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    For Danette, who I love with all my heart and who always tells me I’m a genius, despite all the evidence to the contrary.

  


  
    I.

  


  
    1.


    “SO LET’S BE CLEAR,” Ketterly said, gingerly steering the ancient car onto Eighteenth Street. “This is fucking charity.”


    The car was enormous. It was a box on wheels, a parade float, every dip in the road an adventure, every turn something that required the sort of math normally calculated by a team of people in a secure location. The interior was so large that even Pitr Mags looked like a reasonably sized person, and I had no doubt that if we dug in to the upholstery, we’d find the bones of people who’d become disoriented during past drives and gotten lost. It was all cracked white vinyl, the orange stuffing escaping in dusty tufts. There were no armrests, so Mags and me just slid this way and that, victims of physics.


    “And we appreciate it,” I shouted, trying to make myself heard over the distance.


    And we did, or would, if Ketterly could stop being an asshole about it for one moment. Things had been slim for us, as per usual, but here was a chance to regroup: Ketterly’s sketchy little investigator grift was going gangbusters—so well he was even doing actual investigations from time to time, when the mood took him—and he’d offered us a shitty deal. In exchange for coming with him to a meet with high-roller clients (in order to imply that Digory Ketterly was successful enough to have minions) and doing much of the legwork and bleeding, we’d get twenty bucks a day each and the right to sleep on his office floor.


    It was a step up.


    Our options were limited. Hiram was still not taking my calls or, for that matter, acknowledging my existence. There’s no wrath like the wrath of an old crook who thinks you’ve disrespected him, and the last time I’d shown up at his apartment begging for help feeding and watering Mags, he’d used our urtuku bond, the invisible thread between us, to make me hurt.


    After Hiram, there was Heller and his movable feast. Heller was always happy to deal in a Trickster for a percentage of earnings, but the gig came with extra fees for everything. I’d known people who’d been working the Heller circus for years and were just breaking even, and I didn’t want to expose Mags to that scene. His hair would turn white and he’d never sleep again.


    That left just the other idimustari at Rue’s Morgue. Catching one of those Little Magicians with a song in their heart and charity in their soul was like seeing a unicorn.


    “When we get there, shut up,” Ketterly said, gunning the engine to make a yellow light. “The old bag’s so rich she hasn’t left the apartment in decades, and she doesn’t think people should have the vote unless they’re billionaires, so don’t call attention to yourself. Your job is to act like you’re a small part of my ‘vast network’ of employees.”


    Ketterly had groomed for the occasion. Instead of his usual stained white suit, he wore a frayed brown one recently cleaned and brushed, his graying hair combed, his beard tidied, his ridiculously thick glasses polished in their black plastic frames. He still looked like a mage who used tiny spells to con people out of small amounts of money, but now he looked like a mage who conned people and took care of himself.


    The building we pulled up in front of was a standard-issue brutal high-rise, a rectangle of ugly jutting up into the air. The doorman was a fat Spanish man in a faded blue uniform that looked like an ancient Halloween costume for a TV character no one remembered.


    Ketterly parked in the red fire zone, turned his back on the doorman, and sliced his palm with a penknife. The smell of the gas in the air, as always, filled me with excitement and dread. Ketterly spoke six Words to encourage any cops to ignore his car, and when he turned to lead us into the building, the wound had healed into a thick pink line on his hand.


    “Good afternoon!” he boomed, holding that same hand out to the doorman. “We’re here to see Mrs. Landry, in 24E.”


    “Very good,” the doorman said, his face impassive and his voice neutral.


    I looked at Mags. Outside of Ketterly’s tank, he looked enormous again: his blue jacket too tight, his pants not long enough. They simply didn’t make clothes big enough for him. His black hair was shiny and silky in the thin afternoon light filtered through clouds and the morning’s rain. Truth was, Mags was a damn fine-looking Indian man. Put him in a suit and wire his jaw shut, and the ladies swooned.


    We rode the elevator up twelve floors in silence. Then Mags leaned over to me, his face worried. “I have to pee,” he said plaintively.


    I looked at Ketterly. Ketterly looked at me like he could see our forty bucks sprouting wings and flying away. I looked back at my partner. “Pete,” I said, “if you don’t speak for the next hour, I’ll buy you a hamburger after.”


    His face lit up, then collapsed. “But I gotta pee.”


    “Hold it,” I offered, “and I’ll throw in french fries.”


    A complex series of expressions danced across Mags’s face as he struggled with this dilemma. That the huge man had a bladder the size of a golf ball I’d learned the hard way shortly after adopting him from Hiram, but he could also be induced to do almost anything with an offer of food. Watching an unstoppable force and an unmovable object do battle was fascinating.


    “So what’s the story, D.A.?” I asked, turning from Mags’s expression of intense concentration as he attempted to seize control of his bodily functions.


    Ketterly rocked on his heels and exhaled loudly. “Well, old Mrs. Landry is an old customer o’ mine, kid. I found more cats for her than you’d believe. How she loses ’em remains a mystery for the universe.”


    Most likely explanation, I thought, was that Ketterly magicked the cats away so he could find them the next day and collect his fees, but I wasn’t going to queer his play.


    “Anyways, she calls me this morning and says she has a much bigger problem. Says her husband’s gone crazy. He’s a different person, she says. Ranting, raving, smashing things. So she locked him in the guest bathroom and called me.”


    “Not the cops?”


    Ketterly made a face. “Me and old lady Landry, we got a relationship, kids,” he said. “She wanted my counsel.”


    I wasn’t sure how finding lost cats equated marriage counseling, but then I strongly suspected at the bottom of that train of thought was a deep, dark well involving Ketterly seducing elderly ladies, and I fervently didn’t want to gaze down into it.


    “So why are we here?”


    He shrugged. “Believe it or not, Vonnegan, you’re my muscle.”


    I glanced at Mags; I believed it.


    The elevator dinged, and we stepped onto the twenty-fourth floor. It was silent and felt insulated, with a hum in the air that hinted at a hermetic seal, like a hotel at night, a world unto itself. The carpet was an aggressively dark green that looked black out of the corner of your eye, making me unsteady as we walked toward 24E. I felt like each step was taking me into thin air.


    When we were about ten feet from the door, we stopped. The door was smashed, the lock busted out, and the whole thing hanging loose in the frame.


    “Ah, shit,” Ketterly muttered, looking back over his shoulder and trying to decide if we were the type of Tricksters who would support a decision to just turn around and leave.


    “We gotta at least take a look,” I said, envisioning forty dollars bursting into flames while Ketterly jetted off in his humongous car. “Old lady, right?”


    I could tell Ketterly’s commitment to the Rules of Civilization was weak as he stared longingly at the elevators for a full beat before seeming to collapse slightly, shrinking. “Fine.”


    I produced my switchblade and snapped it open, slicing into my palm with a practiced movement, shedding just enough blood for the job at hand. I spoke two Words and a blue witchlight enveloped my fist, feeding off the gas. I walked up to the door and held up my hand, feeling the sickening tug in my belly as the universe drank my life energy in exchange for the spell, and then I froze.


    “Ah, shit,” Ketterly said. “Time to fucking go.”


    The door was glowing brightly, the witchlight revealing the residue of some serious magical energy. Someone with some power—saganustari, maybe—had been here recently and laid down some heavy spells.


    I hesitated. I wasn’t a powerful mage, slitting throats and casting major rituals. I bled to kite checks and confuse people so they left their wallets behind. I bled to steal PIN numbers and get free meals. I bled and bled and bled because I wouldn’t bleed anyone else, and so I was half alseep and exhausted all the time. Walking into a saganustari’s situation was an easy way to get burned, and Mags and I were one step away from ruin as it was.


    “She might be hurt,” Mags said, his voice small and hesitant. “D.A. said she was old.”


    I closed my eyes and heard Ketterly curse under his breath. We were going in with him or without him, and since Landry was his client, it was coming back on Ketterly anyway.


    The witchlight sputtered out. I took hold of the door handle and pushed; the whole door fell inward, landing with a loud boom. I could see a short hallway leading to a large space that had been divided into a kitchen area, a living room, and a dining room. A set of glass sliders led to a small patio. Lacking a certain enthusiasm, I stepped gingerly into the place, followed by Mags and Ketterly, who was following the basic rule of all Tricksters: Keep the exits in play.


    The place had been smashed to pieces. The glass doors were a pile of glass shards on the floor. Holes had been knocked into the walls, pictures torn from their hangers and flung wildly. The television lay on the carpet, bent and broken. All the kitchen appliances had been torn open, wires spilling out into the air, and the counters and cabinets looked like someone had taken a hammer to them. In the middle of the living area, a motorized wheelchair lay on its side.


    I stopped in my tracks. I couldn’t explain it, but wheelchairs freaked me out. Just the mere sight of one made my heart pound and set my whole nervous system to vibrating.


    “The bathroom,” I croaked. “You said she locked him in the bathroom.”


    Swearing continuously under his breath, Ketterly nodded and led us down a hall to the left, into the bedroom, a small dark room that looked like a tornado had torn through it. Everything that had once been on the walls or upright was now strewn on the floor. Someone had torn up the mattress with a blade of some kind, covering everything in white fluff.


    The bathroom door was closed. Light leaked around the edges.


    “Mags,” I said, flicking out the switchblade again. Ketterly, still muttering, had his penknife out. “On count of three, open the door.”


    Mags nodded and stepped over to the bathroom. The door was a cheap privacy model, hollow-core. Wouldn’t keep a determined mouse out, yet it was probably the only thing in the whole place that was still in one piece.


    We sliced our hands. I went a little deeper because I didn’t know what to expect and had to be ready to cast something useful. The sweet, sour sense of gas in the air, rich and pulsing with energy, made my stomach turn and my heart race with desire. I ran through the bits and pieces I’d picked up. Hiram had stopped teaching me a long time ago, but he’d always told me I was good with the Words. If I heard a spell, I could usually replicate it and even improve the grammar.


    With one casual heave, Mags tore the door free from the lock. For good measure, he kept tugging, and the door popped off its hinges as well.


    An old woman was sitting on the toilet, holding a semiautomatic pistol in both hands. She fired twice, aiming more or less directly at me.


    The room went completely silent. I waited to feel the burning of a fresh wound, the abrupt wave of dizziness I knew so well, but it didn’t come. She’d missed.


    The old lady squinted at me. “Who the hell are you?” she barked, her voice surprisingly deep and whiskey-burned.


    I pointed at Ketterly. “We’re with him, ma’am.” I flexed my hand, squeezing a few extra drops of blood. If she raised the gun again, I would have to speak some Words fast.


    She followed my hand and sagged a little. “Oh, thank goodness, Mr. Ketterly,” she said. “You must help me.”


    Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, Ketterly wrapped it around his own wound. I kept mine open, not being as trusting of old ladies as he apparently was. He stepped forward. “Of course! Anything for you, Mrs. Landry. What can I do for you?”


    This with the Trickster’s well-practiced tone of complete innocence, as if he’d simply failed to notice the trashed apartment, the call for help, and the near-accidental murder of his hired help. I had a feeling that if I ever needed to rely on Ketterly during any sort of apocalyptic happenings, I’d have to be prepared for bitter disappointment.


    “My husband, Mr. Ketterly,” she said, trying to get up off the toilet, a desperate struggle that put the gun on each of us in turn. “He’s gone insane! Please, you must find him and bring him back here before he does something terrible. He’s lost his mind. He’s not himself!” She tottered into the room, looking around with watery eyes. “Hmmmn,” she said in a distressed tone as she noted the damage. “Hmmmn,” she repeated as she caught sight of Mags, her tone even more alarmed. Then she looked over at Ketterly and staggered toward him, gun first. “Please, Mr. Ketterly! I need your help. I will, of course, compensate you and your... people for your work!”


    Ketterly was caught between trying to dance his way out of the direct line of fire and not offending someone who had just suggested that she’d pay him money in exchange for services. As Mrs. Landry drew close, he deftly plucked the gun out of her hands, and then she was on him, taking hold of his coat and sagging, using him to keep herself upright.


    “Help me, Mr. Ketterly. You’re the only person I trust. Whatever it costs!”


    Ketterly looked up at me, considering. “I’ll up it to fifty each,” he said, “if you’ll bleed.”


    I glanced at Mags, who was holding the door in one hand as if he’d forgotten all about it. Bleeding for someone else was okay. It was my blood, I could do whatever I wanted with it. So could Mags. As long as we didn’t bleed other people, it was fine.


    I looked back at Ketterly. “We’re in.”

  


  
    2.


    BEING BLED FOR ANY spell that was more than a small Cantrip, a mu, was disconcerting. You felt the weird green drain of the universe sticking its proboscis into you and feeding. You felt every bit of it, all that life force, all that energy—your very existence—being siphoned off.


    Hiram had bled me. One of the few actual requirements of being urtuku or apprentice to an ustari—in point of fact, pretty much all you got to do for the first six months or so—was to bleed for them. I’d left home the moment I could and spent weeks wandering the city; I didn’t even know what to look for. When I saw the old man stealing donuts by making them float over to him, I didn’t think about consequences. I signed up, and Hiram, the old bastard, handed me a knife on my first day and told me to cut myself to get used to the pain.


    I knew what it was like to bleed: It was slow death. The first time Hiram had insisted I bleed someone else, I’d walked away, and I still thought about her and her pink sneakers. And every time I thought of her, I felt like an asshole.


    I felt like an asshole and I hadn’t bled her.


    The worst thing about being bled was having someone incompetent speaking the Words. You’re there bleeding, and they’re hemming and hawing through ten unnecessary syllables, wasting it. The second Ketterly opened his mouth, I knew we were in trouble. The man spoke the Words like he’d learned them long ago, in translation.


    We were back in the old bookshop, kneeling on a sheet of plastic, me and Mags, with our right arms extended. Ketterly had never bothered cleaning the place out, and it was crowded with dusty books that hadn’t been moved in years. He’d simply swept the stuff off the small wooden desk in the front, put a bottle of bourbon in one drawer, and declared D. A. Ketterly Investigations—slogan: Miracles Achieved!—to be in business.


    We’d cut pretty deep, because a Finding spell needed a lot of gas in a city the size of New York, and Ketterly’s sloppy, greedy spell sucked every drop from my wound, making me feel like the jackass was going to bleed me to death, roll me up in the plastic, and ship me out to Staten Island.


    “For fuck’s sake, Digory,” I said, using his given name because he hated it. “Didn’t you grab something personal from the home to use as calibration? I don’t want to die in your crappy office because you don’t know how to cast a kigni.”


    Ketterly glanced at me, still reciting, and extended his middle finger. I had to give him that much credit: He didn’t pause. Hesitation on a spell caused it to collapse, often spectacularly. If the spell was big enough, if enough blood was fed into it, not tying it off with a cadence could result in an explosion that would do real damage. Ustari had been killed.


    I offered my own middle finger back, hand shaking as I held it up. Sweat dripped onto the plastic; the blood was absorbed by the spell. I listened intently, following each Word choice. I could see where he was going with the kigni, the Searcher spell, and it wasn’t half bad: He would be able to follow his instincts and know exactly where Mr. Earl Landry was at any given moment. A lesser ustari would have wasted blood and energy on something fancier, something that told you where Landry was so you could race over to his precise location. Except then, Landry might move, and you’d have to try again, and either way you were racing around. Ketterly’s spell combined the racing with the locator, killing two birds and all that jazz. It was a clever idea wrapped in a bloated spell; I could have accomplished the same thing in half the Words, using half the gas, if only I were willing to bleed other people. As it was, I waited impatiently for the son of a bitch to finally get there.


    When he spoke the final Word, I sagged as the universe took the last bit of me. Head spinning, I turned to check on Mags, who was marveling—as usual—at his instantly healed wound, studying it intently with a slight grin. I swallowed a smile. Mags was a moron, but he was my moron.


    “Well?” I croaked, trying to hide how much Ketterly’s shitty spell had taken from me.


    He’d closed his eyes, feeling his way through it. When he opened his eyes, he grinned down at us. “He’s in the subway.”


    THE SUBWAYS TEEMED with Tricksters. It was an ideal breeding ground for grifts aided by a pricked thumb and some mumbling—everyone in a rush, everyone hot and tired and slightly confused. The Twenty-third Street station always seemed larger on the inside than the outside, a maze of stairs and tunnels and escalators and even the occasionally functional elevator. Every inch of the underground complex had achieved a strange status that wasn’t clean or dirty: Everything looked filthy, but there was no trash anywhere, no debris, no pools of mystery liquids or other obvious problems. The city had gotten so clean in some areas that I seriously wondered where they were putting all the shit. It had to go somewhere. Following magical intuition, Ketterly moved with purpose, and we just kept pace as he led us down into the ever hotter lower levels of subway hell. On the N train platform, he stopped at the bottom of the stairs and surveyed the scene. The platform stretched out in front of us and behind us; it wasn’t overly crowded, just a few dozen tired people headed to Brooklyn for who knew what reason, most of them gathered at the edges, toeing the yellow safety line that you weren’t ever supposed to cross.


    “He’s coming,” Ketterly said.


    I perked up and looked at Mags, who smiled brightly. This might be the easiest money we ever made, I thought. A good dinner, some sleep, and I’d be right as rain by the morning, assuming Ketterly was good for it.


    A moment later we saw Landry, recognizable from the photos his wife had shown us, a tall man with snow-white hair and the loping, lanky gait of someone who’d been born big and never quite got used to it. He had an enormous belly and was in a state of disarray, his hair wild, his clothes mismatched—he wasn’t wearing shoes, and his coat looked like something he’d picked up off the street.


    The train started pulling into the station. People began to gather themselves, moving closer to the edge. It was instinctive and natural, and no one ever thought about it until an old man began shoving people off the platform.


    He did it casually and so quickly that he’d knocked five people onto the tracks before anyone even reacted. He just sailed down the platform, and as he passed a plump Latino woman wrapped in an overlarge winter coat, he reached out with one long arm and shoved her. She didn’t cry out; she staggered forward with a pop-eyed expression and fell hard as Mr. Landry was on to the next person.


    Mags took off, putting some leg into it, shouting,


    “Hey!” I didn’t know much about Pitr, but he’d demonstrated a shocking lack of basic knowledge, which made me think he was mostly feral. And Hiram had declared him the dumbest person he’d ever met, a man so dumb that Hiram refused to bond him urtuku.


    “Hey!” Mags shouted again as old man Landry hip-checked a tired-looking black guy in a snazzy fedora-style hat onto the tracks.


    My switchblade was in my hand. I didn’t have the gas for anything huge, and I only knew one huge spell anyway—and it would have to be fucking useful, but if I bled for it I would certainly pass out before finishing. And dying in the subway system was not a particular life goal of mine.


    Mind racing, I ran through my slim repertoire of mu, the tiny Cantrips that didn’t cost much in blood—the spells I made my living with, such as it was. There were an infinite number of dirty tricks you could play when you had the gas and knew the Words, but none seemed likely to save five people from being run over by a train in the next five seconds.


    Except one. I slashed my palm, deeper than I should have, and as the gas sizzled into the air, Mags crashed into Landry, knocking him down right before the man managed to shove two young kids wearing backpacks larger than they were. I spoke six Words, two of which served to invert the spell so it would affect everyone but me.


    Levitation was the oldest trick in the book, and trivial in terms of gas, really. It impressed the rubes, so if you were pulling a Guru or implying you were divine or something like that, it was indispensable. Everyone on the platform started to float, and a wave of horrified screams filled the thick air. The train crashed into Landry’s airborne victims as it slowed down—painful, probably, but not a body-sawing impact under the steel wheels.


    A wave of exhausted nausea swept through me as the train stopped, brakes screeching. A moment later, everyone fell back to the ground.


    This was frowned upon. Ustari had spent the entire history of the world staying off the radar, and casting like this in a public place, in a way that would be remembered—that had potentially been recorded—got you into trouble. There was no central committee, but if enough ustari around the world frowned at you, someone would come knocking, and there would be discipline. Discipline, for mages, generally meant execution.


    We weren’t good people.


    “Come on,” I slurred, heading for Mags, who was struggling with our quarry. Calls were being made, cops would be coming. We needed to get Landry out of here before I saw my payday melt away. When I was a few steps away, Mags—the strongest man I’d ever met—was shoved violently toward me, windmilling his massive arms and squeaking like a baby bird. I dodged and let Ketterly take the hit, and for a moment I was face-to-face with Mr. Landry.


    He grinned at me. His face was oval, deeply lined, and his teeth were the bright squares of dentures. There was something off about him—something in the eyes, which were flat and lifeless, and the skin, which was yellowed and slack.


    “Balahul,” he said.


    Behind me, I heard Ketterly say, “Oh, fuck me.”


    The Word meant, literally, evil change, more popularly translated as chaos. It wasn’t a Word that a lot of ustari tossed about, since most of us—at least people at my level, the idimustari—were practically illiterate, knowing just enough vocabulary to get by. It was definitely not a Word you’d hear from a non-mage.


    “Balahul!” Landry shrieked, leaning forward and shoving me back with both hands. Then he surged forward and took hold of my jacket and, with surprising strength, spun and slammed me against a column, knocking my head back and causing my vision to swim. A second after that, he was torn away from me as Mags crashed into him, roaring, and I slid down to the platform, my legs going rubbery.


    Mags was struggling with the old man. I’d never seen Mags struggle with a human being. I doubted he’d get much struggle from a bus. Mags routinely broke things by touching them gently, and we had a long-standing rule regarding kittens and puppies. But this old man, who looked like he weighed about fifty pounds, was giving Mags a run for his money, shouting the one Word he seemed to know over and over, grinning his yellow grin.


    I could taste a little gas in the air and realized my head was bleeding. Since I had gas to use, I croaked out three Words of my own. When I opened my eyes, the old man lay prone. Mags twisted around, seams splitting. His face was horrified.


    “Don’t worry, Magsie,” I said, ignoring the people who were grouping around me, concerned. “I just put him to sleep.”


    Mags shook his head. “Dead.”


    I POUNDED ON the door again, making the plate glass rattle. “Come on, Ketterly!” I shouted. “For fuck’s sake, I can see you in there, you cowardly piece of shit!”


    Mags stood next to me with the old man draped over his shoulders like a shawl, but thanks to a little spell that made Mags and me the least interesting thing in anyone’s field of vision, no one paid us any attention. It was handy for hiding from the cops, and it was handy for wandering the streets with a corpse.


    “I swear to fucking God, Ketterly, if you don’t open this door, you will never have another peaceful day in your life!”


    Our world was pretty small. There were mages everywhere, but in this city, the band of idimustari pulling short cons and little jobs here and there was tight and intimate. Ketterly would never be able to avoid us, and if we complained loudly enough, he’d start to get the cold shoulder. Tricksters didn’t have many rules, but one we all stuck to was You don’t fuck each other. At least not unless it was absolutely necessary.


    He opened the door, the bell tinkling, and stepped back. “In!” he hissed. “Quick, before someone sees you.”


    We went in. Mags shrugged the old man off his shoulders and set him gently on the floor.


    I pointed at Ketterly. “You fucking left us there.”


    He nodded, putting his hands up. “Look, I panicked, okay? You know what he said?”


    I nodded. “Balahul. Chaos.”


    Ketterly shook his head. “It’s a name. An intelligence.”


    A demon. Udug was the Word. I frowned, glancing at the old man, who now looked like he’d been dead for days. “That doesn’t make any sense, Digs,” I said. “You summon a demon, you trap it in something. That’s what a Fabricator does. Little machines or pieces of jewelry. To do things for you, you get something that can think. They don’t possess people.”


    Ketterly shrugged. “Balahul wasn’t possessing that old man—it was animating him.” He shrugged. “I’m sorry I left you, I am. But this shit is above my pay grade.”


    I looked at the old man again. He’d been dead before we got there, so I hadn’t accidentally killed him, which was good for my sleep patterns. But the idea that Landry was a meat puppet—that was some deep magic. And deep magic meant an Archmage, and that meant I suddenly understood perfectly why Ketterly had run. I swallowed and looked back at him, suddenly nervous being near the body. “So what do we do?”


    Ketterly shrugged again, regaining some of his bluster now that it seemed unlikely Mags was going to hit him on the head or Mr. Landry was going to spring up and start singing and dancing or something. “Do? Shit, dump the body. Bring it back to the old lady; it’s hers, right? Or call your gasam, kid. Kick this up the chain of command.”


    I looked at the body. My education hadn’t progressed very far, but I knew that demons, once trapped in something by a skilled saganustari or enustari, didn’t just disappear. They had to be released. Which meant that when my knockout spell faded, old Mr. Landry would be back on his feet, terrifying the commuters of the world.


    The thought of contacting Hiram made me feel sick. Or maybe that was the blood loss. But Ketterly was useless, I knew that. He was a lazy, small-time mage who scraped by just like the rest of us. We needed someone with real knowledge, real connections. That wasn’t Hiram, either, really, but the fat old bastard was at least adjacent to real magic.


    I looked at Ketterly. “Fine. But we bled. You owe us fifty each.”


    WE HAD A hundred bucks, but we walked to Hiram’s. Carrying a corpse onto the subway would strain my little spell, and I didn’t have the gas for anything else, which left out a Charm to get a free ride from someone. Other ustari with less conscience might have bled someone else to get the job done. But me and Mags, we didn’t bleed anyone except ourselves. It was how we kept from drowning in the sewers we swam in, but it was exhausting.


    I kept a fresh wound on my hand to fuel the cloaking spell; between the blood loss and the walk, I was dizzy and unsteady, but I was eager to unload the body—specifically, the demon within—on someone else and start working on turning Ketterly’s hundred dollars into a slightly larger pile of money. It was getting cold, and the idea of spooning Mags on the street during the winter nights was unappealing.


    Hiram’s townhouse was a block away from Prospect Park, a crumbling little place that gave every impression he’d lived there since it had been built, that perhaps it had even been built around him, like a pyramid around a pharaoh. The block was sleepy, and Hiram kept his house Warded so the occasional explosion or scream emanating from his rooms wouldn’t cause any unnecessary worry.


    The Wards also meant that the moment Mags and I climbed the stairs, he knew we were there. The front door opened when we were halfway up, and Hiram emerged, hair as white as his crisp dress shirt, red suspenders straining against his round belly, beard perfectly groomed, as always.


    “Masters Vonnegan and Mageshkumar,” he boomed, slipping his thumbs under his suspenders and rocking on his heels. “As you are here, by definition you are in trouble, so I am excited to hear your tale of new woe and how I might assist you with no hope of compensation.” Raising his eyebrows, he snapped his suspenders back against his chest. “Also, you have brought me a corpse. How thoughtful.”


    I swallowed bile and forced myself to be polite. When I’d actively been Hiram’s apprentice he’d been a miserable pain in the ass, telling me how stupid I was, perpetually unhappy with my memory, my comportment, my choice of vocabulary. When he’d grudgingly admitted I had a talent for the Words, he followed it up with a lengthy complaint about my pronunciation. And when I’d refused to bleed the shivering, terrified girl, her sneakers drawn up with pink marker, a twenty-dollar bill folded neatly and secured in the pocket of her torn jeans, Hiram had yelled at me for three straight days before kicking me out onto the street, assigning Mags to me as an additional punishment.


    “Not a corpse, old man,” I said. “An Udug named Balahul.”


    Hiram raised one snowy eyebrow. “I see your penchant for disaster has remained as strong as ever, Mr. Vonnegan. And you have brought me an incredibly dangerous bound intelligence because...?”


    The inflection was familiar: I had thirty seconds, give or take, before Hiram exploded into a rage, possibly raining down bolts of lightning or turning me into a small lizard. I pulled out my cigarettes and lit one to put some smoke between us.


    “It tried to kill a few people in the subway yesterday,” I said, rushing to get in the explanation before he blew up. “It didn’t give a shit about being seen, and it seemed to be enjoying itself. I knocked it out, but it’s going to wake up eventually.”


    “And this is my problem why, Mr. Vonnegan?” Hiram shouted, leaning forward, his face flushing. “You refuse my counsel, my training, and my hospitality, yet you always return for my assistance. Which perhaps might indicate that you need my tutelage, yes?”


    “Hiram,” I said. “I just need help getting rid of the demon, okay? Or we can leave it sitting on your steps and walk the fuck away.” I exhaled smoke, head swimming. “Your choice, old man.”


    He seethed at me for a moment, teeth bared, then settled back and looked at Mags and the old man.


    “Balahul,” he said softly. He took a deep breath. “Very well. You’d best bring it inside. You’re not the first person to bring me an animated corpse this evening.”

  


  
    3.


    WE PUT MR. LANDRY in Hiram’s bathroom, which, as always, smelled of disinfectant and bleach and gleamed with the sort of dull, over-scrubbed cleanliness that implied no one actually used it.


    As someone who had spent several hours every week for years on his hands and knees scrubbing it, I knew it intimately. It was small. The window stuck and often took a few Words and a pricked finger to open. The old claw-foot tub was perfectly white, but the finish had worn off, making it dull. The tiled floor was white and black octagonal shapes in a simple pattern, some cracked, the grout yellowed.


    There was, as Hiram had promised, already a body in there, a skinny black kid, jeans and a black hoodie, red sneakers. I stared at the tub, doom crowding in on me like I’d seen this before, a body in a tub, and it had killed me in some other life. Mags laid Landry gently on the floor, and we stepped back into the hall. I closed the bathroom door, casting a quick Ward on it in case our new friend Balahul woke up in a frisky mood. Slicing through the skein of white scars on my hand hurt as much as the first time, every time.


    “Mr. Mageshkumar,” Hiram called. “The kitchen, please. I’ve made you a sandwich.”


    Mags pushed past me, grinning. I’d often contemplated my eventual death via trampling by Mags in some sort of lunch-related incident. I followed, feeling hollow and unsteady and feverish.


    Hiram’s kitchen was as white and pure as I recalled. Like the bathroom, it gave no sign of having ever been used for anything more complex than tea. On the small table was a white plate with a large sandwich on it: brown bread, a thick wedge of ham, and some green and red layers that might have been vegetables if I’d seen vegetables recently enough to recognize them.


    “Mr. Vonnegan.”


    I turned, and Hiram beckoned me out of the kitchen. I followed him into his study down the hall, crowded with stolen trinkets displayed on shelves, furnished in a way that implied Hiram was actually a very old woman. When he turned to face me, I realized he was furious; I recognized his fighting posture, like that of a small, fat rooster about to lean in and peck you.


    “You have a duty of care to that boy,” he hissed. “Do you really believe you are fulfilling that duty? Look at him!”


    I blinked. Hiram had been so happy to pawn Mags off on me, it had never occurred to me that the old thief might care what happened to him.


    Hiram shook his head and deflated a little. “You cannot go on living like this. That boy has complete faith in you, the simpleton. If not for me, for him, bleed others. Bleed anyone. But living like this, bleeding yourselves and getting by on short confidence games, you are slowly killing him—and yourself.”


    Suddenly, I was angry. I put a finger in Hiram’s chest. “You were only too fucking happy to get rid of Pitr, asshole,” I said. “You gave him to me like a puppy that soiled the fucking carpet. This while you were in the process of kicking me out of your fucking shithole of an apartment—”


    Hiram slapped my hand away and opened his mouth, but in that moment there was a cleared throat from behind him, and he stopped, closing his mouth and turning away gruffly.


    A man was sitting comfortably in one of Hiram’s deep leather chairs, a tumbler of something in his hand. He was thin and old, older than anyone else I knew. He wore a black suit that looked like he’d been born wearing it, perfectly cut. His hair was white and his hands had the swollen look of arthritis and hard use. He sat with an ease that belied confidence, absolute and settled. His face was deeply lined. For an old man, he looked spry. And because I’d come to have an eye for these things, I could tell immediately that I was in the presence of power. Saganustari at minimum. Enustari, maybe. An Archmage.


    I looked at Hiram, trying to see if I’d missed something. Hiram was a low-rent hustler. Not someone I would have expected to have high-powered mages lounging in his living room. But there was nothing new: He was still Hiram Bosch, fat old man who stole everything he happened to notice, a man who’d funded his whole life by bleeding and stealing, petty thefts and grifts. The man I was still apprenticed to.


    Hiram sighed, thrusting his hands in his trouser pockets. “Lem Vonnegan, my urtuku,” he said, gesturing at me. “Mr. Vonnegan, Evelyn Fallon.”


    The old man and I looked at each other. Fallon’s eyes were pale and faded but seemed to pin me where I stood. I had the impression that I wouldn’t be able to move as long as he was studying me. When he looked away, I sensed that Evelyn Fallon had just thought about me as much as he ever would.


    “You got an Udug, too, huh?” I said.


    Fallon glanced at me again and ran his eyes up and down. “This Word, you know what it means?”


    I forced a smile and nodded. “I got me an education.”


    He sniffed. “No, Mr. Vonnegan, I do not got an Udug. Neither do you. We have arad.”


    I blinked. I knew more than most: Arad meant slave or puppet.


    Fallon picked up his glass. “The crude and uneducated refer to them as Stringers. We haven’t seen any in a very long time.”


    I walked over to Hiram’s small bar, picked up a decanter of bourbon, and poured myself a drink, waiting for Hiram’s sudden howl of rage, but when I turned back, the fat man was just watching me. I put one hand in my pocket and tried to look smarter than I was.


    “How do you know, Mr. Fallon?” I asked.


    Fallon smirked. “I have been too much out of society,” he said, the barest hint of an angular accent in his words. “Too much time spent on custom orders. No one knows me anymore.”


    “Our Mr. Fallon is an accomplished Fabricator,” Hiram said, face impassive. “Enustari, soaked in the blood of innocents, far too smart to associate with the likes of us.”


    A Fabricator. Building devices imbued with magic or a demonic intelligence. They were rare enough. Finding one to apprentice with was like discovering an oil well in your backyard, and I started plotting. My gasam, the ever-angry and bitterly disappointed Hiram, was here. I might be able to negotiate a transfer of the bond if I could convince Fallon to take me on. Assuming he would be willing to feed and water Mags as a condition.


    “Your Master does not like me, Mr. Vonnegan,” Fallon said, not sounding even slightly concerned. “Tell me, has he taught you all his thieving tricks, the mu and Cantrips that bring a cascade of tarnished nickels and dimes into his bottomless pockets?”


    “If you ask nicely,” Hiram said heatedly, “Mr. Fallon will teach you about murdering people by the thousands for research.”


    This was new; Hiram had no compunction about bleeding people. It was true that he generally paid, cajoled, or bullied people into consent before bleeding them—I could still picture the sweaty twenty-dollar bill he’d given the girl, all of fourteen and shivering and terrified—but I wasn’t sure it made much difference when you were stealing something irreplaceable from idiots who didn’t know better. Because no one outside of our order understood it, there was no way they could give anything resembling consent. If Fallon had crossed some sort of line that Hiram regarded as sacred, we were in wild and unmapped territory.


    Mages at Fallon’s level were dangerous. Enustari bled the world for their spells, epic complex rituals that required dozens of people to bleed—or a few people to bleed to death. Enustari and the next level down, saganustari, engineered disasters and mass suicides, spawned death cults and started wars to harvest the blood. I eyed Fallon: He wore the hell out of the suit and he sat with immense confidence, his hands powerful and deft, a builder’s hands. A Fabricator. But he didn’t have any Bleeders, and a mage without Bleeders—well, it came down to the spells you had memorized, how good you were with the Words.


    I had a feeling Fallon was very good with them.


    “Why are you here, Mr. Vonnegan?” Fallon asked, putting those flat, pale eyes on me.


    I swallowed. “I need help.”


    He nodded. “Indeed. I am here because your gasam, as is his habit, has stolen something that is now required.”


    Hiram snorted. “Required,” he muttered, shaking his head.


    Fallon glanced at him, then back at me, and I wished fervently that he would look anywhere else. “Your stupid, boorish gasam, who trades in tricks and trivialities to fuel his base and unremarkable appetites—this ridiculous man you chose to be your teacher—does not grasp the severity of our situation. For you are correct, Mr. Vonnegan: Arad do not inhabit living things. They can inhabit only the dead, animating them as puppets. And this they can do only via assignment.”


    I stared at him. He sighed. “They must be placed within a vessel by ustari. Someone has done this. More than once. Is still doing this. Sowing chaos. Your man, what was he doing?”


    “Pushing people in front of a train.”


    Fallon nodded as if this fit some secret category of behavior. “Mine was stabbing people in the park with a screwdriver,” he said. “There are many more, and they are all engaged in random violence. There is no plan, no escape route, no elegance to it. They are rabid intelligences given form and let off their leash.”


    This was so far above my level of experience, I was going to get a nosebleed. It was time to bow out and get back to figuring out how to retire on one hundred dollars. Before I could vocalize my exit strategy and leave this mess to the enustari of the world, however, there was a sudden commotion from the direction of the bathroom.


    Fallon raised one eyebrow a precise amount that he must have practiced in a mirror, assigning a specific reaction to each millimeter. “Our guests have shrugged off their magical bonds,” he said. “Shall we ask them a few questions?”


    The old man was on his feet, taller than I’d expected, graceful and slender. His suit, I saw from up close, was worth more than every single piece of clothing I’d ever owned in my life combined. Fucking enustari. Nice work, if you weren’t bothered by the oceans of blood you had to shed to get there. Still, the fact that Fallon didn’t have any Bleeders was a confounding mystery.


    The thin man strode confidently from the room, and I followed, Hiram sauntering after me, hands still in the pockets of his shapeless trousers. The noise from the bathroom had risen to the level of pretty serious; they were both up and tearing the place apart. The sound of running water flowed under everything else like a silver thread. Hiram had a mess on his hands, and I was comforted by the fact that I wasn’t solely to blame.


    Fallon paused outside the door and turned to us. “We will—”


    The bathroom door exploded outward in a spray of splinters, the young black guy hurtling through and slamming into the wall beyond with bone-shattering force. He straightened up and staggered, shaking his head, while Mr. Landry, looking really, really worse for the wear, leaped into the hallway behind him.


    Mags skidded into place next to me, grabbing hold of my arm. We looked at each other for a split second.


    “Balahul!” Landry shouted, sounding exultant.


    Fallon whirled, one hand diving into his jacket pocket as Hiram, Mags, and I produced our blades; Hiram was an old scrapper, and his left arm was crisscrossed with white and pink scars just like mine. Hiram had taught me how to hold the blade, how to gauge the necessary pressure, how to avoid tendons, and how to select the right vessel. As we slashed our forearms in sync, Fallon produced a small wooden box from his pocket that looked about as dangerous as a thumbtack. You didn’t meet many Fabricators, and now I knew why: They’d all been eaten by Udug while playing with their toys. I could sense gas in the air from the bleeds Hiram and I had going. I ran through the combat spells I knew, the fragments that might be combined into something weaponized, but before I could speak, Fallon held the box in his palm, reached with his other hand, and opened the lid.


    A soft, sweet note emanated from within, louder than should have been possible. It was a beautiful sound, a constant clear tone that made me pause in surprise and wonder. It burst forth without variation, perfect and steady. It was the most gorgeous noise I’d ever heard.


    Landry and the black kid began screaming.


    They collapsed to their knees and covered their ears, howling and squirming. The black kid moved his hands and appeared to be making an attempt to jam his fingers deep enough in his ears to burst an eardrum.


    I looked at Fallon, and he glanced at me. “Always prepared, yes?” he said, the hint of a smile kinking the deep lines of his face. “With preparation, Mr. Vonnegan, one does not need to bleed quite so often. This is a lesson your gasam can learn as well. Also, not to steal every fucking thing he lays eyes on.”


    I wasn’t used to bleeding and not casting, my wound left to sizzle and ooze, but I let it go. You never knew when a little gas would come in handy.


    “Thank you for the lesson, my lord,” Hiram groused. “See what happens when you leave your fortress and enter the world?”


    Fallon clucked his tongue. “My peers have made it clear they prefer me in my fortress, making trinkets.”


    The note made their voices sound beautiful, even angelic. Our prisoners, however, continued to screech and writhe on the floor. Without warning, the kid leaped up and launched himself forward, screaming. Mags moved immediately, leaping up to intercept him as I spoke the first spell that came to mind, three Words. The kid froze, his limbs going stiff in a comical pose in midair—and so did Mags, caught in the spell along with him. As Mags crashed into the far wall, the kid’s forward momentum carried him crashing into Fallon, and the box hit the floor hard, smashing into pieces, the note cutting off immediately.


    The silence was drab and disappointing, and, I realized, always would be from that moment forward.


    I turned just in time to see Mr. Landry, his yellowed skin loose and slack, charging toward me, shouting his one and only Word. Landry appeared to be made of balsa wood and tissue paper, but he smacked into me like a cannonball, knocking me backward. I landed on my back and slid a few inches while Landry grabbed hold of my shoulders, climbing on top of me and pinning me down with terrible, unexpected strength. If I could be so easily overpowered by an elderly man who was also recently dead, I figured it might be time to invest in a gym membership.


    My freeze mu wore off, and the black kid leaped to his feet, blood running from each ear, and rounded on Hiram just as he spat out a neat spell that sent the kid hurtling away as if an invisible missile had slammed into him.


    The kid, though, being demon-powered, bounced off the wall with a crack of shattered bone and came right back at Hiram, knocking the round man to the floor. Which was the last thing I saw before Mr. Landry, drooling cold, jellied spittle onto my face as he shouted his secret name, raised one fist and brought it down at my head.

  


  
    II.

  


  
    4.


    “HEY, BURRO, HEY!”


    Way above me there was a pocket of acidic boiling water, waiting to sear and singe me, to rake itself across my nerves. But down deep in the black water, it was cool and I was safe. Someone was trying to wake me, to drag me up. A sweet young voice, and I hated it. I hated anyone who wanted to pull me up through the acid and burn me.


    I tried to sink deeper, to swim away, to grow heavy.


    “Ah, fucking... Come on, burro, hey! Come on, not much time!”


    Whoever it was began shaking me. It was strange; I was aware of being shaken, aware that someone was trying to rouse me, but I was able to ignore them and remain unconscious, in a sense. If I could just ignore them long enough, they would go away.


    “They are coming!” she hissed, and my perfect cold black sea began to agitate and brighten. “Soon!”


    Something in her voice sank down like fishhooks and grabbed on to me, pulling me inexorably upward.


    “Ah, fuck,” I hissed, refusing to open my eyes. “Stop that.”


    The feeling of her hands disappeared, and a second later she slapped me across the face, hard enough to make stars pop up behind my eyelids. I sat up, opening my eyes and fighting the urge to vomit.


    “Ah, finally.”


    I felt tight and hot, like my skin was too small for my skeleton. The pain in my head slowly sank back to merely near-fatal levels, letting me think.


    I was in a basement—no, a crawl space. The floor was dirt, the walls were brick, and the joists of the floor above were not even an inch above my head; if I’d been a little taller, sitting up would have put me right back on my ass. The whole place had a damp smell, and it was freezing. The moment I realized how cold it was, I began to shiver.


    There was a small opening on the far wall right at my eye level, little more than a slit for ventilation. It let in just enough sunlight to see by, making it clear that I wasn’t alone. Aside from the Girl, there were at least a dozen other people with me, all prone—either unconscious or dead.


    I rolled over and scrambled to the nearest one. The Girl hissed in protest as I pushed her aside. I ignored her, inspecting the bodies around me, looking for Hiram, for Fallon, for Mags. I didn’t remember a thing after I’d taken my hit, and the battle in Hiram’s hallway hadn’t exactly been going well for my side.


    But none of the bodies were familiar. Sweating, head pounding, I turned back to look at my new friend. She was young, her long black hair hanging in her face, her jeans and T-shirt torn and dirty. Her face had the sunken look of someone who hadn’t eaten in a while. As I stared blearily at her, she held a finger to her lips.


    “Quieto,” she whispered. “They will be back.”


    I struggled to collect myself. My brain felt scrambled, and I had to swallow three times before I could remember how to make sounds. “Where?”


    She shook her head. “I don’t know. Can you move? You gotta move, man. They’re coming.”


    “Who?”


    She grimaced. “You wake up in a fucking basement after taking a beating, and you got questions.”


    She was right: The time for questions was later. Preferably years later, when I was sitting on a beach somewhere with Mags after we’d finally pulled some grift that paid.


    Mags. Forget my survival, I had to get out to make sure Pitr Mags didn’t starve to death hiding in Hiram’s closet, whimpering.


    “How long?” I croaked.


    “You? Couple of hours. Me—if maybe I can think you give a shit—three days.” She shoved me. “Come on, burro, they will come soon.”


    I nodded. I didn’t really need to know who they were. No matter what the answer was, I wanted to be somewhere else when it came. “Where’s out?”


    She gestured and started to crawl. I scurried after her, swallowing bile and trying to ignore the head-splitting flashes of pain. Her clothes were loose on her, like she’d shrunk. She led me to a trapdoor set in the floor above. I gave it a tentative push, but it refused to budge.


    “Locks,” she whispered. “Lots of them.”


    I nodded again. I wanted to say that today was her lucky day, because the Intro 101 class of How to Be Idimustari was bleeding to open locks. I started searching the dirt, scooping through it with my hands. My lifestyle meant that my knowledge of basements, crawl spaces, and other dark places was extensive. Contractors tended to drop their garbage in them as they worked. In a matter of seconds, I had a nasty piece of green glass, the remnants of a long-ago beer enjoyed by a long-dead bricklayer, and used it to slice a deep cut on my forearm.


    The Girl recoiled. “Of course you’re crazy!”


    With some gas in the air, it would be easy to snap the locks, but I needed a light touch. Sending the trapdoor sailing into the air as though we’d lit a stick of dynamite under it might bring unwanted attention. I looked at the Girl.


    “What’s your name?” I whispered.


    She hesitated. “Larissa.”


    “Okay, Larissa,” I said, wasting gas—my own gas, which was pretty much the second hard lesson you learned when you bonded urtuku: Wasting your own gas was fucking suicide. “There isn’t time to have a conversation. Whatever happens, stick right next to me. We’re getting the fuck out of here.”


    A series of expressions passed over her face, one after the other. Then she frowned. Then she nodded. “All right, burro.”


    I nodded and spoke four Words. There was the slight snick of bolts being thrown.


    “What the man?”


    “Come on,” I whispered, squatting under the trap and slowly putting my shoulder to it, then lifting it up. I paused and glanced at her. “Be quiet.”


    “Fuck you,” she whispered. “Tell me to be quiet like I haven’t been locked in a fucking basement for three days, drinking runoff? Babaca.”


    I nodded, shouldering the trap all the way up and poking my head up. I had a distinct flash: The last few years of my life ever since I’d refused to bleed the girl in Hiram’s apartment, ever since he’d angrily cast me out—If you will not do as you are told, if you will not do as you must, then you are wasting my time!—was a steep downward line on the graph.


    The trap led up into an interior room, an empty drywall cube without furniture or windows. It was dark; the only light was leaking in under the only door, outlining it in gold. I palmed my shard of glass and pulled myself up, the scrape of my shoes on the scuffed wooden floor sounding incredibly loud. I rolled onto my belly and dangled my arms down into the black square of the trap until I felt the girl’s hands slip into mine. She weighed nothing, so helping her up into the room was easy. She scrambled to her feet and crouched there, animal-like, her big eyes wide and white in the gloom.


    I rolled onto my feet, fingered the shard of glass—my sole asset in more ways than one—and crept toward the door.


    It wasn’t locked. I cracked it open and was momentarily blinded by the bright golden light provided by several kerosene lamps, the sort you took on camping trips or kept in abandoned mines or... fucking hell serial killer murder houses.


    They hung from nails on the walls, providing a flickering, greasy light that my eyes worked overtime to downgrade from painfully bright to barely bright enough. Well-lit, Larissa looked even worse. She was bone-skinny and covered in bruises, her torn clothes hanging off her, and she was younger than I’d thought, just a kid. I had a brief flash of canvas sneakers with pink marker doodles all over them, and I resisted the urge to reach out and put my hand on her shoulder.


    The hall was narrow, with white beadboard walls and wide-plank floors under a well-worn, filthy red runner. Under the oil smell of the lamps it smelled like mothballs and peppermint. I remembered my ancient granna’s house, where I’d been taken exactly three times as a small child when Mom and Dad were still trying to make it happen, when Dad’s frequent disappearances and my frequent kidnappings at his drunken, palsied hands were in the future. Always too fucking dark, always stuffy, as if the windows had never been opened. The smell of that ancient house had risen from the grave to assault my nose once again.


    There was a door on our left and stairs on our right. There was a door in front of us as well—based on the placement, it was the main entrance, but someone had taken the precaution of nailing six planks across it, along with a slab of plywood over the glass.


    “There is no way we go upstairs,” Larissa whispered urgently. “There is no way. Can you open the door? Like you did with the trapdoor? With your magia?”


    I shook my head. I was studying the Wards that had been laid on the front door in addition to the physical barriers. They were dense; I’d never seen work so complex. The Wards Hiram had shown me had been simple and straightforward; he’d never gotten around to teaching me anything sophisticated. It would take me hours to parse through each twist and turn in the patterns, and even then I wouldn’t know how to begin untying the threads.


    Larissa offered me an unimpressed grunt.


    I turned my attention to the door on our left. No Wards there. It wasn’t even locked, the knob turning easily in my hand. As I cracked it open, music and voices could be heard, distant and muffled. Before us was an unoccupied sitting room lit by a fire set in a massive stone fireplace on the opposite wall. The windows in the front had been boarded up—and Warded. A trio of large comfortable-looking leather chairs ringed a coffee table, where a decanter of whiskey, an old-fashioned water siphon, and several large crystal tumblers had been set.


    We crept inside, closing the door softly behind us. The room felt hot, and the air was thick and hard to breathe, like I was underwater and breathing through a straw. My head ached, my vision pulsed with my heartbeat, and my stomach kept flipping and sending warning signals to my brain. My legs were shaky, too, and I wondered how much more I’d be able to bleed before falling over.


    There were two doors off to our left as we entered, no Wards. The voices and music drifted in from some other room, muted and muffled; the fire crackled and popped. The song was scratchy and tinny, doleful horns and stately keys. I wanted nothing more than light and air, to see and to breathe, and the more I thought about it, the tighter and hotter the room became.


    Larissa moved forward quickly, silent because she weighed nothing. She listened at each door while I stood there, encased in the hot jellied air. Then she turned and jerked her thumb at the leftmost one.


    I followed as she stepped through, and we were in the kitchen. It was done up in all white, but the white had faded like an old photo. An enormous stove, black and charred, dominated one wall, and everything else was cabinets and marble counters. There was no refrigerator, no microwave—no appliances at all, in fact. There were, I noticed, no outlets anywhere. The room was lit by more kerosene lanterns, the queasy smell of the fuel making my head spin and making the faint music swirl into a circus dirge.


    Then I spied it: A window over the sink. It was boarded up like the others but had no Wards. Outside, it was too dark to see anything; I pointed at it, and Larissa nodded, crossing the room and climbing up on the countertop, her skinny frame lithe and agile. She began tugging ineffectually at the planks until I tapped her foot and motioned her down.


    Working in silence, I cut precisely into my arm, working the same scar. The gas in the air was immediate, and a risk—I spoke quickly, spitting out the Words and making the nails pop out one by one. The first plank fell, and I caught it and set it gently on the counter.


    The music stopped. The voices stopped.


    I heard Larissa catch her breath, but my spell kept working and the nails kept popping. I caught the second plank and set it aside just as softly. Then the voices came back, grew louder, and we heard a door squealing open in the next room.


    I turned, letting the last plank crash to the floor while I squeezed a fresh bleed from my newest wound and spoke three more Words, throwing the sloppiest barrier ever created onto the kitchen door. I looked at Larissa, who stood shivering, her bare feet filthy.


    “Go!” I shouted. “Now! That won’t hold for long!”


    She sprang into motion, scrambling back onto the counter and throwing the window open just as someone tried the door and then put a shoulder to it, beating against it savagely, howling. Even in the weak light, I could see the hinges jumping with each impact.


    I turned and found Larissa halfway out the window, crouched under its sash, staring back at me.


    “Mister—”


    I barked one Word: sutaka. With a yelp, she tumbled out the window, the sash crashing down behind her, as the door behind me smashed open with an explosion of snapping wood and tearing metal. Woozy, as the spell drained me, I turned just in time for good old Mr. Landry to hit me in the head hard enough to spin me around and drop me to the floor, my own blood spraying in a mist.


    He leaped on me and slapped one cold, slack hand over my mouth before I could cast again, then lifted me bodily off the floor. He carried me back out through the ruined door into the sitting room, and spun smartly, carrying me through the second door into a small office or den, dark and dense with bookshelves, lit by yet more kerosene lamps. A small desk and two chairs had been crammed into the space. In one sat a tidy older woman, handsome and slim, wearing trousers and a comfortable-looking sweater, her gray hair done in a neat bun. A pair of pink reading glasses perched on the end of her nose as she worked a pile of knitting in her lap, pink and yellow yarn, needles flashing.


    Behind her stood a large man with the beefy look of a Bleeder: tall, fat, and with scars crisscrossing his arms in a complex pattern. He wore black pants, a black sleeveless shirt, and a black hood on his head. He stood perfectly still, at attention. Whoever this woman was, she was power: saganustari, at least, possibly higher up on the food chain.


    She didn’t look up as we crashed into the room, or when Landry tossed me casually into the other chair and then slipped behind me and wrapped his bony arm around my throat, exerting expert pressure and cutting off my breathing.


    My eyes bugged out and I strained ineffectually against him as the woman looked up from her knitting. She slid the glasses off her face so they hung around her neck on a silver chain and cupped her hands in her lap. As I choked, she ran her eyes up and down me and offered a half-smile.


    “So good of you,” she said, sounding like everybody’s grandmother. “Can I offer you some tea?”
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    LANDRY, MUTTERING “BALAHUL” UNDER his breath, wheeled the cart into the tiny room with exaggerated care, as if he’d only recently learned how gravity worked. My hostess smiled blandly as he maneuvered the cart between us, bearing a delicate-looking teapot with pink flowers on it, two white teacups, and a small plate of butter cookies.


    I looked up at her and opened my mouth. “I—”


    The Bleeder behind her moved in a flash to cut himself, a thin, precise line of red opening up on his forearm. The grandma spoke a single Word, sed, gently, almost absent-mindedly, and my words died in my mouth. It was really disturbing that I hadn’t seen any sign from her. Her Bleeder had just moved. I didn’t often travel in the swanky circles of enustari, the powerful and the ruthless, but usually they had to give some sign to their Bleeders.


    I sat in polite silence while Landry made his stiff, dead way out of the room, humming his one Word.


    My host leaned forward and picked up the teapot and poured. “All right, let’s find out what you’re good for. I don’t get enough living ones. More complex, of course, requires more effort but yields better results. You’re a practitioner? Ustari?”


    Ours was a small, strange club. I didn’t know for certain how many of us there were, bleeding people for gas and casting spells, but certainly no more than a few thousand. Maybe fewer. I hesitated for a moment. The dancing, watery light of the kerosene lamp and the utter silence made the room feel even smaller. I wondered if I’d have any chance of making a run for it past Landry.


    Deciding I needed a better shot, I nodded.


    She smiled. “Sugar? Milk?”


    I nodded again.


    “Quiet one,” she said, dropping two cubes of sugar into a cup and following that with a dash of milk. Handing me the cup, she smiled again. “That’s a sign of intelligence.”


    I wanted to say something about how, if that was so, it hadn’t done me much good, but I just shrugged, holding the teacup stupidly. It felt incredibly tiny in my hands, as if I might snap it with a twitch. It was like a glimpse into what it was like to be Pitr Mags, the whole world made to a smaller scale.


    She picked up her own cup and settled back into her chair. “Now, this is very important, son,” she said, sucking on her teeth a bit. She leaned forward slightly and whispered, “Do you have any... devices on you?”


    I blinked.


    “A phone? A—” She winced. “A computer?”


    Kerosene lamps, no outlets, the utter stillness—the source of the music was an ancient wind-up turntable, a thick black record on its green felt. Ustari as a rule didn’t care for technology, that was true; I’d toyed with the idea of collecting spells in some digital files, but the thought made me uneasy and I’d never gotten around to it.


    I shook my head.


    Her eyes were old and flat and heartless, and she kept them on me unblinkingly.


    “Oh, good. That is good.” She sipped her tea with a slurpy relish. “That’s the problem with this world. Devices. Technology.” Her face took on a softer, dreamy look. “There was a time when this was our world. We summoned the peasants and they sent us their sacrifices. We directed the armies and they shed blood for us. The invisible hand.” She refocused on me. “I had an ancestor at Agincourt, you know. The tale is passed down to us to this day: Such glorious blood! Blood enough for any biludha, for the most complex ritual! Mountains raised, seas drained, anything! He stood beside King Henry V, and it was glorious!”


    Her cadence, energy, and unblinking stare were exactly what you encountered on the subway after midnight, people demanding that you stop following them, demanding that you admit the president was a robot. Except those people didn’t have a chunky Bleeder ready to gas up some serious spells, and I didn’t have Mags’s intimidating presence looming over my shoulder.


    She waved a hand. “Ahh, golden days of yore. It’s different now, isn’t it? Guns. Computers. All of it. Clever peasants have harnessed the forces of the universe—well, some of them—and here we are, scuttling about, hiding. We, the invisible hand!” She shook her head at the insanity of it all. “They discovered gunpowder and split the atom, and here we are.”


    I didn’t know what to do. There was no question to respond to, and I couldn’t speak anyway. So I sipped my tea. It was delicious. There was something fruity going on that was simply lovely. I thought of the pale swill Hiram used to make and added that as an extra black mark against the fat man: bad tea, and plenty of it.


    “So!” she said, setting down her cup and leaning forward, sucking her teeth again. “What shall we do with you?” She laced her fingers together and supported her head on them. “You have a Vocabulary, so no dumb brutes like our clumsy friend Balahul, eh? Something a bit more subtle.” She peered at me for a moment longer, and my internal alarms lit up. The time for information gathering was over; it was time to go. I needed T-shirts that read TIME TO GO on the front. I could wear them everywhere and save everyone some headaches.


    The question was, did I hit an old woman in the face or not?


    She’d shut me up with a neat bit of Wordplay, so casting was out. I had a feeling that if I made a move to escape, her Bleeder would have some gas in the air before I had my ass off the seat; I doubted I was getting far before she brought some serious thunder down on me. On the other hand, the interview was getting creepy, and I’d left Mags unattended in Hiram’s house. Or dead.


    Time to go. I threw my cup at her face and launched myself at the door. Tricksters weren’t fancy.


    She squawked, which made me feel good, and there was gas in the air almost immediately—a gush of it, as if her blubbery standby had just opened an artery. Which made me panic, and then I was through the door and moving as fast as I could, stumbling as I made the turn to head into the kitchen and the open window. I heard Grandma speaking Words but tried to outrun her—my slim experience with enustari was that they tended to be long-winded, luxuriating in their endless supplies of blood, using three impressive Words where one basic Word would do.


    I was halfway to the window when the floor drifted away. There was a hand on my collar and I was lifted up, my legs still working for a moment.


    “No dumb Collector for you,” Grandma hissed into my ear. She was holding me up over her head, her grip like iron, magically enhanced. I could sense the gas pouring into the air; her Bleeder would be dead in a few seconds unless she did something about it. “You’re skilled, yes? A lucky find. Something a bit more capable for you, I think.”


    She carried me one-handed and wasn’t even out of breath. We didn’t head back to the tiny study. Instead she took me back into the narrow hall, slung me over one shoulder as if I weighed nothing, and bounded up the stairs. I found myself wishing I’d heard the spell she’d spoken so I could steal bits and pieces of it, maybe cut it down to Trickster length, something I could cast on my own gas and not pass out. I was good at that, stealing the ideas of ustari.


    The second floor had the same floor plan as the first, and she took me toward the room above her den.


    “I’m older than I look, you know.”


    Archmages tended to be. There were many ways to slow down time if you were willing to bleed people for them. A guy like Evelyn Fallon, who looked to be a thousand years old, was likely two thousand years old.


    “I saw it happening. I saw those busy little monkeys in their labs and their factories. I saw our influence and power being matched—exceeded, perhaps. We might summon our Bleeders and assemble our forces and unleash terrible rituals, but the monkeys would arrive in their tanks and their planes, and what? Their three-dimensional printers and their worldwide communication networks. I saw it happening and I tried to warn the rest, but no one listened. And where are we now? Hiding, like insects. Don’t cast in public! Don’t be noticed.”


    She paused to kick a door in.


    “Even someone like you, idimustari, Little Magician that you are, even you must see how humiliating it is. This is our world. And we have allowed primitives to steal it from us.”


    The room was empty of furniture, but six beefy guys in black hoods stood against the walls, confirming the old bat’s status: Only enustari had so many Bleeders just standing around waiting to open a vein.


    “A little chaos now and then...” she said in a singsong as she dropped me in the middle of the room. The floorboards were stained a dark reddish brown and felt soft and damp under me as I crawled backward away from her. “... is a tonic for the best of men.”


    Gas in the air, another flood. I turned to look at her Bleeders: Two of them had slit their wrists silently. No command, no sign from her. They’d just done it. The gas was sour and golden in the air, the most beautiful sensation in the world, pure power curdling my stomach and making my throat gag.


    “You will be host to Lugal,” she said. “His brothers are lesser lights—savage, eager, stupid. They will continue to tear down the infrastructure, to sow chaos, uncertainty. They will claw at the foundations of this mechanical world. You will assist Lugal with a higher purpose. Together we will tear this world down and reassert the proper order. People will crawl to us when we are revealed, begging us to save them, to rule them.”


    She smiled at me. It was a warm, sad smile, the sort of smile your grandmother might offer when she was about to push you off a roof or shoot you in the head. Then she spoke a torrent of Words, a rapid-fire series of syllables that exploded in the room, burning up the river of gas. I was flung down onto the floor, arms and legs spread, my scream locked in my throat. I couldn’t move. I’d never felt this kind of power, this wanton waste of someone else’s lifeblood. I did the only thing left to me: I listened. I tried to remember.


    One of the Bleeders dropped to his knees with a thud, then fell forward.


    I remembered the girl in Hiram’s house. Shivering, looking down at her canvas sneakers. I remembered Hiram ordering me to bleed her, to get used to it, and I’d recoiled from the tiny flow of gas in the air, someone else’s life, gorgeous and revolting. I’d thought I knew what it felt like to steal someone’s life, but I’d been wrong. This was murder. This was power. And there was no difference.


    The old woman spoke the Words, and I felt my existence being pried open, something wedging its way into my mind. And still my scream was lodged in my throat, choking me.

  


  
    6.


    I CAME TO SLOWLY, swimming up through a haze that sucked at my thoughts and sent them spinning down unexpected tangents. And then I was even more confused, because I wasn’t lying down, I was walking, already in motion. It was a bright, chilly day and I was walking briskly down the street as I woke up, swinging my arms and making an incessant tuneless humming noise.


    I mentally flailed, trying to seize control of my own limbs. Nothing happened. I kept walking. I kept swinging my arms. I kept humming. It was like I was a passenger in my own body.


    And then I became aware of Lugal.


    It was like someone was standing too close to me, breathing on my neck, hands in my pockets. Or like someone was with me in a small room, but I couldn’t see them. Or like a story I once heard from an old duffer sitting at the bar at Rue Morgue who told me how he woke up several times a week unable to move or speak or open his eyes, and often remained that way for hours.


    I could feel my lungs, my leg muscles, working; I hadn’t walked this fast in a long time. I was practically running, and my anemic, malnourished body wasn’t happy, but the fucking demon kept me motoring forward. I knew it would push my body like a machine, making me move as fast as it needed me to, for as long as it needed me to, until I dropped dead. Lugal, I thought, was a better class of demon, and the old lady had inserted it into me while I was still alive. I had a feeling Fallon would be impressed by me when he saw me.


    I knew the neighborhood: Lower East Side, slowly gentrifying but still scuzzy, the sort of place where ancient rotten tattoo parlors sat between newly renovated wine bars. It was riddled with Tricksters. Little Magicians like me, we liked rich drunk people, and a neighborhood like this was infested with them at all hours of the day, ideal folks to cast a Charm mu on, a Glamour, sometimes both. I kept a lookout for someone I knew, someone who I might find a way to signal, though I didn’t have any clue how.


    Peculiarly, the streets were empty for the middle of the day, like everyone was inside watching television news and refreshing web pages. There were sirens in the air, more or less continuously, and as the demon moved me down the sidewalk, two cop cars raced by in quick succession, lights flashing.


    I stopped in front of a bar with no name, a narrow storefront with a single BEER sign lit up red and flickering. A jolt of panic went through me, because I knew this place. If it had an official name, I didn’t know it. But if someone said they were heading to the bar to buy some Bleeders, everyone knew they were headed to this shithole with the walls covered in doodles and signatures and doggerel, this shithole where the Brokers sat all day and night, their little notebooks at the ready, their sad inventory seated in the back.


    Only big shots had Bleeders, permanent blood bags. If you weren’t enustari, and you needed a lot of blood, or needed it fast without having to engage in fifteen separate insane negotiations with crazy, desperate people, you came downtown and found a Broker.


    Bleeders were curious people; at the higher levels, owned by enustari, they lived well. They were rich and well cared for, well fed and worried over—in exchange for the odd chance of being bled to death. Most were devoted. They loved their masters and mistresses, somehow—perhaps helped along by a premium-grade Charm spell.


    But even at the lower levels, like the folks a Broker would find for you, there was something odd. A willingness to die. An eagerness, maybe. To be part of something bigger. To literally give yourself to something.


    I struggled to stop my body. I put my back into it, such as it was, trying to worm my hands onto the controls, to assert myself. The panic returned, burning through my thoughts. It was worse than being paralyzed. I was moving, I was whole—I just wasn’t in charge.


    Lugal took notice of me.


    The sensation was unsettling and drove the panic and desperation out of me, replacing it with a skin-crawling terror that froze me. Lugal was enormous. It was an intelligence, heavy and dense, crushing me under it. Feeling that invisible gaze on me was like having an elephant lowered onto my mind one excruciating millimeter at a time. It filled me, pushing me into the corners, compressing me until I wanted to scream.


    And then it punished me, lighting me up. The pain was real, it was physical, caused by the entity that now had ownership of my body. It built and built until I was ready to cry, to beg, to pass out, if any of those options had been open to me. It was educational, too. Lugal had full fucking access. My memories, my skill set, my reflexes—everything I was or could be was available. I was a puppet in every way.


    When it lifted and returned to its own business, the relief was visceral. I remained in the dark corners of my own existence as my body strode into the bar, and I made no effort to do anything further.


    The Brokers straightened up as I walked in. There were six of them, sitting at the bar with their notebooks, their well-licked pencils marking up accounts.


    “Who’s this, then?” one of them asked.


    They all peered at me.


    “Vonnegan,” said a round, bald black guy with bright red gums sitting far back near the taps. “Chelsea.”


    “Who’s your gasam?” asked a third.


    “Bosch,” another answered, and everyone laughed.


    “That fat bastard,” said the round black guy, chortling. “Careful, gents, this one might be here to lift your wallets!”


    “What can we do for you, then, Vonnegan?” a tall, older woman said. She was wearing a pink housedress and fluffy pink slippers, blue-tinged sunglasses and a white shawl. She opened her notebook, which had the puffy, squished look of paper that had fallen into water, and clicked a cheap ballpoint pen, hovering it over her notebook.


    No Normals walked into this bar, that was obvious.


    Again I dived for the controls, seeking them far off in a dark room I’d never been to, vast and unexplored. Not this, I thought, trying somehow to communicate with the presence that had taken over my body. Anything but this. I didn’t bleed people. But here I was, about to contract for some Bleeders. And based on the sense I had of Lugal, of this alien, inscrutable power that animated me and pulled my strings, I thought it very likely that none of those Bleeders would survive the experience.


    Outwardly, I stood there, immobile and silent as Lugal turned its attention inward and sought me out, chasing me down in the shadows of my own subconscious and taking hold, dragging me painfully out into the harsh, burning invisible light of its unblinking eye, and I felt the will, the immense, implacable will. This was what it meant to be controlled, possessed, owned, whatever you wanted to call it.


    It began dragging words out of me.


    One by one, it formed a sentence, pulling it from me like rotten teeth. I did my best, struggling to cloud my thoughts, to confuse it, to offer up incorrect words.


    “Blood,” I heard my voice say. “Bleeders. As many as you have, I’ll take.”


    I shrank from the demon’s presence, exhausted, a failure. It was tempting to just curl up mentally and drift, let it happen.


    The Brokers looked at one another. Housedress reached up to slide her glasses down the bridge of her nose, then looked around. “Fucking idimustari wants every piece of meat we got!”


    A wave of gentle laughter rippled through the room.


    “Listen, Little Magician,” she said, turning back to me. “I dunno what kind of asshole your gasam is, but trust me when I say whatever Love Cantrip or check-kiting bullshit you’re pulling together, one of our prime Bleeders is all you’re gonna need. You might wanna hear about our fractional plans, too, go in with a couple of your little friends, spread the cost.”


    Lugal reached down into me and yanked up a word. “All.”


    “Maybe he was sent to deal with some of this shit,” the round black Broker said, nodding at the televisions above the bar. Hell was breaking loose. People had been gunned down in Times Square. A dozen folks had been pushed in front of trains—my old pal Landry/Balahul hard at work, no doubt—and an explosion uptown had turned a block of brownstones into a war zone. A crawl of text along the bottom of each screen implied other ongoing disasters.


    “Fucking terrorists,” someone muttered. “We should all get together and donate the Bleeders and fucking show ’em who’s boss.”


    “Bad idea,” another said. “Unless you wanna explain everything the next day when we’re all over the goddamn screens everywhere.”


    I heard the Old Bat back at the house: Hiding, like insects. Don’t cast in public! Don’t be noticed!


    Housedress stared at the TVs, then looked at her peers again, sighing and making a note. “All right, kid. You got the scratch to cover that?”


    To my amazement, my hand went to my pocket and produced a thick wad of cash, easily enough to keep Mags in hot dogs for years to come. I’d never seen so much money in one place. The Broker stared, and then one by one her peers all looked up, catching the scent, and they stared, too. Tricksters like me didn’t usually wander in with actual money. Usually idimustari wanted charity, the kindness of strangers.


    “That why you’re here, kid?” Housedress asked. “Buying Bleeders for your gasam and his pals, gonna save the city?”


    Lugal didn’t know how to respond to that, so my body just stood there, proffering the cash. After a moment she turned and had a whispered consultation with everyone. Then she turned back to me, looking down at her notebook.


    “We got fifteen you can have right now, standard rates, triple kill penalties. We can get ten more in—” She glanced back, and signals were passed forward from the Brokers. “In two hours.” She looked up at me, expectant.


    Lugal pushed the money toward her and repeated its favorite word: “All.”

  


  
    7.


    AS WE ALL WAITED for the saddest assholes in the world to arrive, Lugal managed to maneuver me to sitting at the bar. The televisions continued to disgorge new calamities: murders, bombings, buses crashing into buildings. The Old Bat was getting busy, trying to tear down the modern world until everyone was huddled around fires and ready to worship the old gods—which she obviously thought were the ustari.


    As a Trickster, I knew that was hilarious. Ustari had caused so many of the world’s disasters, pulling a string and bleeding out a tribe, a village, a city, an entire population in order to cast their spells. We weren’t gods. We were an infection, an infestation, and we fed on the people who hadn’t discovered the Words, the power of sacrifice. And we worked hard—like the cowards we were—to keep everyone ignorant. If everyone knew the Words, even enustari would have to start working with their hands, like suckers.


    Outside, police and ambulances raced by every little while, filling the air with strident panic. I found myself waiting, trapped inside my own body, for the lights to flicker and fail. That would be the next step, the power going off.


    An intelligence like Lugal wasn’t well versed in acting appropriately in social situations, so it had me sitting very still, staring straight ahead. The Brokers buzzed and whispered, both about me and about the disasters that were spilling out of the TV sets. I was crushed into a tiny corner of my own consciousness, paralyzed and mute, and panic kept nipping at my heels.


    I realized with a start that my body was taking deep breaths. I was hyperventilating.


    In the mirror across from my body, I looked calm and steady. Creepily steady. I thought about the complexity of running a living human body like a puppet—a living body with a resident consciousness, namely me. The instruction set had to be huge. As opposed to Balahul and the corpse of Mr. Landry, which just required inhabiting an empty vessel, Lugal had to deal with a nervous system if it wanted to appear alive, if it wanted to pass all the smell tests. Lugal wasn’t sending me on a murder spree, like Balahul had Landry doing. It was trying to use me as a Trojan horse. Get some Bleeders, then pick my brain and force me to cast something ugly, contribute to the attack, undermine the world.


    I wondered if the Old Bat was planning to ride in on a broomstick and save the world with a seriously bloody biludha—a major ritual of some sort. Maybe that was her plan—kill the world, then become its hero?


    I concentrated on slowing my breathing. Told myself to relax. Pictured Mags sleeping, his face going through a complex series of expressions as he dreamed amazing things.


    And my breathing slowed down.


    Not much, but it was a little control, a tiny corner of my wiring that Lugal hadn’t been able to take over.


    Reflected in the mirror across the bar, a dilapidated old yellow school bus pulled up outside, belching black smoke and sagging in the middle in a way I was pretty sure buses weren’t supposed to sag. The door opened, and it began disgorging the saddest motherfuckers I’d ever seen in my life: our Bleeders.


    Blood was blood. The skinny, scowling men and women who crawled gingerly off the bus looked to be suffering from any number of diseases and afflictions, several of which I didn’t doubt had been contracted within the last hour while riding on that very bus. These, the saddest people in the world, marched into the bar, shuffling past us with watery stares and twitchy, nervous expressions. This prompted my puppet master to heave me up off the bar stool and follow them to the rear of the joint, where the Brokers were checking off figures in their notebooks.


    “All right, Vonnegan,” Housedress said, licking her pencil. “Twenty-five top-flight cows ripe for milking. You wanna inspect them before you haul ’em off?”


    I wanted to slap her, all of them, these fucks who pretended that if they didn’t know exactly what some asshole was going to do with twenty-five miserable, desperate Bleeders—and you could do some fucking damage with that much gas—then they weren’t responsible. But my rage didn’t matter, because Lugal suddenly reached into my brain and split it open, searching for a spell. And not just any spell, a spell of consequence, a spell that would rip a hole in New York and grind up whatever fell in, and then there’d be more blood, more gas in the air, a chain reaction of bleeding and spells feeding on that gas, swirling together while everything boiled away.


    Lugal pushed. It wanted a spell, a real spell, something heavy. But the joke was on it: I didn’t know any real spells, because Hiram had never taught me any.


    THE RITUAL THAT made you someone’s apprentice—more formally, the Ritual of Urtuku—is like every other piece of magic: It can be an endless haul of a biludha, complete with theatrics and fires and robes and shit, or it can be over in fifteen painful minutes with you lying in some fat old bastard’s tub bleeding more than you’d ever imagined possible, light-headed and nauseated and definitely, definitely regretting most of your life decisions.


    For all his pompous bullshit, Hiram Bosch was too impatient for the robes and the fires. When he agreed to take me as his apprentice, he bonded me in the fucking bathroom, muttering a slur of syllables I couldn’t quite catch while I bled out and wondered if I’d just killed myself for his delight. For one horrifying moment I was somehow aware of Hiram’s heartbeat—lurching and flabby—superimposed on my own, and then it was over and my wounds had healed and Hiram handed me a bucket and a rag and told me to clean up my own bloodstains. From that moment forward, I could feel Hiram. He was a presence in the back of my brain, usually easily ignored but always there. And that connection, that invisible line between us, prevented me from going too far away from my gasam, and it allowed my Master to inflict pain on me when he was displeased.


    Hiram was a grouchy motherfucker. He was always displeased.


    He was also forgetful. He always forgot to feed me, and any food I scored for myself had to be shared with Mags, who I’d been tacitly given as part of my apprenticeship. Hiram also repeated his lessons, going over the same ground over and over and becoming enraged when I pointed that out to him.


    Hiram taught me one major spell. Just one. It was an amazing spell he’d written himself called the hun-kiuba. It stopped time. Back then, I’d been excited, thrilled. Hiram wasn’t much fun to be around, but he was teaching me. One day in and I had a split lip, but I’d learned more about magic than I’d ever imagined I would. I felt like a fucking sorcerer.


    Hiram never taught me anything that big ever again, though I got plenty more split lips when I forgot to scrub the bathroom, or touched one of his stolen trinkets, or was found loitering within five feet of the safe in his closet. As I slowly came to realize that Hiram and I were idimustari, Tricksters, Little Magicians, I learned that you had to steal everything, including knowledge.


    So I started paying attention, and every time Hiram cast a spell, I stole it.


    The Words fascinated me. This secret language, just syllables, noises, but combine them with blood in the air and they could do anything. Rework reality, fool people, hurt people—as with any language, the only limit to what you could sculpt with blood and Words was your imagination. I picked them up fast; if I heard a spell once, I knew it, and if I had some time, I could improve it, make it shorter, faster, more powerful.


    My only limitation was that Hiram didn’t cast very many interesting spells. Most of his spells were Cantrips, tiny mu to make his life easier. He’d claimed authorship of the hun-kiuba, but as time went on I wasn’t sure I believed him—it was far too complex for Hiram to have written it. Like everything else in his apartment, the hun-kiuba had been stolen. So I had to steal all the Cantrips he muttered, to float things toward him with a pricked thumb, to distract people, to make people automatically avoid him when walking down busy streets. All of Hiram’s spells were fast, sloppy, and cost just a few drops of blood; they were designed to let him be as lazy as possible while stealing as much as possible.


    From that hot mess, I’d taught myself the Words, their grammar, how chunks of a spell could be spliced together to do something more powerful.


    THE DEMON WANTED a spell. I was in agony. Something was taking hold of my essential being like an old blanket and twisting and tugging it, trying to squeeze some damp out of it. I stiffened, my hands going clawlike on the bar, my head snapping back, a low growl bubbling down in my chest. I shook for a few moments, grimacing, sweat popping out all over my body, sizzling on my skin like blood.


    The Bleeders were lined up to my left; I could see them in the tarnished mirror, the saddest group of assholes ever. They scratched at themselves, shuffled their feet, and licked their lips nervously, all of them concerned with one thing: when they were getting their money. I didn’t know what the going rate for a part-time bottom-feeding Bleeder was, but I knew it couldn’t possibly be enough. Nothing would be enough.


    I tried to hide from Lugal, to throw up confusion and uncertainty. I tossed everything I had at it, my memories, scraps of spells, doggerel, and bullshit. It clawed through and I could feel it splitting me open, destroying me to get what it wanted: a spell that would cause chaos and bloodshed, a spell that would add to the destruction its Master wanted.


    The demon wanted a spell. As the pressure mounted inside my existence, agonizingly bursting me at the seams, I started making one up.
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    HIRAM DIDN’T ANSWER HIS door; the old Fabricator, Fallon, did. The old man’s deeply lined face was impassive and lit by the flames and cherry tops as he studied me for a second, then lashed out an arm and pulled me in.


    “Quickly,” he said.


    Across the street, three buildings were burning, and a lone cop, his car at an odd angle in the middle of the street with all four doors open, was standing there watching it with a dumb look on his face.


    “All,” I said, my voice thick and rough. “All.”


    Fallon spun me into Hiram’s hallway and slammed the door behind him. “Bosch!” he shouted, taking me by the arm and walking me rapidly toward the bathroom. “Bosch!”


    I was barely moving my legs; the old man was a lot stronger than he looked, and I was being half carried. Hiram emerged from his bedroom with a sleep mask perched on top of his head, looking rough and ragged.


    “What—”


    “Come!” Fallon snapped. I’d never seen anyone treat Hiram like this; my memories of the man were mainly of him yelling at me. Here, though, he blinked in surprise and followed the old man readily enough, and soon we were all crowded into the bathroom with Mags mooning in the doorway.


    “Lem!” he cried, trying to shoulder his way into the tiny space despite the fact that the laws of physics deemed that impossible. But Fallon turned and put one hand on Mags’s chest, and the giant stopped cold.


    “Mr. Mageshkumar,” Fallon said gently. “Please, wait in the hall.”


    Mags hesitated, trying to see around Fallon and Hiram, then took a step back, deflating like a schoolboy who’d been told there would be no ice cream now or ever. Fallon nodded crisply and shut the door.


    “Now,” he said, turning. “Mr. Vonnegan, are you able to speak?”


    “What’s going on?” Hiram asked, sounding annoyed.


    “Can you not sense it?” Fallon asked, his leathery hands aiming my face up at his as his eyes studied me. “We have a Stringer. He has a presence in him. An intelligence. He appears to have partially neutralized it, but the trick will not hold. Mr. Vonnegan? Can you speak?”


    I nodded. “All,” I said. “All all all.”


    THERE WAS A room in the back of the bar that had been renovated into a large shower in black tile. They marched all twenty-five Bleeders into it, Lugal communicating its desires with grunts and a small number of words.


    “Bleedin’ ’em here costs extra,” Housedress said, making a mark in her notebook.


    I existed in a tiny corner of my own mind, a darkened space where I was only dimly aware of what my senses were perceiving, everything secondhand and filtered through Lugal’s distinctly alien sensibilities while the demon worked my limbs and my voice and my face.


    “All,” I said. Lugal liked the word and felt no need to learn new ones. It multitasked, crushing me with its demand for a spell while walking my body into the room. The Bleeders were breaking my heart—these were not people making a sober economic decision, a bit of blood in exchange for some ready cash. These were desperate people, broken people. These were people who’d accepted the possibility that the roulette wheel was going to land on fucked up and still walked into the goddamn black-tiled shower room in the back of the sketchiest bar in history. A shower room. In a bar. Done in black tile. The fact that none of them had made a break for the door told me all I needed to know about their situations.


    I didn’t bleed people. It was the only rule I had and the only reason I could sleep at night. I would have to work fast if I was going to minimize the damage. I could wrestle with the philosophical question of whether it was me or the demon doing the bleeding later. Right now I needed to get out with as little blood on my hands as possible.


    I started with the Trickster’s basic building block: a Charm.


    There were a million Charm spells. Cantrips or mu short and sweet and designed to make people like you, all the way up to biludha that were tens of thousands of Words long and could sway thousands of people into being your cult, your army, your servants. For idimustari looking to pry a few dollars here and there from the unknowing and the uninitiated, a solid Charm Cantrip was an absolute necessity. You accost someone on the street when you’ve had it rough for a few nights, sleeping in the open, bleeding gas to evade the cops, and you need a little Charm just to keep your target from fleeing the smell. I had plenty of them in the old memory banks; Hiram used them all the time, constantly, so I’d picked up the basics from listening to him, and then I’d improved things: I’d pared them down and added my own innovations. I picked a short, short-lived mu; I needed it to take effect as quickly as possible so I could minimize the damage.


    Next I needed a piece from Hiram’s spell, the hun-kiuba. While Housedress unfolded a shiny straight razor and put it in my hand, I raced through the spell, following the threads and getting rid of the useless verbiage. I ripped out the seventeen Words that did the heavy lifting and swapped several, changing what it did. Hiram’s spell stopped time—within a defined space, the extent of which depended on the amount of gas fed into it—for everyone but the caster and anyone he designated; when Hiram had demonstrated it to me, we’d robbed a subway car full of people, all frozen in time while Hiram and I moved normally.


    I inverted it so it would freeze the caster.


    The razor was in my hand and Lugal was moving me toward the Bleeders. In agony, I raced, pulling in bits and pieces from the hundreds of small spells, piecing them together. All I knew were small spells, tricks, but what was a biludha except many small spells strung together, a chain of effects and modifiers?


    I raced. I reached out for the first Bleeder’s arm. She was someone’s grandma, an old, skinny woman with nicotine-stained hands and teeth, skinny, sagging, her eyes tightly closed. When I touched her, she flinched and screwed her eyes even tighter.


    Lugal demanded, squeezing me until I thought I was going to pop. I worked, filling my spell with nonsense. I took every lesson I’d learned from shitty mages who couldn’t write and plumped the spell until it was bloated, lengthy, convoluted. Until it looked like the major spell Lugal demanded, until it looked like a ritual that would rip shit up.


    I sliced the Bleeder’s arm, deep, a suicide cut. Lugal knew human anatomy, at least. And when it turned inward again and crushed me with agony, compressing me until I barely existed, I barfed up my masterpiece, the greatest grift I’d ever managed, and spoke the spell.


    “BLEED,” FALLON SNAPPED.


    Hiram drew himself up, summoning his dignity. It was undercut by the way his suspenders strained over his belly. “You are mistaken, sir. I am ustari and—”


    Fallon turned and snarled at him. “Your urtuku is in grave danger, you fat little toad. You will bleed.”


    I witnessed Hiram Bosch, whom I’d seen go crimson in anger many times, turn white as a sheet, and it was strangely satisfying—and confirmation that Evelyn Fallon was someone to be feared. If I hadn’t been hanging on to control of my own body by a fingernail, I would have savored the moment more.


    “Very well,” Hiram said stiffly, producing his ornate straight razor. “What is the volume?”


    Fallon turned back to me. “What is its name, Vonnegan?”


    I struggled to assert control over my voice, my mouth. It was disconcerting. I lived by my voice, by the Words. Being unsure of that voice left me weak, helpless. For some reason, speaking the demon’s name was easier. I was reminded of cheery old Balahul, who seemed fond of its own name, too. “Lugal.”


    “Lugal,” Fallon repeated, closing his eyes. “Ah yes, a nasty piece. Master, it means literally, ideal for a Stringer. Tell me: How have you asserted control?”


    I licked my lips. The demon was like a bowling ball sewn inside my head; there wasn’t room for anything like thoughts. I had to string together a regular sentence as if I were casting, choosing each word as if it were a Word, as if every syllable had consequence. It was like being brain-damaged.


    “It wanted... spell,” I said, breathing hard, my body tense with effort. “I... tricked. Froze it in... moment.”


    Fallon’s smile was papery. “Clever,” he said, then sobered. “It will not last. Lugal was fooled by its own disdain—the stronger intelligences believe us to be little more than chattel to be run under their wheels. But it is powerful, and you can already feel it slipping your bonds, yes?”


    I nodded. Words were too difficult.


    Fallon pursed his lips. “A pint, Bosch. Perhaps a bit more. On my mark.”


    Enustari were used to people bleeding for them. Someone like Fallon had a casual expectancy that when they needed gas in the air, there would be gas in the air.


    “Mageshkumar,” Hiram said, sounding relieved. “He’s—”


    “You,” Fallon said quietly. “You will bleed.”


    Hiram shut up. My gasam was learning his true place in the world. That sort of thing was never pretty. Ustari varied just like other people: You had smart ones, dumb ones, funny ones, thin ones, fat ones, tall and short ones, but none of us were nice. You can’t rely on killing people for the things you want and be nice, and we as a class killed everyone. We are not good people.


    “Mr. Vonnegan,” Fallon said as the sweet sour sense of gas hit the air, the most wonderful feeling of nausea. Hiram was surprisingly robust. “It will resist me. This will not be pleasant.” He began speaking the Words of a spell I’d never heard. Five Words in, and Lugal kicked, sensing that someone was trying to evict it, and my veins lit on fire.


    I screamed.


    With a crash, the bathroom door was knocked inward, shoving a woozy Hiram aside as Mags leaped into the room, face red, fists clenched. “Lem!”


    My pet Mags, ready to rip the claw-foot tub from the floor and start swinging it around like a club until everyone but me was dead. Fallon frowned at me, closed his eyes, and broke off speaking his spell, causing it to collapse around us with a mild explosion of heat and air.


    I sagged in relief as the pain faded. My own cobbled-together spell, keeping the demon frozen within me had snapped, too brittle and fragile for all of this commotion, and I could sense the demon pushing outward again, stretching to reclaim me.


    “Silig,” Fallon said clearly, almost casually, and Mags froze in place. Fallon took a deep breath and looked at me wearily. “Let us begin again.”


    He started at the beginning as Hiram leaned against the sink with a grunt and a wince. I burst into invisible flame again. I could feel Lugal worming its way into my nerves and muscles, clamping down tightly and sending agony deep into me until it was all I was, just a sack filling with green-yellow acidic agony.


    Fallon cast with a steady, somnolent rhythm and tone, his Words a mumble that only he and the universe could understand. Outside my shell of pain and suffering, I could feel the power of the spell as it grew, as Hiram sagged against the sink, his open wound feeding it one pulse at a time. The spell was all buildup, all mounting tension. I was a Trickster; most of the spells I used were short and dirty, over almost before I finished speaking them. This was all prelude, all grace notes, subtle and interlocking, like epic poetry.


    I could feel the demon panic, twisting and struggling, trying to escape the fate that Fallon was spinning for it, but I could tell it wasn’t going to. The old man had it; from the first Word, the old man had it. When Fallon tied off the end of the spell, the temperature in the room rose ten degrees and I felt like my skeleton was being removed from my body by a giant pair of invisible tweezers. I stiffened, my limbs going out stiffly from my body, and I fell back against the wall with a thud.


    “Come, now,” Fallon whispered. “Your resistance is unseemly.”


    Like steam, the pain sizzled off me and I dropped to the floor, limp and soaked through with sweat from head to toe. Even my much darned socks were squishy with it. I was shaking, and then with a roar Mags was back in motion, crashing into the wall next to me and mashing his huge arm behind me and around my shoulders. Then he went still.


    “Lem?” he said in a small voice.


    I looked at him and patted his knee. “It’s all right, Mags,” I said. “I’m okay.”


    Fallon’s smile was the tiniest movement at the corners of his mouth. “Good! Sometimes there is tremendous damage from such rescues.” He slapped my leg. “Come! There is no time for loafing. You must tell us everything.”


    I looked up at him, moving my head like pushing a boulder up a small hill. “Us?”


    Fallon stood up and clapped his hands. “Come, boy,” he said, shooting his cuffs. “Meet your betters.”

  


  
    III.

  


  
    9.


    “DESCRIBE HER,” FALLON SAID intensely, leaning over the table. “Describe everything.”


    The golden shit sensation of gas in the air was overpowering, making me dizzy. I’d never sensed so much blood in my life; every single enustari in the place—and I had the firm sense that everyone here (aside from Hiram, Mags, and me) was Archmage and their urtuku (who would be considered saganustari even if their own skill level were just as high)—seemed to have a fat, bloated Bleeder standing around, leeching an open wound just in case a war broke out.


    We were in Jersey, which right there made this a red-letter day, because no one went to Jersey unless they absolutely had to.


    AS THE TOWN Car cruised the streets, we passed buildings on fire, crowds battling cops in riot gear, and the odd neighborhood where absolutely nothing was happening, everything peace and calm, the only sign of trouble the orange glow in the sky. The Old Bat’s Stringers were busy little bastards.


    As we approached the first police barricade diverting traffic away from the bridges and tunnels, which the city had closed, Fallon reached into his jacket pocket and extracted a small green bendy Gumby doll, the kind you gave to kids so they could pose them any way they wanted.


    “All right, Dalhamun,” the old man said, setting Gumby on the seat between us, “cloud some minds for us.”


    Gumby animated, looking up at Fallon and saluting with one tiny green hand. It then crouched down and put its hands to its head in the classic mind-reader pose. The car cruised past a few cops, then slowly maneuvered around the barriers while the police all acted like they couldn’t see us.


    “How old are you?” I asked. “Gumby?”


    “Useful, no?”


    I glanced at the little figure. “I’ve had enough demons, thanks,” I said. “Even ones trapped inside Gumby.”


    Fallon snorted. “You did well with Lugal,” he said. “You should reconsider your prejudices. You appear to have a talent for Summoning. That talent is often paired with a commiserate ability in Fabrication.”


    I stared out the window.


    The tunnel was deserted, closed off on the New York side, and we cruised through without incident, the tiny toy remaining in its pose of concentration as the driver took us wordlessly into Jersey City, which started off looking like a mall, then slowly fell apart before our eyes, souring into a shithole. When the car pulled up outside a sad-looking brick building, I thought for a moment it was a mistake, but Fallon scooped up tiny Dalhamun, who offered me a sardonic salute as it was slipped back into Fallon’s pocket.


    “Come,” said the Archmage, comfortable giving orders.


    The street was deserted, but an old-school movie theater was burning brightly up the block, and cop helicopters crowded the air, searchlights stabbing at the ground. The Old Bat was busy.


    Hiram and Mags emerged from the second car. I wasn’t used to seeing Hiram so subdued, so clearly out of his element. Instead of looking at my gasam and being disturbed, I looked at the building. It was only four floors high to my eye, but the ancient elevator we entered had seventeen buttons, and Fallon pressed number 17 without hesitation. It opened into an ornate restaurant, red carpeting and old-school everything, wooden booths and paper lanterns.


    Fallon gestured at the coatrack to one side. “Bosch, Mr. Mageshkumar, stay here. Do not wander.”


    Hiram put his hands up, his expression easily translatable as no problem. Hiram, I realized, was terrified. Mags looked at me, alarmed, but I waved him back and he settled.


    The bar dominated the center of the dining room, lit up in a rainbow of colors, a row of unhappy-looking Chinese waiters in sadly frayed black uniforms standing at attention. Right in front of the bar was a huge circular table with a dozen enustari already seated. A beautiful red-haired woman in a black dress, her white skin making her seem almost monochromatic, stood behind an empty chair.


    My eyes locked on her, the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. Her hair spilled around her creamy shoulders, framing an expressionless face that regarded us with a disinterest that was erotic in its totality. As I stared, the smell of cherries swallowed me, warm and lush, and I realized with a start that the enustari was floating a fraction of an inch off the floor.


    I knew these were enustari because of the stink of gas in the air, and the long line of heavy men and women lining the walls, silent, some with black hoods on their heads, some wearing nice suits, all of them nursing open wounds, most on their arms, a few on their heads.


    A few other men and women, younger than the mages at the table, stood around in the shadows. Well-dressed, blank-faced, they were all saganustari, I figured. Apprentices to the bigwigs, ustari who were waiting patiently for their gasams to die so they would be free, so they could ascend. One guy was a good-looking dark-skinned man in a beautiful overcoat and gorgeous leather gloves that looked like they’d grown on his hands, supple and perfect. He stood in the shadows by the Bleeders, next to an ancient woman in a wheelchair. My eyes caught hers, and a feeling of dread, black and heavy, settled on me. I looked away as fast as I could.


    Fallon walked briskly toward them. A few stood up as he approached, a soft rustle of expensive suits and shimmering dresses. Fallon paused next to the floating red-haired woman, who turned her head regally to look at him, her face amused. Instead of looking at her, Fallon turned toward the old woman in the wheelchair.


    “Mika, if you think I will speak to your Glamour, you are sadly mistaken,” he said. “When will you tire of these games?”


    “Evelyn,” said the beautiful, floating woman, her voice like soft chimes, musical, the sort of voice you wanted to hear forever. My heart was pounding in my chest. I wanted to turn and run and find a dark space to hide in, and I wanted to record her voice and edit it so that she was phonetically sounding out my name. “You are fortunate to be here under truce.”


    Fallon snorted, still addressing the old mummy. “Do not threaten me, Mika, or who will craft your toys for you?”


    “Enough,” snapped a broad-chested, purple-faced man in a well-cut shiny suit, his jowls quivering. “We have business.”


    Fallon turned and smiled at him. “Alfonse, a pleasure as always,” he said in a way that strongly implied the exact opposite. Fallon then beckoned me forward before sliding into the chair in front of the beautiful red-haired woman as if she weren’t there. Her smirk came a second too late and looked a trifle too forced. Fallon reached into his jacket pocket and extracted a small green plastic army man, the kind I’d played with as a kid whenever my father wasn’t kidnapping me, when my mother wasn’t throwing away all my toys in a fit of fresh rage. Fallon set it on the table in front of him, and the rest of them visibly shifted in discomfort.


    “Come, Mr. Vonnegan. Sit. Describe her. Describe everything.”


    I DESCRIBED THE Old Bat, the house, the crawl space, the girl. I described the route that Lugal had taken while using me as a puppet, everything I could remember.


    “Lurida,” said a surprisingly young girl, swirling whiskey in a glass. She was a skinny brunette and she was too confident, seated with people three, four times her age, no hint of nerves.


    “Almost certainly.” Fallon nodded. “Lurida Moret, the crazy old bitch.”


    The brunette grinned, her face red; she was pretty drunk. “Evvy, you agreed with me!”


    Fallon’s eyes tightened. “Elsa, we are not friends.”


    “Who’s Lurida Moret?” I asked.


    For a moment there was silence. Then the girl named Elsa hooted, banging her glass on the table. “Aw, shit, kid, you stepped in it now. You ain’t s’posed to fucking talk! Some o’ these creeps haven’t been spoken to by a human being who couldn’t set them on fire with a spell in decades.”


    “Mr. Vonnegan is here under my protection,” Fallon said.


    I thought of Hiram, the stink of fear on him, the humiliation of it. I stirred myself. “Who says I can’t set you all on fire with a spell?”


    Silence again. A tall black man with snow-white hair and a close-shaved beard leaped up, hissing out Words, too low for me to catch, and his hands began to glow an ominous yellow, the light like a tiny sun. Heat radiated from his hands, making me sweat.


    “You will be silent,” he said, his voice accented, lilting.


    “Sit down, Mycroft,” Fallon said, sounding irritated. “We are under truce, and he is under my protection, as I just said. Shall we attend to the matter at hand?”


    Mycroft glared at Fallon, and the yellow glow brightened, the heat becoming intense. “You have no Bleeders, old man.”


    Fallon nodded. “You know who I am. I do not need Bleeders.”


    Mycroft looked around, then glanced at the tiny green toy on the table in front of Fallon. The confidence drained away with an almost audible hissing sound. When no one said anything else, the yellow glow faded away, and he resumed his seat with a scowl.


    In the shadows behind him, a fat man in a baggy suit crumpled silently to the floor.


    “So,” Fallon said. “If we are done prosecuting war crimes, if we are done sharpening personal vendettas, Lurida is the matter at hand.” He glanced at me. “Lurida Moret is of our order. A skilled enustari with particular skill in Summoning, in controlling and embedding intelligences. We studied together, for a time.”


    “She’s batshit, kid,” Elsa said to me, cackling. “Thinks we never should have let y’all monkeys invent things. Wants the world back the way it used to be, you in the fucking mud, confused all the time, us ringing a bell and having Bleeders served up.” She drained her glass, winked at me, and held it up over her head, shaking it until one of the Chinese waiters scampered over to refill it.


    “A century too late for that,” a fat Indian man with a huge nose like a potato said. “Two centuries too late.”


    “Call the vote,” the fat, jowly man named Alfonse said. “That’s why we’re here.”


    “The vote is called,” Fallon said immediately to forestall any discussion. “I vote action. Lurida will do nothing but rouse the entire world against us, reveal us to them, make them afraid. She overestimates her legion of Stringers. She must be put down.”


    Put down. I jumped a little. His voice was cold and dispassionate. I never wanted an Archmage of Fallon’s level to say those words in my general direction.


    Silence, and one by one they put up a hand, looking to the next person as they did so. The only one to vote against was the red-haired woman, who merely smirked again, studying her nails.


    “So voted,” Fallon said. He turned to look at me. “Come, Vonnegan. You may yet learn something.”

  


  
    10.


    ON THE RIDE BACK into New York, the silence got to me. I was sitting next to an enustari, one of the few Fabricators left alive, as far as I knew, a man skilled in imbuing objects and machines with magical energy and demonic intelligences. Somewhere in the middle of the tunnel, I stared at Gumby doing his swami pose and decided the worst-case scenario involved Fallon doing something terrible and permanent to me in a fit of irritation.


    “Who’s Lurida Moret?”


    For a moment I didn’t think he’d answer. He was staring out his tinted window, calm and still, an elegant old man in a nice suit. “An old woman,” he finally said, “whose obsessions have swallowed her.”


    He turned his head to look at me. “For a very long time she was an unremarkable mage. Skilled, and thus she held rank. But not influential. Age is not friendly to some people. It unbalances them. For decades, you can rely on yourself. Your body, your mind. You react in predictable ways. Then—suddenly, it seems—the rules change. You can no longer do the things you once did, or not so easily. And you see it, the void, the black circle on the horizon. Some choose to look into that void and they see wisdom. Some look and they see nothing. Lurida looked and she saw the end of us, of our order, swarmed by silicon chips and robots and nuclear weapons that put power that once cost a million lives into a button. And she despaired.”


    He looked away.


    “Do not underestimate despair, Mr. Vonnegan. There is a forbidden biludha called the Nidigir Nigal. It does not hurl fireballs. It does not split the earth open. It does not animate the dead or make the caster a god. It simply instills despair in all who hear it recited, and they tear open their veins and bleed for the ritual, and the next people to hear it do the same. That is all it does. Despair is powerful, and it conquered Lurida. She has come to blame her failure on the modern world. She believes that once she has drained every battery, disconnected every engine, burned off every gallon of gasoline, we will be ascendant, and she will be the first of us, celebrated for the victory she has engineered.” He shook his head. “She has been a joke among us for years, always exhorting us to rise up and take our rightful place, as if the bloated insects that are the main players of our order would ever leave their comforts behind. Now it appears she has become impatient and set her arad against the modern world.”


    I decided to press my luck. “How come you don’t need Bleeders?”


    He made a ticking noise in his throat. “To not need Bleeders, Mr. Vonnegan, you must bleed a great deal.” He turned to look at me again. “You are talented, boy, but you must choose this life or not. Your peculiar moral stance does not simply limit you, it holds you underwater, and you drown.” He sighed, looking out the window. “As the vulgar would say: Shit or get off the pot.”


    I turned and stared out my own window.


    Fallon knew a lot, but he was depressing as fuck.


    WE DROVE UPSTATE, into the flat darkness of the country, lit occasionally by a small town burning in the distance. Ten black cars, followed by a dozen panel trucks and Econovans larded with Bleeders, winding our way up two-lane highways. I had flashes of memory from when Lugal puppeted me back to the city, and when we turned down a dirt road in the literal middle of nowhere, I could picture the place: a charming white farmhouse, rotten and sunken, all peeling paint and leaking roof and scrawny chickens wandering around.


    One by one the cars parked on the wild, overgrown grass in front of the house, random. Apprentices scrambled out to open doors, the woman in the black dress materializing next to the limousine like a hologram flickering into life. Mags leaped out of Fallon’s other car and ran over to me, smiling nervously. I patted him on one massive arm and he ducked his head, happy.


    Hiram sauntered behind us, hands thrust into his pockets. When I looked back at him, he just stared at me, expressionless.


    “Hang back,” Fallon said easily. “If you will not bleed or be bled, you are of no use in this moment.” He glanced back at Hiram. “Bosch, you old warrior, with me.”


    Hiram nodded curtly. I’d never imagined my fat little gasam in the company of some of the most powerful mages in the world, but he seemed right at home, even if everything he was wearing had been stolen from department stores; the rest of them—even the Bleeders—were wearing expensive tailored suits.


    They gathered together on the lawn in front of the house, murmuring. Elsa, the girl, cackled every few minutes, drinking from a silver flask. The Glamour, the woman in the black dress, floated serenely; I looked around but couldn’t see the old crone in the wheelchair. There was almost a party vibe until Fallon, face grim, walked briskly to the front of the crowd and held up a hand, looking elegant, ramrod-straight, competent.


    Everyone fell silent.


    “Lurida Moret!” he shouted, his voice carrying unnaturally, booming and reverberating. “You have been judged!”


    “Lem,” Mags whispered, sounding meek and terrified, which was his fourth setting, after confused and angry and hungry. He nudged me and pointed.


    There was movement out in the darkness, and a lot of it. People, dozens and dozens of them coming from every direction. They were of all ages, sizes, and colors. Some were dressed in suits, some in uniforms, some in pajamas, some naked. Some walked with the stiff gait of the recently dead, dripping bits of themselves as they shuffled.


    “Her Stringers,” I said quietly to Mags. “She’s called them home to fight us off.”


    “Lem!”


    I nodded—I sensed the gas in the air, too. A giddy deluge of it, enough blood to fuel some deep magic, all for the taking. The night was suddenly filled with voices, ten spells being spun out simultaneously. There was a thrill in the ground under our feet, like something huge waking up, about to shrug off seven tons of dirt and rock and rise up to crush everyone.


    “Stay near me, buddy,” I said. “We’re fine.”


    As I said it, I knew we weren’t, because I felt a familiar presence pushing against my thoughts. It was cold and massive, a consciousness way beyond my own. Persistent and, I sensed, angry. It was my pal Lugal, summoned back, I suspected, by the Old Bat. I stiffened, panic sweeping through my veins, burning. There was no doubt; it was Lugal. I would know the blank feeling of its presence anywhere, for the rest of my life.


    It passed me over.


    I was surprised, and then I felt stupid: Of course it had. I was small potatoes. Lugal wanted spells, it wanted knowledge, it wanted the Words, arranged so it could simply compel you to cast it. It now knew that I had no spells to offer, and I was standing twenty feet from some of the most knowledgeable and skilled ustari in the world.


    I imagined Lurida, the Old Bat, alone in her little office, knitting, whispering her Words while her hooded Bleeders dropped one by one, bleeding their last as they’d sworn to do years or weeks or moments before. I took a step forward, thinking to warn Fallon, and then froze as a blood-curdling shriek cut through the air. I felt a sudden drain of gas, someone pulling hard from a Bleeder—all the Bleeders, just indiscriminately summoning every drop of blood they could get their brain on.


    And then Elsa, the young, cackling girl, rose into the air and began to glow, her lips moving in a constant stream of Words. She began as a silvery shimmer, like a fairy, and slowly brightened, becoming a blinding image of a girl as she hung there, still, peaceful.


    Fireballs shot from the crowd at her, immense balls of orange and red and yellow flame that appeared with a pop of displaced, superheated air and rocketed up at her, four streaks that lit up the crowd like noontime. Elsa spoke—Lugal, reaching inside her and moving her lips, working her lungs like bellows—and the fireballs fizzled one by one, raining sparks down onto us.


    Mags grabbed my arm and squeezed, and my hand went numb.


    Elsa shimmered and whispered, and the grass around us burst into flames, a roaring wave of fire that swirled over our heads like a tornado. The heat was intense, my hair crackling like kindling. It flashed away, replaced by the cold night air, and three mages were sucked up into the air and hurled away as if an invisible giant had picked them up and thrown them afar.


    I clawed my way forward, Mags acting as drag, trying to cling to me. The field had descended into chaos, the enustari doing their best to flee, their apprentices and Bleeders throwing blocks, the whole group of the cowardly bastards breaking immediately. Step one: Run the fuck away. Step two: Run faster.


    Fallon swam up in front of me, and I took hold of him. He glared around.


    “The morons!” he shouted. “The Picsas!”


    “What do we do?”


    He oriented on me with his sharp gray eyes as if he’d just realized I was there. “We are fucked,” he snarled. “They have broken, and she will tear them apart with blood and her arad. Without any fucking discipline, nothing we do will pierce her defenses, and she will have her way with us.” He bared his teeth. “Someone must get past her little army and slit her throat.”


    “Fucking subtle!” I looked around. Broken seemed like the right word for it. I saw myself in the bar, the blade in my hand, cutting deep, the demon seeking the worst, most powerful spell it could find, seeking to do as much damage as it could. Damage without reason. Damage just for the sake of inflicting it.


    I looked back at Fallon. “Fine—I’ll go!” I shouted.


    He oriented on me again. Flames erupted around us again, lighting us up. He nodded slowly. “Can you?”


    I glanced back at Mags. He nodded, firm, convinced as ever that I could do anything. I turned back. “You lift the Wards on the front door, we’ll make it. We’ll get to her, we’ll take her out. You keep her busy!”


    He nodded, whipping out one arm and catching a fleeing Bleeder by the arm and yanking her in close. “Ya, I will organize these cunts. Go!”


    I nodded, and turned back to Mags. I put my hands on his shoulders, and he looked at me with such intense trust and fucking affection that I wanted to turn and run. I’d never had anyone look at me like that.


    “Get me inside that house, buddy,” I said, hoarse. “Don’t let anyone stop you.”


    He stared at me, then straightened up, and I realized that Mags had been stooping ever since I’d met him, and though I’d known he was huge, he was actually huger. He nodded. “Get behind me.”


    The flames died off again, three more people sailed into the air, Elsa shone like the moon above us, and I pulled my switchblade from my pocket and snapped it open.

  


  
    11.


    THERE WAS ENDLESS, INFINITE gas in the air, but I slashed my forearm and felt through the chaos for the tiny pulsing thread that was me, that was my life seeping out into the hungry universe, shit flecked with gold. I seized on it, running through my bag of dirty tricks.


    Me and Mags had spent a lot of time sleeping outdoors, and I’d cobbled together a few decent offensive mu, War Cantrips. Nothing powerful, because when you were riding your own melt and no one else’s, you couldn’t do much without bleeding out and killing yourself; but it was all I had.


    I would have to do something similar to the trick I’d played on Lugal: Take a dozen shit spells and glue them together into something better. But I would get only one shot; anything more than bullshit and I’d be half dead after one casting.


    “Mags!” I shouted as we ran. “If I go down, you pick me up and carry me.”


    The mages and their Bleeders ignored us. I caught a glimpse of the woman in black, or her Glamour, floating serenely overhead. She looked right at me, and my balls attempted to crawl up into my body. Mags body-checked people, knocking them left and right with casual twitches of his shoulder, an unstoppable force, and I drafted behind him, trying to keep up as I ran through my repertoire.


    A bloated Bleeder, holding his hood in one hand, swerved to avoid Mags, then sailed up into the air, exploding into a red mist a few feet up. With a roar, another wave of flames erupted from thin air, rolling over the field, screams and howls.


    Mags put his head down and ran us through it. I felt the heat, intolerable, agonizing, and then the house loomed up in front of us.


    Between us and the house were the arad.


    Fat and skinny, tall and short, they oriented on us the moment we burst through, a dozen men and women who looked worse for the wear. They were sweaty, muddy, hollow-eyed; most had lost their shoes, and their feet were bloody stumps. The demons that animated them didn’t care about their health or the state of the corpses they were animating; they cared only about following their mistress’s instructions.


    They charged, and I spat seven Words, taking some inspiration from what my old pal Lugal was doing to the enustari and their Bleeders all around us: levitation. The Stringers were people dominated by demons, which was a word for intelligences from another plane or some such shit. Weak link: They were just bodies. As Mags put his shoulder down to clear a path, all the arad shot about ten feet into the air and hung there. I felt the drain as the universe took my sacrifice; I stumbled and caught hold of Mags’s jacket to stop myself from falling over as the wave of nauseated weakness passed through me. We ran under the Stringers as they waved their arms and legs at us, too far above to do any damage.


    And then Mags kicked in the front door, and we were in the house. The noise level dropped, then rose up along with the ambient light as something brighter than the sun bloomed behind us, either another assault from Lugal rummaging through Elsa’s library of spells or a counterattack organized by Fallon.


    “Hall, straight on!” I shouted, breathing hard. I felt dizzy and hot and rubber-legged, but as Mags steered himself into the narrow, suffocating hallway, I rallied. This wasn’t the worst I’d ever felt. I’d done way more, I’d cast when I was about to pass out, I’d woken up in the emergency room with some sucker’s gas hooked up to me, moments from death. This was nothing.


    Bodies appeared at the other end of the hall, feral, writhing, their clothes torn and their fingernails ripped away as the arad ground their prisoners down. They threw themselves at us, snarling as their human mouths attempted to speak a language they were physically incapable of pronouncing. Mags caught the first, growling, and somehow levered them up and over, tossing them behind us as if they weighed nothing, then went crashing into the rest, roaring. I was ready, Words in my head, but I held back. I had to make my blood count.


    One of the Stringers reached around Mags as he struggled and caught me by the arm, her hand hot and her strength surprising, sinewy and taut, like she was controlled by wires. I jerked back, spitting out a single Word—sutaka—and she doubled over as if hit by something heavy, sailing backward and pulling me with her, her grip like a vise.


    A wave of exhaustion swept through me as my spell took its toll, and for a few seconds I wasn’t able to summon the strength to resist. The Stringer reeled me in by the arm, hand over hand. Just before she leaned forward to sink her teeth into my face, Mags grabbed hold of my foot and yanked with superhuman force, pulling me free. I twisted around in time to see Mags spin and leap into the crowd of Stringers, knocking them down in a confused pile of howls and snarls.


    I gathered myself. As I watched, Mags played Whack-a-Mole, knocking each arad down until they were all unconscious.


    Mags in a fury was something to see.


    When he turned, though, his face was a mask of concern. I struggled to my feet and waved him off.


    “I’m fine,” I croaked, pushing a bloody hand through my hair. “Come on.”


    I led him through the door to her little office or study or whatever it was. I signaled to Mags that he should stay outside.


    “Lem,” he whispered urgently, “she’s enustari. She’s got power.”


    I shook my head and took hold of the doorknob. She was enustari and she had power. But I was idimustari and I had tricks.


    I rushed in, seizing my own thin thread of gas and speaking a new spell, a spell I’d cobbled together from the one she’d cast to insert Lugal in me. I had always been good with the Words. It was the source of Hiram’s anger at me: He thought I was one of the most talented ustari he’d ever known, yet I refused to bleed anyone.


    I’d changed her spell. Shortened it. Shifted the link between puppet and master. I recited it quickly, eyes closed, and felt the glorious sewer feel of the gas, felt the eager universe reaching into me like some giant insect and sucking my life force from me, felt myself being pulled through a tiny infinite tunnel into someone else’s mind.


    I OPENED MY eyes. I was kneeling on the floor, shivering, freezing cold. I felt hollow and exhausted, the sort of bright-eyed tired you got to after forcing yourself to stay awake for a few days. I knew if I looked in a mirror, I would be white as a sheet, gray-lipped, red-eyed. Nearly dead. Conscious by force of will alone.


    She sat at the desk, staring blankly, her hands frozen in her knitting. Lurida Moret, enustari. She was a vision of Grandmother in repose.


    I closed my eyes and could see through hers. Her vision was pretty blurry. I lifted my arm, and she lifted hers. I could sense her somewhere, as if she were locked in a small box and buried some distance away. I could sense her rage and her fear and her determination to make me suffer, but I had taken control. She’d inserted a demon called Lugal into my mind. I’d inserted myself into hers. I was stringing Lurida, and I had full control—for how long, I wasn’t sure.


    I could feel her spells, see them clearly, and began cutting them loose, one by one, as if I’d cast them myself. Ending a spell that hadn’t been made permanent didn’t take any gas. You just severed the connection. I didn’t have to bleed any of her poor mopes to undo her chaos. I couldn’t see outside, but as I worked, I knew what was happening: Corpses were falling over, unanimated, as arad were pulled from them and sent back to their native plane. People were screaming, looking around in terror as after a nightmare. Elsa fell to the ground, irritated, perhaps afraid—though she didn’t seem the type.


    Footsteps outside the door, urgent, loud.


    I opened my eyes again as Fallon entered, trailed by a fat Bleeder in a decent green suit, out of breath, three deep cuts on his head leaking into his eyes. As my vision shifted from Lurida’s back to my own, Fallon looked around, then was kneeling next to me.


    “Mr. Mageshkumar!” he shouted. “Come help with your friend.”


    THE CHAOS OUTSIDE was more or less as I’d expected. The grass was littered with bodies: Bleeders and the former Stringers. Most of the Archmages had fled, but three—including, I was surprised to see, Elsa—had remained, along with Hiram, meekly following Fallon’s orders. A few confused, horrified people staggered about calling out for help, people who’d just spent days or weeks trapped under the power of an alien intelligence, forced to do horrible things. If I’d had any more energy, I might have felt badly for them.


    I was wrapped in three coarse gray blankets, sipping some of Lurida’s warm tea, shaking more or less uncontrollably. Mags fished out his blade and cut a modest wound in his arm, and before I could stop him, he’d recited a crude, simple spell and I felt a little better—my shaking died down to a tremble, and keeping my eyes open didn’t feel like torture.


    “You have done well, Mr. Vonnegan,” Fallon said, suddenly behind us. The old man moved light. “You can release your hold on Lurida now. We have secured her.”


    I nodded and, with a sigh, let the connection dissolve. I was glad to say goodbye to that sense of hatred aimed at me. I realized Fallon was standing over me, and I summoned my waning energy and looked up at him. He had his hands in his pockets and looked like he’d just stepped out of a fantastic restaurant, an elegant, rich old man used to getting his way. He gazed down at me, his lined face sober.


    “You have great potential, Mr. Vonnegan,” he said, producing a business card and handing it to me. I took it in numb fingers; it was blank.


    “You are wasted as urtuku to Mr. Bosch. Even were he to resume teaching you, you have already surpassed him in most ways. But as I said, you must choose, Mr. Vonnegan. To either remain idimustari, a Trickster, and live like”—he waved his hand at us—“this. Or to fulfill your destiny as a mage. Believe me, it doesn’t have to be Bosch’s way or Elsa’s. It can be better, and I would show you.” He sighed. “Bosch will cause no problems. Make your choice, Mr. Vonnegan, and when you do, dispel the Glamour on that card—if you can—and come see me.”


    We stared at each other for a moment, and then he nodded, turned, and walked away. As he receded into the darkness, I could see him pulling something from his pocket, and then he was gone.


    “Lem?” Mags asked in his Tiny Voice. “You okay, Lem?”


    I patted his knee. In that moment I wanted nothing more than to buy Mags a bag of candy, just to see the delight on his face.


    “Yup.” I sighed and stirred myself. “Come on,” I said, pushing Fallon’s card into my pocket. “Let’s see if there’s anything in the house we can steal.”
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    “THERE’S A GIRL IN the tub,” Mags said.


    I looked up at him. His hair was getting long. It was glossy and silky, a grand black forest of hair. His eyebrows almost met in the middle, giving him a permanently sinister expression. I could not actually pronounce his actual last name, and called him Pitr Mags because it was better than calling him Pitr the Indian Bastard.


    “A fifty-year-old dead girl?” I asked, thinking bones and webs, a fine bed of off-white dust lining the tub beneath it.


    He shook his head, pushing his bandaged fingers into his pockets. “Recent.”


    I paused in the act of tearing up the carpet. We were broke again. Sometimes it seemed like we’d done all of this before, an endless cycle of failure. The last seventeen dollars we’d possessed had been spent on Neilsson, passed over with a pinprick of gas to make it look like three hundred and forty in twenties, and all Mags and I had to our names was what was pumping in our veins.


    We were fucking incompetent. In all things, we’d failed. We were wallowing in a nice, comfy pit of fucking spectacular failure, deep black and hermetically sealed, me and Mags bound together forever and ever with deep fishhooked ties of ruin.


    I hauled myself to my feet. Fished in my jacket pocket, produced a fresh bandage, and began working the thin wrapper free, difficult due to the damp and soiled bandages that adorned all nine of my other fingers and the fresh slice oozing blood on my index finger. Faint sparks of pain flared from my fingertips as I worked at it.


    I was careful to not let any blood drip anywhere, get smeared anywhere. Leave no mark, that was rule one. No trace of yourself. Blood was only usable for a few seconds, ten, twenty. After that, you couldn’t burn it away no matter how big the spell. Best not to take chances.


    The apartment was supposed to have been a good score. We’d heard that Neilsson had a card up his sleeve, and the old drunk had a sheen of success about him. Despite floating around our social level, which should have been our first clue. But Neilsson had been a pilot, back a few decades, and he worked art, and thus had an aura of intellect and culture that was powerfully attractive to men like Mags and me, small minds drenched in blood and peasant fare. The codger spoke with an adorable accent and I never had gotten past the childish idea that all people with some sort of accented English must be fucking geniuses. When sober, Neilsson was a good operator and he’d made some decent kosh from time to time, so we took the rumor seriously. And decided to work him, the way only Mags and I could: a little bit of Charm, a little bit of booze, a little bit of gas.


    It took all fucking night to get it out of the old bastard. We could have bled more and settled some real voodoo on his shoulders and pushed, but Mags and me, we didn’t bleed anyone else, we relied solely on ourselves, so that would have left us too exhausted to do anything useful. So we used our usual tricks. Aside from the faked twenties—the manager would count out the drawer later and discover a stack of one-dollar bills—we used a couple of charmer Cantrips to make Neilsson like us, and then poured whiskey down his throat until, grinning with his pink lips buried under a forest of yellow-white beard, he’d crooked a finger at us and told us about a wonderful score he’d heard of: the Time Capsule.


    I looked around the room, holding the candle we’d found in the kitchen—misshapen, fleshlike in texture, already claiming a starring role in my nightmares for years to come—out in front of me. The room was cluttered, the furniture all curves and satin, uncomfortable to look at. I could believe that no one had opened the door or a window in fifty years. It smelled like death, and I tried to take shallow breaths. I shot my cuffs, wriggling my toes inside my wing tips. They’d seen better days. There was a thin spot on the sole beneath the ball of my foot that was a week or so away from a hole. It was October, and if we didn’t manage something substantial in short order, I was looking at a winter spent with wet feet, snow crowding in from the street and making me numb.


    “Let’s take a look,” I said.


    I had no idea how to monetize a dead girl in a tub, but somehow it seemed like there had to be a way to do so. Why else would the universe construct such a complex contraption if it didn’t roar into life, belch black smoke into the air, and start producing something?


    The place had been locked up forty-five years before, the story went. Neilsson telling us with a slurred, ruby-red tongue and a yellowed, blurred eye. The owner was a rich bastard whose parents had died, leaving this apartment on East Seventieth Street. He’d had it shuttered and gone to California. And never came back, the apartment sitting here like an unopened oyster, growing some unholy pearl in its center, a time capsule of old money. Now that we were here, breathing in decades-old dust and farting into the moldy cushions, it was ridiculous. What had we expected to find? Fucking piles of jewels? Pots of gold? A helpful guidebook pointing out the valuables?


    Well, I reminded myself, maybe there was a safe. We could handle a safe. I could bleed a bit more before I got woozy. And if I got woozy there would always be the Rats, if I could get Pitr to go along with it.


    I followed Mags. He walked like he was angry at the floor. After a short hallway wallpapered in hideous stripes, a few framed oil paintings that might have been something special hanging every three feet, we were in the master bedroom. It was a large room, no window but a small bath en suite—which was unusual for an older apartment. A huge brown water stain had bloomed on the ceiling, the plaster dropped away and lying on the bedspread in a moldy pile. The room smelled terrible, and I figured if I pressed a hand against the ceiling it would be damp, a tiny, persistent leak, probably only when the tenants upstairs flushed their toilet. A trickle of water that had been invisible for years forming into just a damp spot at first and then just a big damp circle and then just a big damp circle turning black from mold and then one day five years ago the ceiling had crumbled onto the bed in a silent catastrophe.


    I stood on the thick carpet that felt crusty and stiff under me, my throbbing fingers in my pockets, and hesitated. It was strange. No one had been in the apartment for decades, and you could feel it, the emptiness, the shock of movement forcing jellied air back into motion. The place looked like a museum, smelled like the back alley of a butcher shop, and my skin crawled.


    There was nothing. Of course there was nothing. I was shaking a little, my fingers throbbing and my newest wound bleeding slowly, the bandage damp and clinging on by sheer determination. This had been our last, best idea.


    There had to be something. There had to be something.


    There was: a dead girl in the tub.


    The bathroom was small, covered over with a black-and-white tile design made up of tiny little squares, dozens of which had popped from the walls. There was more water damage in here, a humid feel, the ceiling sagging downward as if filled with brackish, rusty liquid. The smell was bad, trapped in the tiny confines. There was an ornate pedestal sink with brass fixtures and a small, basic-looking toilet with a pull-chain flush, the water tank on the wall above it. The mirror had darkened, black spots clouding the silver, one on top of the other until it was a dark, phantom mirror, something that grudgingly reflected you but only after running you through smoke and clouds.


    The tub was a big old claw-foot, the porcelain yellow, the brass fixtures matching the sink. There was no showerhead.


    The girl was young and naked, lying on her side with her knees drawn up to her belly, her skin milky, blue veins visible. She had short dark hair and looked almost peaceful curled up on the bone-dry bottom of the tub. I looked around; the place appeared deserted, but someone had been here within the last few days to drop off a body. I stood there, listening, as it suddenly seemed entirely probable that someone had crept into the place behind us.


    Mags knelt down and peered at her, cocking his head. “She’s been bled, Lem.”


    I blinked and looked at him. The words were just sounds, and then meaning snapped into them and I stepped over to stand next to him, looking down at the girl. He was right. She had the translucent look to her, drained cleanly, every drop of blood sucked out. I knelt down next to him and reached in to push some of her short dark hair aside, squinting down at the wound on her neck. It was clean and minimal, familiar.


    Mags had the clean-slate cheer of the dim-witted. He crouched there serenely, certain that I would solve this little problem for us. That I would roll her over and discover some ancient cash, or jewels, or discover that she wasn’t dead at all. Mags’s faith in me was sometimes invigorating, more often exhausting. Mags could survive on rage and profanity; he didn’t need to eat. I thought of him as a pet sometimes, a monstrous kitten I’d picked up and let sleep in my pocket one night, and now—when I looked at his plump, blood-engorged face and twitchy, murderous hands, I felt a stab of horrifying affection—Mags was my responsibility.


    I was thirty-three years old and I was wearing the sum total of my worldly possessions, and recently, decisions I’d made when I was fifteen didn’t seem so fucking bright anymore. We all thought we were special—all of us, every fucking Trickster all the way up to the fucking enustari, we all thought we had the edge. And maybe we did. But here I was, dopey from blood loss and begging the universe for a handout.


    I stood up and fished my switchblade from my pocket, pressing the button and hearing the familiar, horrible snick of the blade flashing out.


    “What—” Mags said, barking the word like he meant it as declarative: What!


    I unfolded my left hand and drew the blade across my palm, just deeply enough to draw a thick, slow ooze of blood. The pain, as always, shivered through me like poison, and I sucked in a breath, tensing. I’d cut myself millions of times. I had faint white scars on both hands, my arms, my legs, and even my stomach. I did it immediately and without thought, letting my underbrain run the show.


    Blood dripped from my clenched fist as a hot icy rash of fire spread over my palm. Closing my eyes I imagined the glow, saw the faint blue light in my mind, and on the beat of my heart I whispered the spell. The blood sizzled away midair, consumed, and my wound was dry and open, aching.


    A wave of dizzy weariness swept through me. As a damp line of blood oozed into place on my palm, my hand was engulfed in a soft blue glow that made Mags look like he was made of shadows. Puke mounting in my throat, I knelt down and resisted the urge to put my forehead against the cool porcelain tub. I stretched out my arm to hold the eerie light over her. Instantly, a complex pattern of symbols, like invisible tattoos, faded into visibility on her skin, covering all of her. I knew without checking that they were under her hair, too, inside her earlobes, on the webby skin between her fingers.


    “Fuck,” Mags breathed, the word now a plaintive exclamation. “She’s marked.”


    I stared down at the runes for another second. They were complex, and I didn’t have time to pick through them and compare them to my memories, to what my gasam had taught me. I knew a few things right away: I knew the runes would Ward her from any other magic I might try to cast, resisting all but the most bloody and powerful spells, and I knew this meant she was part of something way out of my league.


    I studied her face. Sixteen? Twenty? It was hard to tell. Curled up in the tub, she looked peaceful. Young. There were old bruises on her arms. A crust of snotty blood around one nostril. I looked at her feet. Was relieved she was barefoot. For a second I remembered canvas tennis shoes, pink marker. The sound of a girl shivering, her bare arms bruised just like that.


    I pushed the memory away, angry at myself. I hadn’t bled this girl. I hadn’t done anything.


    I looked at Mags. His big, flat face was crunched up in thought, and I knew I had to get him out of here before whoever had done this came back. I snapped my hand out like I was throwing something and the blue light sizzled away, leaving us in the faint light of the candle. I reached down and dragged him up by his collar.


    I’d thought about turning around. A moment of crazy affection for Mags outside the door and I’d thought maybe sleeping out in the open one more night wouldn’t be the worst thing ever. Now I knew what the Worst Thing Ever looked like. Or at least the tip of that black iceberg.


    “Come on,” I said, pushing him toward the door. Mags could fold me into complex patterns and not break a sweat, but he was tame.


    “What’s up, Lem?”


    I kept pushing him, urging him to go faster, imagining the owner of that corpse walking in the door and finding us—and whoever had marked her was a fucking deep well of trouble for any Trickster or normal person caught here.


    We are not good people.


    We rushed through the hall and back into the first room, as sealed and stultifying as ever, the candle guttering in front of us and throwing odd shadows everywhere. My heart was pounding as I urged the big cocksucker forward, almost throwing him through the door. I didn’t bother putting things back the way they’d come; the important thing was to not be here anymore.


    In the hall, I spun and pulled the door shut behind us, my fingers still throbbing. I squeezed my sliced hand again and opened my palm to reveal a nice smear of greasy blood; I wrapped my hand around the doorknob, took a deep breath, and whispered a Cantrip to replace the Wards we’d broken and not noticed in our haste to get inside, the syllables—not Words, really, just sounds—welling up automatically from memory. It was all about patterns, rhythms. You could find ways to cut the Words down, just like any language. You could say Please pass me the salt or you could say Pass the salt and they meant the same thing. It was the same with magic. You could cast a spell with fifty Words, you could cast the same spell with five Words, if you knew what you were doing.


    I’d always had a way with the Words.


    Another wave of tiredness settled into my bones, and I staggered a bit, holding onto the doorknob. When I’d steadied again, I took my hand away. The door looked exactly as it had when we arrived. No one who walked by would ever notice anything out of the ordinary... unless they had a trained eye and specifically knew to look for something.


    I took a deep breath. My heart was ragged in my chest, and I felt shaky and light. I reached into my jacket and extracted an old, soiled handkerchief and started wrapping it around my hand.


    “C’mon, Mags,” I said, turning for the stairs.


    He hustled to walk beside me. “What’s the matter, Lem?”


    I didn’t pause. I could hear thick leathery wings in my head, too close. “Deep magic, Mags,” I said, pushing open the door to the stairs. “Deep fucking magic.”
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