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A Joke that Solomon Todd Likes to Tell
 
Once a traveling magician came to town. He decided to do the "colored sands" effect. Now, this trick involves secreting colored sand about your person, and, it turns out, one of the best ways to do this involves filling condoms with the colored sand. He therefore went out to a pharmacy and purchased a gross of condoms.
He spent the evening in his hotel room filling condoms with colored sand. He discovered that the gross was, in fact, three short. While he didn't need all 144 for the trick, it was still a little annoying.
His show went well. After it was over, he returned to the pharmacy and said, "That gross of condoms you sold me yesterday was three short."
"Sorry," said pharmacist, handing him three more. "I hope I didn't ruin your evening.”

Bear
 
Kentucky, April 2009
Q: What do you call a man who looks like an offensive lineman and has a big black beard and a mop of curly black hair?
A: Bear.
Q: What do you call a bear flying a Gulfstream?
A: A pilot, you sapionormative jerk.
Q: What do you call him as you're disembarking from the Gulfstream that he thinks of as his personal property?
"Well done, Special Agent," said Esther as her foot hit tarmac. Bear nodded and tried to conceal the shakes that were just now starting up. "What I want," she added, "is to find a way to call you unflappable without you turning it into a horrible pun."
"Not gonna happen," said Bear, pleased at how even his voice sounded. "So don't even try."
She was lying, of course. He knew that. What she really wanted was to get down on her knees and kiss the ground; but she wouldn't, so she kept it light, the way they all did after the fact. He knew about this, usually being the first one to see them after the fact. He referred to them as his payload, but only to himself.
"Where are we?" said Esther.
"Kentucky. Middlesboro Bell County Airport."
She looked around. "Are we trapped here forever?"
She still wasn't asking what she wanted to know; he answered what she asked. "There is almost certainly a way to reach civilization. Worst case, they airdrop supplies."
Two minutes before, Bear realized, she'd been thinking, At least this happened while I was the only one on board. Now that they were on the ground, she was thinking other things, but not saying them.
"Was it as hard as I think to land like that?"
"Not really," he said. "She makes a pretty good glider. The hard part was stopping in less than 4000 feet." In fact, they had pulled up so close to the end of the runway that the nose was extended over it. A few hundred pounds less fuel, and—don't think about it.
"What now?" she said.
"I make some calls and get us home. Then Julie turns into an obsessive-compulsive little shit who no one can stand to be around, and in two days she tells us if it was sabotage, and if so, how it was done. And two days after that she grudgingly permits us to fly it again."
"And the FAA?"
"If she passes it, they will. They're all afraid of her."
Esther nodded, and finally asked the question. "What if it wasn't sabotage?"
"That's your department," said Bear.

The Kung Fu Master is [In]
 
J. Edgar Hoover Federal Building, Washington, D.C., December 2011
Arthur Tan rubbed his eyes and sighed. He seemed to be doing a lot of rubbing his eyes and sighing these days, and this case was seventy-five percent of it.
When he opened those eyes again, though, Stephen Reyes from Down The Hall was standing by his desk.
"Troubles?" Reyes said.
Tan gestured to the piles of twenty-year-old, fusty-smelling paper on his desk. "So I've got this guy in his fifties. Looks good for the recent series near Duluth. But."
"But serial killers don't start at 50." Reyes propped a hip on the desk, brow wrinkling with interest.
Tan waved at the smelly papers. "And I've got some stuff in other parts of the upper midwest back in the 90s that looks like it could be a part of the same series. But somebody's in jail for those. And we have a confession."
Reyes pursed his lips, and took the photocopy Tan handed him. He studied it for a minute, then his eyes closed in concentration. Tan thought about what Celentano had muttered once when he thought nobody was listening, about Stephen Reyes being a God-damned necromancer.
Then Reyes huffed through his nose and put the paper down. "The confession's no good."
"You think?"
"I'll write you a report," he said. "So you've got a paper trail. But no, I don't think this guy's good for it."
"So you think the confession was forced?"
"Forcing a confession is nothing. I could force a confession out of him in an evening."
Tan felt the matter of fact statement like a belly punch. "You're not saying—"
Reyes raised his eyebrows and smiled gently. "No. What I'm saying is that people are suggestible. Getting someone to say what you want them to say—that's easy. Getting them to believe what you want them to believe, just as easy. So easy you can do it by accident. You will do it by accident. You almost can't avoid it. Getting them to tell you what really happened—that is almost impossibly hard. Hey, do you think there's coffee?"
"Doc made a pot a while back, but it might be burnt. So how do you avoid suggesting, then?"
"Hang on, I'm going to get something to drink—no, wait, we'll do this first. What you do is try not to make up your mind in advance of the evidence. Keep your interviews open-ended. Your subjects can pick up what you want them to say from the questions you don't ask as easily as the questions you do. Special Agent, where are you going?"
Tan paused, half-risen from his chair. "I'm going to start a fresh pot...." He realized what had happened only as a slow grin dawned acros Reyes' face. "Wait. Since when do you drink coffee?"
Reyes tipped his head.
Tan sighed and sat back down. "Sometimes you're a little creepy."
"You think so? You should get Sol Todd to discourse on the notorious accuracy of eyewitness accounts."
"I thank my lucky stars you didn't go into advertising."
Reyes laughed. He tapped the paper on Tan's desk and made it rattle. "You got a miscarriage of justice here, Tan. What are you going to do about it?"
"Fix it," Tan said tiredly. "Just as soon as I get some coffee."
"Sit," Reyes told him. "I'll bring you one."
Only after the senior agent was gone did Tan realize that Reyes hadn't had to ask him how he took it.

Afterword
 
J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington, D.C., April 20, 2013
And that, for now, was that.
It wasn't over; the FBI would be involved in the work of building the prosecution's case, providing and consulting on evidence and offering context for the arguments. But the immediate, terrible consciousness of fragile human bodies at risk could be set aside for a while.
"Aside" was never very far. And "a while" was sometimes a matter of hours or minutes.
Esther Falkner stood in a streak of sunlight in what was a mere widening of a corridor, a nameless, functionless connecting link between areas with names and functions. It was out of the path of anyone who might have come looking for her in particular.
She closed her eyes and saw the light through her eyelids, through skin and blood. She imagined it traveling to the center of her body as if it could be carried on hemoglobin cells. I grieve, she thought. I rejoice. I grieve. Tonight she would go home to her husband and daughters. She could take a little time now to ache for those who would never go home again.
She heard heavy steps approaching on her right and opened her eyes.
"Esther," Victor Celentano said with a nod. He meant to walk past; she saw him change his mind and stop uncertainly beside her, just outside her band of sun. His suit was wrinkled, his collar limp, and his tie loosened, and she noted they were the same ones she'd seen him in on Thursday afternoon.
The local field office hadn't had to officially call in the BAU, but there'd been ways to help. Plenty of people in the building hadn't seen much of their own beds since the fifteenth.
"Victor. Just letting the spring unwind."
He took that to mean what she'd intended: he was welcome to stay. He shifted more of his weight into his heels, sighed, and scrubbed his face with his fingertips. "Time was we'd be doing that with a cigarette and a glass of scotch."
"At this time of the morning."
"We were a hardy bunch."
She raised one corner of her mouth. "Since those were the days before you were at Quantico, and when no way in hell would they have let a broad do my job, what 'we' do you mean?"
Celentano snorted. "Yeah, well. And that last was the Bureau's loss. Any asshole who hasn't figured that out shouldn't get a government check."
The silence was companionable, but Falkner broke it anyway. "Will they push for the death penalty, do you think?"
"Somebody will. They may even get it."
"God, I hope not."
"Not our problem."
"Of course it's our problem. We'll help them make their case, won't we?"
Celentano thrust his head a little forward on his neck. She knew his body language; he was prepared to engage. "I grew up in the North End. You know that, right?"
"And I'm a Jew. But this isn't like deciding whether to root for the Patriots or the Redskins, and you know that."
"Emotionless isn't in our job description. Poker face, sure. But you can't separate what people feel and what they do. Terrorism is about doing maximum emotional damage. If this idiot gets more fire rained down on his head because he freaked out everyone who saw the news footage, that's pretty much what he asked for."
Falkner rolled the words around in her head. She knew the shape of the argument already. She also knew where the raveled end of it lay. "No, you can't separate what people feel and what they do. What he asked for was his big brother's approval. That's in the news footage, too, for anyone who knows where to look."
Celentano narrowed his eyes, as if squinting into the near future for her next attack. "It's called the Justice Department." But he said it as if he knew he was parrying with the foible.
"It's also called the Department of Homeland Security. I'm not sure there's any such thing as justice or security without knowledge. In this case, knowledge leads to compassion."
"I never thought you were the sentimental type."
"It's not sentiment at my pay grade. It's basic human physiology. We treat nineteen-year-olds as adults in the justice system. But the brain doesn't develop a reliable capacity to judge consequences until closer to twenty-five. If you suck at weighing consequences, what do you use to decide whether to rob a gas station, or plant bombs on a crowded street?"
Celentano gave a little snort, which under the circumstances could pass for a raised hand. "Oh, sure. Use behavioral science against me."
Falkner let both corners of her mouth twitch upward. "We are on the clock."
"And since when do you say things like 'suck at'?"
"Pernicious influence of two teenage daughters. Do you have kids, Vic?"
"Son in grad school, daughter in management in the private sector."
"You might not have seen the dynamic up close and personal, then." Intermittently over the past few days she'd felt the same spasm of sick, helpless fear she felt now. She set it aside, as she had every time before; but this time she gave voice to the thought that caused it. "If Bekk embraced some kind of fanaticism, some violent ideology... Deb might follow her into it. They're about the same distance apart in age."
Celentano did even more damage to the state of his suit by shoving his hands in his trouser pockets and crumpling the jacket between his ribs and his tight-pinched elbows. His closed lips worked, and Falkner suspected he was sucking on his dental work. "So you're saying they already put down the guy responsible."
"More that the guy in custody isn't exactly responsible." She drew a long breath of conditioned air, the smell of floor polish, the sunlight's heat. "Let's do what we do best. Let's get inside this kid's head."
He gave her a go-ahead nod, the same gesture he might make if they were briefing a police detective who'd brought them a case.
So she did what she would do in those circumstances. She curled her toes in her shoes to grip the floor, and pulled her spine a little straighter, feeling the strength of her body in a firm line from legs to hips to shoulders to level jaw. Daphne Worth had once referred to it as "raising aspect." She'd looked it up later and laughed.
"A teenage boy in college," she said. "He wants to fit in, he wants to be popular. He's a little fuzzy about who he wants to be when he grows up. He idolizes his older brother, who's seen more of the world, and who has a cause, an identity, a set of goals.
"When the older brother recruits him to work for that cause, he feels accepted. Grown up. Worthy. His brother is taking him seriously. He's not thinking about killing. He's thinking about his brother's approval.
"The explosions are frightening, but exhilarating, too. He's accomplished something big. He's proved he deserved his brother's confidence. This cause that he's never really been a part of has been the means of proving his manhood to his brother and the world.
"But the shootout with the police is not about the cause. Everything he knows about guns comes from TV and movies. His brother is shot. He's shot. Glass from the windows of the SUV is flying everywhere. He can't hear anything except the gunfire. His brother falls.
"His brother, who was the reason and the reward, falls. And he's just a teenage boy who doesn't know what to do anymore.
"He feels the thump as the tires of the SUV run over his brother's body. He's too deafened by gunfire to hear it dragging from the undercarriage. When it finally pulls free, he sees it in the rear-view mirror.
"From that moment, he ceased to be a threat. When he was taken, he wasn't even carrying a weapon. The weapons were his brother's, just like the cause and the plan. Without his brother, he reverted to the college kid his friends described, who would never do a thing like that."
She let out the rest of her breath slowly. It was like an exorcism. She could stop imagining her daughters in those roles because she'd invoked and released the real actors.
"The way you describe it," Celentano said, his voice rusty, "we could never do anything worse to that kid than he's already done to himself."
But that's not what the trial and the sentence are for, are they? she wanted to say. She'd harrowed Celentano's sensibilities enough for one day, however. "Go home, Vic. We get to start all over again tomorrow morning."
Celentano nodded and continued down the hall to wherever he was going. She pulled out her phone to call Ben. By the time she reached home, there'd be lunch.

TV
 
Arlington, VA, January 2014
Chaz Villette shook the rain—snow—whatever the hell the concrete-colored sky was flinging down on the greater metro area—off his jacket and his climbing bag and left them to drip the rest of it on the tile floor of the condo's front entry. He could hear music from the living room, a song he didn't recognize and which didn't sound like anything Hafs would play.
She was home, though; her big sapphire-blue coat that swung like a swashbuckler's cape was on its hook. Maybe she had company. But company would have a coat, too, and would leave it here, and there was no sign of strange outerwear.
Other people just walk in their front doors, he reflected. Maybe even yell, "I'm home!" Neither he nor Hafidha were other people. Nor was anyone they worked with. So he knew where his weapons were (gun in holster, mirror folded in his head) when he rounded the corner into the living room.
Hafidha sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the flat-screen TV, a gallon plastic container of homemade chocolate-cherry-granola cookies corralled by her thighs and calves. On screen, three girls in leotards and toe shoes pliéd and sniped at each other in...British accents?
On the surface, at least, nothing to be worried about. Chaz let his shoulders drop a little. "What happened to the guy in the moldy two-hundred-year-old overcoat?" he asked.
"I'm time-shifting Sleepy Hollow," Hafidha replied around a mouthful of chewy cookie. "This is homework."
"Homework. Gamma ballerinas?" He plopped down beside her and stole a cookie.
"Not work homework. Not office work, I mean. This is one of Susanna Greenwood's favorite shows."
Susanna Greenwood was one of Idlewood's youngest inmates. Hafidha was mentoring her through the process of getting and using the implant. The bugzapper.
"Ah. It didn't seem like a you thing."
"I'll have you know I took ballet for seven freaking years, baby bro. I can balance on the ball of one foot with the best of 'em."
The TV showed two young guys doing a step-pivot, step-pivot, leap sequence that made his whole lower body ache in sympathy. "Is it...Australian?"
"Yep. And unlike the Disney Channel equivalent, it's full of teenagers who are butt-stupid in actual teenager ways, rather than made-up let-us-teach-you-this-lesson ways. Ooh, hang on. This is one of Kat's hip-hop routines." Hafidha waved the volume up, and they watched the dancers turn themselves into fierce, angular, graceful geometry.
"And you know the character's names," Chaz said when the dance ended.
"Teenagers think you're stupid if you don't know as much as they do."
"Uh-huh."
Hafs slugged him in the arm, then passed him the tub of cookies.
The end credits began to roll. "The way the show came up... Susanna said she had a quiet freakout when one of the characters got injured. She said it scared the crap out of her—that in a matter of seconds, someone could go from having a plan and a life and a shiny future to zip, game over, out of quarters.
"And I could see it was horror-movie stuff to her. That was when I realized the thing she was terrified of had already happened to me. Twice."
She bit into another cookie while Netflix settled on its home page for the show. Dance Academy. "So you told her it wasn't that bad?"
"Hell, no. I told her she was right. I told her what doesn't kill us mostly leaves us seriously fucked up, or words to that effect. When a life-wrecking event happens, it wrecks your life. And you have to try to get a new one, which is a lot harder than replacing a wrecked pretty much anything else."
Chaz contemplated the piles of wreckage on his own backtrail. But he'd been able to stick with his old life after all. The Relative had broken him, but he'd put himself back together and returned to his work and his friends and his future. "Boy, you sure do know how to give a pep talk."
"I do, though. It made her feel better."
"Seriously?"
Hafidha tossed her head—the braids that would have been flipped off her cheek were gone, but the gesture remained. "If I were standing at the top of a cliff with one of your pretty rectangular parachutes and said I was scared to jump, what would you tell me?"
"I'd say if you weren't you'd be an idiot. Oh."
"When you're scared, and reasonably scared, and somebody tells you, 'It's no big deal," you know they're a liar. And being lied to is never comforting." She tucked her feet under her and stood up. "Jammers do not live by cookies alone."
"Who are you, and what have you done with my Wabbit?"
She frowned down at him. "Pffft. We need a pile of grilled cheese sandwiches. And maybe some beer. After that, wanna watch the next episode with me? It's only half an hour."
Teenagers being stupid. And, based on that step-pivot-leap bit, trying to defy gravity on a daily basis.
As an athlete, he could respect that. "I'll slice the bread.”

Asylum - by C.L. Polk and Elizabeth Bear
 

Act I
 
Ashton, VA, April 30, 2014
"So here you are again," Saito says. "Danny-boy. With your trampled-on fear all muddled up. Got anything new for me?"
"Stubbed my toe this morning," Brady replies.
"And you had sex," Saito complains. "Snuggly wonderful dawn-time cuddling. You had a good lunch. You're not even hungry. Must you antagonize me like this?"
"Unexpected consequence," Brady says. "Desensitization."
"You're not living up to the deal. Give me something."
"Doing my best."
"I hate slow periods," Saito complains. "Waiting for the other shoe to drop. For you to break up with your boyfriend or have a teammate die. That grief felt good, Dann-O. Felt like the first time. But— Not today. You're in a good mood."
"It's been good lately," Brady says. "Sorry."
"You have something in there," Saito says. "Something you're covering up in all that fluff. Nobody knows you like I do. How's your monster on work release?"
Screw you, buddy. "She's fine."
"For now. Until she isn't fine. And it could happen in a blink."
"She's fine."
"You're boring today," Saito complains. "Can't even get you past worried about your team monster. I could do that. Be on your team. I have a knack for interviews. I can really get down deep."
"You're never getting out of this room, Jason."
"And you're not the deal I bargained for. Give me Dallas. Chicken in the bread pan, picking out dough... No," Saito says, and jerks backward against his chair in frustration. "Give me Hafidha Gates."
"She's fine," Brady repeats.
"Have you stayed at the office while she was in the field? Have you let her out of your sight yet?"
"She's been in the field without me there." That's a mistake. Defensive.
"Ooh. There's something," Saito says. "Give me that."
"It's nothing."
"Liar." Saito sits up, settles back. "She did something that makes your spine crawl. Give it to me. It'll do."
Leesburg, VA
Her shroud wasn't even finished yet.
Ash had started it right after seeing an episode of Six Feet Under with a green burial. People thought it was morbid and creepy. "Way too goth, even for you," Jessica had said, while Ash searched for undyed linen cloth and researched plant dyes for the silk floss she'd dye herself. But you understood. Death is a part of life, and abstract at nineteen.
Ash hadn't abandoned it as a teenage fancy. She cut the linen, stitched it by hand, dyed the thread with berries and leaves and bark, stitched pictures and words and signs. She took it out on each of the sabbats and on her birthday to stitch on it. If she only got a little done, she'd shrug, smile, and put it back in its box to wait for the next time. There's enough time left when you're nineteen, when you're twenty-four, when you're not even married yet, when you're only twenty-six.
But it wasn't finished. The needle had still been threaded through a line of madder-dyed silk; at the spring equinox she'd been stitching a glyph she'd designed herself that meant gentleness. You don't know how it was supposed to finish, and so you pushed the needle through in a simple running chain to write the date of her death, and to mark the approximate places where her heart, kidneys, and eyes would have been—what the transplant people took, before they disconnected her from the machines. The sun, the scales, the ram's head. This was your job: Even though you didn't believe anymore, you knew the signs and symbols, you knew her meaning.
You couldn't bear to help wash her body, or to braid her long, long hair into the crown she liked the most. Couldn't bear to look at the bruises and the fractures that would never heal, the sutures from the transplants raised and ugly on her skin. No one minded that you couldn't. And so you sat in the room outside and stitched the last clumsy marks that weren't enough. Someone always came to touch your shoulder to see how you were doing, if you needed anything. Ash's brother, Connor, came to help you pack herbs in the pockets of the shroud, and Ash's mother, Sandra—that name was awkward on your tongue, she'd always been Mrs. Campbell—walked you to your car parked under the magnolias and gave you one more hug before you went home to sleep before the ceremony.
 
*
 
They arrange to fetch you in the car hired for the family. No one wears black. Ash would have hated it. Most wear green, her favorite colour—you're wearing a deep loden green shawl around your shoulders, fastened with her favorite shawl pin—a copper lance and a knotwork ring. Connor takes your hand to help you out of the car and holds it as you walk. You squeeze it because that's what you're supposed to do. Because it's supposed to feel comforting.
You leave your shoes outside the place marked as the entrance to the circle, and walk the spiral, turning inward. Ashley's mother respected her religion the way your parents wouldn't have, back when you believed it, too. She had talked to the people in Ashley's circle, and let them do everything the way they thought Ash would want it. Your bare feet grow cold as you turn widdershins through the spiral and find your place in the inner ring of mourners. Her family. Her circle. And you.
You're cold. Everything sounds far away, unimportant. The shroud isn't finished, but it's wrapped around her body, small and motley with the embroideries of wheels and constellations, a map of Ash's own meaning and what she wanted to set down to mark her life.
There should be more. There shouldn't be an inch of beige left unmarked, and the wrongness of that latches hold surely as Connor's hand and scrapes at the edges of emptiness, the unreality.
This shouldn't be happening.
Then there's a soft press just over your left shoulder, a wisp of honey and sandalwood teasing through the air, and the batting over your senses peels away—the moisture in the air, the cool bluegrass under your bare feet, Connor's hand holding yours tight and the brilliant blue sky and oh, deep in the center of your chest, it hurts and claws up your throat in a horrible jagged sob, the first you've cried since that first denying scream over the telephone
a car crash
the other driver killed immediately, Ash airlifted out with a massive head injury, unable to breathe unassisted
She had been coming to your house.
Work had been the absolute shits. Even knowing that you were walking straight into a universal PMS zone didn't make it any easier to handle. When Sam and Tyrone had laughed just as you'd gone around the corner—it probably hadn't been about you but fuck it made you want to turn around and demand to knowwhat was so fucking funny and even a run through the trail and splitting wood to refill the wall of split logs didn't take the tension out of your shoulders, didn't dull the need to start a fight.
You had complained to Ash as much as your nondisclosure agreement would allow, and your best friend, your heart-sister, said, "Take a shower, use the salt scrub, we're going to unblock your cramped-up energy and then we can watch any Jane Austen movie you want."
"I love you," you'd said, not knowing it was the last time. "And your crystal-hugging bodywork."
When she wasn't there a half hour later, you assumed she'd decided to pick up something to eat.
After an hour, you sent her a text.
The phone rang ten minutes later.
 
*
 
You can't stop crying now. Connor and Sandra have their arms around you, and you can't stop, she's gone, because she was coming to your house because you couldn't even stop sulking long enough to make the drive from Purcellville to Leesburg to make good on your weekend plans, she's dead
because of you
They get you back to the car somehow, and you try to take slow breaths that don't hitch, and when your sinuses clear, you smell honey and sandalwood again, and wonder if you're going crazy.
Sandra takes you home to the big house surrounded by deep Virginia woods. She tucks you into bed as if you were sick and reads Sense and Sensibility to you until the pills take hold and you fall asleep.
You dream of Ash teaching you to dance the strathspey in this house. You dream of the first day you met at your new school. You are both fourteen, and you never want to wake up.
But you do.
Ashton, VA
Hell is beautiful in the spring.
Dice bumps the driver's-side door closed with his hip and balances a grocery sack and a cardboard box on one hand and double-checks the lock. Actually two boxes: one destined to stay at the door for Leon and his partner after the mandatory search is done, the other to go upstairs, not down, up to the activity room, where Eddie and a guard will wait.
They might play chess, with Eddie able to move his pieces himself. Dyson's read up on sports scores, but Eddie may have already seen them himself on the television, and he'll listen.
Leon takes the boxes of kolache with thanks, you shouldn't have, I could never eat two boxes by myself and a big laugh before they go do the usual search. Leon doesn't ask the question again, and then Dyson Cieslewicz heads in a new direction from his usual route to the high security area and the support group meeting in the vast and empty cafeteria—to a smaller wing, with only a handful of residents.
Two of them are standing out by the nurse's station, accompanied by the usual complement of quiet, watchful staff. Dice smiles at the first, a slender young woman.
"Hey, Susanna."
She smiles back, after a delay and a half-halted wave, then she slips into a room and shuts the door quietly, avoiding any further contact, but the other woman turns around and smiles widely.
"Dice," Natalie Summers says.
"Natalie," Dice answers, and up his arms come, a mirror of hers as they step closer together and hug. it's a close squeeze, though Dice is one-armed because of the second box of kolache and the grocery sack, but when they step apart Natalie's got a light in her eyes. Her red hair is natural, from the soft fuzz on her head, but not as vivid as he was used to seeing it, and she reminds him of a young Sinead O'Connor, with huge eyes and the hollows of her cheeks filling in a little.
"It's so nice to see you," she says. "I've met your brother." She acts like the guard standing just out of reach and to her right is personal security. She's probably used to having personal security.
"And now you know everything." Dice laughs.
Natalie lays a tan-gloved hand on his arm as she laughs along.
"Hardly. Kylie was just here," Natalie says. "Last Sunday."
"Oh, good! Good," Dice says, and sets the box down at the nurses' station occupied by Sam, who isn't a nurse but was studying to be one, and rocks back on his heels. "I'm glad."
"Me, too. She never stopped being my friend, Dice."
Dyson already knows. Kylie wrote him a message on Sunday. "That's good."
"Is your brother okay?" Natalie asks, and Dyson can't hide the expression that goes with his stomach dropping to the floor. "It's probably nothing," she says quickly. "He's not in observation, but he's been keeping to himself today and yesterday, and you can't usually get him away from the windows in the recreation room. He sits in the sunlight," Natalie says.
"Should I tell him that you were wondering if he was all right?" Dyson asks, and she shakes her head—and then changes her mind and nods.
"It's good to know that somebody's thinking about you," she says. "Susanna was, too."
"I'll tell him," Dyson promises.
Natalie goes off to the TV room. Eddie comes out not long after, smirking at Dice.
"The rich girl talks about you, brother."
"She asked if you were doing all right. She says Susanna was worried about you, too."
"The kid? No fooling. Wasn't feeling social. Let's play some chess."
Dice plays because Eddie likes to. They start a Catalan opening by silent agreement, and leave the clock off. Eddie doesn't rest his left arm on the table, doesn't talk much, glancing at the other end of the room where Natalie sits and watches a show with vampires of some kind.
"You sure there's nothing going on there?" Eddie asks, and Dice nods.
"I'm sure."
"Not like you could go on dates with her anyway. She's got the treatment already."
"Ah."
"She's already going for walks," Eddie goes on. "I'm not even at walks yet."
"When you get there, do you want to take a spin around the gardens?"
"You should go on a spin with her."
"Eddie."
"Okay, okay. But she likes you, man."
"I know she likes me, but it's not like that."
"Like you and that tattoo babe you date."
"We go to the movies together sometimes."
"But it's not like that," Eddie grumbles, and his left shoulder rises until he notices it and shoves it back down. "Can't you just get laid?"
"Eddie."
"Okay, okay. You're seriously into this sensitivity cra— stuff. Why not get your leg over?"
"How would Natalie feel if I used her like that?"
"Fucksake, Dice. You never fucking quit. It pisses me off."
"I don't know what you mean."
"Yes, you do," Eddie says. "Never mind. Let's do some chess."
Dice reaches for his knight, and squeezes the horse head, resisting the urge to take his hand away. "J'adoube."
"No kidding j'adoube. I wouldn't have let you make that move when I was twelve." But Eddie doesn't give a suggestion or hint, letting Dice figure out an alternative.
Eddie wins eight moves later, shakes his head at the hint of another game. "Eat one, or you won't get one."
He means the poppyseed, their favorite. They eat in silence, watching the last minutes of the visit tick by, and Dice knows that he can't tell Eddie. Not yet.
"Well, I better get going," Dice says, and Eddie dusts crumbs off his hand.
"Yeah, you wanna get home soon. You doing that—that polo thing, with your bicycle?"
"Yeah." Eddie approves of bike polo. It's daring. He's proud of every scrape and bruise Dice gets, because a funny story about pain is one of the ways he takes the measure of a man.
Dice swipes his hands over a paper napkin before he shakes hands with Eddie. Good firm grip. Look him in the eye. Half a smile.
"Take it easy," Dice says, and turns to go. He makes it to the door before Eddie speaks again.
"Dice."
"Yeah, Ed?"
"I'm sorry I hurt your hand."
"It's okay," Dice says. It's out before the surprise at the apology even hits. "It's okay, little brother."
Leesburg, VA, May 1, 2014
You know you're awake, but you can't move because sharp, heavy claws are digging in and holding you down. You don't want to look at the mirror to the side of Ash's bed, but all you can move is your eyes and they track inevitably to the closet doors.
There's the hump of your hip, and the sharp drop of your shoulder. No beast digging painfully into your ribs, crushing your breath. But it's there, pressing the breath out of you, and you can't remember the words of protection, you can't call the white light to you so you think, Help me, Ashley. The tingling warmth touches the crown of your head and melts the beast away.
All at once you're ... awed. The tingling brushes over you and you shove down the thought that it's just ASMR and not what you feel when magic happens. You were wrong. You doubted, when you lost the feeling after—
No. Hold the light. Hold the magic. You've got it back, and that warmth and light and radiance just behind you is Ash.
She's come back, to save you. To show you that it really is real. Even though it's your fault she's dead.
It's not. I'm here. I'll leave you your privacy but I'll come when you need me.
It feels so good. As good as it felt when Ashley did Reiki with her hands just over your skin, as good as it felt when she would whisper you through a walk through the forest. Ashley could always stop the fear. Ashley could always make it safe. You keep your back to her, because if you turn and can't see her it will be harder to believe.
You keep believing until you fall asleep again.
When you wake up, you're starving. But now you're not alone.

Act II
 
Somewhere in Virginia, May 4, 2014
The road to Hell is in bloom.
Dice drives, Tyler rides shotgun, circular needles in his lap and his knitting pattern clipped to the passenger visor. They're on a Sunday drive to their support group, one where everyone is coming in.
"So how's Eddie enjoying being upstairs?" Tyler asks, watching the country road go by.
"I dunno. Mixed signals. Apparently he stays in his room a lot. Then he got on my case about how I should date Natalie."
"You should not do that," Tyler answers. "What on Earth."
"She's beautiful, she's rich, and she's doing really well, and Eddie is the sort of person who thinks a woman paying sincere attention to you wants you in bed."
"Yow. Okay! So I'm guessing you didn't tell him."
"I didn't tell him," Dice agrees. "I kind of pitched it out the window. I don't think it was a good time."
"Nothing says you have to come out to anyone, you know. You get to decide who you want knowing that," Tyler says. The knitting ends up in his hands, yarn wound around his fingers.
"I know, but it seems wrong. You guys all know. My brother? He doesn't know. I ought to tell him."
"Because he's your family?"
"Yeah. But he's, you know, he's—"
"Lacking in social empathy."
"That's so nice it swims under the point. But he's different. He doesn't say so much of that stuff lately. I wondered if he figured it out."
"Don't tell him until you feel like you're ready."
The miles wind by—some in silence, but Tyler mentions his workload at school, and Dice tells him about his new project at work to bring in a bottled beer from each state and territory, until Dice has to ask.
"Still don't want to see Natalie?"
"I still don't," Tyler agrees. "I dunno. I worry that she'll see it as a sign that all is forgiven and it's not. I don't know how much of that school year was real. I don't know how much she pushed me."
"I get you."
"I can't trust her. I hope she's getting better, but she's an alleged serial killer. I'm not even sure I want to encounter another one."
"You're going clinical, though."
"Irony, right?" Tyler chuffs out a laugh and digs around for his water bottle. "Oh, hey. Do you think Rupert Beale will be there? I want to ask him about how he decides what to write and what not to write. When it comes to the anomaly, I mean."
"I almost want to listen to that. I don't know if he'll be there or not, though."
Purcellville, VA
Purcellville's gentrifying. You've watched it happen ever since you moved into your house, tiny on its big lawn compared to the houses that have gone up around it. When the new neighbors move in, they don't talk to you, till one by one everyone you knew on the street is gone, to foreclosures or simply an offer they couldn't refuse, and the pressure for you to follow suit is on. They don't see you when you mow the lawn. They don't see you when you rake the leaves. They don't see you when you shovel the walk and the drive. Their eyes slide off your Jetta, snug in the driveway.
But somehow, you can't mow that lawn now without feeling the eyes. You're out in a singlet and work pants, a trashed pair of ex-work boots. You know what they think of your man's job, the easy loping pace you set on the trail run, the cuts and curves of your shoulders, your arms. A woman living alone, her only visitor another woman, a woman with no makeup and a bodybuilding habit, a woman of speed, strength, endurance. You push the manual mower the same as you shovel the drive and the corner lot's stretch of sidewalk—at a patient pace you can keep up for twenty minutes, hydrate, and back at it. The neighbors use contraptions they can drive around—the neighbors who do their own landscaping and snow clearing, anyway.
You know what they think of Ash and you. It's no different than what they thought in school, what they thought at the dances, what they thought at the coffee cauldrons and open circles and spirit gatherings.
Who cares what they think? And who would care even if they were right?
You stop in your tracks. You stand up straight and inhale slowly, trying to catch the smell of sandalwood and honey. It's just cut grass, that's all, but you swear you heard it, like Ash was just there—and you're sure that she is, just behind you. You can feel her. You can—smell her.
She can't be there.
But she is.
"You're not there," you whisper, and an oriole sings above your head.
Because I'm dead? Em. Do you think I would leave you alone? I know you haven't reached out to anyone. Not even Connor.
"Connor's got his own thing. He doesn't want me hanging around."
Connor loves you.
"I know," you say, and start pushing the mower again, grass blades flying into heaps.
Not like a brother.
"I can't," you say, and turn with your eyes shut.
The sense of Ash follows you back toward the house.
"I can't," you mutter again, but there's no answer, and after a while the feeling of Ash goes away. You push the mower until your phone buzzes the time, and you stop right where you are and drink a glass of water from the pitcher on the porch, the ice in it melted to little floating pebbles.
"All that yard with a push mower," a voice says, and you turn around.
The man halfway down your driveway smiles. He's tan, wearing a crisp white shirt, no jacket, no tie, but those pants have a jacket somewhere. His hands are in his pockets, no briefcase, no bright brochures.
"Shovel the walk by hand, too," you say, and put one hand on your hip.
"A dedication to lower emissions, or fitness?"
"Spend an hour a day working out," you say. "Reckon yardwork's like Zumba."
"I can't see you in a Zumba class," the man says, and sandalwood tickles your nose.
"Don't look light on my feet, then?"
What's he want? Ash says, and you take a long breath in through your nose trying not to let your shoulders fall in relief. You know she's not real.
But having her there feels so good.
I don't trust him.
I don't either, Ash says in your mind, but it's not a thought-voice, it's her voice, clear and light with a little air in it, and you're hearing it, but this man doesn't, this man who looks at everything like he's recording it with his eyes, eyes that come back to you and don't smile right when he says, "Not much like Regency dance, is it? But you haven't been into that, lately."
"I think it's about time you start explaining why you're on my land, mister."
"I'm a friend of a friend," the man says.
He's lying, Ash says.
"Good to hear. Our mutual friend should introduce us," you say.
"I would give a lot for that to be possible."
He's lying, he's lying, Em, he's full of it I don't know him I never did.
I know, you think, and you shake your head. "I didn't see you at the ceremony."
"I don't think you were looking around much. You were in the inner circle. You were wearing Ash's lace stole, the one her cousin knitted for her for Christmas two years ago. Though Ash would have called it Yule, or Sol Invictus. And you would have, too, at one point."
How does he know that? How—
Aunt Irene, you and Ash say in unison. Ash giggles. You always did that—say the same thing at the same time.
"I didn't know her well," the man goes on. "Not like you. You went to school together? Ten years ago?"
"Thirteen," you say.
"Fast friends," he says. "You did everything together, the Regency dances, the spirit gatherings—but you quit. Four years ago, wasn't it?"
How does he know this I don't know him Em I don't what does he want? Get him out of here he just wants to hurt you
"What paper did you say you worked for, again?" and the way his face flattens out you know you hit it.
"I didn't," he says, but that smile's shiny plastic. You don't believe it.
"Get off my land," you say, and you go into the house, lawn half done, and you snap the lock behind you. You want Ash to soothe you, but she doesn't say anything.
Ash?
Then it slides over you. You can't feel her.
There's a feeling, like someone is right behind you. You know the feeling. You have it when Ash is there, a soft body-heat warmth and the feeling when you try to force two magnets together, the feeling between your hands when you do Tai Chi, the same feeling you put into spells when you believed in them...
Fourteen minutes of her there, eight spent denying it, and now she's gone and it's like a hole ripped open all over again. She's gone and that... man asking questions, that's why and you hate him suddenly, hate him with a rage and pain you couldn't feel for the other driver, dead, too, dead to her steering wheel just not working and the panic rising up as she shoved the brake down to the floor, never thinking about the drivers behind her...
Stop. Focus...you can't. You're shaking and dizzy when you go into the kitchen—the heat, the stress, some juice will help—and the carton of orange juice is gone in a few swallows, it seems, and you've got an apple in your mouth while you go rooting around for more.
You can't feel her. You can't feel her. She's supposed to be there, but she's gone and the spot just where you feel warmth from her is cool and empty and you're going to faint if you don't keep eating, the juice wasn't enough, the apple wasn't enough. You drop a scoop of protein powder in a shaker and top it with milk. It's supposed to be a meal replacement but it's not enough, not from the odd tingling in your hands and ears.
There's a mini microwave lasagna. You poke the film with shaking hands and wait for the microwave to beep with your head between your knees. You're halfway through the third, well enough to sit up and eat slowly, washing down pasta, tomato sauce, and ground beef with long swallows of protein powder and milk when you catch a whiff of honey and sandalwood.
It's all right, Ash says. You're safe. He won't ever come back.
She's back.
It's all right now.
You don't look at the other two containers while you finish the third.
J. Edgar Hoover Federal Building, Washington, D.C., May 5, 2014
Daniel Brady pops into Hafidha's office on the first Monday of May with an invitation to have two dozen red velvet cupcakes to go with Chaz's coffee.
She leads the way into the kitchen and plucks up a cupcake, peels the paper liner down, and eats it while pouring a milky coffee. "Chaz better get 'em while they're hot, all I'm saying."
"Where's Chaz?"
"Up the hall, helping with a geographic profile. They think they've got a serial abductor but no pattern, but Doc is a bright girl and thought they'd better check with Chazzie and make sure." Her eyes flick up, a bit left of center. "Yeah, he found something interesting, at least."
The cupcake's gone in a blink, paper wrapper tossed out with a napkin. Brady's barely gotten two bites. "Oh, yeah? Our kind of thing?"
"Doesn't seem so, no fnords, but that just means if there is a gamma they're not messing around with computers."
"Well, that's a relief."
Brady refills his coffee. "I know Nikki wasn't going to be in today anyway. Where's Mom?"
"Meeting."
"Do we even have the Gulfstream?"
"That's a good question. I can check for you. Just give me a second with these patient records."
Hafidha walks out of the kitchen with a little plate bearing a cupcake on top of her coffee mug. Brady stares after her. She's cheerful. Complimentary. No claws in a word she said.
She's allowed to have a good day, Brady tells himself, and he takes a cupcake along with him to the bullpen.
 
*
 
Sol Todd strolls in at about eleven. "Oh good, you're all still here."
"No case for us. I'm not even sure we have the plane," Brady says. "Hafidha said she'd tell me after she was done looking through patient..."
Solomon watches half amused as Brady slows down and swivels his head toward Hafidha's office. "Something wrong?"
"One second."
Brady gets up and sticks his head in Hafidha's office, and Sol follows. Hafidha stares at her monitors and a tablet, each of them scrolling forms. Sol catches the word "Inova" on the tablet and huffs a bit.
"Hafidha, are you hacking a hospital?"
"Only a little bit." The tablet switches to a home screen, but the other monitors keep scrolling. "I have a hunch."
"What's the hunch about?" Todd asks.
Her right shoulder goes up, a shield. "Motor-vehicle accidents."
"You have a hunch about motor-vehicle accidents, because..."
"I'm looking for a connection, if there is one, between motor-vehicle accidents in a radius around D.C. But I'm not Chaz, and there are no fnords. But still."
Brady nods, half to himself. If he had a glass of water Sol imagines that he would take a sip, just to give him a bit more time to think, but he forges ahead. "Hafs, I know I don't have to tell you—"
Hafidha puts up one long hand. "That Erik died from being smacked by a car? You don't have to tell me. That Daphne got mowed down by a semi? You don't have to tell me. That the actual details of the accidents were different and there wasn't a James Vijay Singh around to cause a stroke or aneurysm in the driver who killed Erik? You don't have to tell me that, either. That I'm probably obsessing over this because the Bug loves it? Loud and clear, baby. But I have a hunch."
"Okay," Brady says. "You want to talk about it?"
"No," Hafs snaps, and then leans back and kneads her forehead. "But I ought to. And I've been jamming all morning. I should eat something that isn't cupcakes. Cheeseburgers and pie?"
"Cheeseburgers and two pies."
"Okay, but what will you eat?"
"I'll think of something. Do you want anyone else with us?"
"No—ahh, Arthur. I'm feeling gentle today. Let's bring the new kid."
"I'm still the new kid?" This from Arthur Tan, who leans against the doorjamb, one foot in and one foot out.
"Until someone supplants you, New Kid. Cheeseburgers and pie?"
"Cheeseburgers and two pies."
"You know how it feels to go where everybody knows your name?" Hafs says. "Well, here I am. And I need you to tell me if I'm going crazy over this."
"I— Sure," Arthur says. "Why me?"
"You're a comics nerd, and this is totally your-power-is-your-undoing stuff," Hafidha answers. She stands up, tablet disappearing into an eggplant-colored satchel. "Also, lunch with handsome scenery? Bonus."
Arthur backs up and lets the parade file past him to the hall. "Were we just objectified?"
"Damn straight we were," Brady says.
"Report me to HR?"
"Eh...Naaah," Arthur-as-Bugs-Bunny says, and Hafidha giggles as she pushes the elevator button.
Todd catches Arthur's eye and winks.
"Somebody ought to make a Gettysburger, you know that?"
Todd feels the chuckle, swallows it. Deadpans, "Hafs. Scandal?"
"Twitter exploded every Thursday night," Hafs says, making the lace hem of her skirt bloom with a turn in the elevator. "Damn if I didn't get sucked in, too. I'm still mad about James Novak."
"Okay, so this research. How long have you been doing it?"
Arthur sticks his hand out to hold the elevator doors open. "Research?"
"Just started this morning. Anyway. My parents were in this weekend. Gone on Tuesday after we had my birthday lunch. They were here to go to a meeting over at Arkham."
Sol knows Hafidha's parents were in town, but Hafidha usually keeps a wall between her and the survivors's meetings. The elevator doors open and admit a pair of agents, and they all shift to let them in, conversation halted until Sol asks, "Where to?"
"You said burgers? Ollie's," Arthur volunteers.
Hafidha purses her mouth sideways. "The Styrofoam plates get me down."
"Elephant and Castle," Brady says.
Hafidha considers as the doors open onto the lobby, then nods. "I can live with it. Don't think they have pie, though."
"There will be cake," Sol says. "Chocolate cake."
They settle into a flying wedge, Hafs breaking the floes of traffic. "We had a nice weekend, but yeah, my parents witnessed a car accident."
"Oh, that's not good," Arthur says. What kind?"
"Single car. They were driving with the top down and he passed them at top speed screaming no, no, no, and then he went right off the road and plowed into a stone wall. Freaky, right?"
"Freaky," Brady agrees. "Our-kind-of-thing freaky, though?"
"Your spidey senses tingled," Todd says.
"Yes. Erik died because of a freak accident," Hafidha says, and Sol watches Brady suppress the urge to look directly at her or react in any way. "The car's airbags spontaneously deployed, knocking the driver unconscious, and the car hit Erik at a crosswalk."
"That's also terrible. Hafidha, I am so sorry," Arthur says.
"Me, too, Arthur," Hafidha says. "Thanks. But enough sharing and caring for a minute."
They plow straight through crowds on the street, past signs advertising specials for lunch.
"Okay, where was I?" Hafidha says. "Right. Car accidents and connections. I wondered what actually killed the guy, and my spidey senses did indeed tingle. I've been looking into hospital records about car crashes with fatalities all morning—"
"Just to make sure?" Arthur asks.
"Because I can't not think of purple elephants. Now that I'm thinking about it I can't stop," Hafidha says. "And I don't know why but I thought if I could find this one victim...I don't know. I've got nothing but a hunch, and ... all the other stuff. That makes me worry that I'm seeing the monster that isn't there."
"I'm glad you told me," Brady says.
Arthur Tan nods. "And me."
"Vulnerability still sucks, though," Hafidha mutters. "I keep thinking I've seen it all, why should this scare me?"
Todd puts a hand on her elbow. Her failure to flinch puts a twinge of warmth in him. "You've never seen everything," he says.
She kicks him lightly on the shin.
 
*
 
Hafidha orders double pub pretzels before they even sit down. Brady waits while she, Todd, and Tan choose their seats. He takes the one remaining, on Hafidha's right so their eating hands don't cross up elbows. He remembers when they used to stick Reyes and Hafs on the same side of the table, so the lefties could coordinate. The more things change, the more they keep on changing.
The waitress looks at them oddly when they each ask for a starter dish and menus.
Hafidha demolishes a pretzel and shares the basket around before resuming. "So, tax records—"
"Because you're hacking the IRS, must be Friday," Arthur says, and Hafidha snakes one hand out to steal one of his regular potato skins.
"Tax records show," Hafidha continues, "that Matthew Sheehy was a reporter who sorta kinda got laid off from the Loudoun Times-Mirror, but was still making money from them and a few other papers by writing puff pieces, usually about local businesses in the county and personalities. On speculation. Times are tough for everybody."
"The death was ruled an accident," Brady says. Gently.
Todd breaks off a bite of pretzel, dips it in grainy mustard, and stuffs it into his open mouth. He's obviously much too busy chewing to say a damned word, and Brady is grateful.
She swallows and says, "Yes. It was. Single car. Lost control. But the post-mortem examination says cardiac arrest."
That wasn't a congruent cause of death for a car accident, was it? Daphne would know. Brady shoves the thought down. "Okay, I'm waiting for it."
"No heart disease, clean tox screen, no embolism, and he was twenty-six years old." Hafidha has a bite of stuffed Yorkshire pudding and looks at Brady.
"Died of fright, is what you're guessing. On one death."
"Well, I can assume he was afraid, from what my folks saw on their way back up from Idlewood."
"We can't follow it up officially," Arthur says.
"And it doesn't fit Erik's accident, if cardiac arrest was the cause of the accident," Brady says.
"One sparrow doesn't make a summer. It doesn't fit with Erik's accident, but it's still weird and I'm looking for more. That's why I'm hacking hospitals."
"Any more unusual cardiac arrests?" Brady offers a coconut shrimp, and Hafidha accepts.
"Nope."
Sol Todd tears off another section of pretzel. "Well, they could be usual-appearing cardiac arrests, natural deaths..."
"People go to the emergency room for anxiety attacks," Arthur says.
"You're buying in?" Hafs asks.
"I'm being helpful," Arthur replies. "Though technically you don't have a warrant for any of this and there's no official notice or anything like that and shouldn't be doing it at all."
"Which is exactly why I'm not doing anything. Doing what? Okay, so admissions for emergency rooms that wound up being anxiety attacks. Should look for Xanax, Klonopin, my little buddy Ativan ... Oh." Hafidha blinks at the air. "There are hundreds. This could take a while. I should probably add it to the file."
"That isn't on the FBI servers."
Hafs gives Brady a look. "Of course it isn't. It's on the server at home."
"Have you looked into insurance claims and lawsuits?" Sol asks, and Hafidha shakes her head. "Freak mechanical failures would lead to lawsuits by the survivors. A lot of the stuff is on paper, though. You mind sharing what you've got with me?"
"That's an offer I can't refuse," Hafidha says. "I can send you the files, too, no problem."
"I'm not much help with research," Brady says. "But I can give opinions."
"Thanks, Danny. But more work later or else we'll need three pies. You gonna eat the rest of those, New Kid?"
 
*
 
Hafidha follows Todd into Esther's office, because it's never a bad idea to let Solomon Todd take point. Falkner quirks up an eyebrow, but she's smiling her welcome.
"There is no way I can even pay you consulting fees, Sol. What are you doing here?"
"Hafidha had an idea. I'm helping her check it out," Sol says.
"There's cupcakes," Hafidha says.
"They're parve," Brady says.
"And I didn't eat meat for lunch, because I saw those cupcakes," Esther says. "How about we have our meeting over a few?"
"Arthur, will you get plates and forks? I'll make a fresh pot of coffee, since Chaz is..." Hafidha stares at the air. "Not going to be here for another fifteen minutes at least. Seems he figured out the hot zone for their UNSUB."
"Tell him to tell them to let him eat before he falls down," Esther says.
"He had a Clif Bar. But he knows there is cake. He says that gallon of milk in the fridge is to go with."
"Then let's put this off. Say ten minutes?"
"Ten's good," Hafidha nods, bringing her focus back into the room. "I'll go take care of that coffee."
"So, you can text us with your brain?" Arthur asks, following Hafidha into the kitchen.
"You kidding? I have to remember to play with the screen half the time."
"Yeah, if I could do that I'd probably do it without thinking," Arthur says. "And Hafidha? There's nothing wrong with following a hunch."
Hafidha looks over her shoulder at Arthur, the rest of her swiveling around to face him. "You have bought in."
"I think it's worth a look. Because you think it's worth a look," Arthur says. "And I'm not worried, because you aren't trying to keep it a secret. You keep secrets when your power is your undoing."
Arthur walks out with a stack of side plates. Hafida stares after him.
"Knew I wanted you along for a reason, New Kid."
 
*
 
"So I'm guessing that this is about what we talked about at lunch," Brady says, as they all assemble in the meeting room, "and not a case."
Falkner says, "Correct. We're still punching the clock, but the sequester is still squeezing the money. So if any of you have a reason to take a personal day, to make appointments or just to stay home or because you want a three-day weekend for a change, wrestle over what days you want to take."
"I'll take tomorrow," Hafidha says, lifting her fork in the air. "I will of course be reachable but I can stay home and play a video game with ironic content."
"You're not talking about Outlast," Arthur says and Hafidha nods.
"You betcha. I'm going to use it to monitor some tweaks I've made to my bugzapper."
"Outlast is ironic because?" Brady asks.
"You play an investigative reporter looking into shady business at a recently reopened insane asylum. Cue monsters everywhere, and now you have to escape."
"Seriously."
"Yep."
"Eat your cupcake."
Hafidha cackles and gets another.
"Did you save any for me?" Chaz slides into his seat. A pair of cupcakes and a tall glass of milk already wait there, and he peels down the paper on one while looking around.
"So it seems you're not going to need to take a personal day, Platypus," Hafidha says.
"Yeah, no. There are two possible hot zones. I think I know which one is the right one but Celentano wants two teams, so I'm headed to Austin. It's really short notice," Chaz says apologetically.
"You don't need to watch over me, I'm okay. I'll check in with you every few hours, and I can have company over—"
"Will you make me a pie?" Sol asks.
"I will make you two pies," Hafidha promises.
"But what will you eat?"
"Smart-ass."
Leesburg, VA
Costco looks about the same everywhere. You walk into a warehouse with the right card, and weave your way through the merchandise that tempts you while you search for what you actually need. You used to duck into the vast cavern only to buy cleaning supplies and whatever would keep for months, consider the nicely discounted electronics, and make a promise to come back later when you had a little more money. Now you're glad you got the membership, because you're here to buy food. Nobody bats an eye at shopping carts full of food. You just have to lie and say "three" when someone asks how many kids you have. It's easy to just nod, smile, and get out.
Ashley's return eases your heart. It's hard to mourn her when she's the angel on your shoulder, ready to whisper in your ear. You wonder if it's real. You can't help it. But she's there, and she's not the only thing that is. The power surges in your hands, so strong you think hard about touching anything lest it arc from you. You can raise it with a thought, with an emotion. You have to be careful.
Work has cut down everyone's hours by one day a week. It's so no one has to be cut off, but you're barely making it now. You make the minimum payments on your credit cards and try not to think of how much peanut butter you could buy for that, or how much pasta, or toilet paper, for that matter. Another cut you can't afford won't help.
But you've never felt the need to eat so urgently in your life. You're no stranger to six-egg-white omelets and protein shakes from the days when you lifted heavy. You worry about that, about how much it costs mostly, but you worry about why you're so hungry and you think you know.
It's the power. The books got it right—expending magical energy is expending energy. So you buy pasta, oats, whole wheat berries, beans and lentils, coarse ground cornmeal in bulk, whey powder, eggs, chicken breasts, pork chops, rice. You buy cream sauces and gallons of apple juice, five pound bags of apples, two-pound blocks of cheese, and you hope it's going to be enough. You buy a stack of two-pound frozen pasta dishes intended for a family of four, and one of your cases of salad greens falls off your cart while you wait in line.
When you straighten up, there's a man standing in front of you. He's got a gallon jug of dishwashing soap and a gallon of milk, one in each hand.
You wonder who goes to Costco to buy two things. "Excuse me, but I'm in line and there's two people behind me."
"I'm just getting a couple of things, it's no problem," he says, and turns his back.
You can't believe it. "Excuse me—"
The man ignores you. He takes a telephone call, or pretends to, since he's got a headset in one ear. He's talking about buying houses. Many houses, not just one. He calls them properties, says something about using the investment for a tax break.
You glare daggers into his back. The power rushes through you. You tell yourself you can't stop it, but honestly, you don't want to. Rich bastard. It builds until it bursts, and you feel coldness just behind you. Even silent, you feel Ash, but in the moments when the power releases she disappears.
The man glances left and right. Apologizes to the phone— "I thought I heard something, what did you say?" —but he can't stop looking around. You watch his shoulders twitch, a shudder. "I'm sorry, something came up, I'll call you later."
Justice is yours. You push the power again, and he twists at the waist trying to catch sight of something, hugs the jug of milk to him, wipes his hand on his pants.
He doesn't even last a minute. He near-whimpers, "I've got to get out of here," sets down the jugs, and half runs to the exit. The security guard tries to intercept him, but the man cries, "I've got to get out of here!" and shoves him aside in his haste to get out.
A screech of tires and a blaring horn follow his exit. People crane their necks as if they could see through the walls.
You fight the urges to grin and to faint at the same time.
Arlington, VA
Hafidha and Chaz's condo smells like fresh baked bread and it obeys Hafidha's every gesture. She snaps her fingers and the lights come on, the burglar alarm accepts her code when she points at it. A voice murmurs, "You have no messages," as Hafidha wiggles her nose at an enormous flat-screen TV. It scrolls quickly through menus and Tom Petty plays through the home theater.
Sol puts his elbows on the butcher-block table and sighs contently.
"We've got beer. Your iPad's connected... and there's the file server. Unless you want a laptop, on the shelf there."
"Beer's good. What do you need me to chop?"
"Apples," Hafidha says. "I meant it about the pies. Chaz pulled out frozen leftover stew for dinner today."
He waves at the table in front of himself. "Put the knife and fruit there. How much stew do the two of you have to make to have leftovers?"
"Twelve quarts."
"Wow. Talk about your hunch?"
"Sure." Hafidha opens drawers, puts out bowls, finds a bag of apples in a cupboard. "Like I said, the car accident caught my eye. It got me thinking—about Erik."
"But it made you wonder."
"Well it's not a usual thing, is it? Yelling in terror and driving into a tree? There had to be a reason. So I thought, I'll find out what it was, lay this to rest. Only I got—"
"More questions," Sol says, peeling an apple in one long loop.
"More questions," Hafidha agrees. "And the bugzapper only trips when I start worrying that it's the Bug making me fix on this." A heavy pot goes on the stove, and Hafs spoons two containers of thick beef stew into it. The dishes land in the left-hand sink on her way to the fridge.
"Does it work better, or worse, knowing that it's zapping your responses?"
"Mine works great. I've had a lot of time to monitor it. I probably have a scientific paper about my 1.52 revision."
"You gonna write it?"
"Kat—Doctor Allison can do it."
"How much better do you feel?"
"It hasn't un-monstered me. But I trust myself some of the time. I trust Chaz more, of course. And he thinks I can be on my own. So I do not fuck it up, because he trusts me. Neat trick, yeah?"
"Neat trick," Sol agrees. "You want to hear what I'm thinking about with your motor-vehicle accidents?"
"Yeah. First, my guess. We've got a gremlin."
"That's what I was thinking. Someone with the ability to make machines malfunction. That or a witch."
"Throwing hexes?" They both pause for a moment, remembering New Mexico. And Daphne.
"Land of Enchantment," Sol says. Apple wedges splash in acidulated water. Then: "Hexes is vague, and we don't yet have a pattern to put a gremlin on."
"Maybe there's two," Hafida says, rocking the pastry blade though lard and butter and flour. "Because I'm just a barrel of sunshine."
"If we find two patterns, then maybe we'll have two gammas. How do you want to organize this?"
"Do it any way you want to. I can literally pick the data out of the air. Can you make me a cup of ice water, and get me the vodka from the freezer?"
"I can," Sol says, and rises to get both things. "For the piecrust?"
"For the piecrust," Hafidha agrees. "I'm thinking about the panic attacks. Can we eliminate the repeat customers for panic attacks?"
"Probably, but let's just tag repeats and then see if there's nothing. A witch could hex someone they know personally many times. I've got another tag, for the accidents," Sol says, and cores another peeled apple after cutting it in half. "Can you check to see if any of the vehicles were under a recall, and match any of the mechanical failures not just by type of failure but the same car models and years?"
"So say, 2008 MINI Cooper S, circuit board fire?"
"You didn't make that up."
Hafidha grins her wide grin. "I certainly did not. Fresh off recall.gov."
"You're an oracle, Hafs. I would keep you in my pocket."
"You do. I'm on your phone."
 
*
 
Some time later, Hafiha serves them both wedges of apple pie and Sol nods in satisfaction at the balance of sweetness and spices. He put his fork down to linger over the first bite, and Hafidha nods. That's as it should be. And it's as good a time as any to admit that she needs help.
"Actually I wonder if I could ask you to do this unpaid labor," Hafidha asks, and then washes down the bit of pie with some of her pint glass of milk. "I can rob seven hundred banks, bounce the money around the world and buy you stock certificates, if you're low on cash. But that would be a bit like bringing you a dead vole, so maybe I should just shut up and ask."
"Pay me in pie, Hafidha. This is fantastic. Really, what would you like?"
"When I told you all that I was looking into, you came up with better ideas than me," Hafidha says. Can't get right to it, gotta talk around it. "I didn't think of the panic attack thing, and the lawsuit claims compared against recorded parts recalls, that's all really good. I think I'm too close to it. I had a hunch, but it's about Erik. I want to find who's responsible. I never stopped thinking that."
"And now you posit accidents involving weird malfunctions."
"Yes. Well, no. That's what I found, and I'm trying to connect them together."
"But the accident your parents witnessed didn't have a weird malfunction."
"In the car, there was no weird malfunction. But there was in the body."
"You can't connect the two, you know that."
"But I can't shake the idea that I'm looking at a single point on two different graphs. And I will obsess, and I will keep looking... Sol, I can't do this alone. But if you can carry it..."
Sol gently sets his fork down. "That's a lot of trust, Hafs."
"I know you won't just soothe me down and not look. Besides. If I'm right? You want to know, too." Hafidha watches Sol's slow, single nod. "I might be faster at finding a needle in a big pile of needles, but you're better at figuring out which needle used to be in Drama Club in middle school with the other needle I found, and how it makes a story. I'll be your pocket oracle, you be the maestro."
Hafidha can't help the smile she gets when Sol nods. "Can you put everything we have on a server I can access?"
"It's on your iPad. You want it at home, too?"
"The machine's powered off."
"Turn it on when you get home and text me," Hafs says. "You sure you don't want those stock certificates?"
"Scrounging around your place for food and pie is fine." He pauses, pensive. "Hafs, Stephen and I have been working on something that maybe it's time you knew about."
"The thing that eats T. rexes?" she asks.
"Yes. And." The crust is flaky and perfect, but Hafidha watches Sol pick at it nonetheless. "Stephen thinks there's a pattern. One that includes Hope Mitchell and Guy Nadon and Jeffrey Simmons."
"Quantico," she says, eyes closing. "Viv Paliotto?"
"Erik Holt is on his list as well."
She nods, a puppet movement. Deliberate. Artificial. "I'm not the only conspiracy theorist in the house."
"We had reasons not to mention it."
"They were good reasons," she says. "Chaz knows?"
"He's the pattern master," Sol admits. "You're not angry?"
"You give me everything I can handle, Duke. You trust me more than I do. What's to be angry about?" Deliberately, she cuts more pie. Takes a bite, swallows. "Someone's gunning for us. And has been for a long time."
"Evidence suggests," he says gently.
She stands. "Well. I want coffee. How about you?"
"I'll be up all night," he answers, but it's not a no.
Arlington, VA, May 7, 2014
The phone rings just after midnight. Hafida puts the phone on speaker and hooks a finger under her bead bracelet. "Platypus?"
"I'm coming home, Wabbit. We found our UNSUB." Chaz's tired voice sounds through measured breaths.
"You sound like that's not a win. Did the arrest go down messy?"
"We found Chad Wendell Holmes in his apartment. Strangled."
Hafidha shrugs into a cashmere cardigan, and stuffs her feet into slippers. "Strangled."
"We got there too late. I can't order the body up so Frost can examine it, but there was no reason to believe he was a gamma."
"What even the hell, Platypus. This is the worst Moriarty ever. And you didn't get to see any music, did you."
"I am so mad, Wabbit."
"I am, too." Check out the empathy, Hafs thinks. But it's always easy to care about Chaz. "He did it as a taunt. And that'll be the hubris that means we get him. All the reports done?"
"Some of them."
Hafidha opens the fridge and pours herself a glass of milk. "Yoink."
"Wabbit..."
He wasn't actually alarmed, Hafs knew. Just habit."Just don't tell anybody. I'm giving them to Sol."
"Why Sol?"
"Because we have to update you on our acts of private citizenship."
"Wabbit..."
"Sol's looking out for me. And I watered the plants. And I didn't want to hurt them very much."
"And we're on a phone," he sighs, defeated.
"Sol told me about the conspiracy," she says, a rush.
There's a pause. Then: "Good," Chaz answers. "Frankly, I think we can use all hands."
"Are you here or there? I've got half a pie that needs eating."
"I'm here," Chaz says. "I'll be home soon. Do we need milk?"
"We always need milk."
Ashton, VA, May 14, 2014
This time the boxes Dice balances on his left hand are donuts — brown butter, dulce de leche, orange chocolate, and cannoli from a place on Capitol Hill. Leon takes a cannoli right away and passes the box on to his partner—"Try that kind before I eat them all"—and Dice makes his way up to the unit. Eddie waits for him in the hallway, chessboard and bag tucked under his arm. He's wearing faded jeans with a plaid shirt.
"Regular clothes," Dice says. "Walks yet?"
"Not yet," Eddie says, and something's wrong. He isn't smiling, isn't really interested in the baked goods or his nicotine gum. "Lets play, come on."
Eddie chooses a table that's off to the side, the dim corner by the piano no one plays, not his sunny window in earshot of the TV.
"Something wrong?" Dice asks.
"Natalie got mad at me," he says.
"Oh shit, sorry to hear. Is she still mad at you?"
"She's in observation," Eddie says. "I didn't know, I was just trying to help."
He sets the board up, gives Dice white. He looks down at the pieces with stubborn focus.
"What were you trying to help with?"
"You said you wouldn't use her, so I figured I'd try and get the ball rolling. I told her you liked her."
"Christ in a bucket."
"She got upset. Threw a table at me and then I—" He stops talking.
Dice opens with King's pawn four and Eddie mirrors it. "You didn't fight back."
"No, hell no, I knew I fucked up the second my brain caught up with my mouth," Eddie says, and accepts the King's Gambit.
"You shouldn't have said that to her. Natalie really doesn't need anyone romantically interested in her, and now she's probably not sure she can trust me to really be her friend."
"How do you even do that? Be friends with a girl. What do you even talk about?"
"Natalie's a scientist," Dice says quietly. "She likes to talk about chemistry and biology. She's very interested in the brain."
"Really? But she's... well, she's pretty."
"She's pretty, and she's a scientist," Dice says, and waits for the dismissal.
Instead Eddie settles down to play an open game, and the next thing Dice knows, he can't castle.
"Shit."
"Play it through and then I'll show you what I did," Eddie says. He remembers the games they play, never becomes more animated than when he explains a tactical choice, and Dice listens, remembers maybe half of it.
"I will never be good at this game," Dice says.
"You're better already," Eddie says. "It's just that I am now really good at this game. I've had a lot of time to learn it. I got books and stuff. And you're learning."
"Slowly."
"Nah. You get to play me for like half an hour a week, is all. We've done this what, twice? Last time was—shit, I was still in school. You got your own things you're into. Always have."
Maybe this is it, Dice thinks.
"I have to tell you," Eddie says, and he's staring hard at the chess game between them. "When Natalie threw that table at me, I—"
When Eddie falters, Dice just waits.
"I used to think you were too stupid to learn, you know? When we were kids. You wouldn't learn better. You never would. And I thought I was better off because I was the good brother. And you know what I figured out? That's what put me in here. I'm here and you're not. Because you wouldn't learn."
"Eddie..."
"No. Let me finish. I learned. I learned about evil and sluts and faggots and illegals. I figured it out. You don't think like me. So ... I started trying to be like you. I got the treatment. I played along in therapy. I thought I was doing better."
"You are, Eddie."
"No. No, I'm not. Look at the board."
Dice glances down at the forgotten chessboard.
Black King's Bishop moves. Slowly, wobbling on its felt feet, the resin piece slides across black squares barely an inch to rest in front of the black king, and halts.
"J'adoube," Eddie laughs, low but fearful. "I can't pick anything up with it. Just—push, or hit things. But it's strong."
"How long?"
"I used it to block the table. Week ago? Ten days?"
"You haven't told anyone."
"They'll put me back."
"Let's tell Dr. Ramachandran, okay? We can figure this out."
"I don't want to hurt anybody," Eddie said.
"I know, Eddie. Everyone knows. Come on, we'll talk to the doctor."
He's going to be late for bike polo. But Eddie needs him, and his little brother shuffles along behind Dice as Dice leads the way out to the nurses' station.
Ashton, VA, May 15, 2014
You're on supermax gateway duty and your stomach is already grumbling after lunch, and you had at least a pound of pizza with a quart of milk. You took the earliest lunch, made like you were buying four slices on pizza day for coworkers, and tore through them like a starving jackal before anyone could come in and see you.
It's an hour to your next break, and the green light indicating movement in the hallway is on. Someone's coming. If it's someone who knew you had lunch, then eating cheese, crackers, and an apple won't fly. Eating too much here would flip everyone out, and explaining about magic? You can't do it.
You watch the doors. It's what you're supposed to do. You breathe a sigh of relief when the stocky figure of Rupert Beale resolves into sight.
He's favoring his leg a bit today. You want to say something sympathetic and you know he'd hate it, so you just say, "Hi."
"How's the fort?" Beale asks, and produces a little clear clamshell with a cheese Danish. "Do me a favor? I bought it on impulse."
"The fort's all right," you say, and accept the Danish. "I'll just run an extra fifteen and make up for it."
"No trouble, with being short staffed?"
"Not so far. Everybody knows the routines, and everybody's been quiet. Well. There was an altercation up on four. That was exciting."
"The supervised wing?"
"Yeah. Maybe letting them have their own gen pop isn't so hot. But I'm not the Doctors, am I?"
"They do what they can to make sure the patients on the new program can handle the responsibility."
"Until they start chucking tables at each other," you grumble. The Danish glistens. You can smell the butter that went into its making, the slight creamy-sour tang of the cheese. You want that Danish.
"Tossing tables could be the worst of it," Dr. Beale says. "We still have hope that the stress of the outside world can be handled by the implant surgery."
You once told Beale how much letting that woman Hafidha walk free bothers you. It's wrong. She'll go wrong. Even in a cage she acted like a queen on a throne. She'd sit down and expect the river to move. When you told Beale what you really thought, he didn't disagree. That nice girl Susanna tried it, and she came right back here.
"Anyway, you came to see somebody. Patient?"
"I did. Donatta Fletcher. She's next for the implant."
"How are they even going to— You can't even touch her."
"Not with your hand," he says. He looks right in your eyes. "But you can touch her with a scalpel."
"Wow," you say, and think about it. "That's fucking brutal. You ever feel like they're moving too fast with that thing?"
"Not that I would admit out loud," Rupert Beale said. "I'll let you get to that Danish."

Act III
 
J. Edgar Hoover Federal Building, Washington, D.C., May 20, 2014
"This is bat country," Hafidha's phone reports.
"Sol," Hafidha says. "How goes the battle?"
"I found something," Sol says.
"What did you find?" Hafidha asks the air. She lifts a hand, and all the monitors halt in their scrolling and streaming, waiting for her smallest gesture.
"Starbucks."
"Um, Sol? The word 'ubiquitous.' Feeling any association?"
"I looked at the three gremlin cases we found. Two of the three happened within five hundred feet of a Starbucks."
"The third?"
"On a highway with a direct feeder road with a Starbucks on it. Genevieve Howard, the steering failure accident in September, had purchased a decaf nonfat sugar-free caramel machiatto—"
"What is even the point. I'm so confused right now."
Sol makes a small chuff of amusement. "Well, that was what was in her stomach contents."
"So there could be a chance that I'll find the same credit card information at all three locations on the respective days of their accidents?"
"You might," Sol says. "I'll hold."
"Could take a minute to do this all private citizenry... No. But that doesn't mean that there wasn't someone there, using different payment methods on one or more visits."
"Or cash," Sol says. "I'll keep looking."
Purcellville, VA, May 20, 2014
Connor just shows up at your door—on a Tuesday night, after nine. He's wearing the lawn shirt that Ash made for him, with full sleeves and a high collar, meant to be fastened with a stock.
"At quadrille club?" you ask.
He smiles. "We're not supposed to talk about it."
That ritual done, you open the door and let him in. "I wasn't expecting you."
"I thought if I called to ask to see you, you'd make an excuse," Connor said.
"I would have."
He looks so much like Ash. The same brown hair, prone to light auburn in the sunlight. The same narrow nose, the tip up-tilted. The same gold-dusted eyes. He looks at you, reaches to touch your shoulder.
You remember to hold still.
"I know you would have," he says. "I've been worried. I haven't heard from you, Mom hasn't, she worries, too. How are you?"
"I'm fine."
"I don't actually believe you," Connor says. Ash should be chiding you to relax, but she's just as still as you, just as cold.
"Okay," you say. "I wish she weren't dead. But—"
"But?"
"It feels like she's still here."
"Oh, Em," Connor says, and you're flush up against him, his arms around you. A hug. He's hugging you.
You remember what to do. You raise your arms, close them around Connor's back. A hug. Connor's shoulders slump a bit as he relaxes, still holding on.
"I still feel her," you say. "That makes it all right."
"Em. She loved you. Mom loves you. I love you."
You know what you should say. "I know. I love you, too."
"Em," Connor says, and pulls back. Looks at you. "I love you."
"I know," you say, and something in his face changes, smooths out as his eyes close. You try to think of what to say.
But he's kissing you and everything in you screams no no and you push him away. Connor leans against your hands, saying, "It's okay, it's all right," and he just slips between your hands and kisses you again.
Make him stop! Ash cries. It's not right it's not right
"No," you say. "Stop. It's not all right. I don't like it."
And Connor leans back, looks at you, steps back. Wipes his mouth. "I'm sorry, Em. I didn't want to scare you."
"I know," you say. Ash is still screaming.
"It's just, we've known each other a long time, since I was a kid. And I never said anything but you had to know."
"I knew. I didn't want you to do that."
"Why, Em? You changed. You quit dancing, and you quit Wicca—"
"I didn't believe in it anymore." But now you have power. So much power, bursting to get out with Ash's screams.
"Ash told me that you and her weren't a thing."
"We weren't." But she was the only one who you could bear touching you. The only one. "Hold on, will you?"
You walk out to your yard, and the breeze that curls around you is cool, welcoming. You fall to your knees and the bruised grass releases its scent under your weight. You press against the ground and beg the power to go into the earth, away from Connor, beg Ash to stop screaming.
She didn't know what happened to you when she was alive, but she knows it now. She's the one reliving it, not you. She's the one with her face turned away, with her eyes shut tight, with broken nails stuck in her palms. Please Ash, it's over, you say. Wipe it away. We're here in Purcellville, in the house my grampa built and we're safe. Please, we're safe.
You vomit onto the grass, but it's nothing but yellow bile. The world spins hard enough to throw you off, but you rise against it and stagger back up the porch, where Connor stands and stares in horror.
"Excuse me," you say, and lurch up the porch steps.
"I'm sorry," Connor says. "Can I come inside?"
"Yes. Help me."
 
*
 
It's Connor who brings you a cup of water and plain saltines. You nibble them, but you need more, and blackness is creeping in on the edges of your vision.
"What happened to you?" Connor asks.
"Feel faint. Haven't eaten enough," you say.
"I'll make you something. Just tell me what to do."
"Get the blender."
You talk him through adding a banana, protein powder, coconut milk, pineapple, and chia seeds to mix into a thick liquid. He finds the homemade energy bars in the fridge and brings you the tub. It's enough. You'll be able to get up and cook your own omelette in a minute.
"Are you going to be okay?" Connor says.
"Yeah, my blood sugar is gonna be just fine in a minute."
"That's good. I meant, are you going to be okay?"
"Sure," you say.
"Something happened to you," Connor said. "I should have seen it before. You changed so much."
"Connor."
"It's okay," Connor said. "But you pushed everybody away. Everybody but Ash, and she fought to stay near you. But Ash is gone, and you're alone here."
"I'm all right."
"I don't really believe you," Connor says. "But okay."
"You had better go," you say. "I have to work in the morning."
"Okay, no more pushing. I'll call you," he says. "Someone needs to check up on you."
You watch him until he drives out of sight. Then you take your phone out of your pocket and block his phone number from your contact list.
You can't ever see him again.
Ashton, VA, May 21, 2014
Dice has strudel this time—apple and poppyseed, and Hafidha Gates swoops in just in time to get one of the poppyseeds. Dice proffers the box to Daniel Brady, who puts his hand up and says, "Can't, but thanks."
"Tank," Dice says. "Did you two come together? Is everything—"
"Everything's fine, Lucky," Hafs says. "I'm here to see the doc, Brady's going to interview a subject. How is your brother?"
"I think he's doing good. He's upstairs now."
"Bugzapper's okay, then." Hafidha looks up as the air shifts with the front door, and if Dice hadn't been looking he wouldn't have seen the impassiveness sweep over her face.
Hafidha takes another bite of her strudel. Dice turns to see who it is.
"Dr. Beale," Dice says.
"Rupert, please," Dr. Beale says, and lets go of his wheeled brief box to shake hands, the other wrapped around an extra-large frappuccino something.
"Strudel while we wait?" Dice offers, and Dr. Beale takes apple, toes his brief box down by the bench.
"Thank you. I was meaning to ask you—" He pauses as Hafidha's service pistol thunks into a plastic tub.
"We're butting in, Lucky. You set off the metal detector."
"I do," Dice says. "Go ahead."
"Catch you later. Thanks for the strudel," Hafidha calls over her shoulder, walking away with high-heeled clicks. Brady follows soon after.
"You were meaning to ask me, sorry?"
"If you'd do an interview. It would be anonymized, of course, but I'd like your insight," Dr. Beale says.
"Uh, okay. If it'll be useful. When did you want to do it?"
"Wednesdays and Sundays are your usual days off?"
"Yeah. I've got bike polo on Wednesday nights, but after the next Sunday meeting?"
"We'll come up with a good time, then."
Dice meant literally after the meeting, but Dr. Beale was already putting his wallet and watch and things in the tub. He lifts that frappucino cup in salute and thanks Dice for the strudel, headed to the upstairs.
Dice sets the metal detectors off, and lets Leon escort him in the room to do the usual search.
 
*
 
Daniel Brady would like to eat a strudel, but he doesn't want it churning around in his stomach while he meets with Jason Saito. Saito will insinuate, and probe, trying to scare him, and Saito's favorite weapon walked next to him, heading for the elevator.
Maybe he could dull that blade. "Donatta had her surgery today?" Brady asks.
"She sure did," Hafs says. "I've got a full plate of visits this afternoon. Donatta, Suze, and Dr. Allison. The doc wants to know how I changed my bugzapper, so I'm going to change one for her."
Hafs put her finger right on the sorest spot. Danny tries to answer like her tinkering doesn't worry him."Will your revision suit everyone?"
"That's what we're wondering. It would be nice if I could stop Donatta's nightmares—she has dreams about the caverns and the river. Along with the rest of it, but it's the river that really gets her."
"I've been in that river. Can't say I blame her for that." Hafidha's boots thud on the vinyl floor as they walk down the hallway to the elevator that waits in the center of all the patient wings. Brady holds a fire door open for her.
Hafida nods and walks through, pressing the down arrow for the elevator. "You can't stop all nightmares, though. It sounds like it would be nice, but I think we need fear." She shifts to stand on one foot, messing with the buckle on the ankle of her boot.
Brady sticks his arm out for Hafs to grab, just in case. "That's philosophical."
"No," Hafida says. she takes Brady's arm, though, and fixes whatever's wrong with the buckle. "That's Bugzapper build 1.21a. Not a good day."
Brady knows that he better not ask. "It was only a day, though."
"Ask Chaz about it sometime," Hafs says. "I'm not sure I'm ready to look back on it and laugh just yet."
"I've got a day from tenth grade like that."
"Subject change time, Brady. You know that side project Sol and I are working on?"
"Yes. You have news?"
She glances over her shoulder at the security guard and drops her voice. "Just an update. Apparently Matthew Sheehy was writing a piece about green burials, but asked for a little more time because he'd stumbled onto something involving one of the people who turned up as recently buried. Her name was Ashley Campbell."
 
*
 
You freeze. Don't look up don't look up
"—Her name was Ashley Campbell. And guess what."
You know that voice. You can't stop your chin from rising. You look across the counter of your security desk and at the speaker. It's the one who didn't come back. Hafidha. The one with the bright yarn and the sharp words. The one who could make computers dance to her will.
"Did she die in a car accident?"
You know him, too. He's one of the FBI team who finds the monsters and brings them here. He's chatting with Hafidha about Ash, about Ashley's death.
Why are they talking about me?
"On the highway where Matthew Sheehy died. Sounds like that thing we don't believe in, right? But wait, there's more."
"Ashley Campbell died because of a spontaneous airbag deployment?"
"No. She died because the driver in front of her had a sudden steering failure, panicked, and slammed on the brakes. Solomon Todd found the lawsuit and the insurance claim."
You wonder who they're talking about. Who was Matthew Sheehy? You pick up a clipboard and move out from behind the desk. You follow them to hear more.
"So you think it's connected. Ashley Campbell dies on that road, and then Matt smells a story and starts investigating—what?"
They know! Ash cries, and your insides clutch. The reporter. He's dead? But you keep walking. Guards and orderlies and nurses are invisible. Just doing their jobs.
"I don't know yet," Hafidha says. "His personal effects were returned to his family. There wasn't anything in his email or his cloud. I think he used paper." She's exasperated.
But then she looks at you, that sharp sidewise look. "Partridge," she says. "How can I help?"
"I just wanted to double-check your visitor authorization. I didn't see your name—"
You look at the clipboard in your hands. It's the sign-up for the department Fourth of July potluck. No paid party anymore. You meant to grab the sign-in sheet.
"Never mind." You manage to smile at the monster. "I was looking at the wrong list."
"No problem. And Partridge? It's nice to see you."
The monster smiles at you and steps into the elevator. You hear her say, "There's more yet, but Sol's getting back to me today. I'll text you—"
The doors close. The elevator's going down, and you have to go back to the desk to clear the trip downstairs.
She doesn't know, Ash says. She doesn't know what you did.
You wonder what you did. We have to stop her. Put her back in the cage.
There's another monster in her old cage. Another one like her. The lightning caller.
There's no help for it. You know what you have to do to stop her.
Calmly you walk back to the desk, put the clipboard back, and sit down. You can't do anything else unusual, now that you know what to do.
 
*
 
"You're early, big brother."
Eddie sits on a long overstuffed sofa, two seat cushions between him and Natalie, sitting on the other end. They were on the sunny side of the room, where tall, many-paned clear windows with a view of Idlewood's biggest garden let light in. Eddie's scalp showed through the short bristle of his freshly cut hair.
"Thought I'd start coming at this time, so I'm not late for bike polo. Hey, Nats. Was it haircut day?" He's teasing, of course. She couldn't grow two feet of hair in a month.
"This is a wig," she says, and reaches up for Dice's hug.
"You ever see bike polo, Nats? There was a match on that YouTube. You gotta be tough to play that." Eddie says it with pride.
"I haven't seen bike polo," Natalie says. "Did you break anything?"
"I've been lucky," Dice says.
"Natalie plays Go," Eddie says. "She kicks my ass."
"Good. Keep him humble, Nats."
"I will, you bet. 'Scuse me a bit, I'm going to find something to eat."
"Have a strudel?" Dice offers.
"I will have a strudel, and I will still find something to eat. Be back in a bit."
Eddie watches Natalie leave before he gives Dice a see? I told you so look. "Board's already set up. You get me cheese strudel?"
"Apple, cheese, poppyseed."
"Best get one while they're hot," Eddie says. "Let's try a Knight's opening today, what do you say?"
"Sure, Eddie. Hey, you get YouTube?"
"We can ask to watch a video on YouTube, but it's restricted. Susanna, the kid, she watches a lot of Netflix." Eddie gets to his feet and they head for the table in the windowed alcove, dappled with shadows cast by a venerable oak.
"All right, so white's opening move is a knight? King's knight or Queen's?"
"You get to pick, big brother."
 
*
 
"You're worried, Dann-O," Jason Saito says, once they're seated in their places.
"Everyday stuff. Time for Dallas, right?"
"No. You're giving it up so fast, I want what you're hiding. Is it your girl monster? She's giving you the crawling doubt. She's...up to something," Saito says. "And you don't know what to do."
"Hafidha is fine." Brady rolls his eyes. "I've just got somewhere to go today."
"Gonna see your man? Have what's cooking on the grill, drink beer from a glass, oh, I've got it. You're going to pick out colors for your wedding buffet!" Saito laughs. "And you'll try not to worry that your Girl Wonder is cracking up? Because you are. What's she doing? Give that to me."
"She's visiting a patient today. Latest candidate for the surgery."
"Another adolescent girl? The board has a soft spot for the women. I hear only one man meets their standards. What's with the sexism?"
Brady shrugs. "We teach girls to think of other people before themselves. Probably enhances their empathy through social expectation, by punishing them for asserting themselves the way boys are taught."
"How can you say I don't have any empathy, Dann-O? I literally feel what others feel. That's empathy plus."
"You get off on fear, Saito. Your empathy is the drug lever on a rat cage. That's why you're not a good candidate."
"But that's my point. The chip can teach me a different reward system. That's what it's for, right? That's what it does, right?"
"You should probably talk to Doctor Allison. She's the one who does the assessments, so there's no getting around her."
"That bitch."
"Do you want me to remember Dallas or not?"
"I want you to tell me about Hafida Gates. That chip in her head making her a good girl? Oo. Feel that? I sure did, Dann-O. She's scaring you. Computer girl, with a computer in her head. She can do anything to it, can't she?"
"She's handling the treatment well."
"Liar," Saito murmurs. "You can lie, but why bother? I told you, Dann-O. I'm empath plus."
 
*
 
Donatta Fletcher sleeps for another six minutes before waking, and Hafidha Gates is there, spinning silk beside her bed.
"Arachne?" Donatta says, and Hafs parks the spindle.
She finds the cold water bottle and offers it. "Sip. You're still loopy for a bit yet. Let's do the drill. What's today?"
"May 21st, 2014," Donatta says. "My name is Donatta Fletcher. I'm in Idlewood Hospital just outside Ashton, Virginia."
"Okay, you're sharp, kid. But you're going to fall asleep again. How's the melon?"
"About a five. Pounds. Feels hot."
"That's all fine. You dizzy?"
"No."
"Follow my hand and say that," Hafidha says.
"Don't the doctors have to do this?" Donatta asks, and tracks Hafidha's fingers. "Okay, now I'm dizzy."
"I'll get a nurse. Probably you need to sleep more."
"No. Stay. I want to watch you spin. Had a dream," Donatta says. "A weird dream. I was riding a horse inside a long hallway."
Hafidha draws the silk out fine as frog hair. "No river?"
"No river. No underground. Will I dream about it again?"
"Probably. I dream about Erik still. But when you wake up, the chip will activate, and it'll calm you down."
"So I won't be scared any more."
"Only normal scared," Hafidha says, and sends Dr. Allison an email about monitoring fear responses in Donatta's exams.
"And I'll go live upstairs?"
"You'll go live upstairs," Hafs says. "And I'll visit you."
"You said there was a girl my age up there."
"There is. And she knows that you're going upstairs, and she wants to meet you," Hafidha says, and lets the spindle fly. Drafting gives her something to do, so she can be patient.
"What if she..."
"Doesn't like you? You'll get a lot of chances to talk to each other. And she could be worrying exactly the same thing."
"So I should be nice."
"So you should be you, Donna. But I'll give you a tip. Let her show you all her favorite shows. She's really into TV. And I only got fifteen minutes, kid. Try to close your eyes for a bit."
Donna nods, but she's watching Hafidha leave when she looks back.
 
*
 
When your lunch break comes, you deliberately take your tray of lasagna to the women's locker room and eat it in a bathroom stall, where no one can see you eat two pounds of ground chicken, pasta, and three kinds of cheese in a creamy tomato sauce. When you finish you put the knife and fork in the dishwasher and take the path to the electrical room. You'll have to turn the generators off first, and then you have about two minutes to shut down two power junctions on the grounds. You have to move fast.
You have to stop her.
You're nearly at the exit door when you have a better idea. You turn around and head for the supermax wing.
 
*
 
Dyson Ciesclewicz is getting his ass handed to him.
"Think of the positions," Eddie says. "Look at each piece, see its paths. What do you see?"
"That I'm screwed," Dice says.
"Not quite yet," Eddie laughs. "You've actually set up a really good defense. You could play me to a stalemate, I bet."
"Maybe," Dice says. "Think you're just being nice."
"I mean it. You've covered the board pretty well. I have to sacrifice if I want to break through. Like so—" Eddie moves his bishop, taking a pawn on the edge of the board, in place to take Dice's queen.
"So I should..." Dice slides his rook out, taking the bishop.
"See, last week you would have used your queen and the pressure would be off the center board. You took the move that makes your defense even stronger. You are getting better."
"Speaking of last week..."
Eddie shrugs, and a knight floats on its hooked path to threaten Dice's queen. "Dr. Ramachandran says that he'd been expecting it to happen. I don't have to go downstairs. But therapy sucks now. I have to use the hand and talk about what I feel."
"You know, I did that in physio."
"No, I mean emotional feel."
"I did, too. Sucks. You don't have to tell me anything you don't want."
Dice had cried. Cried with his fists clenched and his arms wrapped tight around his middle. Dice didn't think Eddie would want to talk about that. Those are the girl feelings. You must never go there.
"Doc says that it's important to break down the... mythology. Because raised by a superstitious Catholic, no wait, an asshole who used Catholic superstition as an excuse fucked us up, and left-handedness isn't our fault."
"It isn't."
"Just something you're born with, like eye color and—and stuff," Eddie says.
Dice holds still. "Eddie, are you talking about homosexuality?"
Eddie shrugs up his shoulders. "That's what they say, right? You're just born that way. It's in the brain."
"It might be, yeah." Dice says, and he couldn't have a better opening if he tried. Now or never, into the breach, etc. "Eddie, there's something I've been trying to tell you."
"You're gay."
"Well, shit. Close enough. I like women. I like men. I hid it because I didn't want—I'm the only family you have left, and you're all the family I have and—"
"You like both? But then you can just, you know, be with women. No problem, right?"
The door to the TV room opens, and Natalie walks in, holding it open for Dr. Ramachandran and Susanna Greenwood. Natalie looks at them, then purses her lips up in an "oh." She heads for the couch, browsing through old magazines.
Maybe with this many people in the room, maybe he should stop talking. But he had to get it all out. "Not that easy. And—there's a guy I like," Dice says.
Eddie sits back, tips back on the chair, and when it wobbles he lurched forward and the legs thud on the pine floor, squeal as he stands up and walks away from Dice.
Well. That's it then, Dice thinks.
But then the lights go out.
And they don't come back on.
 
*
 
Hafidha wants to probe at Donatta's bugzapper, but she promised not to. Dr. Allison doesn't stop her from checking out her own chip, and uses Hafidha's work to adjust future response programming in other live applications, but she (and Suze Zettler, because she's been talking about this with Suze on just about every trip to her old room in the basement) insist on the importance of doing the science properly, carefully. Maybe in six months they'd know enough of what Hafidha intuitively did to make changes for others. For now she just tweaks the work on herself and dumps the new code.
Dice's pastry lingers in Hafidha's mind. She cocks her head and sends Dice an email: "Lucky. Where are your favorite bakeries? That strudel was good."
She's on her very best manners. She uses his public email instead of just texting his adorable brick of a dumb phone.
She walks from the wing used for surgery to the lobby, and heads for the cafeteria. They don't have strudel, but since Anna had consented to stay close to Idlewood, there could be a wealth of brownies to be eaten if she'd had the chance to make a batch.
She had. Hafidha bought a half dozen—it had just been lunch hour on the floor where she once lived, but there was always room for chocolate. The clear plastic clamshell rested on top of her spindle and fleece, two cartons of milk tucked in beside them. It would be enough for fifteen minutes with Suze.
"You look distracted," the cashier said. "Have you eaten?"
Hafidha stopped her "I'm fine, thanks," to actually think about that. "Actually, I'm not going to get to eat for a couple hours if I don't do it now. Can I get a BLT cheeseburger, fries, gravy, and mozzarella cheese?"
Hafidha hadn't yet paid for her burger when the lights went out.
 
*
 
Hurry, Ash whispers. Hurry. Hurry.
You run.
Sam asks you to watch the station while he goes to the bathroom. You couldn't ask for anything better.Video shows Hakes in his cell, methodically tearing a copy of People magazine into confetti. An empty, soggy plate and fork rest on a cardboard tray. The second the bathroom door closes behind Sam, you open the monster's cage and take off like he's after you, because it could become true in an instant.
Hurry. Hurry.
You run. Your booted feet pound down the linoleum hallway, and you run faster than you ever lope down the trail, just short of a sprint. You slap the doors open and burst through, cutting a hard left to supermax's power box.
"Hey! Partridge! HALT!"
Sam.
Hurryhurryhurryhurry
You're out of reach of the Taser. You think. But you set Ash free with a casting of the power, send her to curse Sam with terror.
When you hear a man screaming a few moments later, you don't know if it's his fear that makes him scream, or if Hakes has made it past the doors to supermax.
You don't really need to know.
You skid to a halt in front of the power room, pull the big switch, and dash out the door.
You can get back to the cage, with the power to protect you. You can get rid of the lightning caller, and if Hafidha Gates manages to survive Hakes, your power can take her down long enough to put her back where she belongs.
Where she can't take Ash away from you.
 
*
 
Solomon Todd stares at his computer screen. A cold heady pressure sits inside him, under and behind the rib cage, as if somebody reached inside him and grabbed a handful of intestine and twisted. Icy fear, cold and sharp.
A credit card transaction. Just one; and it could be coincidence or carelessness or arrogance, but he knows. He knows what it means.
He picks up his phone to call Hafidha, and it rings to voice mail, which by itself is enough to give him a nasty start. But then he glances at the screen when he cancels the call and sees the date. Wednesday, May 21st, 2014.
Visiting day at the monster zoo.
He shoves his feet into loafers on the way out the door, grabs his keys, stops with his hand on the knob. Calls Falkner as he heads back into the bedroom to open the gun safe and get heeled. He'll feel like an idiot if he's overreacting. He'll feel like more of an idiot if he's lying there bleeding out on the floor.
 
*
 
"It was just another day," Brady says. "We thought we had a missing girl, but she'd just gone for a nap outside. Happy ending. So I decided that I would bring home dinner and get some boyfriend points. I didn't know that anything was wrong."
"Sno-ore," Saito says. "So worn out. Gates has gone rogue, hasn't she? She's put on a pretty face and everyone's fooled except you."
Brady doesn't cross his arms. He wants to. "It really didn't hit me until I realized that he didn't have a scalpel in his hand. That's what I thought it was."
"You're the only one who can tell that the monster's loose, and no one will believe you if you try to say anything. I know what you're hiding, Agent Brady."
"But when it did... I trusted Andre. I remembered how many nights I'd just sleep next to him, let him touch me with hands that could do that."
"You let her touch everyone on the team. You have to. You are supposed to believe in her. But she's doing things, isn't she? She's going backward, not forward, and she's going to catch everyone by surprise."
"He could cut. He could stitch it back up. And he didn't use it to help people. He used it to torture. It didn't matter that he believed that he was doing justice."
"You're the one who sees her doing what she thinks is justice. You can see her failing. And you're going to have to kill her. Just like you had to kill Andre."
"If I could go back to that day I'd talk him down. If I'd known about the ACTF, I could have saved him."
"You can't save her. You can't save anyone."
The room went dark, and Brady hit the floor rolling, right and backwards, came up in a crouch. Pure instinct
"Oh..." Saito purrs in the dark. "Oh, Agent Brady. This. Oh yes, this. Perfect. All these years you've been stringing me along, and all we had to do was turn the lights out."

Act IV
 
The lights go out and everyone looks up. The generator will kick in. They'll have to wait for the computers running the cash register to reboot. Hafs sighs. That burger she wants rests in its own grease on top of a cooling grill, and right at the minute she's hungry. In another minute she'll be irritable. In another minute after that she'll have trouble remembering that the people around her don't deserve what she'll dish out. A hungry gamma ain't nobody's friend.
The lights still aren't on. Hafidha reaches out, probing for working computers, smartphones, tablets. All she finds are mobile devices, struggling on the shitty data network that passes for coverage. She reaches for the programmable controls on the emergency generators and finds nothing—just a black hole.
And that should not be happening.
"FBI," Hafidha says in a carrying voice. "Please remain calm. Look around, and find someone who could use your help, and use that emergency exit." She spots one guy headed toward the door to the corridor: the wrong way. Toward the monsters. The other monsters. I am the evil that exists to oppose other evils. "Please don't leave this room, sir. Everybody needs to go outside, get away from the building, and take cover."
She reaches out into the wide world, surfing the two and a half bars Sprint offers. A text message to Falkner, a text message to Chaz. Bad things at Arkham. Power out. Evacuating staff such as I can. She is doing okay. Doing okay. She opens the pastry case for the last four brownies, peels the plastic off of one, and starts eating. Between bites: "Everyone, it's very important that you remain calm and leave. Who's in the kitchen?"
She gets people assigned to each other and sends them out the cafeteria emergency exits. No alarms greet the opening doors. She sweeps the kitchen to be sure everyone is out, and finishes the second brownie.
She needs more milk, and the bottles in the fridge aren't doing anything but going bad. She takes one and washes the gooey chocolate treat down, eats her third, and tucks the fourth away with the rest.
The civilians are leaving. Orderly evacuation. She thinks about school shootings, workplace violence. All the things it could be that aren't the monster zoo with its cages wide open. She touches her hip, where her Glock isn't. The only thing that stops a bad man with a gun is a good man with a gun.
She thinks, Well now, there's a simplistic morality for you.
She steps out through the hall door she shooed everyone away from, staying low, moving quick. It's even darker in the hall, just the red glow of the battery-operated emergency exit signs to guide her. She steps out of her boots, snaps the heels off with bare hands. Gamma-strong. She feels a pang when she does it that's not just a shallow attachment to material goods.
The boots go back on her feet. The heels go in her pocket. She knows a cobbler who might be able to fix them, later. Now she walks softer.
She doesn't get very far before she hears fear.
She doesn't get much farther than that before she finds blood.
 
*
 
Jason Saito is a shadow among shadows. He rustles faintly as he stands. "Finally," he says, in a tone that makes Brady imagine a stretching, satisfied cat. "It's my big break. Let's go."
Brady hears his heart in his ears. He forces himself to relax, to feel nonchalant. His best weapon against Jason Saito is never to show fear, which means never feeling fear. "You think I'm going somewhere with you, Saito?"
"I think you are," Saito comes closer, offering Brady his wrist shackles. Brady has a flashlight on his keychain, but he's not about to let Saito know that. Saito says, "I'm your best weapon right now. You got enough bullets for every gamma in Arkham? That's what Hafidha calls it."
"You know I don't have a key for those," Brady says. "I don't have a key for the door, either. We're just going to have to wait it out until the lights come back on."
And there's Saito, looming over him. Danny fights the urge to jump. He was, of course, expecting something like this. Saito coos, "Ooh, Danny. That felt good. Come on now. It'll be worth it just for the expression in your amygdala. You don't have a key, but there's somebody on the outside who does. Who's just waiting for you to ask to be released."
"What makes you think I'm going to let you be my backup?"
"I could make wild threats, you know. Say something like, 'On account of I will kill you right now and then you won't get to save anyone. I'll join the scrum.'" Then Saito sighs, as if he's even bored himself. "You forget, Danny-boy. I know what scares you most. It's your friends getting hurt when you can't help them—or worse, having to hurt them yourself. And your pet monster is out there in the dark, isn't she? Who knows what she's getting up to, in all those miles and miles of twisty corridors. Being in here is boring. I need a change, Dann-O. A catalyst. This is a sign. I'll help you if you help me."
This is a bad idea, Brady thinks, and to himself he answers, No shit, Sherlock.
He stands himself. Saito moves back, gives only a little room. He's still crowding Brady's personal space. Brady looms over him, but he doesn't feel in control.
"The cuffs stay on," he says.
"Talk rough to me, Danny," Saito purrs.
 
*
 
Hafidha crouches in blood, hoping her texts got through. The shoes are really one hundred percent ruined now: she can feel the sticky sliding wetness soaking in through their seams.
The woman lies sprawled on her back, her wild hair spread out all around her and stuck to the floor. She's fallen out of her own towering open-toed shoes. Can't run in those, Hafidha thinks. Shouldn't have had to.
Oh God. Oh, Kat.
Hafidha reaches out a hand in the red-lit dark and touches Katharine Allison's arm. It's warm, and she's breathing—more than breathing, gasping. Because her blood volume is low, and her body wants oxygen.
"Thirsty," Kat whispers.
Hafidha strokes her sticky hair. She says, "It's me, Kat. It's Hafidha."
"Hakes," Kat says.
Hafidha knows. She knew as soon as she stepped into the corridor and caught the thick ocean scent of all that warm, wet blood.
"I'll get him for you, Doc."
"No...." No don't leave you can't leave you can't leave me
Hafidha reaches to the tasseled bead bracelet on her right wrist, yanks it, and lets the elastic snap. "Zap," she whispers, and the heat that prickled across her scalp irons itself out.
Or did Kat mean, No, don't risk yourself—
Hafidha knows she'll never know.
She wheezes. So much blood. Warm, so warm. Chuck Palahniuk always was full of shit. Kat says, "Henry... ran."
Aw, hell. Doc was with Henry Clark. Henry... who isn't well. And he's out there now in the dark alone. At least it's May in Virginia, Hafidha reminds herself. At least it's a sunny day, and the Idlewood climate control is as dead as the generators.
At least Henry's not going to get cold.
Hafidha still feels sick. She's still watching a friend die, and there's nothing she can do.
Except kneel in Dr. Allison's blood, except grab her doctor's hand, slick with her own life coating the tidy nails, the dainty watch on her wrist, except to try and get through to whatever hadn't drained out with the four pints on the floor.
"Fuck professional distance. I'm here, Doc. I'm right here. You're not alone."
Dr. Allison's hand trembles, squeezes once. Yes. But then she lets go, and Hafidha feels through the already thickening blood for a pulse.
Don't be an idiot, you're kneeling in her blood.
Reyes and Todd had taken Hakes down in a funhouse. Reyes nearly died anyway. She didn't have a funhouse. She didn't have Solomon Todd and his peculiar luck. But Brady is—
Shit.
Brady's with Saito.
Hafidha needs to fetch him. With any luck, Saito will want to take his time.
She can drop Hakes if she can get the shot before he sees her. She doesn't miss. She might even be able to drop him if he does see her, as long as she does it fast enough that she can still aim.
She needs a weapon, first of all. Fortunately, the cafeteria's near the front desk.
She pats Katharine Allison's warm cheek, checks the pockets of her bloodstained lab coat, finds keys, a keycard, a runner's can of pepper spray. She stands up. Weapon. Brady. Hakes. Whoever the hell started this. In that order, and spaced out neatly, please.
Hafidha Gates slips through the crimson shadows, keeping her head low, clearing each corridor before she steps into it. Leaving a trail of blood.
 
*
 
Hafidha knocks on the locked door of the video room and makes sure to stand in plain sight of the reinforced window. She sighs in relief when the door opens and she sees who's on duty.
"Leon," Hafidha says, tone low, hands open. "I know you know me. You know I'm one of them. But I have to ask you to believe me right now."
He doesn't have a weapon out. But he's halfway to reaching for it. He says, very calmly, "Whose blood is that, Agent Gates?"
"Larry's out," she answers. "This—" Her voice catches. She scrubs her hands down the sides of her suit coat. "Kat," she says, miserably, because one syllable is all she can squeeze out through her tightening throat.
"Jesus fucking Christmas," Leon says. "Anyone else hurt? Loose?"
"Clark," she says, getting herself back. "Kat was taking him for a walk when... I don't know if he'll be a threat. Maybe more in danger himself. But Leon, somebody turned off the power, and somebody sprang Bloody Larry, and that somebody is still a threat."
"Right," he said.
"Lend me your tablet and your sidearm, and I will go in there and hunt the monsters. I promise I will tell people I took the gun from you and you couldn't stop me."
"Why the tablet?" But he's already handing it over, Bloody Larry's name like a passkey. He slides his gun along the surface of the desk, and he's trying the bottom right drawer with the toe of his boot.
"Sometimes it helps to have a focus even if you don't need it," Hafs says. She passes her fingers over it, frowning, and then hands it back. "That's a chat window. You can type to me and I can type to you."
"This is the only extra clip," Leon says, and Hafs tucks it up her sleeve for want of a better place.
He pauses. "Wait, those shoes—"
"It is what it is," she says, hearing Brady and Falkner in her own tones. The Army mantra.
"Partridge keeps a pair of Chucks in her locker. They might be big on you, but they have rubber soles." He produces a pair of dikes from his desk drawer and snips the master lock—Hafidha has to help, both of them leaning on the handles to cut the tempered steel. They clear the lock and yank the locker open.
"Shit," Hafidha says.
There are the Chuck Taylors, front and center, on the little top shelf. They're bright green and look nearly new. But other than that, the locker is full of cloth shopping bags, hanging on the hooks where you'd keep your purse, and your coat and scarf in wintertime. And those bags are full of cheap candy: Easter markdowns, the Russell Stover shit.
"You don't know she let Hakes out," Leon said.
"I don't know she didn't, either." Hafidha plunges both hands into a bag and fills a pocket of her bloody velvet suit jacket with Creme Eggs and Reese's Peanut Butter Eggs. Every little bit counts. "Lock the door behind me. Bar it with a chair. Cover the damned window with anything you've got.
"Duct tape."
The shoes aren't half bad. She wishes she had socks; Chucks give you blisters without them, and she's only wearing stockings. "Perfect. Don't let him see you."
Leon smiles. "I'll watch your purse."
Hafs pulls the extinction-threatened brownies out before she hands it over. "And the video if it comes back on. But Leon. I took your gun. Stay in this room. Stay on comm. Don't move. I need you. And keep calling those ACTF numbers. The landlines might come back first. You need to get my team. Don't let anybody in here."
"Except the—"
"No." Hafs bit out. "No one. Do you hear me? Bloody Larry didn't pick the lock with a hangnail. We don't know who let him out, and you are going home today. You are going home today. So don't you let anybody in here. Not even me."
"But—"
"Whoever let him out might be a monster, too." Hafs jerks her thumb at the open locker. She puts her hand on the knob.
"Wait," Leon says. "You're gonna be working hard out there." He slides the box of strudels over, still three left. "Take those. And my Gatorade."
"Leon, you know how to take care of a lady. Get under cover and hide."
 
*
 
"What's happening?" Natalie asks. "Did the power go out?"
"The emergency lights should have kicked in," Susanna says. "They'll kick in any minute, right?"
"One moment." That's Dr. Ramachandran, and he walks over to the wall-mounted Bakelite phone. He picks it up, listen, and puts it back on the hook. "The internal telephone system is down. This is a full power outage. The phone system should work if the generators are operating."
"Doc? Do you have a cell phone?" Dice asks.
Dr. Ramachandran shakes his head. "Phones demand attention. I left it in the office when I came in here to talk to you."
Dice holds up his Nokia. "Mine's not smart." He powers it on anyway. "I have signal."
"Do me a favor, Mr. Cieslewicz, and turn your phone to silent," Dr. Ramachandran says.
Dice was already cycling through the menu to do just that.
"I've got a bad feeling about this," Eddie says. "Real bad, Doc."
"I'm worried, too," Dr. Ramachandran says. "What will help you, Eddie?"
"If everyone would get under cover, I mean out of line of sight from the door, and away from the windows," Eddie says. "On this side of the door, at least, so the room looks empty—"
"Shh," Dice says, straining to hear. "That's screaming."
It was.
"That's close by. Get cover, now. Please." Eddie moves over and stands to the right of the door.
"Who the hell do I call? 911? They'll be lunch," Dice whispers. "Danny Brady and Hafidha Gates are in the building, do I call them?"
"Try a text message," Natalie says. She's got a liter sport bottle of water and she's squeezing it like a baby doll.
Dice runs his thumbs over the keys, typing as fast as he can:
Tank sos no power 4th flr TV rm
The screen lights up when Daniel Brady replies with only one word:
Hide.
 
*
 
Hafidha found Sam on the way to the interview room where Brady should be with Saito. He's beyond help—beyond even comfort. Now his blood dries on her hands, too, black in the glow of the emergency lights. She moves fast, Leon's pistol at low safe. A ricochet in these old brick corridors could have disastrous results.
The door to the interview room stands open. There's Rufus, sitting against the wall with his knees drawn to his chest. Incapacitated, though Hafidha can't say for now just how. He's alive, though, and when he sees Hafidha backlit by the exit sign his eyes go wide. She starts to come to him, but he shakes his head and jerks a thumb down the corridor. They went thataway.
And not long ago, either, if Rufus pressing his finger to his lips is anything to go on.
At least he's not curled in a puddle of his own red.
She catfoots around the corner in Emily Partridge's shoes and sees two men at the far end of the hall, just coming up on the fire doors. The smaller walks ahead of the larger, in that duck-walk shuffle of the shackled, and Hafidha's heart skips a beat in relief when the larger turns sideways against the hellish glow of the emergency exit sign. She'd know Brady's Robert Redford profile anywhere.
She reaches out to find Brady's phone—she doesn't need a network this close—and pings it.
He raises it without looking away from Saito, and she knows what he reads. I'm in your six.
"Stop," he says, and Saito stops. Brady steps back, creating a triangle and putting Saito in between them now. Hafidha walks forward, leaving her gun low. As she comes up, Brady's eyes widen and Saito smirks.
So much blood all over her.
"So," Saito drawls—he learned his delivery and most of his dialogue from every crappy horror movie you've ever seen, "kitty found a plaything? I told you monsters don't get better, Danny-boy."
Brady doesn't shift his focus off Saito, but she knows he's seen her. And all that blood. "Motherfucker, Hafidha. What did you do?"
It stings. Even though she knows she deserves it—Fuck you, Bug: it's you that deserves it, not me.
"Hakes is out. He got Kat and Sam."
"Danny," Saito says. "Are you going to believe that?"
"What happened to Rufus?" she asks, ignoring Saito and his rattlesnake tongue. Ignoring the fact that Brady's eyes shift, for just a second.
Brady says, "Don't know. Total fear response. I couldn't move him and keep control of Jason, here."
"You have something to do with that, Saito?" Hafidha asks. "New manifestation? Practicing up?"
He shrugs. His shackles rattle. "Would you believe me if I said no?"
"I'm taking him back to his cell," Brady says. "Or I was—"
Something tickles in Hafidha. Sharp pain. Panicky. A splitting murder behind her eyes. She doubles over, nearly jerks her hands up to her face. Remembers Leon's Glock at the last second, keeps her hand down, gives herself a cookie for decent trigger discipline. Massad Ayoob and Solomon Todd would be proud.
Fear now, so much fear. Blossoming. She feels like a car in neutral with the accelerator pressed. Roaring, and going nowhere.
She wants to run. Curl up. Throw herself into a corner and die. Hide under a bed, a desk. Anything.
Shoot it. Shoot everything. There's a gun in her hand. There's a threat right in front of her. A threat that is moving. She hears the clink of his chains. His silky, silky voice.
The monster comes toward her. Shut it up, shut it up, shut it—
Vaguely, she hears grunts. Struggling. Heavy footsteps. Brady makes a noise of pain.
Blindly, groping, the fingers of her right hand find her left wrist. She hooks them through the elastic, pulls, snaps. Zap.
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And it is gone. The pain. the fear. Everything. Everything is slick and harmless and ironically interesting and so, so distant and cool. She looks up, a wary animal, and finds herself staring right into Jason Saito's eyes.
His wide, incredulous eyes. His nose inches inches from hers. He'd been leaning in, she realized. Captivated by the aroma of her fear.
Behind him, she glimpses Brady on the floor, heaving one knee under himself. Doubled over as he rises.
"Shit," Saito says. "You're just like me."
She pistol-whips him with the barrel of Leon's gun.
He staggers back, clutching his broken cheekbone—even a gamma notices another gamma's blow. And she would have been on top of him, swinging again, but Brady beats her to it. Barrels into Saito, scoops him up, lifting the smaller man on tiptoe and swinging him around. Hand to hand with a gamma. Hafidha sees Saito bent over, his neck locked under Brady's arm.
"Danny," Saito says, "you wouldn't hold it against me, would you?"
She doesn't follow the next move, exactly. But Brady goes down hard—a backward shoulder roll over Saito's head. And Hafidha Gates thinks that if she lives to be a thousand—world's oldest metabolic freak—she'll never get over the sound of Saito's skull hitting the floor, and the crunch of bone that comes with it.
Brady heaves himself up and shakes Saito by the head like a dog murdering a stuffed giraffe. Something snaps heavily and Saito's feet flop like a doll's. Kick like a hanged man's.
Brady drops Saito on the floor. Heavy, limp, like an armload of wet laundry. He heaves in a couple of breaths. Pushes himself up straight, painfully.
Looks up at her. Face so still.
"You had to," Hafs said. "What were we going to do, tie him up and leave him for Larry?"
Still, Brady shakes his head. "I would have thought that would be a lot more satisfying."
She nods. "I'll try not to enjoy it for both of us, then." A long pause. "You broke his neck."
"Maybe tore his carotid. It's pretty hard to break a neck. We'll ask Frost, if we get out of here."
He's still looking at her. Looking at her bright green shoes, not so green in the exit-sign hell-light. Looking at the blood. He holds his hands away from himself as if they were floury. Greasy.
"You okay?" he asks.
"Somebody put a whammy on me," she says. "Remember the reporter? I think I know why he drove into the tree."
"So we've got a hex and a gremlin." His eyes ask, And you beat it how?
She touches the back of her head, where the bugzapper lives. "I turned off my fear."
"Is that a smart move?"
She shrugs. "No. But it's working for now."
She waits. Eventually, said into the silence of labored breathing, she asks him, "Do you want the gun?"
"How'd you get it?"
"Leon's," she says. "I told him to lock himself in."
Brady stares a little longer. Purses lips. Nods. "You keep it," he says. "You're a better shot."
"Somebody around here," she says softly, "has a panic button. And I think I know who."
She turns around and calls. "Emily? We don't want to hurt you. Why don't you come out, now?"
 
*
 
You run. Though you're dizzy with starving, you run.
You can't stop running. The monster's right behind you. And she's calling your name. She knows, she does know. And Ash can't help you. You sent Ash to her, and she... she's a ghost eater, a soul-eater. She swallowed Ash right up, fought her, shook her off, and won.
The monster is stronger than Ash.
You can't let her be stronger than you.
There's a cage here that can hold, her, though. All you need is to lure her into it.
You need bait.
And the perfect bait already lives in the cage.
You run.
 
*
 
Brady shadows Hafs as she slips back to Rufus. He's crawled under his desk. Motion, good. A positive sign.
And it's probably the safest place for him, if Bloody Larry happens to wander by.
Hafs crawls under the desk with him, comes back out with something. Rufus's headset and mic, battery-operated. She hands them to Brady, who puts them on without complaining. He watches as she goes to a locker—cool, efficient, without a wasted gesture—and pulls out a pair of gas masks. She tosses Brady one.
"You planning on—"
"There's the pepper spray," she says. "If we get juice back, I can fog for gammas."
"That's just gonna make Hakes angry."
"Line of sight," she says. "How's he going to target if I blind him?"
Brady mines a slow clap and pulls the gas mask over his head, checking to make sure it's got a filter. He leaves it around his neck for now. He'll hear the hiss if she uses the spray.
Hafidha pulls off her glasses and tucks them in her pocket.
"This is going to fuck up my accuracy," she says. She's been leaving a Hansel and Gretel line of Creme Egg wrappers behind her. Now she adds another to the trail.
She hands Brady her gun for a moment, adjusting the other gas mask on top of her head.
"Hold my gun and watch this," Brady mutters.
She laughs. "Easier without the braids," she says sadly.
He resists the urge to stroke her arm. "I wish Chaz was here," Brady says.
They share a tired smile. "I'm glad he's not," she says through his headset. "Bad enough that we are. Can you hear me?"
He nods. "Where are you going?"
"After Partridge," she says. "If she's opening cages... who's next worst? Say you wanted a WMD..."
"Hector?"
"Reyes has been getting through to him." Then her face does a strange thing—startled realization. But without any fear, exactly. "Shit. Mrs. Chow."
Brady nods. "Check on it. I got an SOS from Dice. I'm going to see if I can get the rec room evacuated. Then look for Hakes."
"And Henry," she says.
"Henry's not a threat for six months or so."
"Hakes is a threat to Henry. God, I hope Renee has the sense to stay in her room."
"Who?"
"Oh, very funny." She puts her hand out for the Glock, then pulls it back. "You know what? If you're going to get Larry... You keep the gun."
"Hafs?"
"Gamma," she says. "And anyway, Gray would never forgive me."
 
*
 
Renee should have stayed in her room. She wishes like hell she'd had the sense to stay in her room. But she didn't, and when she went to look for somebody she could ask about the power outage, she found the old white man wandering alone down a corridor in the dark. She knows by his clothes—scrubs and a bathrobe—that he's one of the patients, and one who should be on a locked ward. He's also wearing two cardigans, a knitted cap, and a scarf that looks like Hafidha knitted it for him.
She knows who this is. Not that they tell the other patients all about one another, but she spent enough time in the bullpen. And she knows she ought to be afraid of him.
But he looks harmless. He looks confused. And scared. And he shouldn't be left to wander around.
So she exerts herself to stay present for him, and she walks up and takes his hand. She's discovered that touching people makes her stay real for longer. It's the next best thing to having a door between them.
"I'm Renee," she says. His hand is cool and papery. He smiles. "Are you Henry?"
"I got lost. Something happened, and—" He looks down.
Her gaze follows his. His paper slippers are soaked in something dark.
"Are you all right?"
"I'm fine," he says. "I'm not cold at all."
That's when the screaming starts, down the corridor to the left. The minimum security wing. Closest to the offices, and Renee's room.
Henry flinches. She holds his hand. "Stay with me, Henry."
He smiles at her mildly. "Hello, sweetheart. Who are you?"
 
*
 
The screaming stopped a long time ago, but Dice still hunches behind a flipped table, covering Susanna with his body. She keeps her hands pressed against the floor, beneath her, so she doesn't touch him accidentally. Next to her, wedged beside the wall, Natalie seems to contract like a shocked amoeba as she pulls herself in. Despite the cramped space, she manages not to let any portion of her body brush anyone else.
Ramachandran is across the room, behind the desk with two staffers. And Eddie—
Dice pokes his head up over the table edge. Eddie stands by the hinge side of the door, swinging his arms like a batter warming up outside the box. "Eddie," Dice hisses. "What the fuck are you doing?"
Eddie gives him a look, and a big fake grin. The same kind of bravado Dice remembers from when Eddie was seven and about to get himself in miserable trouble.
"Don't sweat it, big brother," Eddie says. "I got this."
And then, in the hall, singing.
Ragged, off-key. But cheery. Something from the seventies. Gordon Lightfoot, Dice realizes. "The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald."
There are footsteps, too. And the sound of something metal tapped against the wall. This is not the voice of a cheery repairman. Dice realizes that somebody could see him through the window in the door and ducks down, way down. Flattening himself against Susanna.
Cramped though it is, he texts: He's here. Hits send, and puts the phone away as fast as possible. Wishes for a minute that he was still Catholic enough to pray.
Someone tries the door.
It's locked, so the handle rattles. Dice remembers the tapping metal, and doesn't expect that to hold whoever it is for long. He thinks about velociraptors in the kitchen, and stifles a hysterical giggle.
There's a thump. One, then another. Testing. Then a steady, rhythmic beat.
"Fire axe," Natalie says. She sounds so calm, a little exasperated. Like a supervillain chopping the door down is an everyday nuisance.
Dice's gaze fixes on a chair. Just one of the plastic garden chairs the residents get to use. Not a weapon, which is why they have it. It's close enough to grab and throw—but would it do any good?
It might buy Eddie a second. It might buy Natalie a second, and Dice can see from the look on her thin pretty face that she's not going to go down without fighting. But she has to get close, and the door is all the way across the room—
The chopping stops, is replaced by a prying creak and crackle. Then a hesitation. Then a hard, hard thump—the impact of foot on wood. These doors are as old as Idlewood, oak and chestnut, solid core. Cut from trees of a size that haven't been seen on the East Coast in over a century.
It holds for a second, and buys them all another second of life.
Dice hears a frustrated, animal sound through the door. He squeaks, like a mouse, and Susanna gives him a comforting little headbutt since she can't squeeze his hand.
"Don't worry, Dyson," Natalie says. "I've been in worse spots."
That's when Dice notices that she's taken off her gloves.
The door crashes open, rebounds, is caught. Dice hopes Eddie blocked it with his Hand rather than taking it in the face, but he doesn't have time to think about it now.
"Hide-and-seek?" says a shockingly ordinary voice. "That's one of my favorite games."
Dice jerks himself to his feet, not daring to think. He grabs the featherweight plastic chair and slings it overhand, screaming, then leaps over the table to follow it up with a charge.
He makes it two steps. And then he stops, not because he runs into some enormous wall of anomalous energy, but because what he sees is Eddie swinging out from behind the broken door and piling into the side of the brown-haired, balding, middle-aged guy who stands there lazily swinging a fire axe. It's the Hand that Eddie hits the other guy with, and the other guy—skinny, unprepossessing—bounces off the doorframe and staggers a step.
The walls shake. Plaster dust sparkles in the sunlight through the window.
But the other guy comes back swinging. Definitely a jammer, to take a hit like that. He's got the axe, and he knows how to use it. It loops into the air. Eddie blocks it with the Hand. The axe doesn't rebound; Eddie's grabbed it, grabbed it with thin air. He rips it out of the other guy's hand and swings it around—
Eddie screams. He clutches his gut, though the other guy hasn't touched him, and doubles over. Blood—so much fucking blood, everywhere, suddenly, pouring from his nose and eyes, soaking his trousers. Dice screams, too, "Leave my brother alone!" and plunges forward again. Eddie's dropped the axe, and Dice is aiming for it. But he skids in the blood, scrabbles, clutches the damned thing's handle and finds himself flailing on his back like a turtle.
He looks up, and sees the man who has to be Joseph Lawrence Hakes—Bloody Larry, though Dice isn't supposed to know about that—looming over him.
"You're adorable," Hakes says, and lifts up one hand to make a goddamned finger-gun. A sharp cramp spears Dice's middle.
The axe is wrenched from his hand and whirls through the air. For a moment, in passing, Dice would swear he felt the brush of his brother's nonexistent fingertips. Hakes ducks; the axe thumps into the doorframe; the seething feeling in Dice's gut eases. He tastes seaweed and copper. He sees Eddie straighten up, ripping the axe free with the Hand.
Dice hears Hakes' howl of outraged fury, and the slippery horrible thump as Eddie crumples and falls.
Dice lifts his head. The axe is all the way over there—
A blur. Red hair, quick hands. Natalie, wielding her bottle of water like a sword. Clear fluid splashes from it, a bright arc, slashing across Hakes' face. Washing into his eyes. His wordless rage turns into a scream of pain; he clutches his face, then casts about blindly.
Acid, Dice thinks, but some of the fluid splashed him, too, and on his lips he tastes the unmistakable fizz. It burns worse than he's used to. It must be very concentrated.
"Peroxide," he says.
"Chemically, very similar to water," Natalie remarks. She grabs his collar and his belt loop and drags him back, away, toward Ramachandran and the staff. "I need a better trick. He isn't down."
And Eddie is. Lying in the blood, not moving. Still bleeding, a slow well visible between his lips. How fast can you drown in your own blood? If you're a gamma? How fast then?
If you're a gamma, how fast do your eyes clear from a chemical burn?
Hakes has staggered away from the door. He's casting about, groping: a hellish game of blindman's bluff. Dice sees Susanna raise her head from behind the table and begin creeping—tiptoeing—toward the axe. He wants to yell to her to watch out, but that'll give the game away.
Then the part that seems like a hallucination happens. Because Dice sees an old man walk into the room—sedately, unconcerned. And with him, a young mixed-race woman, holding his hand. Except, is she there, or is she not? When he's looking at her, he can see her clear as day. But as soon as he glances back at Hakes, Dice is pretty sure he imagined her.
She leads the old man up to Hakes, though, and the old man stops in front of him. Hakes windmills, and the old man just stands.
"You, fellow," the old man says. "You need to stop that right now."
Hakes stops. Perfectly balanced, suddenly, though his eyes are swollen shut and even from across the room, flat on his back, Dice can see whitish foam bubbling from between the lids.
"Who are you?" Hakes asks. He reaches out, slowly, calibrating on the voice.
The old man draws himself up. "Someone whose home this is, sonny. And you won't take the roof from over my head, or from over these people's heads, either. I won't have it. People need to keep warm!"
Hakes' clutching hands grasp the old man's arm, twisting in layers of robe and cardigan. Dice tries to start to his feet, but Natalie gives his clothes a yank and he falls back down again. Susanna has forgotten she was going to get the axe and is just crouched now, staring.
"Don't call me sonny," says Joseph Lawrence Hakes. He reaches blindly toward the old man's head.
"Respect your elders," the old man answers. He lifts up his free hand—clad in a fingerless mitt that Dice recognizes as Hafidha's knitting. He presses the tips of his fingers to the side of Hakes' head.
Hakes jerks, recoils. But the old man is holding his sleeve now, and he can't pull away. Hakes' hand seems to be stuck to the old man's cheek as if frozen there, and a bluish rime is spreading up his hand, up his arm, along his temple, down his throat. He gasps, shivers violently, sags to his knees. He falls, and the old man bends over him. His teeth chatter. His heels rattle against the floor. He screams a long, shivering scream.
No one steps forward until he finally lies still.
The old man straightens up and dusts the frost off his hands. "Ahh," he says, pink and happy. "Who'd like a nice cup of coffee, now?"
Dice yanks himself away from Natalie. He crawls across the floor, the terrible cramps not yet subsiding. He drags himself through the slick of Eddie's blood. He sprawls across his brother's good arm and tries to press his fingers to Eddie's throat.
Eddie's eyes blink. They focus on Dice. Eddie's lips move, and something like the touch of phantom fingers ruffles Dice's hair.
"It's okay," Eddie says. "It's okay, big brother."
The breath finishes coming out of him.
It does not go back in.
Dice puts his head down on Eddie's bloody shirt and wails between clenched teeth, not even able to form the word, no.
"Fuck," says Natalie, behind Dice. "I know this isn't the time or the place, but I need a sandwich right now."
 
*
 
Sol feels a spurt of sweet relief when his phone rings, and he recognizes the number as the main line at Idlewood. It's all okay, he tells himself. Something we'll laugh about tomorrow.
Falkner forwarded him Hafidha's text. He knows Falkner, Chaz, Lau, and Tan are running close behind him. He knows that they're coming in force, and that Falkner's made the decision not to involve the local sheriff's department. He thinks that that turned out to be a good call.
The relief lasts until he answers the phone and hears a tight, controlled voice on the other end of the line, faint Puerto Rican accent, crispness of a professional in an emergency. "Mr. Todd?"
"Speaking."
"This is Leon Garcia at Idlewood. Hafidha Gates asked me to call you. We have a big, big problem here."
"Leon," Sol says. "Is Rupert Beale there?"
"He was," Leon says. "He was the last sign-out before the power went down."
 
*
 
Daniel Brady has probably felt this useless once or twice before in his life, but just right now he is hard pressed to think of when. He stands in the doorway of the minimum security rec room and counts bodies. Only two, and it could have been worse. And one of those is the right one, the best of all possible worlds if there has to be a casualty.
But then there's Eddie, and—
Not now, Danny Brady, he tells himself. He looks around at the survivors. At Dice with Eddie's head cradled in his lap. At Natalie stuffing a handful of Cheetos into her mouth, and Henry Clark—what the hell—pouring cream into a steaming mug of coffee. At Susanna, huddled over beside Ramachandran and two staffers whose names Brady doesn't know, offhand, though Hafidha would. And that flicker of movement in the corner of his eye is probably Renee.
He had come into the room at high ready, and now they are all staring at him. Sheepishly, he lowers the muzzle. Stopping Hakes was only half his job.
"Come on," he says. "We're evacuating. There's at least one more on the loose."
The awful fluorescent lights overhead pick that instant to hum violently and buzz back into life.
 
*
 
Somebody was in for a hiding if Sol ever found them. It had taken him a good three minutes to hotwire a switch to replace the smashed controls on the emergency generators, and he'd jammed a wire right up under his thumbnail, deep enough to make it bleed. The good news is, they are humming now. And as he is clearing the area outside before stepping from the shelter of the generator shed, his phone buzzes against his hip.
He glances at it. It's Brady.
He slides a thumb across the glass. "Talk to me," he says.
 
*
 
The lights flicker. Stutter. Go back on and burn steady, and Hafidha pulls the gas mask down over her face and walks a little slower, a little more carefully, now. She's coming up on the doorway to the wing of Idlewood where the old monsters live, and she's wondering just what exactly she, gunless, is going to do if she opens up that door with Allison's passcard and discovers Mrs. Chow crouched in the corridor, chewing on somebody's thighbone like the law of conservation of mass and energy doesn't apply.
Throw the last pocketful of Reese's Peanut Butter Eggs at her and run.
Then there's a crackle in her head, and a few hundred yards away, Leon types on a tablet with his thumbs.
EMILY IS ON CAMERA. HEADED TO YOUR OLD ROOM.
Suze Zettler's room. There's probably a more politic way for Leon to have put it, but Hafs isn't about to pick nits with the man whose pastry is keeping her from fainting.
She types back, STAY FROSTY.
Brady, on the headset. "Hakes is neutralized. Evacuating the minimum security residents. I have Henry, and I think maybe I have Renee, too. One casualty."
She doesn't ask who. If it weren't going to upset her, he would have said already.
She breathes a sigh of relief. "Good work."
Brady says, "Duke says the cavalry is ETA five minutes."
Hafidha says, "Partridge is going after Suze."
There's a pause. Then, "Godspeed," he tells her. Which is fine. If she's going to put up with anybody's God, Daniel G. Brady's is high on the list. And his secret middle name is safe with her.
"Radio silence," she replies.
"For now," he answers.
She turns right back away from the door to the scary wards and heads downstairs. Not that her old room is any less fortified. Not that anything is scaring her, right now.
Maybe she'll be able to talk to Partridge. Maybe she can figure out her mythology. Hafidha remembers that weird interaction this morning and doesn't stop walking, but she bites her lip. Something there, some clue.
She and Brady had been talking about Ashley Campbell, just a moment before, who had died in an accident caused by a bizarre mechanical failure. And the reporter who died, Matthew Sheehy. The reporter whose freak accident had not included a mechanical failure, but apparently something like the fear Hafidha had so recently experienced herself.
Oh. If Ashley Campbell were the victim of a gamma, if that gamma were someone she and Emily Partridge both knew... or, hell, Partridge could have been inoculated at work, just as easily. If she had suffered some sort of devastating personal loss and failed to report it to H.R., as specified in her contract...
The computers are coming to life. Hafs takes the stairs down, not ready to risk an elevator, and reaches out to riffle through Emily Partridge's personnel files. They spill open for Hafs. Including the familiar name of Emily's high school.
And the name of her listed next of kin. In case of emergency, contact Ashley Campbell.
"Oh, sweetie," Hafidha says, a pang of sorrow so sharp she feels the Bug stretch in luxury. "Oh, I'm so sorry, child."
Ashley had been a witch; had requested a green, pagan burial. Which meant it was very possible that that was Emily's religion as well, and that it might have a bearing on her mythology. Harpy, damn it, I need you. And where are you, now?
No. Hafida snaps her bracelet. She pauses at the bottom of the stairs.
SOMEONE HAS CUT THE VIDEO FEED FROM THE FARADAY CAGE, Leon types.
JUST ANOTHER DAY AT WORK, Hafs types back, and opens the heavy fire door.
The hall is silent. The lights burn grimly overhead. The guard who should be on duty at the end of the hall is missing, the desk empty. Hafidha wonders who was on shift today, and hopes whoever they were, they just ran.
She sidles down the hall, moving fast because she doesn't have a weapon. She can't clear rooms; she just has to cover the ground and get out of the line of fire as fast as possible. She has to assume that Partridge has a Taser, a gun. The Taser won't do much more that slow Hafidha down. Startle her. Sting her a little.
Bullets are no fun, even for a gamma.
The airlock door to the Burrow isn't locked. Somebody used an override key. Hafs glides it open and steps inside. She pauses behind the second door, also partially open, and listens.
"I'm not going to shoot you," Partridge says. "Because that would make a hole in the mesh. But I'm going to open the door and come inside, and I want you to know before I do that that I am armed."
Suze's voice answers, wary. "What happens then, Emily?"
"You need to be evacuated," says Partridge, sounding oh so reasonable. "Everyone has to leave the building."
Hafidha checks the seal on her gas mask.
"Okay," Suze says. "You're my guard."
"Right," says Partridge. "Just step back into the corner. Away from the door—"
Hafidha hears the pistol cocking. She doesn't wait another second. Suze is safe inside the burrow, safe for seconds more. Safe as long as the door stays closed.
She reaches out, wireless girl, and triggers the in-room pepper spray remotely, dosing everything outside of Suze's cage. She hears a scream, coughing. She kicks the door aside and charges in—
Right into the sights of Partridge's gun. Partridge stands, coughing, tears streaming down her face. Feet planted in a modified Weaver stance, hands braced on her gun. Barrel locked on Hafidha.
"You're the monster," Partridge says. "Doesn't the FBI do pepper spray training with its agents anymore?"
"Budget cuts," Hafidha says, voice muffled through the gas mask. "Stuff costs a mint. Look at what we've hit up the taxpayers for today alone."
"Get in the cage," Partridge says. She gestures with her head, not her pistol. More's the pity. And the room's big enough that Hafidha is at least twenty feet away. Advantage to the gun.
"Get in the cage?"
"You never should have gotten out of it. Monsters don't get better."
"I know about Ashley," Hafidha says. "I know somebody took her away from you."
"Don't—you!—dare."
"All right," Hafidha says. She takes a step closer to the door of the burrow. "See? I'm going. But the thing is, I think we're on the same side."
"Walk. Shut up."
"Somebody killed somebody I loved, too."
The gun levels. Partridge squints over the sights, her face glossy with tears and snot. "We are not the same."
"A car," Hafidha said. "A freak accident. Nobody to blame. It broke me, Emily." She waves around. "You know how long I spent in this room."
On the other side of the glass, Suze is watching. Waiting? Gauging. But what can she do from back there? And Partridge is still being very careful with that pistol. She backs away as Hafidha advances, keeping her space buffer. Keeping control.
Hafidha is halfway to the Burrow's double door. She has her shoulder to Partridge now. She stops and turns to her. "I saw conspiracies everywhere. I couldn't accept that sometimes awful things just happen. I had to have a reason, and then I had to find the person behind it. The person who made me suffer, and make them pay."
The hair on Haf's neck prickles. The hair on her arms rises, as of its own accord. She doesn't dare look at Suze, look away from Partridge. Suze wouldn't hurt me.
But she could. She might. She's a monster, too. Or the habitat of a monster, anyway.
But even if she would, how could it happen here? How could Suze call lightning inside a building, when she herself is contained inside a Faraday cage?
"Do you want to know what the funny thing was, Emily?"
"No," Emily says, but the muzzle of the gun droops slightly. She relaxes her grip to wipe her nose on the back of one hand.
"I think you do," says Hafidha. "The funny thing is that I was right. Somebody did kill my friend. The same somebody who—"
"NO!" Emily yells, and in the moment Hafidha sees she's overplayed her hand, or maybe this was one of those games that no hand could have won for her. Maybe Brady could have done better. Reyes.
Maybe not.
Emily raises the pistol. Levels it. Hafidha takes a breath and braces herself to run forward into the bullet, to keep going, To trust her superhuman body to take the shot and carry her onto Partridge anyway.
She hopes it won't be a head shot.
"I'm not like you!" Emily screams. "Ashley takes care of me!" And the bullet is coming, Hafidha knows it's coming, she can already feel her skin trying to crawl out of its way—
The room fills with smoke. With the scent of seared flesh. Hafidha blinks; she's on her ass against the glass wall of the burrow, and the gas mask has been knocked askew. Her eyes burn from leftover pepper spray. She has a memory of brilliant light, of booming sound.
She can't find Emily. No, there she is, sprawled on the—
Oh.
Outlets across the room are smoking, scorched black. Spitting tiny tongues of flame. A sprinkler kicks on.
Hafidha looks away from what was Emily Partridge. She heaves herself to her feet. Her ears ring. The room spins. She should go try CPR.
She turns over her shoulder and looks at Suze.
Suze stands near the inside of the glass, one hand pressed against it. The fine lines of the Faraday cage wires gleam golden against her palm.
"You could do that all along?" Hafidha asks stupidly. Her voice sounds tiny and distant.
"It's just an ionized pathway," Suze says. "It never had to run through me."
"Oh," says Hafidha. "You could have said something."
Suze smiles. It's not a happy one. "You were all very proud of your Faraday cage."

Act V
 
Ashton, VA, May 21, 2014
Tyler picks up on the first ring, jovial. "You're late for bike polo, man, we already started. Where are you?"
"Tyler," Dyson says, and jams the Nokia against his ear a little harder. "Tyler, I—"
"Wait," Tyler says. "No, not you, Dice, them. You sound...are you okay?"
The laughter and conversation on Tyler's end fades, gets farther away. Dice can hear the sea in his other ear, a roaring. "I'm sorry I'm late," Dyson says, and the sob breaks out of his throat. Sharp edges of gravel stab into his knees as he lands on them. The ambulance blanket falls away; the wind crawls up his back.
"Dice, it's okay," Tyler says. "I'm walking away from everyone. Signal's good. I can wait. Something happened. Are you still in Virginia?"
Dice lives in Arlington, but to Tyler and him, Virginia means Idlewood.
"Eddie..."
"Oh, fuck," Tyler says. "Dice, I am so sorry."
Dice, it's okay.
It's okay, big brother.
But Dice can't stop crying now that it's all come out.
"He'll come around. You said he was changing. I believe that."
Oh. "No. Tyler. He's dead."
"Holy shit."
If only Eddie was just mad at him. "He's— He died. I just told him, and then—" And then Hell rose up. "He died, to save my life. I'm alive and he's dead."
Tyler doesn't need to hear about what Natalie did. How brave she was. Not today. Not yet.
"What the hell happened out there. No, later. Are you okay? Are they taking you to the hospital?"
"Maybe. I...kinda feel weird."
"It's shock. You should tell someone there. There's an ambulance, right?"
There were four. And something that looked like a SWAT team. "Yeah. I—"
"Tell someone."
"Tyler..."
"I'm here."
"I don't wanna be alone," Dice says, and the wind wraps around his throat.
"I'm coming," Tyler says. "I'll be there."
 
*
 
Brady sits down next to Hafidha on the bench beside the rose garden. It creaks under his weight. They lean together in companionable silence for a few moments, watching as Falkner and Tan direct the rescue and recovery teams. Lau was last seen bringing Susanna a cup of tea and a phone so she could call her mother.
Brady tilts his head after a while and says, "If I were knitting gloves for Henry Clark, I'd close off the fingertips. Just saying."
Hafidha shrugs. "He likes to feel the warmth of the coffee cup. He's got mittens that go over them when he's cold. You complaining?"
Brady made a noise that might have been a laugh before it died. "Not today."
The silence resumes. Hafidha looks around, and doesn't see Chaz. She had given him three big hugs and sent him off to talk to Suze. She doesn't have the energy just now to deal with him.
Todd, though. Todd sounds restful. He wanders past, and Hafidha raises a hand to wave him over.
"Want a Creme Egg? Only slightly past the expiration date."
"They expire?" Todd accepts the candy. He holds the brightly wrapped oval in his hand as if it were an offering.
Brady settles and resettles himself, like he can't get comfortable. "Did anybody find Beale?"
Todd licks his lips. "Leon said he signed out a few minutes before the lights went out. Like he knew it was coming."
"Wait," Brady says. "What the hell?"
"It's him," Sol says. "That son of a bitch. It's him. Rupert Motherfucking Beale."
Hafidha feels a little dizzy. She stuffs a Creme Egg in her own mouth and bites it in half. Emily Partridge's last act of charity. "That's going to require some evidence, Duke."
Todd raises his hand, ticks off on fingers, some of which are partially missing. "He's close to the team, he's connected. He wrote a letter of recommendation for Jeff Simmons when Simmons applied to the FBI, thereby setting the stage for the Quantico outbreak. He once paid Guy Nadon as an informant—off the books, but I managed to trace a postal money order. He had a book signing in Portland around the time Viv Paliotto was killed. No credit card trace for plane tickets because his publisher footed the bill, but I got Homeland Security to pull the passenger records. Hope Mitchell met him at a book signing. I can place him in Leesburg for at least three hours before Ashley Campbell's accident."
"Circumstantial," Brady says, but not like he believes that means anything.
Todd nods. "And the kicker? He made a six-dollar purchase at a Starbucks less than two hundred meters from the intersection where Erik Holt was killed, not five minutes before."
"Fucking Starbucks," Hafidha says, feeling as if the earth under her feet has just dropped a meter and then caught her hard when she followed. "You know how many calories are in one of those things? And he's always drinking them. Always."
"Might keep even a gamma stocky, if he was crafty," Brady said.
"He's crafty," says Sol. "You know how he left the Chicago P.D.?"
"Medical," Brady says. "Line of duty, right? Other than that—" He shakes his head. Hafidha is already looking it up.
"Car accident," she says. "During a car chase. His partner was killed."
"Freak accident," Sol says. "So there's your gremlin. What if he can just... nudge probability? Get the result he wants when he wants it? Or get a better chance of it, anyway? He pushed you, and he pushed Emily Partridge. He made it happen, Hafidha. But that's not all."
Hafidha looks at the remaining half of the Creme Egg. It tastes, suddenly, like chalk and stale sugar. "Life is too short to eat crap chocolate," she says, and tosses it over her shoulder into the rosebushes. "Hit me."
Todd rubs his forehead with the palm of his hand. "Correlation is not causation. But I can put him on a bunch of plane flights that coincide with some of our ligature deaths. And I can put him in New Richmond, Wisconsin, of all the godforsaken places. Or at least, driving through it, because he had a signing tour eight years ago where he drove himself from Madison to St. Paul."
"Autumn," Brady says. "You're saying he taught that creep—"
"I'm saying it's possible."
"Holy balls," Brady says, and falls silent, staring. Hafidha realizes she's not worried, and that reminds her to reset the bugzapper. Which reminds her of Jason Saito's surprise and delight.
You're dead now, she thinks. Shut up. But when did Saito ever listen to anybody?
"I think he was hunting gammas all over the country. He's the thing that eats T. rexes. Rupert Beale."
Todd turns around and sits on the bench on the other side of Hafidha. He rests his elbows on his knees and tilts his head back to stare up at the flawless sky. All around them, the sultry scent of roses hangs on the late spring air.
"I do not have enough ammunition for this," Hafidha says, and looks at the blood on a dead woman's green shoes.

Flashback
 
Washington, D.C., May 21, 2014
Stephen Reyes lowered the phone from his ear and tapped the red "disconnect" icon on the screen. That, so clearly, was how the action played in his head. So he was surprised to find he'd missed the icon and hit the margin of the screen instead.
His hand was shaking.
Autumn's school was on speed dial, or he couldn't have put the call through. "This is Stephen Reyes," he said to the front-office secretary. "I'm calling about my daughter." His own voice was a stranger's in his ears—too high, quavering, an old man's voice.
"I'll check, Mr. Reyes," said the secretary—what was his name? Tom. It was Tom. "Do you need to speak to her?"
"Yes. Yes, please."
Reyes listened to hold music and tried to breathe slowly. He should have counted verses of the tune, because that would reassure him he hadn't waited as long as it felt. Every beat was a step in the march to something horrible—
"Hello, Papi." She had a child's voice, made with a child's throat and tongue and lips. But the intonations and cadences were adult. He would know those four syllables anywhere.
"Hello, mi ardilla. Have you had a good day at school?"
He could hear her shrug. "Today in art class we learned about the color wheel. Science is still best, though. The tadpoles have legs now."
"Good for them. Mija, I'm going to pick you up after school today."
"I can take the bus. The driver knows me." An offense against her dignity, to take away this big-girl privilege.
"I know. And I know nothing frightens you, but I'm not as brave. Something happened today that scared me, and I'd feel better if I brought you home myself."
Over the phone, a considering silence. "Ooo-kay," she sighed at last.
"Wait for me in the office if I'm not there right away."
"Are you all right, Papi?"
He didn't lie to her. So he made sure it was true before he said, "Yes, I am."
When he disconnected, the phone was skittery in his sweating hands.
Rupert Beale. And, an inward scream, You were my friend!
No, he'd never been that. He'd been a tapeworm. He'd fed on the team's work, then on their lives. How long ago had the parasite attached himself? How much had he damaged or turned to his benefit?
Or arranged from the beginning to suit himself.
His team—now Falkner's team. Had Beale taken a furtive hand in their recruitment, tipped probability to select his opponents?
Not Chaz, because Reyes had found (and immediately failed) him before Beale could have first manifested the anomaly. Todd, likewise, had been on a collision course with the WTF long before Beale had heard of anomalous crimes. Falkner, Lau, Worth all filtered in from Down the Hall, from the Behavioral Analysis Unit, and the fixed determination required to get them there would have made Beale's intervention unlikely. Brady'd had his contact with Andre, but by Reyes's rough estimate, that would also have been too long ago for Beale to have manipulated the situation.
Hafidha.
Beale had got to her eventually, and through her, the team. Losing Hafidha had destabilized them. But could Beale have wanted her with them all along, a switch he could flip?
J. Edgar Hoover Building, Washington, D.C., December 2003
"Doctor Stephen Reyes?" said a female voice from the receiver of the phone on his desk. It wasn't so much a question as a verification of a result.
"Speaking."
"My name is Doctor Madeleine Frost. I am an oncologist at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore."
She spoke with precision, as if to a child or a non-native speaker. Reyes prevented his virtual hackles from rising with a practiced effort. "What can I do for you?"
"I've read your white paper for law enforcement, first responders, and medical professionals."
The adrenaline rush made him glad he was sitting down. An oncologist. Not a bizarre crime, then—might she have seen some clinical sign of the anomaly, some causal link? But doctors weren't immune from believing their next-door neighbors were aliens. "I see," he replied cautiously.
"I doubt that." As if it were a statement of fact, and to be insulted by it would be unreasonable. "I am consulting on the case of a thirty-year-old woman of African-American descent with stage III Hodgkin's lymphoma." After a stately pause, Doctor Frost added, "Or perhaps I should say she had."
"She died, then."
"No, Doctor Reyes. She's cured."
"In remission."
"'Remission' is usually more accurate. In this case, I don't believe it is. The patient's tumors did not merely shrink but disappear. I examined the tissue from the second biopsy myself. It contained no viable Reed-Sternberg cells, and no inflammatory cells. I then viewed the results of her initial biopsy, and finally examined that biopsy sample myself. I was able to verify that the first tissue sample clearly displayed mixed-cellularity Hodgkin's lymphoma. The two biopsies might as well have been taken from two different patients."
Reyes waded as quickly as he could through Doctor Frost's medical terminology. "You're saying...her treatment was effective."
"She was one month into an ABVD chemotherapy regimen which was to have been eight months in length. I believe the cancer may have been destroyed by her own immune system."
Reyes was fairly sure that didn't happen. Not normally.
"Doctor Reyes, I understand from your white paper that your task force seeks out unusual individuals who have committed criminal acts. If so, this is outside your area of interest. But if I have read your paper correctly, you would be very interested indeed in locating such an individual under any circumstance."
"You're correct," he said at last. "Yes. Yes, I would."
"I'll start the process for clearing the release of her contact information to you."
Baltimore, MD, December 2003
The woman who walked in the door of the coffee shop was dressed for a colder winter than Maryland could offer. Her shoulders hunched high under a red wool bomber jacket with the collar turned up, and knitted legwarmers covered her legs above her knee-high lace-up boots. She'd tugged a bulky black watch cap down over her ears and almost to her eyebrows.
Reyes rose from his seat to catch her eye. "Ms. Gates?" he said as she approached.
"Yep. Doctor Reyes, I presume?"
He pulled out her chair. "The very same."
She grinned. "You learn that at Quantico?"
"At my mama's knee."
"Now there's a woman who thinks of the future. So. I've been up close and personal with a lot of people named Doctor in the last few months, but none of them from the FBI. Have I turned into a security risk?"
He heard the faint hard edge behind the flip words. "I don't know. Have you?"
It surprised her enough to make her think. She shrugged out of her jacket and pulled off her hat; a furious mass of black hair sprang up in its wake. It looked dry and harsh-textured. From the chemo, he guessed. With her outerwear off, he could see the line of her clavicle through her sweater, the sharp jut of her wrist bones, the tendons of her neck unpadded by fat.
"You know I was with the Secret Service?" she said. When he nodded, she went on. "One of the things my job was based on was the idea that the easier it is for someone to do something, the harder it is for them to keep from doing it."
Reyes turned it over in his head. "Do you believe that?"
"No. I don't think I do. People resist doing bad shit every day, when it would be just as easy—easier, even—to go ahead and do it. I think what we were really supposed to be doing was watching out for the people who would do bad shit no matter how hard it was." She ducked her head suddenly, which put her face out of view.
"You liked your job," Reyes said after a moment.
"You could say that."
The waiter stopped beside their table, and Gates lifted her chin again with a dazzling smile for him. "Hey, it's my new favorite person! I'd like a large cafe miel, a hot chocolate, and the lemon poppyseed cake."
"Don't hold back on my account," Reyes said mildly.
For an instant, Gates's eyes cut toward him, fully open. But she merely turned the smile on him. Reyes ordered Darjeeling.
"If I haven't made the Most Wanted list, what am I here for?" she asked when the waiter left.
"Originally, I wanted you to tell me about...well, about your experience of the last few months. But I think I'd like to tell you, instead. And if I get anything wrong, you can say so."
Her lower jaw slid forward, and Reyes saw her thoughts in her eyes: Con artist. Charlatan. Nutjob. "And if you get it right, you'll tell me all about how to nourish my inner thetan?"
"If I get it right, I'll give you what little information I have about your condition, and you can do anything you please with it."
"My condition is, I had cancer."
"And now you don't. And if that were all, it would be hard enough to explain. But that's not all, is it?" He saw from the angle of her body, the shuttering of her face, that she was about to stand up and walk out. So he hurried. "You've lost a lot of weight in a very short time. It's one of the symptoms of Hodgkin's, so you didn't wonder about it at first. But you're always hungry. Unless you take in what you would once have considered an unreasonable number of calories, you get weak and light-headed. And you can do things you couldn't do before. You have the grip strength to open any jar easily. You have the endurance to walk, climb, or run further than you ever could. Your reaction times are quicker."
He had to pause for breath, and thinking. At that inopportune moment the waiter arrived with their order. I'm going to lose her. She's scared—confused—and I've made it worse. She'll walk away.
Food landed in front of her—sweetened coffee, sweet cocoa, cake—and she stared at it, hands in her lap, as if she were reading a page of text.
"Anything else?" the waiter asked.
Gates lifted her eyes from her order to Reyes's face. And grinned, a little crookedly. "Not yet," she said to the waiter without looking away from Reyes.
He had underestimated Hafidha Gates.
So as soon as the waiter was out of hearing range, Reyes said, "There may be another manifestation of what's happened to you. Some small ability, some unusual skill you didn't have six months ago, or one you had before that you're now much better at with no apparent cause."
Gates wasn't grinning anymore. She swallowed half her hot chocolate, though it must have burned her mouth. "You could say that."
"I don't need to know about it if you don't—"
"Oh, no. We're reality-checking here, and I want to get maximum bang for my buck. I can...get the most out of a computer. I can sort the Internet like a centrifuge. It's...hard to describe. It's as if I know where all the electrons are buried."
"And that's new?"
She nodded. "It's not just food. I crave information. It's as if, because I got blindsided by life, I want to prevent it sneaking up on me ever again."
Reyes's breath hitched. He hid it by fiddling with his tea. "We call that your mythology."
Gates stopped in the middle of cutting a chunk out of her slice of cake. "'We.'"
"I lead the Anomalous Crimes Task Force, working out of the Behavioral Analysis Unit. We investigate criminal activity involving individuals affected by what we're calling the anomaly, for want of a better term. It produces the kind of metabolic changes you've experienced. And...a variety of other effects as well."
"You think that's what I've got."
"I do."
She popped her fork into her mouth and chewed cake. She seemed undisturbed, but Reyes didn't believe it. She swallowed and said, "So, not just superhackers?"
He thought of Lawrence Hakes, and felt a psychosomatic twinge in his knee. "If the anomaly were sentient, which I don't believe, I'd say it has a great imagination."
Gates finished her cocoa and swallowed another lump of cake. "You're here to tell me I'm now a supervillain, and you've got your eye on me."
With great power comes great responsibility, Reyes thought. Did Gates read comics? In the Secret Service, she'd been ready to take a bullet for a stranger. She'd understand Peter Parker's mythology.
"No, Ms. Gates. I'm here to offer you a job."
He was astonished by his own words. No, you're not. That's exactly why you came. You just hadn't seen it yet.
Gates set her fork down, folded her hands on the table edge, and studied him. "From now on, you get to call me Hafidha."
In spite of the wording, it was an order.
Washington, D.C., May 21, 2014
There was no place for Beale in that history. Frost, secure in her basement and her work, was practically untouchable. And the person who'd affected Hafidha's trajectory, for good or ill, was Stephen Reyes.
He could breathe again. He could pick up his daughter from school. And he could do whatever it took to help bring down Rupert Beale.
Not a friend. But maybe The Kingpin.

Something's Gotta Eat T. Rexes - by Elizabeth Bear, Steven Brust, and Emma Bull
 
This, too, is probable, according to that saying of Agathon: '"It is a part of probability that many improbable things will happen.'"
—Aristotle, Poetics

Act I
 
In the end—or was it the beginning—it had been the reliably bizarre luck and the information-mining abilities of one Solomon Todd that gave them their break, or so he told himself at the time.
After everything started to go bad, after he really understood what they were up against, he was moved to consider if he had been played. Led. If some fraction of the horrors that followed were on his head.
But at the beginning, it seemed like a break.
J. Edgar Hoover Federal Building, Washington, D.C., July 1, 2014
"Beale must have been ready for a long time," Todd said.
Daniel Brady set a cup of coffee by Todd's left hand. Hafidha Gates sprawled across the couch on the other side of the bullpen, a tablet resting on her chest face-down in a strictly decorative capacity.
Renee's couch, Todd thought, with a tiny stab of guilt. If only they'd figured it out sooner—
It was what it was. And they were doing everything they could.
It was dark outside the windows. City-dark, not real-dark. Not Oolitic, Indiana dark. But what was, this side of the middle of the north Atlantic?
Todd tried not to look at the clock in the lower corner of his monitor. He definitely wasn't registering that the hour was a single digit, and that digit wasn't a one.
"Yeah," Brady said. "He's vanished like a tapeworm up a stray dog's ass. You don't do that without a plan. Cash. Identities."
"He's been baiting us," Hafidha said, with a lip curl that might have been a snarl. "Since day one. Since fucking two thousand and seven. He's been enjoying the game, seeing how far he could stretch his luck. How much he could get away with it."
"Not just his luck," Todd said wearily. "The laws of probability, so true in general, so fallacious in particular. Edward Gibbons. Maybe he decided it was really unlikely we'd figure it out."
"That'd be a fucking subtle manifestation." Brady sipped his coffee, kicked the toe of one shiny loafer. His pants cuff broke just so; Todd wondered when Gray had started buying Brady's clothes. He wondered if Mehitabel was still awake. She wouldn't mind if he showed up on her doorstep, looking for a shoulder to sleep on.
"That'd be a fucking lot of grande mocha frappuccinos," Hafidha agreed. "But there's cop skills, too. They also play into it." She tapped the back of her tablet meaningfully. "All right, Solomon, share your wisdom. Where the hell do we look next?"
"At the beginning." They were all tired. Too tired. "Victimology and profile. If we understand where Beale came from, we'll know where he's going." He stood. "Tomorrow. When everybody's here. Go home."
"Sol—"
"Home," he said, and they both sighed and lurched to their feet, exactly as if he still had the standing to give anybody an order.
 
*
 
Esteban Santiago Miguel Domingo Reyes Fomosa y Ibarra stood in the doorway of his daughter's room and watched her sleep. It was just as poignant as all the Lifetime movies made it out to be, and he felt mildly embarrassed for experiencing the emotion in such stereotypical terms. The part of his brain that was always running check sums and analyses, meanwhile, chose that moment to be archly amused about both emotions.
You're a piece of work, Stephen Reyes.
His phone beeped in his pocket. He stepped hastily into the hall, one hand pressing it into his leg to muffle any more sounds.
It was from Sol. 10 A.M. Preliminary profile and victimology.
It didn't say of whom.
It didn't have to.
 
*
 
Nikki Lau knew that wiping her palms on the fabric of her carefully- pressed trousers was a sign of weakness. She rummaged her aching brain for signs of strength and confidence, because her assembled team was watching her.
They were arranged around the briefing closet table doing a bang-up job of showing positive attitudes, but she knew the difference between show and the real thing. Rupert Beale. Rupert Beale, for God's sake, had blindsided them so thoroughly that betrayal wasn't even the right word.
She filled her lungs with stale, shared air. "We had to start with the assumption that any information about Beale we got directly from him could be tainted. As it turned out, there was hardly anything he concealed or lied about."
Esther Falkner nodded. "Which suggests he believes there's nothing in it we can use against him."
"He could be right," Brady offered, from the wall he held up with his broad shoulders.
"Normal humans are pretty bad at threat assessment." Arthur Tan tapped gently with the eraser end of his pencil on the file in front of him. "Gammas probably are, too, unless they're special that way. Beale's not hiding anything except his present location, which says he doesn't think anyone's smart enough to use what he's given away."
"I hate people like that," Hafidha said. She gazed bright-eyed at the photo of Beale on the screen behind Lau and coiled a corkscrew of her hair around her index finger. "Really. Fire of a thousand suns."
Flirty and predator, Lau thought, and had to swallow before she could go on. "So, Rupert Beale, born in 1965 in the Avondale neighborhood of Chicago. At the age of eight he was hospitalized for pneumonia, and remained in Cook County General for six weeks."
"Pretty serious case," Todd murmured. "Even in 1972 hospitals weren't big on extended stays."
"That may have been when his first exposure to the anomaly occurred." Lau thumbed the remote in her palm. Beale's book-jacket photo was replaced with a yellowish snapshot of a square-faced, red-haired man and a densely- freckled boy. The man was beaming, a baseball in one hand, the boy's shoulder in the other. The boy glared into the camera.
"Charles John Dacovitz, a hospital orderly, shot his wife and son on the pediatric floor of County General, then killed himself. We haven't been able to determine if Beale had direct contact with Dacovitz, but he was almost certainly on that floor at the time of the shootings." Lau recited the facts with as much cool distance as she could.
"Is that one of the stories we got from Beale himself?" Tan asked.
Chaz, who'd been silent, attentive, and surprisingly un-twitchy thus far, curled his lip a little. "Oh, yeah. There's a television interview. He says, quote, 'That may have set me on the path to becoming who I am.'"
Tan turned to Chaz, distressed. "That was on purpose, wasn't it? The way he put it."
"He's having a great time," Hafidha agreed.
"When Beale was released from the hospital," Lau continued, because if she didn't she might not get another chance, "the doctors prescribed fresher air than he was likely to get in the city. His parents sent him to live with his uncle and aunt, Gene and Linda Krupe, who had a farm near Plainfield, Illinois, outside Chicago." She thumbed the remote again to bring up a newspaper photo from the 1960s of a school ice-cream social fund-raiser.
The location was the yard of a big, rambling farmhouse, built on a prosperous farm where the owners could afford the latest 1890s architectural touches: gables, dormers, an arched sleeping porch, turned railings and gingerbread, decorative shingles. The house was painted a sensible and thrifty white in the photo, like the big dairy barn and outbuildings showing behind it, and stood at the top of a long, gentle slope of green lawn shaded by mature maples.
"The Krupe cousins were grown up and moved out," Brady said, picking up for her. "Son in the Army, daughter married and moved to Indiana. Rupert was effectively the only child of a middle-aged farming couple until high school."
"He didn't go back to live with his parents?" Reyes asked.
"Ten months after he got out of the hospital, his mom was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. Maybe the family thought it would be easier on him to stay on the farm and miss the fun."
Hafidha rocked back in her chair, and Brady caught it before it whacked him in the hip. "Please tell me Mister I'm-So-Clever had a miserable young adulthood."
Brady grinned down at her. As far as Lau could tell, it was the unconsidered smile, the one that didn't come with reservations about gamma-hood. "Sorry, Miss Thing. Good student, lettered in varsity wrestling and the swim team, popular with the ladies. His aunt and uncle seemed to think he was God's gift to the universe. After that, four years at Illinois State University majoring in criminology. Joined the Chicago police force—"
"You skipped one," said Chaz.
"Wait, I've got this." Hafidha stared into nearby unoccupied space. "And may I say the irony of combining Rupert Beale and a city named Normal is not lost on me."
"Old, old joke," Todd said, but he was smiling.
Hafs stuck her tongue out at him, then went on. "ISU campus police report. Frat-boy hazing incident in which one guy jumped from a roof and two more were supposed to catch him, and really, don't ask me how anyone could have thought that was going to work out well. One of the catchers was our boy Rupert. As any sane person would expect, there were injuries all 'round. Beale got a busted collarbone. The catchee got a concussion."
Brady glowered from Chaz to Hafidha. "So why's there no report with the real police?"
Chaz tipped his head back to meet Brady's frown. "Because schools used to cover up fraternity hazing abuses and get away with it."
"Jesus in a leisure suit."
"No argument there."
Lau took the temperature of the room again. Falkner, Reyes, and Todd seemed surprisingly calm and contained, given they'd had the most contact with Beale. No, that wasn't true: Chaz had met with him often at Idlewood in the context of the survivors' group. And Chaz, though he might not be twitchy, wasn't anything like calm. In his stillness Lau thought she could read something deep and cold and...formidable. Hafidha and Daphne, Lau realized. That's why.
Hafs and Danny were nearly symmetrical in their anger. They both tended to rise to a challenge with a lot of "Oh, yeah? Sez who?" anyway, and they were focusing a concentrated pissed-offedness on Rupert Beale.
For Tan, still New Kid, Beale was a gamma. Not just a gamma, because that was never true. But Beale was their quarry, their perp, not someone he'd shared bits of his life with. His presence reminded everyone else that this was their job.
Lau clicked the remote again to bring up the next photo: a scene of so much ruin it was hard to identify its component parts. Shattered concrete, twisted rebar, the back end of a gray SUV, and a police car logo scarred and folded on a crumpled door panel.
Into the stunned silence that followed, Todd said, "One person walked away from that: Rupert Beale. Well, dragged away. His left hip joint was effectively powdered.
"He and his partner were answering a suspicious vehicle call when the vehicle in question, an SUV with two men in it who'd just beaten and robbed a rival gang member, went out of control and punched through the third-floor apron of a parking structure. It landed on Beale's and his partner's squad."
"Improbable," Chaz breathed, with what sounded like respect.
"The accident ended Beale's career on the force. It may also have been the trigger for his conversion, and the basis of his mythology. He had a stake, as he saw it, in knowing when the unlikely would become likely, or could be made to be likely. He could see the potential Rube Goldberg machinery of causality. All he had to do was step in and adjust a ramp here, a spring there, to make the events happen."
"Speculation," Reyes said, his voice rusty. "But based on sound observation."
Todd beamed at him. "Thank you, Professor."
"So we have three locations where Beale experienced significant trauma," Falkner said, her level gaze on Lau. "Cook County Hospital, the ISU campus, and the parking structure. Do any of them look like a place Beale might go to ground?"
Chaz opened the file folder in front of him and spidered his brown fingers over the pile of paper inside. Like the laptop lying closed in front of Hafidha, the file was a polite fiction; everything in it was in his head. "The parking structure, no. The whole block was bulldozed and rebuilt two years ago, and the street turned into a pedestrian mall. It would take a lot of abstraction to identify it with the original accident."
"Even if you're crazier than a barrel of shithouse rats with the lid nailed down?" asked Brady.
Chaz blinked in appreciation, and Lau filed the Bradyism away for use elsewhere. "The hospital's trickier. So much has changed that it's not the same buildings, or even the same institution, really. But Beale's identification with it isn't necessarily institutional." He looked up from his files. "Though Dacovitz was a hospital employee, and one of his stressors was probably hospital management. I'd say the hospital's about fifty-fifty."
"And the campus?" Falkner asked.
"There's the similarity with the accident that triggered his conversion. Struck by falling object. The life-changing component doesn't seem to be there, but it's hard to tell without any real investigation at the time."
"No public statements from him about it?'
Brady shook his head. "Which is either significant or not."
"Victimology?" Falkner prompted.
Tan set his pencil down. "Victim, know thyself. Because in addition to anomalous criminals, which fits the pattern of a vigilante killer, Beale targets law enforcement. Or rather, specifically, us. Like the vigilante, he sees himself as doing our job. Unlike the vigilante, he's actively interfering with the WTF. He's saying, 'I'm better than you,' but if he believes that, why bother to hold us back?"
"We're his experiment." It was Reyes's voice, so they all knew where to look. But Lau couldn't remember hearing Reyes say anything in quite that way before.
"But he's not in the sciences," she said.
"He sees himself as a researcher. It's in his books, in his relationship with the ACTF, his involvement with the survivor group. He'll change one thing and see what happens. Because the more you know, the more you understand of what's probable and why."
"Rupert Beale thinks I'm his lab rat." Hafidha's eyes narrowed, and her fingernails tack-tack-tacked on her closed laptop. "Wonder if he wants some bubonic plague?"
"Let's try to narrow down the geographic profile, then. And what's the status on Idlewood?" Falkner asked.
Lau shook her head. "They've kept a lid on information about the...the disturbance. So far, more or less. The families are cooperating. But how long that's going to last—"
"Call in favors," Falkner said, and looked at Chaz.

Act II
 
Chaz's iPhone was staring him down, and he wasn't winning. Still, he put the call off for as long as possible—two whole-grain bagels with almond butter and honey, five carrots, and a milkshake—before sighing, picking the damned thing up, and calling a number that was still near the top of his "recent" list.
It only rang once.
"Chazzie!" Tasha McAndrews said, delighted. "You up for Old Rag this weekend or do you have holiday plans?"
"Maybe neither," he said. Her voice eased the thing that tangled around his lungs, making it easier to breathe than it had been. "I need a super-duper huge favor, though."
"Name it."
"Hear it," he countered. "Look, your new senatecritter—"
"This is a work favor."
"After a fashion. She likes to try to stay on the right side of history."
"Inasmuch as one can, sure."
"Well, we've got some history on our six right now, closing from out of the sun. If you take my meaning."
She made a possibly noncommittal noise.
He continued, "Something's going to break soon. Break big, and break bad. And I think she—and possibly An Historic Personage to whom you once introduced me—would find it advantageous to get out in front."
"I'm doing you a favor?"
He smiled, and let it get into his voice. "Believe it. I'm going to offer information, but I'm going to ask for spin control. Want to go get lunch? This doesn't belong on a phone."
She said, "Sure. I'll text you," and signed off.
Chaz looked at Brady across the space between their desks and sighed. "We're still cops, right?"
"Technically, I suppose."
"Just checking."
Brady tossed him a blueberry Clif bar. "Thanks for letting me be Freamon."
Chaz had the opposite thing to an appetite, but he ate the Clif bar grimly. Between chews, he said, "We need to get ahead of Beale. Chasing after him isn't working."
Brady gave one of his big-dog sighs and leaned back in a chair that protested. "That's just it. Given everything I know about serial-killer psych, and given the amount of time and effort Beale has invested in us as victims—the lengths he's gone to to bait us, to torment us, and to generally gloat while we chased his laser pointers like a pile of spastic cats and never once looked for the hand—now that we're on to him, I'm shocked he's managed to keep from doing what I'd expect."
"Gloating?"
"I'd expect the cocksucker to be baiting us. Ripper letters. Digging his grave with his tongue. How's he keeping tabs on us?"
"Or he's gloating somewhere we wouldn't think to look," Chaz said thoughtfully. Two more gritty bites of Clif bar met their doom while he mulled it over. "That would please him even more, wouldn't it?"
"Chaz," Brady said. When Chaz looked up, he saw Brady grinning at him—the manic, bright-eyed I see what you did there grin. "Villette. What's the name of that crackpot website Dice and Reyes and Todd keep tabs on?"
"Call Todd," Chaz said, bolting out of his chair on a spike of adrenaline. "I need to talk to Hafidha."
He didn't quite shoot through the door to her burrow. Her lifted finger and concentrated expression brought him up short. He hung on the doorframe left-handed, leaning in.
As soon as her finger dropped, he blurted, "Hafs, if he was using his gammability—"
"—betability?"
He flipped his hand to indicate the immediate irrelevance of munchkining Rupert Beale's powers on the sliding scale of Who's driving this bus? "Anomability. To get stuff without leaving a paper trail. Like, misdelivered Amazon packages of Kraft macaroni and cheese or whatever. Would that make anything in the system come up colors for you?"
She pursed her lips. "Odds ain't bad," she said. "I'll go spelunking."
"Experts call it caving," Chaz said, with a tight smile.
The wad of paper she heaved at him only missed because he caught it. It crumpled, dry and light, scratching his palm. "Out," she said. "Momma's working."
 
*
 
Hafidha paused just inside the door to the bullpen, breathing quickly, a little disheveled. "Guys," she said. "Something just came up all colors." She paused. "Something weird. A mail-order box of a gross of condoms went missing on Monday in Ohio. The tracking information is all woo-woo."
That's the technical term, Chaz thought, but did not say. The old joke stuck in his throat as he looked at Hafidha and thought of how different everything was.
"Yuck," said Lau. "God, I hope that isn't Beale."
"Could be a touring magician," Todd said. He looked around at the sea of blank faces. "'Hope I didn't ruin your evening?' No?"
"No," Falkner said. She didn't seem happy.
And waves of dismay seemed to radiate from Brady, so strong Chaz couldn't be sure if what he was feeling was the mirror or just garden-variety human empathy.
"It's Beale," Brady said. So upset he didn't swear. From the expressions on Falkner's and Todd's faces, they got it, too.
"Why would he want twelve dozen condoms?" Chaz asked.
"IEDs," Brady said. But Falkner started speaking at the same moment, and he let her take the lead.
"Pipe bombs," she explained. "You put the black powder in a rubber before putting it in the pipe. Then you don't have to worry about blowing yourself up if you don't wipe the threads down when you screw the caps on."
"What's he going to blow up?" Lau asked.
"Figure it out." Falkner turned on the ball of her foot and headed for her office. Once she was inside, door shut, Chaz saw her pick up the phone before she flipped the blinds down.
"Right," Todd said. "Brady, you and Chaz get on that. Hafidha, we get to find the condoms."
Chaz noticed that Todd was again giving orders, and still nobody seemed inclined to point out that he was a civilian now. In fact, Tan turned in his chair and asked, "What about me?"
"Keep working on the victimology," Lau said. "You've got the most distance from it." She sighed. "And I've got more phone calls to make."
 
*
 
Hafidha sat in her temple, heels drawn up so her legs rested crossed on her chair, fingers steepled before her mouth, eyes closed and face unseamed—a serene bodhisattva of the electronic age. Arthur Tan paused in the doorway to her temple, uncertain if he should enter or withdraw. But as he watched, her nostrils quivered and her eyes flickered open behind the pink plastic vintage frames.
"Is that coffee, Artful?"
"And it's yours," he said. He set it in the Designated Zone, marked off by yellow-and-black striped tape atop a filing cabinet that held yarn, not paperwork. Far away from any of the room's more modern technology. He pulled a bakery bag from one coat pocket and set it beside the coffee cup.
Hafidha snatched it like a mongoose nailing a snake, without rising from her chair or even uncrossing her legs. She peered inside and cackled. "Sticky pecan buns. Arthur, you shouldn't have."
"Can't have you wasting away." He laid a wet-nap next to the coffee, too.
Behind and around her, the flash of data across a dozen monitors continued unabated. She ate the pastry daintily, reverentially, but without hesitation. She chewed with her eyes closed, and sipped creamy coffee between bites.
She was nearly done with the second pecan bun when one of the monitors ceased its nauseating flicker and stabilized on something that looked like a page from a database. Around it, one by one, other monitors ceased their scrolling and settled on similar information. Tan felt a flutter of excitement in his chest, as if he were watching a slot bar come up cherries.
Hafidha looked up at him and smiled.
"Jackpot," she said.
 
*
 
"Mislaid shipments," Hafidha said, standing in the briefing closet and looking not at the projection screen but at her team. She knew what the screen showed—screenshots with highlighted lines, each showing where a shipment of something or other had gone undelivered and been re-ordered. She didn't know what her team would show. And it was strange and comforting both to see Reyes in his habitual chair once more, back to the wall. "Here's a job lot of electronic eyes; and here's one of plumber's o-rings. Some black spray paint. Framing nails."
Everybody else traded glances. Everybody except Todd, who kept his gunmetal eyes very calmly, very placidly on Hafidha's gesturing hands. The rest of the team seemed nervous, high-strung. Ready to move. Todd turned his devil duckie key fob over and over in relaxed hands, the left one cupped to hide his missing fingers.
Lau tapped her fingertips together. Blunt nails, painted dusty pink. "Todd, did you want to report on the Conceal This! web-site?"
He gave her a deferring wave. Reyes made a face, and Hafidha winced in sympathy, thinking of Hope Mitchell, and one of Beale's more successful attempts to fuck up all their lives. Hope had been a big fan of the conspiracy newsletter in its print zine days, before she knocked some of Reyes's teeth out with a chisel and got herself strangled by the Thing That Eats T. rexes.
Lau took a breath and continued,. "So Todd and I did a little digging on the message boards, and we found a bunch of messages that conform to Beale's writing style, though they were stamped from various different users. They're all posted through anonymizers, because the bastard is clever. But Hafidha hacked the back end for us, and there's one private message from one of Beale's apparent sock puppets arranging a dead-drop transfer of some 'highly sensitive' information with another user at a location off the highway, not too far from Gary, Indiana."
Hafidha said, "Which leads me to my next point. The notable thing about the data I've been pulling regarding misdeliveries is that, while a lot of stuff gets lost in the mail, in the past six months all of the ones that tweaked my spidey-sense... have gone missing in the upper Midwest."
Brady fidgeted with his coffee cup. "He's using his anomalous ability to redirect shipments to his safe house."
"Why not just order them using fake identities?" asked Tan, then answered his own question. "Right. He's baiting us. He wants us to find him."
"And who are we to disappoint?" said Chaz, but there was unmistakable tension in his voice.
"I asked Chaz to play pattern-master with the addresses I got," Hafidha said. She waved at Chaz, who didn't stand.
"He's got to be attempting some kind of countermeasures," Chaz said. "But the thing is, if we assume that in the wake of...Idlewood...he's moved to an endgame, he's only trying to stall us long enough to get set up. He won't want to sit and wait forever. If he wanted to vanish, he'd just vanish, and we'd never find him again. He could live in the wind forever, with what he can do. Or at least as long as the anomaly leaves him a liver."
Reyes made a noise. Everybody looked at him, and he waved it away with a hand, but they kept looking. "It's not an endgame. Beale thinks he's smarter than we are. He thinks he's smarter than the anomaly. But the behaviors observed by the BAU in our interviews with killers—all the way back to Douglas and Ressler—are still controlling him. He involved himself in the investigation. He pushed closer and closer to the people most likely to catch him, because he was sure we couldn't. He can't vanish until he's beaten the people who know about him, and is sure we know he's won. And since Beale thinks he can even beat the anomaly, he doesn't think he'll need an endgame. He thinks he'll live forever. Beating the odds is part of his mythology."
"Shit." Brady was looking at Reyes, shaking his head. "How are you even possible?"
"You've done okay without me," Reyes said.
Chaz looked at his hands. Hafidha held her breath. Everybody waited.
Chaz said, "The combination of the geographic profile and the offender profile suggests that he'll have gone home. He'll want familiar turf for his showdown."
"Chicago," Falkner said.
Chaz nodded. "Brady and Tan have a theory."
"He's still crazier than a barrel of shithouse rats." Brady looked around at the assembled faces, and offered an apologetic half-smile.
"That's not the theory," said Tan. "We've been looking at locations of previous trauma. But Beale values control, not chaos. His home base will be someplace where the odds didn't turn on him, where things always worked right."
Hafidha felt the lights go on, but it was Lau who spoke. "Uncle Gene and Aunt Linda. Captain of the wrestling team. The golden boy."
"He's at the farmhouse," said Brady.
"Great," Hafidha said. "Let's go set fire to it."
Chaz's head jerked up. "Hafs—"
"To flush him out, stoopid. Not to barbeque him."
"We can't." That was Reyes. Hafidha hadn't realized she could miss being annoyed by that tone of voice, but there it was; she'd missed it.
Brady snorted. "The hell we can't. Staties and the local field office will be all over it."
"Rupert Beale takes advantage of probability," Reyes said in his most clipped and professorial style.
"Which, with incendiary devices, makes a lousy cocktail," Todd sighed. He wiped his palms over his brow and what was left of his hair.
Tan cleared his throat. "Establish a perimeter and starve him out?"
"Crap. No, we can't," Hafidha said, which made everyone stare at her. But Reyes was nodding. She wanted to hit him for it, just a little. Instead, she said, "Secure perimeter, heavily manned and lit up like daylight twenty-four-seven...until something goes freakily wrong with the generators, or we get a nice Midwestern tornado, or everyone comes down with a fucking norovirus."
"We have to go in after him." Chaz said it, because her baby brother didn't let other people do the heavy lifting.
Brady scowled and smacked the wall behind him with the flat of his hand. Hafidha pretended not to jump at the boom. "He knows we're coming. He wants us to come."
Lau clasped her hands tight in front of her and leaned forward over them. "If we lose him now, we probably lose him for good. Chaz is right. Reyes is right."
And what are the odds Beale knows that already? Hafidha thought. Since everyone else was thinking it, too, she kept quiet.
Esther Falkner put her hands on the wall she leaned against and pushed herself upright. "Get your things," she said to her team. "We're going to Illinois. Todd—"
"Todd is coming," Todd said, rising to his feet with the agility of a man twenty years younger. "I'm licensed as a private citizen to carry a firearm, Esther. And you need me."
She frowned at him for a moment while Hafidha's heart accelerated. Then Falkner sighed through her nose. "All right. Hafidha, you're with us."
Reyes stood. Falkner glowered at him. "Stephen, you have a little girl."
"I'm retired," he replied. He glanced at Todd and smiled. "And I'm no Solomon Todd."
Falkner let it slide."Tan... I'm sorry, but you get to mind the ranch this time."
"I warm benches better than anybody," he said. "Never fear."
Hafidha expected Falkner to raise an eyebrow and point out that anchor was a key role, and hardly benchwarming. But Falkner just shook her head, once, and headed for the door.
 
*
 
It was as quiet a flight as Falkner had ever endured. Her team huddled near the front of the Gulfstream, drinking coffee, pretending to read, and occasionally making desultory conversation. She was the commanding officer: she should do something to ease the tension.
But for the first time in her career, she couldn't think what.
At least it wasn't as bad as going after Hafidha had been. But that was cold comfort, and not something she could say out loud.
Finally, Hafidha looked up from her hands-free session of Angry Birds and barked laughter. When everyone turned to look at her, she shook her head and said, "You know the worst thing? The Bug was right. Somebody is out to get us, and has been all along."
Chaz stopped gnawing his thumbnail long enough to reply. "Even a stopped clock is right twice a day."
"Not if it's digital," Hafidha replied.
 
*
 
"Good flight, special agent.," said Esther, the first one down.
Bear kept his face straight. He was, to be sure, technically still a special agent; but even now, in the post-Hoover years, he couldn't get away with that beard, that hair, or with his bike leathers anywhere that involved contact with the public. Or even other agents, with the WTF being the notable exception. He used to do his best to look the part, before a .38 slug did things to his hip that he still couldn't think about. He was grateful for the employment, and more grateful that he could still walk; and calling him "special agent" had always been Esther's private joke.
Behind her, Villette said, "Tell me the truth: you've been gradually dropping the ceiling on this thing, haven't you? Just to see when we'd notice?"
"Don't piss off the bear," said Lau. "The Gulfstream is his weapon. He's liable to pick it up and throw it at you."
"Rar," agreed Bear. Then, "Go get the bad guys," he told Falkner.
"I always do," she said. "Take care of my glider."
"My glider," he said automatically as the others followed her down.
As his payload walked across the tarmac, he frowned. Do they look more nervous than usual? he wondered. He shrugged and returned to his post-flight checklist.

Act III
 
"Spooky," said Daniel Brady, since no one else had said it and everyone was thinking it.
The house was on top of a gently sloping piece of what had been Illinois farm country. The sensible white paint was peeling and gray; the porch rail sagged and showed missing bits like a mouthful of bad teeth; the rooflines dipped like the backs of old horses. The big shady trees from the photo were gone, replaced by a windbreak row of poplars dying of neglect and age. The old lilacs and mock oranges and viburnum that had ornamented the foundation had gone feral and enclosed the place like a jungle.
The barn was still there, fallen into itself like a decayed rib cage, and the cockeyed shed they now crouched behind. But the rest of the farm was gone. Bulldozers were at work down the road on an office park. The scrub fields and softwood thickets that had been cultivated land ten years ago would go the same way soon.
It was a heavy-handed metaphor for something, but Brady didn't have time to argue with the set designer.
"Judging by appearances," said Lau, who never judged by appearances, "the biggest danger is having the damned thing collapse around our ears."
"I'm leading," said Falkner. "Then Brady, Gates, Todd. Villette, bring up the rear."
Brady, who had always been tail-end Charlie, didn't argue, couldn't argue, didn't have to like it.
"Assume he'll have eyes on us as soon as we step into the open," said Todd.
"He's no sniper," said Brady.
"And he'll want us in the house, where he has control," said Villette.
"How do we enter?" asked Lau.
Todd huddled over, did something Brady couldn't see on the ground, then announced, "Front door."
"The front door is exactly as safe, and unsafe, as any other," said Falkner. "Why?"
"My secret weapon," he said, holding up a twenty-sided die. "I numbered each door and window."
"Randomizer," said Villette. "He's playing with probabilities, so we play right back."
"Darn," said Hafidha. "I was hoping for Call of Cthulu."
Brady refrained from commenting on the fact that Todd had been carrying around a twenty-sided die.
Falkner looked like she wanted to say all sorts of things, but settled for, "Floor plan?"
"Got it," said Hafidha. "Locked in."
"What would you think," said Brady, "of calling in an airstrike?" He didn't even get a courtesy laugh. He glanced over his shoulder: police cars, ambulances. Lined up by the roadside and waiting.
Waiting was all they would do, unless the team called for them. This was no job for the Regulars. But Brady thought longingly of screwed-up law enforcement sieges of the past, in which the forces of order opened fire through the windows, or threw in canisters of tear gas that set the building on fire. The job, done right, demanded that you didn't shoot first, and you took the bad guy alive if you could. Besides, tear gas cannisters and a hail of bullets might get awkward around a guy who fiddled with probability.
But damn, if there'd ever been a time for a Waco or a Chris Dorner in the cabin in Big Bear, this was it. He checked the straps on his ballistic vest, and made sure his backup weapon wouldn't hang up on the bottom edge or slide down and pinch.
"Tan?" Falkner asked.
"Loud and clear," Tan said in Brady's earpiece, and everyone else's. "There's no unusual activity on the monitoring sites Agent Gates set up. The recorder's on."
"Okay, move out," said Falkner.
Weapons out and down, they crossed the fifty feet to the front porch and stopped. The door had once had a window, but the glass was gone. Through the empty square Brady could make out a dark front hall. Flashlights came out without anyone saying a word. Deep breath time, thought Brady. Shouldn't the door have been boarded up? He narrowed his eyes to study the rotting frame, and saw— "That's a Post-It note."
Falkner crouched at the foot of the steps, sighting across their warped surfaces. She did the same to the floorboards of the porch before she stepped on them and bent to read the note. The face she wore when she looked back at them over her shoulder had no expression at all. "It says, 'Welcome in.'"
Brady felt his pulse speed up. "Show-off," he said.
"Tan, this is Falkner. We're going in. Mark the time, please."
"Wait." Todd's voice had the sharp crack to it that always went straight to Brady's spine.
Falkner turned back. "What is it?"
Todd moved forward, staring at the door handle and the keyhole, then poking his head through the broken window. He took out a pair of pliers and some latex gloves. "Tell you what," he said. "How about if I lead?"
 
*
 
If Todd had thought about it, he would have considered it an odd kind of comfort. No one else, except maybe The Cowboy, would think of it as comfort: creeping along at about ten yards a minute, flashlight in one hand, service weapon in the other, eyes straining, looking for what the next death-trap might be, knowing there was one. But it was a comfort, because this, moving in on the target, team at his back, was what Solomon Todd was made for.
Right behind him, Falkner would be wondering if Beale had planted that first trap, the electrical charge on the doorknob, deliberately to warn them: "Traps ahead! See if you can find them all!" Maybe so, but that wasn't Todd's concern: his interest was in finding the next one, and nothing else. Hafidha and Chaz had memorized the layout of the house, and Falkner, Lau, and Brady were watching for Beale, which left Todd free to watch for—
There. He held up a hand and focused his light on a gap in the wainscotting. There was a matching gap opposite. Photoelectric, no doubt, rigged to a pipe bomb right...there, in the ceiling. "Duck," he said.
"There's another note," said Falkner. "End of the hall, too far away to read."
Did that mean Beale expected them to get past this one? Or was he trying to distract them?
"Disable it?" said Villette from his tail-end Charlie position.
"I would, but I'd be more likely to set it off trying."
Two of them back to back would be clever, thought Todd, and looked carefully at the next several feet of hallway. He found what might have been a pressure plate under a loose board, and guided them past it.
The note, in the hasty script of someone who wrote his first drafts longhand, read, Nice save, Agent Todd.
He shivered; he couldn't help it. He checked around and under the note carefully. Then he flicked it off the wall and handed it to Falkner. She frowned and stuffed it in her trouser pocket.
They inched up to a pair of doors, just before the hallway would open up into what Hafidha said was the living room. Todd spent a lot of time on each. The one on the right was rigged to go off when the door moved. "I don't see any way past that one," he said. "So we'll assume he isn't here."
"It's a bathroom," said Hafidha. "I doubt he'd wait there by choice."
Across from it was what had once been a sun parlor, but now was empty even of furniture. The windows were boarded up, and there were no traps.
"I'm glad he doesn't have an infinite supply," said Lau.
Todd grunted and led them back out of the room. A left turn. Farther up and further in. Or do I have that backward again?
"About due for another," he said. He was starting to get a sense of Beale's psychology. People had patterns. Gammas, even more so. And trap -makers, Todd had found, usually had an orderly sort of mind.
He shone the beam ahead and saw nothing, nothing—a shadow on the wall, just a wavering ghost, thin as a hair.
"Aren't you glad you brought me along?" he said, crouching down to show them the matte-black trip wire. It pleased Todd to be doing something useful with Uncle Sam's poisonous legacy. "I do my best work in the dark."
He glanced up, thinking, I bet I'm pissing Rupert off something fierce right about now. His flashlight picked up a glint of metal just before he saw the muzzle flash; the report, horribly loud in the confined space, seemed to come a long time later.
 
*
 
Arthur Tan had heard "to do is to be" at least as often as anyone else who'd either been to college or knew someone who had, but he'd never before considered the negative.
Words came through the crackle of static; most of them Tan recognized—barely—as Todd's voice. "Clear," he would say, then there'd be a pause. Then, "Stop, got one." Then, "Stay to this side," or, "Stay low," or, "I can get this one." Those phrases and words, in Todd's voice, going from crisp, no-nonsense urgency to what Tan couldn't help but think of as a Northern Drawl.
Sweat was running down the back of Tan's shirt. Christ, they're calmer than I am,. Then, Of course they are. If I were there, I'd be calmer.
He tried to fill in the empty time by doing—making sure the logs were up to date, that the recording gear was working. It didn't help. The trouble with being on the bench wasn't the bench, it was the being.
The sound was like a burst of white noise, of infinite volume and precious little duration. It took him almost a second to identify it.
 
*
 
Falkner saw everything. That's what agents do, said a detached part of the detached part of her mind. We see things, and we remember what we see, and then we report it.
The gun was a big one, a .50 cal Desert Eagle 1911 GR, magazine holds eight rounds plus one in the pipe. The hands gripping it had stubby fingers and poorly manicured nails, and the cuff of the shirt in the unwavering flashlight beam—that had to be from Lau—seemed purple.
She kept seeing. She kept seeing everything. She brought her own weapon up at so close to the same time Todd did that for an instant there was the illusion that her arm was raising both weapons.
The muzzle flash was brighter than the flashlight, and faster than the raising arms, because Beale had been waiting, and because her speed, and Todd's were only human, after all.
Hafidha's was not. Falkner, who saw everything, didn't see Hafidha move, just saw her appear, between the gun and Todd.
The muzzle flashed only once, then gun, hands, and shirt cuff were all gone, and Hafidha was knocked backward into Sol, who caught her with his flashlight arm as he kept his service weapon raised. Someone cried out, "Hafs!" and it took Falkner a while to realize it was her.
Nikki Lau's flashlight beam, now joined by Brady's, never wavered.
Falkner stepped up next to Sol, noticing that her light was also steady. There was an impossible tension, watching, moving only what was absolutely necessary, and the echo of the shot died out; it had seemed to have lasted for a long time. And then there came the smell of cordite, harsh and sick-making and meaning so many different things in so many different times and places.
"Hafs!" said Chaz. "What—"
"Literalizing the metaphor," she said, and coughed.
"Hafs!"
"It'll take more than one little old bullet to kill a big tough gamma," said Hafidha.
Too fast and too slow, thought Falkner. That's how it always happens. No time to act, but plenty of time to watch it all happen, every detail. She wanted to know how seriously Hafidha was hurt, wanted to know so badly it made her teeth ache, but she didn't dare look away. She had a job to do. Two jobs—make sure Beale didn't get another shot at them, and watch everything, so she could remember it, and report, because that's what FBI agents did.
"Tan," she said. "Agent down."
 
*
 
Todd got all of half a step past Hafidha before Falkner's voice, with a crisp, flat, "No one moves," stopped him as effectively as a stone wall would have. Beale was up there, and had just shot Hafidha. Beale had aimed at him, but she—
"There are still traps," said Falkner, her voice level.
Todd risked a glance back. Lau was holding her flashlight, her service weapon in the other hand, both hands together; perfect form, just like she'd been trained. Her face was as expressionless as it always was when she needed to do the impossible. Brady and Chaz were on their knees with Hafidha, Brady keeping pressure on a wound in her armpit, over the edge of her vest. Where so damned many cops and soldiers got it. Blood ran black over Brady's hands.
Bloody luck. No, not luck; probabilities. He made a grunting sound and turned toward the darkness where Beale had disappeared.
"Todd!" said Falkner.
He nodded and turned back, next to Falkner, watching, waiting, holding. Do your job, you stupid nit. Trust your team, and do your job. Anything else will make things worse.
On the doorframe through which the gun had appeared, he saw a sticky note. RIP Solomon Todd.
That chicken hasn't hatched yet. He felt a dull, savage satisfaction over it.
 
*
 
Chaz's knees ached. His teeth hurt from clenching. He was frozen in place, locked, feeling panic rise up as he hadn't since—since Texas. I can't do this. I can't do this again.
A touch on his sleeve. Todd, gentle. Chaz shook him off, still not looking away from Hafidha. Her eyes closed, she breathed through gritted teeth.
"Hurts," she said.
"No shit," said Todd. "Chaz, stand up. Cover us."
"I wish Daphne were here."
Had he said that? Said that out loud? What a stupid thing to say out loud.
"Me too," Hafs said.
"Hafs, don't talk—" Behind him, Chaz could hear Nikki's voice. Calm, level. Talking to Tan, telling him to get EMS to the door they'd come in by. Not to let them enter the building. Too close, Chaz thought, but he didn't say it.
Todd touched his shoulder again. Chaz gave Hafidha's hand one last squeeze, passed it to Todd. Stood. Brady was breathing hard with the force he was putting on the wound. Chaz heard cloth ripping on the blade of a knife; Todd making a pressure bandage out of his nylon jacket.
So Hafs could be moved, of course.
They had to take her out. With the traps, no one could come in.
"Hey, Wabbit," Chaz said. "We're gonna get you out of here."
"No. Go get him," Hafs said.
"She's right," said Falkner, in a voice with dark water under rotten ice flowing through it. "We'll never catch up with him again."
"Lau," said Chaz, with someone else's tongue. His words sounded thick and far away. "Nikki. Get her out of here? For me? I need to know—"
"If you'd rather do—"
"No." Chaz didn't close his eyes, because he was scanning the darkness ahead. Reaching out with the mirror. Waiting for the ripple of reflection that would reveal Beale's presence. "I have to stay here."
He couldn't look at Nikki, either. But he trusted that she understood, that he had to stay and so he was trusting her with the thing he loved best. Because he did trust her.
He heard her clear her throat, start to speak. Stop herself. She started again. "Go get 'em, tiger."
But with the mirror stretched out with such tender sensitivity, he heard what she had swallowed, anyway. "You're the thing that eats T. rexes." is what she would have said.
"I'll go," Brady said. Trusting them to take care of themselves.
"No. I'll take her," Lau said.
Brady shook his head. "Me. You can't carry—"
"Please," Lau said. "What is she, a buck twelve? I'll be fine."
Chaz knew, of course. He always knew how heavy things were. It was part of being a monster. "One twenty-three with gear. Sorry."
He didn't see, but he knew from her voice that Lau rolled her eyes. "I deadlift two ten."
"Fine," Falkner said, ending the argument. "Just do it. Remember that the traps are still armed. And if either of you drops your vest to lighten the load, I'll skin you both before breakfast tomorrow."
"You hear that, Hafs?" Todd said. "We'll come see you tomorrow. You better be there."
"Nng... Make it worth my while?"
A forced smile in Duke's voice. Now Chaz's eyes ached, too. Duke said, "I'll tell you the Argentine racehorse story. For reals."
"Nah." There was a rustle: she must be squeezing Todd's hand. "Tell me about the fingers."
Todd huffed. "But you already know that, don't you?"
"What makes you think I'd look?" Her voice was stronger. Chaz's heart kicked him in the ribs. She was a gamma, after all. Todd and Brady were getting Hafidha to her feet, Lau moving into position to support her.
"I know you."
Hafidha said, "Evidence is not the same as a confession."
"Eyewitness testimony isn't worth a damned thing."
She coughed, pushed Brady back, and Chaz had to steal a glance as she leaned hard on Nikki and Nikki held her up, no problem. "Right. Go shoot someone for me."
She looked at Chaz. Chaz looked at her. Either one of them could have said something.
Neither one needed to.
And then Hafidha and Nikki were turning away, staggering, back the way they'd come.
 
*
 
Me and my big mouth, Lau thought—through the long black corridors, through the empty nightmare halls. Me and my big mouth. And, I don't quit when I'm tired. I quit when I'm done.
She should have had other mantras too, but she frankly couldn't remember them.
Hafidha stayed conscious, which made it possible. Oh, Lau would have gotten her out anyway—but she would have hurt her worse doing it, whether she had to resort to the fireman's carry or the less-widely-known but equally valid fireman's drag. And she probably would have dragged her right into a trip wire or an electric eye or something, and that would have been that: So sorry for your loss, Mrs. Lau.
Hafidha—staggering, stumbling, dripping blood through the pressure bandage—remembered where the traps were. And between the two of them, like a pair of mismatched Persephones, they came out of Rupert Beale's own underworld into the blue-and-white-and-red-lit night blinking, dragging their feet, so covered in blood that the paramedics who met them at the door at first didn't know which of them to put on the stretcher.
They shouldn't have let Lau ride in the back. That they did proved to Lau, as much as anything, how bad it was. But she sat there, crammed into a forward corner, and held Hafidha's hand. It was cold, so cold, even for a jammer. Lau didn't want to know how much of her blood was spread over the floor of the farmhouse outside Chicago.
She thought Hafidha had relaxed into sleep, or unconsciousness, as the paramedics worked over her. But those elegant narrow fingers squeezed Lau's shorter ones, and Hafidha turned her head as if seeking. "Hey."
"Shhh," Lau said. "Lie still. Easy. Just...stay with us."
The noise Hafidha made wasn't a laugh, but it wasn't anything else either. It bubbled, and Lau had a sudden horrible memory of Melinda Grossman fighting to breathe while her chest filled up with blood, with air. Hafidha spoke in strained tones. "You remember the thing in the hotel? Sorry about that."
"You weren't yourself."
Hafidha's fingers fluttered weakly in Lau's palm. "Oh, honey. Yes I was."

Act IV
 
Tan got confirmation that Gates and Lau were in the ambulance and on the way to the hospital, and he checked the time. Thirty minutes since the shooting. "They're en route," he said to the idea of the team, the voices that, somewhere to the west of him, were the people he'd seen only hours ago.
He sat in Hafidha's chair, in her half-darkened room, in their empty section of the building, knowing he wasn't alone. Padma and the kids were at home. Someone was probably at work Down the Hall. The voices on the radio were living people.
But he felt as if he were lost on the surface of the moon.
"That's it for the first floor," he heard Todd say, and even through the static his voice was hard and flat.
"Tan, we're about to go up the back stairs," Falkner said.
"Copy that." Could his voice make it all the way to them? He planted both feet square on the floor and straightened in the chair. Fear wouldn't help them, not from this distance.
"Stop," said Todd. "Fourth tread, under the right-hand end."
"Got it," Brady said.
Wait, Tan thought, Check the next—
"And the fifth," Todd added. "Hope nobody's stiff in the hips today."
Arthur Tan came up through the bomb squad. He wanted to fucking teleport into that stairwell. But Solomon Todd was probably better at the job, anyway.
Still, he ought to be there.
 
*
 
"There's a classic," Todd said, savage and cheerful at once. Esther Falkner thought she knew, now, what he must have sounded like during the time before he took up journalism. "One wire at ankle height. You straighten up to step over it..." He shone his flashlight beam upward and around the corner of the hall. It caught the shadow of a second wire at shoulder height.
"Let's not do that, then."
Behind her, Brady said, "Villette. Keep an eye on our back trail. We cleared the first floor, but if he gets to the front stairs..."
"I know," Chaz replied. Once the acknowledgement would have come with an irritable edge. Not this time.
We're running out of house, Falkner thought. Unless he wants us to climb the attic stairs... No. Stay focused on now.
Something in her peripheral vision moved.
 
*
 
"There he is!" someone—Brady?—shouted. The white-noise burst of a shot. Tan clutched the edge of the desk, waiting.
"That room has a connecting door to the next one." That was Chaz, and not something he'd say if one of his teammates had caught a bullet.
"On three," Falkner whispered.
Gunfire, breaking glass.
"Hold your fire. Hold your fire." Todd.
Tan had enough time to lean toward the mike before the three shots came.
He felt his blood pressure spike, and somehow he was standing up, a sound he couldn't identify, didn't want to identify, loud and horrible and a scream and someone yelling and he couldn't tell who, none of it making sense going on and on you motherfucking sons of bitches what is happening there and another shot by itself, then someone calling out "Todd" but who was it? check the recording check the gear what is happening I can't tell what is happening hit the speak button "Tan here, what is the situation?"
How was his voice so even, so calm?
Once more, "This is Tan. I need a sit report."
No one answered him.
At first he thought there was no sound, but then he heard moaning, and all he wanted out of life was to know who was making it.
Tan never consciously reconstructed the events, but somehow knew what had happened—Todd had gotten them past all the traps, one after another, until Beale finally let them get close and detonated a charge himself.
From what distance? Had he taken himself out, too? Who was alive? Who was hurt? Goddammit goddammit goddammit.
"Tan here, what is the situation?"
No answer. Just harsh, dragging breaths. And, worst of all, not enough of them.
 
*
 
Danny Brady knows he needs to open his eyes.
Open his eyes, raise the hand he can feel still curled limp and sticky around the grip of his weapon. Open his eyes.
The screaming has stopped. Whatever that last sound was—footsteps. The gamma, closing on them. Coming to make sure. Brady can hear his own breathing, the bubble of blood on his lips. There should be pain, so much pain.
But he's in shock. He can tell because his hands are cold, he can't feel his legs. All he can hear is the footsteps. And something else. A taken and held breath. Beside him.
Somebody else on the team is aware.
Chaz.
That's where Chaz was standing.
Gamma tough, and behind the soft cover of the rest of the team's bodies. Chaz is conscious. Chaz is thinking. Maybe bleeding, maybe injured. Maybe dying. But holding his breath.
Waiting.
 
*
 
Head fuzzy, left hand numb, and he can't stand up. That which doesn't kill us.
He can't hear anything beyond the ringing in his ears, and he can't see much beyond the stupid flashlight beams, now all pointing at different and random sections of the floor. And in their narrow glare are revealed slices of those he loves, twisted, broken, not bleeding. He doesn't have to think to know what it means that they aren't bleeding. The fractured mirror flashes out, confirms what he already knows. Still and red.
But he is bleeding. Good. That which doesn't kill us.
Movement? Yes, Brady. Brady is still alive. Good, then, says something that isn't real. Saving Brady will justify doing what I'm bloody well going to do anyway. But no. No. That isn't—
Villette, you idiot! Not now, not now. Think later.
 
*
 
Brady needs to open his eyes. He needs to raise his gun.
His eyelashes are stuck, blood or something. But he blinks, blinks hard, sees blurry light and shadows. Sees a shape bending over him, a pale face that isn't Chaz's, the glint of a shining, shining wire between two fists.
 
*
 
Chaz's left leg is under him, twisted up. Broken? Sprained? Fine? One way to find out. He puts pressure on it, and the pain travels all the way up, getting as far as his mouth before he clamps it shut. He thinks it will hold him. Good. That which doesn't kill us.
Do something. Do anything. He thinks of Todd saying, It is better to be remorseful than to be room temperature. He thinks, But I am not going to regret this at all.
Someone is moving toward Danny. Something shines in the figure's hands.
Someone is yelling in Chaz's ear. Arthur. Shouting for a sitrep. Chaz holds his breath again. He can't answer.
Not yet.
 
*
 
Brady convulses, brings his hand up hard from the shoulder, all his gifted and hard-won strength focused in one blow. He'll never get a shot off. The gun is a club.
He connects. Hard. He loses the gun. He hears it thump and scrape across the floor, somewhere all the way over there. Shit.
Beale spins back, falls on his ass and hands. Behind Brady, from where he lay half-protected by the doorframe, Chaz comes up off the floor with a roar like an enraged alligator, pistol locked in both hands, long legs swinging as he steps over Brady, kicks out, knocks Beale sprawling.
 
*
 
Chaz is on his feet, and the pain is beside the point. .40 Sig in one hand, and, miraculously, flashlight still in the other. A trial step, pain, but yes. It works. For an instant he catches Brady's eye.
Another step.
That which doesn't kill us provides us the opportunity to return fire, he thinks, and lets mirrored wings flare wide, luff and fill around him, catching crimson off of everything and shattering his image around the room as he picks up one heavy foot and the step becomes a lunge, the whimper behind his teeth becomes a howl.
 
*
 
A shot slams Brady's ears as the gamma rolls away, scrabbling, another scream—not a voice Brady knows this time. The noise Chaz is making isn't even human, and now the noise the gamma is making isn't either.
Another shot.
Brady pushes, hard. Sit up. Situpsitupsitup—
Another shot. And the room, the blood, the stink of voided bowels—it all spins away, like the time-travel animation from one of those sixties TV shows.
"Arthur," Brady whispers. "Arthur. We're fucked."
The next thing he sees is Chaz's face, close enough to kiss. Dripping blood from a broken nose, the left side of his face scoured and scraped, already swelling. "Brady. Can you hear me? Stay with me. The ambulance is coming. Stay with me."

Act V
 
Every night, Esther calls. Around nine, if she can. Later or earlier, if she can't. It's the deal she and Ben made early on, half-wordlessly, as much by sympathy as through negotiation.
Tonight she didn't call.
Rebekah was just home from college, fussily refreshing finals postings. Deborah was trying on her prom dress—a beaded floor-length ivory A-line number that made her mahogany hair and olive skin glow (and Ben's heart squeeze with her incipient adulthood)—one more time.
Ben was fretfully playing solitaire and totally not sitting by the phone. All three of them should have been in bed, but Ben was well-accustomed to the largely nocturnal habits of people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-nine. And it's hard to sleep with a little knot of anxiety in your belly.
The doorbell—much too late for a social call—came like an electric shock. He got to it even before Deborah, which is saying something in a house with a teenage girl. She might have been afraid her prom date would catch her in the dress.
Ben paused, one hand on the lock, the other on the handle. He braced himself and glanced in the security mirror Esther had mounted outside the side light window with a screwdriver and four mismatched screws.
It was Stephen Reyes. He had his daughter, Autumn, on his hip.
Ben rested his forehead against the wood for a long second before he made himself pull the damned door open.
 
*
 
It was five thirteen in the morning, Eastern Daylight Savings Time, when Stephen Reyes walked into the Emergency Department of Mount Sinai Hospital. His reflection in the revolving door looked every bit as crisp and professional as he did not feel.
In the past six hours, he had been awakened—that was the wrong word, because it implied he had been sleeping—by Arthur Tan's dead calm voice on his cell phone. He had made three personal visits, and arranged that Ben Falkner watch Autumn for a day or two.
"We'll get her home," he'd told Ben, knowing it was bullshit. "You sit tight. We'll take care of everything."
Knowing Esther Falkner was never coming home again. Knowing that some things were too damn big and terrible to be taken care of.
He'd accepted Gray Putnam's offer of a lift on a private jet belonging to a ridiculously wealthy, ridiculously idle Putnam family friend whose not-too-distant relatives had included several Northeastern congressmen and a lieutenant governor. "After all," Gray said, red-eyed in tailored pajamas, "I'm going your way."
Gray was parking the rental. Reyes looked around. In the hushed hour of early morning, the ER was as quiet and still as ever an ER was. Somewhere, someone moaned softly. One person slumped sleeping in a plastic chair in the waiting area. Another watched the silenced TV vacantly, kept company by a little girl who looked like she'd been crying. A tall, broad woman behind the admitting desk looked up from her monitor, a game of Spider Solitaire reflecting green in her spectacles.
"May I help you?"
"I'm Dr. Stephen Reyes," he said, stepping forward. Letting his Chicago accent color his voice in ways he never would in D.C. "I'm looking for—"
"Special Agent Lau," she said, understanding. Suddenly consolatory. "She's in the surgical waiting room. Just up that way, elevator. Follow the signs."
"Somebody will be right behind me," Reyes said. He was already walking away.
Gray didn't catch up by the time he made the elevator, or by the time he found Lau. She didn't see him at first, because she was curled in a chair, head in her hands. She was still wearing her unfastened tac vest. It was sticky and brown with old blood.
"I brought you clothes," he said, and held up the duffel bag. She didn't look up.
He hadn't really expected her to.
He sat down beside her. "Civilians are going to be coming in soon."
That got her attention. Lau would think of somebody else. Somebody who might be horrified by a blood-covered FBI agent. She took the bag when he handed it to her, didn't stand. Her fingers seemed sluggish as she closed them on the strap.
"There's a bathroom across the hall," he said. "Go."
She stood up, exactly as if he had any right to tell her what to do, and went. When she returned, she wore a clean shirt, a cardigan against the air-conditioned chill. A pair of jeans. The blood was mostly scrubbed from under her nails, and her fingertips were pink with the scrubbing.
He handed her the coffee next. He'd dumped two packets of cocoa mix into it, and she made a face when she sipped it. But her complexion looked slightly less greenish a moment later, so he guessed that the sugar was doing its work.
She dropped the duffel, heavier now with her bloody clothing and tac vest in it, beside a chair. She did not use the chair. "I should never have left them."
Reyes studied her drawn face until she hid it behind the paper cup once more. He decided on brutal honesty. "Then you'd be dead as well."
She nodded. "You're probably—"
"No probably. What would you have changed?"
"Nothing," she said. Then, "Hafidha didn't make it."
"Shit." They'd still been working on her when he got on the plane. He'd—
He hadn't actually believed...
He hadn't believed. He'd known it was possible. But he'd...
The string of titles of authority in a fistful of languages. The rainbow of tinted contact lenses. The sharp-edged jokes. All her, and not her, because they could have been part of someone who was not Hafidha Gates.
Except they weren't. Now they were gone, with her.
Sol, Esther, Hafidha. And the part of him defined by them was gone, too.
He sat very still. When the thing in his throat would let him speak without weeping, he asked, "Where's Villette?"
"Sedated, for now. Danny's still in surgery." She sipped—gulped—again, her throat working as she swallowed. "We can go in and sit with Chaz if you want. He should be awake in a couple of hours."
She'd been waiting for him, in other words. He wished he'd decided to suffer the awful hospital tea. He needed something to do with his hands. Still no Gray. Maybe the parking ramp had eaten him.
Maybe he was quite sensibly crying in the car.
"In a minute. Finish your mocha." When she looked at him quizzically, he answered the unspoken question. "We're waiting for Gray."
She winced, then looked into her cup and seemed surprised to find it empty. "Ben?"
"Home with the kids. Mehitabel went over." So had Tricia, after he called her. But he didn't think Lau needed to hear that now. "Somebody from Honolulu field office is going to have to talk to Mr. and Mrs. Gates."
The cup was still empty. Her face stilled, and he watched as she considered the intersecting ripples of tragedy rolling forth from this night's work, lapping over one another and expanding, ever expanding. "I should never have left them."
Reyes made a curt, hard gesture with his left hand. "Yeah, well. Neither should I."
 
*
 
That was fourteen shots—the Sig's whole magazine. Wasn't it? He was under pressure. Even he might have lost track. Maybe it was fifteen. There might be one more.
No, the striker hits nothing. It was seventeen. Well, that's that, then. Walk out. Forget he knows what steel and polymer taste like.
He doesn't know if that happened, either. Maybe he's only imagining the smell of smoke up close, and the taste.
The ruling "good shoot" is such a curious judgement. "Good" isn't the word he'd use.
But. No, the slide locks open when the gun is empty. If there had been any more bullets, he would have known.
He would have known.
So it's not real.
It didn't happen.
It's just a dream.
And he'll keep telling himself that until he nearly believes it.
Memory is just a story we tell ourselves. It has very little relationship to objective reality.
You won't win, Bug.
I won't let you.
Someone squeezed his fingers. Insistently.
Chaz opened his eyes. Focused through the familiar sedative haze. Found Lau's face, Reyes behind her. Felt a rush of terrible apprehensive relief—
The mirror was a reflex now; easier to reach out and feel the answer to his question than to open his mouth and ask. So he reached out—
And read the answer staining Nikki's expression before he ever felt it staining her heart.
 
*
 
"Well," said Bear, "I never expected—" and stopped. He had been about to say "—to see the two of you be first on board," but then he saw the look on the faces of Special Agents Lau and Villette. Or, rather, the lack of expression. Villette's non-expression was the gift wrap on a whole lot of swelling, lacerations, and bruises.
He stood beside the gantry stairs, one hand on the rail, and his heart gave a thump. He said, "What—?"
"You didn't hear," said Lau, making it a statement. "We're your only passengers this trip."
"Unless you count the body bags," said Villette, cold, and distant, and it was like he was being intentionally hurtful, because if he'd been anything else, Bear thought, he'd have broken down.
"Who—"
"Brady's going to make it," said Lau. "He's still in the ICU," she added in the tone an air traffic controller used when you called in a Mayday.
"Esther?" said Bear.
Lau shook her head and they went up past Bear. They sat down next to each other. They didn't hold hands.
Half an hour later, Bear had to supervise the stowing of the body bags. Black. Featureless. He touched each one softly, a kind of benediction.
His payload.
It was another hour before he felt able to fly.
 
*
 
Nikki sat on the front of the bare desk, in the emptied office. No one had moved into it after Reyes retired; everyone was used to things as they were, after all. The way they'd never be again.
She could have sat behind this desk, but it wasn't that kind of conversation.
She'd thought for an instant about doing this in the office next door, which still had amenities like lamps. And books and framed documents and family photos and a spare jacket on the hook on the back of the door. So she only thought about it for an instant. She could hardly bear to go into that room; it would be worse for him.
He stood looking out what used to be Reyes's window as if there were something to see, instead of Foggy Bottom's air-water mixture. His arms crossed his chest, his long, big-boned hands hooked over his shoulders. A breastplate, not a hug. Where there's no comfort, there can at least be armor.
She laid the manila folder on her knees, but didn't open it. "Frost's autopsy of the subject," she said. Her voice bounced back from the bare walls. The report had arrived by courier, along with a condolence card. Because Madeleine Frost was nothing if she was not proper.
He nodded as if at something else.
"Cause of death" —other than thirteen torso shots that would have killed him more slowly— "was the gunshot at very close range between the eyebrows." Like an execution.
This time he didn't bother to nod. His face was as empty as the office, lit with the same gray, cold light. It would fill up again with something, but she had no idea what it would be, or how long it would take.
"There'll be an inquiry. And this is going to look... It'll make IA nervous. Sympathetic, but nervous. You should know what you're going to say."
She heard him breathe out; his chin came up a little, and his mouth pressed thin. "I submitted my resignation."
To be shot in the chest; to catch the force of explosion in the breastbone—it would feel like that. "No."
His head turned and his eyes focused on her.
"Not— Are you insane? Not now. Chaz, you can't leave now."
"I'm sorry."
"Oh, bullshit you're sorry. Tell me you're making a really lousy joke."
He unfolded his arms and let them hang slack, as if he didn't know what they were good for. "I can't stay, Nikki. I can't stay and put it all back together and lose it again in five or ten or however many years. I can't do it."
She wanted to say, You won't lose it. But not so long ago she would have said that, and believed it. Maybe he would have believed it, too. It turned out not to be true. "You're grieving. Your head's not straight. This is not the time to make this decision."
"Sure it is. If I wait, I might forget—how this feels. I did once. False sense of security. Now is exactly the time."
"At least stay long enough to train a couple people from Down the Hall. Chaz, we're it. You, me, and Art. We're the unit. Don't make me do this by myself."
His eyes dropped, and he smiled faintly. "You can do it by yourself, you know. You'll find what you need, and you'll pick the right people. Pete, if you can shift him. Go get Saul Zingermann: he'd be great. He's too ambitious for Minneapolis homicide. And he's still young enough to make the age cutoff for Fibbie hiring. You'll do a good job."
She drew breath to tell him off, to insist he stay, to beg. But he was gone already. She could see it; should have when he came in the door. She'd seen him tested and weak and stretched so thin light came through him. But he'd had fight in him. Now the fierce brittle thing that pushed him forward was broken.
"Have you been to see Brady?" she asked instead, and didn't realize until his eyes squeezed closed that she'd known it would hurt and that she'd done it on purpose. Some profiler.
"How is he?"
"They moved him to Johns Hopkins," she said, rich with irony. "Still in the ICU." He stared at her until she said, "No. Too much damage. He won't walk."
A shudder twitched the cloth across his shoulders. "Right."
"You should go see him," she said, gentler.
"So his survivor guilt and mine can meet up? There's a marriage made in hell. Do you know what he'd say to me?"
"No. And neither do you."
He smiled, a hard expression; his weight shifted, his shoulders squared, his head straightened on his neck. "'Oh, look. This time everybody dies and Villette walks away without a scratch.'" He said it in Brady's voice. Her stomach clenched.
"No, he wouldn't." Maybe he would. But he wouldn't mean it, not for long. Brady was like that. And Chaz knew it—ah, of course. Brady's voice, but it wasn't Brady talking.
Forgiveness was a process, and took too long. Chaz would be out of reach by the time it started. He was out of reach now.
"What will you do?" She knew it was an admission of defeat.
He shrugged. "Something else. Somewhere else." The expression that crossed his face looked painful. "Search and rescue. Short-order cook. Sherpa. I'm a man of many talents."
She looked down at the folder; she'd forgotten that was what she clamped between her fingers. When she'd carried it into the office, she'd thought this would be a different conversation.
"Nikki?"
She looked up.
"You really don't need me. But if someday you do? I'll come back."
"How will I find you to tell you so?"
He smiled, lightning and sorrow and kindness. "Hello? Supervisory Special Agent Nicolette Lau? You'll find me."
Two steps; then he stopped and touched her hand. It didn't last long enough for her to turn her palm up and close her fingers over his. He went out the door and shut it behind him.
Oh, god. No, she could cry later, at home. That, she realized, was what the woman who'd sat at the desk in the next office had told herself, again and again.
Lau put her grief away, to unpack and study later. There was too much work to do.
 
*
 
Somebody was knocking, but Chaz had no intention of getting up and opening the door. Whoever it was had a pretty good hand with a lockpick, though, because after fifteen minutes of steady knocking and calling there was about five minutes of scratching, and then the door clicked open.
By then, Chaz had recognized the voice. He didn't get off the couch or lift his head.
"Chaz."
"Dice."
"Shit, man, you gotta eat. You must be down ten pounds already. I brought—lunch, I brought lunch."
The Bug growled with hunger. Chaz wasn't in any mood to give it what it wanted.
"Chaz. What would Daphne say?"
"Fuck you," Chaz said. But when Dice started lifting leftovers containers out of the greasy bag, he took the first one and a plastic fork. Takeout from the pub Dice worked at. Probably cleaned out the fridge at the end of his shift.
Chaz ate, because it was easier than arguing—and the more he ate, the easier it got. Finally, his stomach hurt too much to take another bite.
He looked up at Dice.
Dice gave him a bottle of Guinness that Chaz hadn't seen him open.
"I'm a bartender," Dice said. "Talk."
Chaz took it. He drew a line through condensation with a fingertip.
Dice pulled another one from the bag by his feet and opened it.
"I don't know what to do," Chaz said. "I can't do this any more."
Dice nodded. "I know what that feels like."
"Yeah, I bet you do." The stout tasted malty and rich, bittersweet. "Somebody else can hold your rope, but you have to do the climb." It took him a little while to get up the courage to ask,"So how'd you deal with it?"
Dice shrugged. It set his piercings swaying. "Did something else."
"It hurts."
"Yeah," Dice said. He pushed his broken hand—more mobile now, with therapy—into his side below the ribs. He swigged beer. "You know what we say when it hurts?"
Chaz snorted. "Pain is only weakness leaving the body until you're twenty-five."
"Riders say, 'Fuck you. Get hard.'"
"'Be strong to be useful?' I don't feel much of either right now."
"Hey, I've got something for you. From Geraldine. Todd's P.A.? She said Mehitabel said Todd wanted you to have it. If...if anything happened. You know."
Chaz closed his eyes, bit his tongue. When he opened his lids again, a devil duckie key fob was sitting on the coffee table.
"She said Todd said you'd know what to do with it."
"He used to carry this everywhere," Chaz said. "Hafidha gave it to—"
He looked at Dice. Dice nodded. Chaz wedged the Guinness between his knees—it made his bones ache—and picked the thing up. It took him less than twenty seconds to figure out the twist that exposed a USB plug.
"Fuck," Chaz said. "It's a flash drive."
He laid it on the table, where it reflected in the glass. The contacts in its belly touched a little puddle of condensation. The LEDs inside began to cycle red, blue, violet, green.
"Fuck you," Dice said. "Get hard."
He held the bottle out by the neck.
"Do something different," Chaz said, and clicked Dice's bottle with his own.
 
*
 
Rosemary Brady heard the voices from the hall, and so she had a suspicion before she walked into the hospital room how it was going to be. But it didn't matter. She had the bit in her teeth now, and she was going to do what she should have done years before.
So when she and Jim walked in past the privacy screen, rapping on the doorframe and calling cheerfully, she wasn't surprised to see a dark-haired handsome man lean back from the bedside as if he'd been caught out. Danny's hand was still raised, reaching for him.
Rosemary almost heard the comic-book screech as Jim set his heels. That didn't matter either. Because Danny was lying there somehow diminished and scared, when he was as big and bronze a man as his father, and she couldn't bear to see him looking small.
Rosemary Gilmer Brady was no small woman herself, and she made herself as big as possible when she marched up to the bedside and stuck out her hand. "You must be Gray Putnam," she said. "I'm your mother-in-law."
Danny choked and started coughing. Behind her, Jim started to say something that was about to turn into "Now just wait a cotton-pickin' minute—"
"I'll go," Gray said, standing. He looked it—gray, she meant—all gray around the edges like somebody who hadn't slept in days, or eaten, and it made Rosemary's heart ache.
"You will sit right there, young man." She was still holding out her hand, and as she'd guessed from the shine on his shoes, he was too well brought up not to take it.
Into that space of time, Jim said, "Rosemary—"
She turned, still clutching Gray's hand, and she looked her husband in the eye. Nobody was ever going to say that Pearl Gilmer's little girl backed down when her own son needed her. "James Patrick Brady," she said, "you are going to listen to me. Our son is lying in a hospital bed, and all you can do is complain that he has somebody who loves him and wants to take care of him? I am ashamed of you."
He'd puffed up, all right. But before her eyes, she watched him deflating. And taking a breath. And saying, "I'll just go get a cup of coffee, then—"
All three of them spoke at once: "Dad—" "Jim—" "Mr. Brady—"
—but it was Gray who kept talking. "Mr. Brady. How about if I go get you a cup of coffee? I think your son wants to see you, sir."
"Two sugars," Rosemary said as he headed for the door without giving anybody time to collect their thoughts. "Easy on the cream."
She thought he must have caught her conspiratorial wink by the way he smiled.
 
*
 
After Dice left—he offered to stay over on the couch, but Chaz didn't want him knowing that Chaz was sleeping in Hafidha's room, could only sleep in Hafidha's room, if you could call it sleeping—Chaz watered the plants. Because it would be ridiculous to let them die now, after everything. He picked a dead leaf off the Cuban oregano, then a live one, and put the latter in his mouth.
It tasted like once upon a time.
He went downstairs to his computer, because all of Hafidha's were useless to him. He flipped the slender MacBook open and plugged the devil duckie key fob in. It flashed again, circling lights in seven colors. The drive's contents filled his screen.
Chaz opened a file marked Notes-synthesis at random, flicked to the middle, and began reading.
...seems likely that Hakes drew his inspiration as much from horror films and games (Andromeda Strain? Resident Evil?) as from the medical literature. However, under the influence of his mother's obsession, he did grow up absolutely steeped in medical terminology, etc. Compulsive behavior (hers/his). Attention-seeking (hers/his). He talks to us because we're literally the only contact he has.
Contrast McCain. No need for public recognition. Entirely internalized—despite the fact that the motivating force arises from his rejection by his father/brother. Attachment disorder? Profoundness of lack of self-worth: he thinks he is a poison so he becomes one. (attached file, notes and photographs of supporting documentation. Newspaper reports, missing persons, his brother's "miraculous" cures. Power of suggestion. Power of self-suggestion.)
McCain's medical knowledge much less than Hakes, though general knowledge base broader.
(attached documentation, Hakes childhood medical records, reports of sessions with Reyes, others. Reyes post-incident medical report. Hadn't seen that knee X-ray before. Ow, Steve. Ow.)
Chaz bit his thumb, took a breath, and opened another file at random. This one was named Chapter 17.
Chapter 17: UNDERWORLD
(rough only)
In the summer of 1972, I was nineteen years old. The same age, it turns out, as Michael Dominic Bellamo. But while I was between semesters at Penn State—and soon to leave it for a career change I'm still legally bound not to discuss—Michael Bellamo was embarking on his own education as a serial killer.
He hadn't yet graduated: his first known stranger murder would not be committed until January 15th, 1975. But on June 1st, 1972, he matriculated.
The FBI became involved in the case in 2012, a year and a half after his death...
"Fuck me," Chaz breathed. "Of course Duke was writing a book."
It was late. Really late; he knew without glancing at the clock, because he usually knew.
His hand went out and picked up his phone. He dialed without looking. It was answered on the second ring by a groggy voice, sweet with sleep.
He'd made the right choice. He could still regret it on occasion.
"Tasha," he said. "I need just one more favor."
She laughed in his ear. "It's never just one more, Spider-Man."
 
*
 
Reyes stood in the open door of his apartment and watched Chaz Villette stalk away down the hall. His shoulder blades were visible in outline under his cotton shirt. Reyes was glad there'd been leftover ropa vieja and rice in the fridge.
He felt old, and helpless. He'd wanted this to happen for so long that it had become his equivalent of "Next year in Jerusalem"—the thing you said with every intention of making it a reality, while knowing it never would be.
But now it would be. Reyes had always been too old and too tied to the consequences to do it, that was all. It was someone else's job.
He could almost hear Solomon Todd's annoying chuckle. "Oh, like you've never suffered from conflicting emotions," he said to it, and to the empty air.
 
*
 
Gray was sleeping in his chair, which was just fine with Danny. The worry lines in Gray's face had smoothed out, and his hair was tousled.
After they'd moved Danny from the ICU to Acute Care, Danny had tried to scare Gray off with stories of how it was going to be, living with a cripple. He'd laughed in Danny's face. Then he'd stared at Brady patiently, with big dog eyebrows, until Brady stopped talking.
Then he'd snorted and said, "It's a good thing we moved into your place instead of my apartment. No stairs."
Now, Danny just wanted to look at him. Look at him, and not think too much about the funerals he'd be missing, the ones Gray would have to go to in his place.
He pulled the weird white TV over on its awkward arm and turned it on, muted so it wouldn't wake up Gray. He flipped through the channels, looking for a soap opera or something equally risible. He would have gone right past the news—he didn't want to know—except a familiar gangling body ensconced in a blue-upholstered horseshoe chair arrested his stabbing finger.
He fumbled for the volume control just in time to catch Chaz's tenor voice answering a question. "...in 2002, the federal government established a secret FBI task force under Supervisory Special Agent Dr. Stephen Reyes, specializing in tracking down crimes committed by individuals under the influence of this phenomenon, which we referred to as the anomaly. I was one of the agents involved."
The camera shifted briefly to the host. "Can you tell our viewers something about what the 'anomaly' is, exactly?"
"Well—" Chaz grimaced, his familiar thinking-Muppet face.
Brady's chest seized. Distantly, he wondered if he were having a heart attack. Wouldn't that beat all?
"We are not entirely certain of the mechanism, frankly. But over the last twelve years, the Anomalous Crimes Task Force and related professionals have at least developed a good set of metrics for how it works, how to identify it, and how it's spread. I can tell you that it's extraordinarily rare. Chances are you will never meet someone affected by the anomaly." Chaz smiled disarmingly. The camera loved his fucking cheekbones. "Unless you meet me."
Brady found control of his hands—at least they still fucking worked—and shook Gray's elbow, hard. Gray awoke with a start. Brady gestured frantically for his cell phone, and Gray handed it over. Then he caught sight of what was on the television, and what little color remained in his patrician face drained right down his neck.
Brady hit speed dial with shaking hands, waited through a ring.
Nikki said, "Danny, you should be—"
"Nik, shut up. And for the love of God, turn on the news."
"Danny."
"Do it."
"Do it," Gray said over his shoulder, aimed toward the phone. Nikki must have heard it, because she stopped arguing mid-word. He heard typing; of course she was in the office, in front of her computer. She'd grab a live stream.
She gasped into the phone.
Gray grabbed Danny's shoulder this time. He gestured back to the TV.
Danny's jaw actually dropped as an announcer he didn't recognize said, "In a related story, we now take you live to a press conference with House Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi, for reaction to recent revelations concerning the secret prison facility maintained by the United States government in Virginia—"
"Fuck, Nikki," he breathed into the phone. "I gotta go. I gotta call Chaz up right the fuck now and tell him to get his ass to fucking Croatia."
There was a banging on the other end of the line, the sound of a door slamming open. An angry voice Danny recognized as that of Victor Celentano.
"I'm sorry, Danny. I didn't hear you," Nikki said. "I've got to run. Get well soon."
 
*
 
Charles Travis Villette got up out of his chair. He unclipped the microphone from his collar. He said thank you to the techs and the sound girl and the makeup guy and the World Famous Television Personality. He wiped the pancake makeup off his face with cold cream, fighting back a stabbing memory of three dead women brought on by the scent.
His phone, silenced, buzzed against his hip. A text message from Gray Putnam, which meant from Danny.
He glanced at it anyway, even though he already knew.
As he walked out the door, eight FBI agents—Pete Pauley, Lisa Marshall, Gordon Francis, Marion Hastings, Stanley Murchison, Arthur Tan, Victor Celentano, and a green-faced Nicolette Lau—were walking in.
Murchison actually brushed his sleeve. He had to stop himself from reaching out and pushing Lau's hair off her cheek.
Not one of them saw him leave.
He turned and watched them out of sight, into the building. He held his breath, then made himself let it out again. He had to breathe. It would be all right, he told himself. Breathing came first. He just had to remember to breathe.
 
*
 
The old world is dying away, and the new world struggles to come forth: now is the time of monsters.
—Antonio Gramsci

Bunny
 
"Hey, Steve."
The voice was familiar. It wasn't one that had ever before called him "Steve."
"Hey," Reyes said. "How are you?"
"Good." A strained laugh. "Well. As good as I could be. Warm and fed and usefully employed. Lonely. Sad."
"Me too," said Reyes. "You saw Duke's book hit the Times list?"
"I saw he finally got his Pulitzer."
Posthumously. His sister Sal had collected it for him, and given a thoroughly moving speech. Eloquence was not a limited resource in that family.
"Better," Reyes said, settling back into his chair. Autumn was on the carpet, building something improbable with her space Legos. He felt a knot ease inside. "Nikki's got a boyfriend."
"Boyfriend?!"
"Nice guy. Two kids. Hikes. They seem to get on. Danny's back at work as a civilian consultant. He and Gray tied the knot."
"In Rhode Island?"
"I baked them a cake. Your recipe."
"Good." The familiar voice caught. Snagged on gratitude or grief. Both. Other things too. "Good, that's good."
"Nikki says the job is easier now."
A sigh. "That's why I did it."
"Casey says so too. Suddenly, all sorts of people are coming forward. Most of it's nonsense. Some is useful."
"How's Dice?"
"Not bad. Night school. Suze is doing well too."
Another sigh. "Thank you."
"I knew you wouldn't ask."
A long hesitation, and then: "Nikki's not mad, is she?"
Reyes laughed softly into the phone. "Not that we talked about this, of course—but if we had, I'm confident she would have told me to tell you to stay safe, stay hid, be a smart, quick bunny, and if you ever need anything, you know where your old friends live."
"Did you just say... 'smart, quick bunny'?"
"Well, that's what she would have said. I'm pretty sure of it."
"Yeah," said the soft voice on the other end of the phone. "Me too. I'm pretty sure of that too."
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