands
lifted me to Stting. Aaron was beside me, looking concerned. Kim was a my other side, ready to lift me
if needed. Candace was hdping Ex wak to the Sairway.

“We need to go now, okay? Jayné? Can you stand up?’

“I killed Randolph Coin,” | said. “I can do anything.”

Aaron grinned. He looked young when he did that. Like alittle boy.

“Yeah,” he sad. “I think you can.”

| rose dowly and started toward the open stairway. At the doorway, | stopped.

“Backpack,” | sad. “I need my pack. We can't leave anything here”

“It'sokay,” Kim said. “We ve got it covered.”



“Laptop?’ | sad.

“Yes, we got your laptop too,” Aaron sad. “Don’'t worry about it. How bad are you? Do we
need to go to the hospita ?”

“The hospitd,” | said. “Aubrey! We need to see Aubrey!”

“It sokay,” Kim said. “Well take care of that once you'redl right.”

“I'mfing” | said. “I'm perfect.”

| didn’t remember waking downgtairs or out to Candace's car. A bump in the road brought me
back to mysdf, and we were driving down the highway toward the house, Aaron and Kim in the front,
Candace in the back with me and Ex dumped beside her. Ex’s mouth was pinched with pain, but there
was a light in his eyes. | thought that was what redemption mugt look like. When he saw me looking at
him, he smiled. When | smiled back, he took my hand.

| was adeep before we got home.



Twenty-six

L ater, Ex told me that Chogyi Jake had appeared on the doorstep of Eric’s old house the moming after
Coin had died. His motorcycle was marred by deep, white scratches on the left Sde, and Chogyi Jake
himsdf had a bruise on his back that looked like he'd been whipped by a bullwhip with legs like a
centipede. The forces of the Invisble College had chased him just the way we' d hoped. They'd been in
pursuit before he' d gotten Sx blocks from the house. He'd eluded them, but only just. Midian had never
arived at the airdrip that I’ d reserved for hisflight out. We didn’t know if he'd made it or not, a fact that
haunted me for along time. Chogyi Jake dept for fourteen hours, but | hadn’'t noticed at the time, snce |
crashed for dmogt twenty.

| woke in my bed, only haf aware of where | was and what had happened. I'd sumbled out to
the main room in a T-shirt and sweats to find Ex very dowly preparing one of Midian's frozen meds and
reading a new, deeply anonymous report that had been dropped off on my doorstep.

Randolph Coin had been killed in something that looked like a drug-trade hit. His persond
secretary, Alexander Hume, had aso been shot and killed. The police were invesigating, and it appeared
that the attack was linked to a heroin and progtitution operation in Boulder. Aaron was mentioned by
name as baing part of that investigation.

That was the firg three pages. There were nineteen others tha followed. I'd wolfed down
potatoes and green chili and two cups of black coffee while Ex read the report out loud. By the end,
Chogyi Jake and Kim had joined us in the kitchen, dl of us ligening to Ex dedlam the words of my
lawyer.

When we'd dl gone over it twice, | caled Aubrey and he answered. We'd gone to see him as
soon as we could, and now Chogyi Jake and | were dmost done bringing him up to speed.

He looked pretty good for a guy who hadn’'t been in his own body for over a week. His eyes
were bright, and his amile came out often and with dmost no prompting. He even had his har washed
and cut. Apart from the skimpy little hospital gown, he was the picture of hedth. Way ahead of the rest
of us. He flipped through the report, his eyebrows dowly diding up his forehead.

“They'refdling gpart,” Aubrey said.

“Jud the way Eric said they would,” | said. “The Invisble College just took a long dive into an
empty svimming pool. Coin was the linchpin. All of the things he'd done in the world fdl apart when we
killed him.”

“Induding my coma. It sounds like it was quite the experience,” Aubrey said. “I'm sorry | missed
it

“l wouldn't be,” | said. “It was modly not fun.”

“All the more reason | should have been there,” Aubrey said.

“Next timg” | said, and put my hand on his knee. It was asmd| gesture, that touch. Not even skin
agang skin. Still, | could fed him tense &t it, and then relax.

“l can't believe you cdled Kim,” he said, with something like a laugh, except it was alittle forced.

“Kim'sdl right,” | said. “I like her.”

The atmosphere grew tense. Chogyi Jake cleared histhroat and rose.

“I'm sure there's a restroom around here somewhere,” he said, and made his discreet exit. The
other bed in the suite was empty. Aubrey and | were done. Tentatively, he took my hand. | had the
powerful memory of being in his gpartment, in his bed. | looked away, willing mysdf not to blush.

“l owe you,” Aubrey said. “After it al went south, | would have thought you'd run. And instead
you...you did it. You went after him. Y ou won.”

“Wel, it was that or leave you as neurologicaly active broccoli,” | said. “It seemed like the right
thing to do. Besides which, they killed Eric. It wasn't like | could just let it dide”

“It was brave,” he said.

| fet a flash of annoyance, and Aubrey mus have seen it. He sat back, suddenly tentative. He
dtarted to take back his hand, but I held on and tugged him toward me.



“It'snot that | don't appreciate you saying that,” | said, “but would you have said it to Kim or Ex?
Or Chogyi Jake? Hdl, Midian? Sure, | was a brave little bunny and rose to the occasion, but so did
everyone else. Any of us could have gotten killed or worse. It wasn't just me.”

“I'm sorry.”

“And stop gpologizing,” | sad. “Condescending and gpologizing for it are redly not the
combination you're looking for. Aubrey, I'm glad as hdl you're back. 1 missed you. But you've got to
stop thinking of me as the lot little girl you met &t the airport. She's gone.”

“And how should I think of you?' he asked. His voice was low. It was a charged moment. | could
have said anything. Think of me as your friend. Your lover. Think of me the way you thought of Eric.
Think of me as your wife's confidant.

“I’'mworking on that part,” | said.

THE STORMS had broken the summer heat's back. As | left the hospital, dimbed up into Chogyi
Jake's van, and headed out toward the house, it fdt like autumn. Sill T-shirt westher, but not the
assaulting sweat-down-your-back kind. It was like the city and the sunlight had reached some kind of
peace. | rolled down the window as we drove, my am lalling out into the wind of our passage the way it
hed when | was a kid.

Chogyi Jake and | got back to the house in the early afternoon. Ex was waiting for us, gtting on
the couch with his shirt off, and a wrapping of bandages shoring up his cracked ribs. Wide bruises
peeked out at the edges. His har was loose around his shoulders, making him look vaguely angdlic.

“How'stheinvdid?’ he asked.

“Aubrey’sfing” | said. “The doctors are alittle freaked out by a guy in a coma for eight days not
having awhole lot of brain damage. | wasn't going to tdl them that the damage was spiritud. They don't
like that kind of talk.”

“Makes them think you're ardigious nut,” Chogyi Jake agreed as he closed the door.

“How are you doing?’ | asked.

“I'll live” Ex said.

“You should see a doctor,” Chogyi Jake said.

BEx shook his head carefully.

“l don't want any records of this” he said. “You go to the emergency room, they just ask
questions. How did it happen, why didn’t you come in sooner. Then ther€'s police asking if you want to
make a satement. Before long, they start putting us together with what happened to Coin. There's
nothing they can do for a broken rib except wait for it to grow back together, and | can do that on my
own.”

“Beddes which, he's werdly into pain,” | said to Chogyi Jake. “Thinks it makes him a better
person.”

“It smanly, at least,” Chogyi agreed, picking up on my teasing tone.

“If one of you happens to have a Percocet, | wouldn't say no,” Ex said sourly, but he aso amiled.
“Aaron and Candace caled to make sure everyone was dl right. Things appear to be going wel in their
neck of the woods. I'm dill having them check in four times a day until we're certain the remnants of the
College haven't traced anything back to them.”

“I wish they'd stayed here” | said. “EriC’s protections—"

“Areworn to nothing,” Chogyi Jake said. “If they were dill pushing, they’d have broken through
by now. And not being around us has a certain protective aspect too,” Chogyi Jake said.

“l know,” | sad, puting down my backpack and looking into the kitchen. “It's just | want
everyone where | can see them. It makes mefed better. Where' s Kim?’

Ex started to shrug, then winced and went alittle pale.

“Sheleft just after you did,” Ex said. “Cadlled a cab. | figure she's probably in an arrplane back to
Chicago by now.”

| looked from Ex to Chogyi Jake and back. There wasn't a reason to be surprised. She'd never
sad she was going to stay, or that she wanted to see Aubrey before she left. | had just made the



assumption.

“| think she left a note or something in your room,” Ex said.

He was right. The wide manila envelope was on the bed. My name was written on it in black
marker. | lifted it gently. It fdt heavy, like athick catalog or a printed schedule of classes back a school.
It wasn't sedled.

Jayné:

| suppose it’'s a failure of nerve leaving like this. | hope you can forgive me. I've struggled
with this more than you know.

| had dreamed of the day when | could come back to the life | left behind. Now that the
obstacles that held me apart from Aubrey and Denver are gone, | find that there are more reasons
to stay away than | had realized.

| care for Aubrey very deeply, but as| look back at the manner in which he and | fell away
from each other, | can’t in all honesty say I'm sure it would be different now. | know that if |
stayed, if | saw him, | would be tempted to try. The rational part of my mind says that would be a
mistake. And so I’m taking the coward’s way out.

Tel him that | wish himwell. Tel him that | blame him for nothing, and that | forgive him
as| hope he will forgive me.

Take care of yoursalf.

She hadn’'t Sgned the note, but it was at the front of a packet of papers: close-sat legd type with
flat, low boxes tofill in. Divorce papers, completed with Kim's information and Aubrey’s. Those, she'd
sgned. The only blank spot was where Aubrey would put his name and the date. Whatever relaionship
they’ d had with each other, | was halding its end. Whatever combination of hope and lug, betraya and
blindness had led them here, it cooked down to these pages.

Except that she'd come when | cdled her. Not for me or for Eric, but for Aubrey. She'd risked
her life for his. | flipped through the pages with my thumb, but not looking a them as much as the
complexity they represented. Then | put them back in tharr envelope and did it into my laptop bag.

Later. | could ded withiit later.

| got online, sent an e-mail to my little brother letting him know that | was okay without going into
any detail, checked some old blogs from people | used to know. Extojayne wasn't connected. | deleted
him from my contact ligslike | was dropping a dead mouse in the wastebasket. Then | did the same with
Caryonandon.

| sat on the bed, legs crossed, laptop humming quietly to itsdf, and thought. My fingers ran across
the plagtic keyboard, Googling a phrase a random, and then doing it again in a kind of Internet-based
electronic daydreaming.

| fdt like the pressure was ill on me, like there was something | needed to do. The idea that it
was over hadn't redly sunk in yet. Raw inertia kept me thinking about Coin, the Invisble College, how to
keep Aubrey and Ex and Chogyi Jake safe, who | could go to for help. What | could do.

But it was over, and | could do anything.

| noticed the kinds of phrases I’ d been putting into the search engines and redlized | knew exactly
what | wanted to have happen next. | found my cel phone, cdled my lawyer, and made an gppointment
for later that afternoon.

When | got there, dill dressed ina Pink Martini T-shirt and blue jeans, and told her what | had in
mind, she didn’t miss a best.

| BOOKED usa private room & the back of what my lawyer promised me was a very good restaurant.
The maitre d’ escorted us through the dim, well-gppointed hal, red candles burning in wal sconces and
live music playing in the background. The table was st for four. I'd debated inviting Aaron and Candace
too, but until the investigation of Coin's desth was completed, | decided it was better to keep socid
contact to aminimum. If Kim had stayed, I’ d have brought her too.

Aswe ordered drinks, | considered the three of them. Chogyi Jake, with his freshly shaved scap
and congtantly laughing eyes, asked for water. It arrived in a sculpted glass bottle, freshly opened. Ex



ordered a gin and tonic. He was wearing dl black again, the way he had the firg time I’d met him. His
hair was pulled back and tied with a length of leether. Aubrey sat across from me and ordered wine. |
got the same thing he did.

| raised my glass.

“If not to a job wel done, at least to ajob done” | sad.

“And to Jayné,” Aubrey said. “Without whom |I’d ill be eating through a tube.”

“To Eric,” Ex said. Chogyi Jake didn't offer atoast, so we gave the slence a moment, then drank.

“l suppose you're dl wondering why | asked you here” | said, trying to lighten the mood alittle.

“To say good-bye?’ Chogyi Jake suggested. Aubrey’s head lifted as if hed heard a Strange
sound. Ex saw the movement and coughed dightly in scorn.

“She's got an empire, Aubrey,” he said. “Eric had places dl over the country. All over the world.
You can't expect her to curl up herein Denver and never poke her nose out.”

“Besdeswhich,” | said, “the Invisble College is broken, but it's not dead. | was thinking it would
be a good idea to get out of town for awhile, evenif | did decide to come back.”

Aubrey went pale. It was good to see the reaction. It made me fed better about the part that
came next.

“S0,” | continued, “that’ swhy 1’d like to hire you.”

Now it was Ex’sturn to look startled.

“I've got alot of money,” | said. 1 can afford a decent yearly sdary for dl three of you. And Ex is
right. It isan empire, and I'm il pretty much wet behind the ears. | need help catdoging things, but even
more than that, | need to know what the hdl itisonceit'sdl cataloged. You guys know more than | do,
and that’ s important—"

“We don’'t know near enough,” Ex said. “Coin just about killed Aubrey. We were living with a
vampire for days without any of us putting it together. Y ou and Aubrey could have gotten daughtered by
the haugtrold before any of the rest of it even got off the ground!”

“That's important, but it's not the only issue” | said, garing Ex down. He scowled deeply, then
softened and smiled alittle. | went on. “The big thing is | know you guys. The world's dill full of riders.
Vampires, werewolves, demons. Whatever you want to cdl them. And if I'm going up againg them, |
want people | trugt. | trust you. So there you have it. Come work for me, and wéell pick up where Eric
left off, or enjoy the med and I'll tdl you how much | owe you for what you've aready done and well
cdl it quits. Your cdl.”

| took a gp of the wine and waited whileit sank in.

“I have ajob,” Aubrey said. “Thelab...”

Chogyi Jake considered his water glass asif it were a piece of fine art. Ex leaned forward. No one
spoke. They were going to do it. | could dready smdl it. They werein, dl of them.

I’d come to Denver a little under a month before, knowing nothing about riders or the Invisble
College, Eric’'swedth, or my role as hisher. | hadn’'t had anyone. Now | had dl of it. Stting in the dm
elegance around our table, | could see a future worth hoping for. | watched as each of them—Aubrey,
Ex, Chogyi Jake—nodded. | grinned, delighted.

My uncle hadn’t had the time to train me, but he'd meant for me to have dl of this, to follow in his
footsteps. With alittle help, | would. I"d be the one who could help the Candaces and Aarons and stand
agang the Randolph Coins. And even better, I'd have my friends beside me. In that moment, | was as
sure of mysdf, as confident, and as at peace as | had ever been.

| didn't have aclue.






