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​CHAPTER ONE: NINE POINTS OF THE LAW


[image: ]




Dammit, Angie! None of this is helping you!

Mark Petrie took another glance back up the police station corridor, but with all the cops moving about he couldn’t even see the door they’d taken Olivia Nolan and her lawyers through.

Silently, he focused on the magic in his belt again to search for her power. The weather energy Nolan carried was a primal force his gravity power could barely feel at the best of times... and using any more magic now stretched his frayed nerves and made the dull, shifting roar of the police station’s constant crowd beat against his head. At least he could sense Henry’s own gravity belt up the other way, in the room the cops had taken him to.

“We should be done with him soon.”

Mark snapped his head forward again. Was that satisfaction in the rail-thin detective’s voice, about how shaken Mark’s cousin had been when they led him off, and how much he might let slip? We can’t even let them guess what’s got us so wired: the effects of our magic.

One risk of that secret getting out would bring Winton down on them all.

The cop was still blocking the corridor they’d taken Henry up, and he swept his gaze between the remaining three of them. “Tell me again. It was Olivia Nolan who kidnapped you two,” and he looked at Angie’s father Joe Dennard, and Henry’s girlfriend Christa, “and murdered this deep-freeze corpse you found. That’s your story about yesterday—

“And then this morning she chased you,” and he looked at Mark, “and Henry Maes through the blizzard, and she broke into a mausoleum? And one of that place’s next of kin, Sasha Lawrence, can’t be found now. And yet, none of it’s got a connection to the gang bloodbath this week at Henry Maes’s house, that we already had you in for,” and he glared right at Dennard, “and you still say Henry wasn’t even there when that happened—”

He broke into another round of his spluttering coughs, but Mark thought he saw those eyes watching Christa. Henry’s prim corporate girlfriend had shown a brittle kind of stillness ever since she’d been dragged into their struggle, and she’d still only had a glimpse of what they and now Henry had faced.

“And Henry wasn’t.” Dennard’s steady, ex-cop confidence broke the detective’s insinuations apart.

—But it’s a lie, Mark thought, and even that was because we couldn’t risk being in custody and at Winton’s mercy. And yet now here we are with the police again. What was keeping their lawyer, Todd Gilbert?

Dennard went on “You’ve heard all our separate statements, except you’re dragging out Henry’s. But Irene is still dead, Sasha is missing, and I woke up in Ms. Nolan’s garage in handcuffs.”

He held up his wrist to show the bruises around it. The motion was so quick Mark wondered how many times he’d done it today—Dennard had always been the one hoping that this once the police could lock up one of their enemies even without the whole truth.

What had Nolan done with Sasha’s book, and Mark’s coat? Had she caught up with Sasha again, before the police brought her in? Or had Winton himself stopped pretending to protect her, and taken Sasha himself?

The detective snuffled once, then glared back at them. “But then there was that other time... you keep saying the gang came to Henry Maes’s house,” and he hooked a thumb back up the corridor where they’d taken Henry, “and the person they found there wasn’t him, and it wasn’t his cousin—” he looked at Mark— “it was the cousin’s friend—” and he turned to Dennard. “And now it’s Mark Petrie’s boss Nolan who’s kidnapped Petrie’s friend—” Dennard again— “and his cousin’s girlfriend—” to Christa. Then his eyes locked on Christa and he snapped “So, which of these ‘cousins’ really dragged you into this tangle—Mark? or was it your Henry?”

Christa didn’t move, pinned by the detective’s gaze. How had she kept quiet so long, just to protect a boyfriend she’d only thought she’d known? For one instant Mark felt nothing but the cold fan humming away above them, loud in a sudden pocket of quiet after the cop’s question.

Then Christa said, “Olivia Nolan drugged the two of us, and your tests will prove it. Along with the dead body, Irene.” Her voice wavered only on the last words.

But the detective’s eyes were looking past her now, right on Mark, probably seeing how the nineteen-year-old kid in the weather-battered clothes must be the one that connected them all. What was Henry telling them? How can he keep anything in after he saw the magic get me so crazy he had to side with Nolan against me, at least until he saw how deadly she could be? And now he has to keep his story straight in an interrogation twice as long as I got through...

The chatter of voices around the police station pressed at Mark worse than the walls, all those people ready to throw Henry in the madhouse if he had said one word about magic. Henry didn’t even have much magic left; he’d already swapped his own belt for Mark’s nearly drained one. But just one flex of the power Mark wore could float himself upward and throw all the lies away...

“Please, can you let me see him?” Christa asked, and her voice wavered again.

“When we’re done. These things can take... as long as they take,” and the detective gave the tiniest smile. A bluff, it had to be.

“So you’re stalling until the blood tests come back, and seeing if we change our statements,” and Dennard chuckled. “When they do come, you’ll see Christa and I were drugged. Probably Irene too, before Nolan had her frozen.”

“With what?” The cop coughed again, and that rasp added to his voice’s contempt when he went on “An industrial freezer in her back pocket?”

“After all the deep cold snaps we’ve had?” Dennard shot back. “How is that a mystery?”

Except, it was Nolan’s weather magic at the heart of these crazy months, that and Winton’s possession and flying talismans like Mark’s.

Just one push upward, to float him up against that damn fan’s downdraft...

Mark could hear the regret in Dennard’s voice, wanting to come clean with the police force he’d served with long ago. But I’m the one who restarted the lies, just like I left Henry with Nolan, when she killed Irene, now she maybe killed Sasha... I trusted her, just like I trusted Winton—

And got Angie trapped—

He drew in a slow, steadying breath. One moment of magic could prove it all, but then they’d lose control of the hunt for Winton. He drew on the belt’s power again to feel for any other magic it would resonate with.

Angie was there. He caught no trace of Nolan’s power brewing up some escape, but he could feel the solid gravity magic on Henry off in his own room, and the rough-edged flicker of the energy that let Angie hold onto the body she had left. His sense placed her far above the building, just where a watchful owl should be winging by.

Her presence centered him, even better than floating in the sky himself. Mark turned to the detective again and let the frustration slip away from his jaw, his fingers. I’ll fight for Henry, for Dennard, but nothing will make me say one word that could take us away from the hunt for Winton. For the magic to help Angie.

The detective was studying Christa again. “Look, your boyfriend’s been asking to see you. But he can’t remember why you were both at Ms. Nolan’s home—what, some all-night brainstorming about her business?”

“Yes,” was all Christa said.

Dennard added “We already told you—”

“You did,” and the cop stabbed a finger right at Christa. “Henry needs a doctor soon, but even he didn’t pretend he’d drag you out to see his cousin’s boss to talk promotion tips.”

“What doctor? Is Henry—” Christa began. Mark opened his mouth to break in, saw Dennard move to step between her and the cop—

A buzz swept through the corridor. A whisper of voices, low but everywhere, and a ripple of movement as heads turned toward the space behind Mark.

Nolan was walking out.

Mark only caught a glimpse of the small, squat woman surrounded by the three sharp-suited lawyers. But none of the police pressed close enough to be keeping her in custody. She wore no handcuffs.

A shocked gasp came from Christa behind him. Some other voice slipped above the corridor’s murmur with “Is that the one—” and broke off.

Nolan paused at the far end of the wide area, talking to one of the police. She didn’t look at Mark or the others, across the open space and the currents of startled cops and staff and visitors and all, but she didn’t flinch away either. Instead Mark saw her motion one of her lawyers away from her, and the suit drew a step back, keeping the ring around her spread wide even as she kept talking with the cop.

What was she doing? Mark stared at her; Nolan never hesitated, but was there something... uncertain about the way she looked between the officer and her lawyers? Or her assistant at her side, Zeke Brent?

No: she was simply watchful. Keeping a safe distance from anyone Winton might use to touch her.

One grim-faced cop turned from her group and strode across to Mark’s side of the area. He stepped past them, whispered in the coughing detective’s ear, and then moved on beyond them toward where Henry was.

Christa tried to slip in behind him, but she only moved a few steps before their own detective moved to block her.

“So you’re letting Nolan out?” Dennard said. “What about the evidence?”

The detective laughed coldly. “The toc screens came back. You two weren’t drugged, you were drunk.”

“We were not!” Christa’s voice rose.

“Drunk, the lab says. And the prelims say the dead girl may have stumbled out into the snow—” He coughed again. “Exposure can do worse to a body. The files show other cases like it, even someone drunk enough to take shelter in a car trunk.”

A human popsicle, just from a crazy winter in Lavine? Of course that was Nolan hiding the body she’d killed. Mark felt his feet moving to edge him clear of Dennard and Christa’s sides, his eyes back on Nolan—as if his muscles expected to have to leap across the room to stop some counterattack of hers at any moment.

She still didn’t look at her accusers. Mark felt for her magic, and for a touch of Angie’s presence outside...

Off there! Just for an instant Mark felt it, not the soft power that might be Nolan’s magic but a fleeting familiar twitch off across the corridor like an enemy eye peeking out. Which was what it had to be.

“So I imagined this?” Dennard was growling, waving his bruised wrists again.

“Those tiny marks, are those toy cuffs? Sounds more like you want to blame your host for the party you had.”

“Party? What are you implying?” came Christa’s outraged voice.

But all those sounds were back behind Mark, pushed away by the strain of keeping his face calm, his focus on the magic that he should have been watching for every second. He felt the presence spark up and vanish again, gone too fast for even its victim to feel Winton peeping through his eyes.

Like Winton did with me, when he planted one of his talismans on me. Like when he used me to kill.

Mark kept his face toward Nolan, as if he’d never sensed the killer’s will lurking somewhere among the dozens of unsuspecting cops. Another flicker came, and from the corner of his eyes he tried to pick out the face that matched it—

For one moment he thought he could see Winton’s own eyes watching him, before the presence hid again behind the uneasy face of Osborn, the same M.E. who’d once examined... Angie’s body...

Think! Mark tore his eyes back to Nolan, away from the puppet, before the red rage could fill his vision. The tests and the evidence should’ve nailed Nolan... but Winton had controlled Osborn before, he could be using him again, and other tools like Osborn to cover the truth up...

He’s protecting Nolan? After she chased Sasha all over town? But Mark felt himself breathe again. Winton must be covering for Nolan just to keep attention away from any hint of magic, same as ever. He’d killed police to keep the secret, once.

“Is that—Christa?”

Henry’s voice was hoarse, but still firm, and Mark saw Christa dash up the corridor to meet him and give him her shoulder to lean on. Henry was fine, of course he’d faced the police down and stuck with their story after all.

“You, you’re letting her go?!” Henry stared straight across at Nolan, and his voice rang off the ceiling. “Where’s Sasha?”

Nolan never turned away from her lawyers. But Mark saw Zeke at her side spin and glare a challenge back at them, and he could hear a hush tensing all through the precinct as if the police were waiting, watching for what they’d let slip now. And Henry hadn’t even thought to sense Winton’s power coiling here.

Dennard snapped “They’re letting Nolan go, because Lavine’s Finest have barely looked at their evidence. Not even how an ‘accidental death’ crawled into a car trunk to die. We can file a complaint for that.”

Mark glanced from him back to Nolan—

At the corner of his eye, something moved. A shape slipping through the crowd, closing in—

“Osborn—” Mark gasped, a warning he would have shouted if he dared, but—

The possessed man reached through the crowd. He touched Dennard’s back.

Mark felt the magic shift, and he saw Osborn pull back a step, mouth half-open as he woke and found himself across the corridor from where he’d been. Dennard’s possessed face didn’t even twitch, but Mark had to choke down a scream of let him go!

One second later, Christa said “Filing a complaint sounds appropriate. We were not drunk.”

And Dennard... slumped. His measured resistance was wiped away as the puppetmaster spoke through him: “No, we might as well admit it. Drunk.”

“What?” Christa’s shout burst across the space. “You were just demanding, how did Irene really get in that car?”

She stopped then, and Henry whispered in her ear. This time he must have sensed what was pulling the strings.

But Dennard, Winton, took a slow step toward Nolan and her group. “Irene’s death was a tragedy. But...”

Mark stared. He felt his side brush the heavy table there, and knew it would only take a moment to press it against the ceiling and prove magic was real, to try to stop whatever Winton was about to unleash. All useless.

Dennard’s voice settled at a strong, low tone, almost like his real voice at the times when Mark had heard him exhausted. “We regret this happened. I suppose you want to sue us for false accusations next? You’ve got your lawyers right here.”

And he clapped the lawyer in front of him on the shoulder.

Power jumped, leaving Dennard and seizing that lawyer and then moving on to the colleague brushing against him, to make that man pull back and reach toward Nolan.

His hand touched her.

Nobody else could have felt it, only Mark and Henry, from the soft brush of Winton’s magic resonating against their belts. The simple touch, the flick of power—and the faintest curve of Olivia Nolan’s lips—as a second flicker of the same energy threw Winton’s control back and left the lawyer drawing away as if nothing had happened.

“Ms. Nolan?”

The lawyer was free. Mark felt the power wink out, and saw Dennard staring at the two but only edging away, in control of himself again as well.

Nolan had... her own possession magic now? God, what was in that book of Winton’s?

Mark glanced back to Osborn, the one Winton must have planted a control talisman on. Sure enough, the power gripped him again, and his gaze slid to watch Winton’s enemy.

“I think,” came Nolan’s slow, confident voice—and Mark saw her eyes flicking toward him, and then to Winton in Osborn, before turning back to Dennard and the crowd—“I think that my life isn’t as easy to ruin as you think.”

Dennard took another step back. “And that’s it? You just walk away?” The tight words were more challenge than thanks.

Stillness hung thick around them, but then the cops’ murmurs began eddying and swelling in reaction. A smothered cough came from the police detective.

Mark forced the words out, stepping toward Dennard. “It’s no use. If the evidence isn’t helping us, we should just go, and be glad it wasn’t worse.”

Dennard froze with his mouth in an O of surprise. Then his eyes darted past Mark—toward Osborn—and settled back on Mark with barely a hint that he’d noticed the man their enemy had used in the past.

Then the ex-cop let out a loud sigh. “All right. For now.”

“You can’t!” Henry’s voice was rising again, his control slipping away.

“Are you both out of your minds?” the detective said. “You think you can make murder accusations and then just wipe them away?”

Nolan nodded. “I think I’d be happy to leave things where they are. I have too much to get back to.”

“Then, thank you,” Dennard said. He turned to the detective. “Looks like that’s all there is to it.”

The detective coughed, and spat to clear his throat. “For now, like you said. You know this is just Round One, and we’ll keep digging into you and her both. Don’t do something stupid.”

Dennard grunted something back to him, and then raised his arms to herd their group down the corridor. Henry and Christa started dazedly across it, Mark and Dennard behind them, through the forest of watching eyes and whispers.

Mark felt his thoughts clearing from the shock. Of course, of course, Nolan wouldn’t want to double down on public attention to their fight, any more than Winton would.

Walking just ahead, Christa looked back to Dennard. “How could you back down like that? It was just one blood test and a cop who saw only what he expected to.”

“It wasn’t that,” Mark said. “Please, just keep walking...”

The human currents were moving around them now, and Mark’s glance back could only catch a glimpse of Nolan’s knot of people. He forced his thoughts away from what she must be saying about them, and all the eyes watching. One step at a time, steady as Angie balancing on the winds outside...

Winton’s magic moved. It moved to follow them—not by walking, Mark felt the energy pulsing as it closed the gap, jumping from one person to the next to weave through the crowd like a spark moving up a twisting fuse.

Mark scrambled a step to stay with the others. And Henry’s eyes went wide.

“You feel that moving? It’s him—”

“Come on,” Dennard cut in, low and controlled.

They pushed for the door—and the sudden briskness in their step made an officer up ahead turn to watch, suspicious. Winton’s presence worked its way closer.

Mark brushed Henry’s shoulder. “Easy...” and he held himself down to a quick walk. Winton could only jump along paths where people were clustered together. That had to slow him down, didn’t it?

Still, it only took one touch. Winton could kill with one touch from a possessed body, and he might have done worse to Sasha, and nobody watching would even know what they’d seen.

Henry’s face was pale and twitching trying to steal glances back. Christa kept her hand on his arm, but she couldn’t know how it hurt him to use the magic too long.

Then Winton’s presence fell back, and Mark realized they’d passed a wide room, where the people spread out and thinned Winton’s supply of stepping stones. The crowd was tighter up ahead, but that was right by the door outside.

Mark strode forward and slid boldly between the people in their path, and the others kept pace behind him. The door stood so close now, Winton was still hanging back, Angie’s owl presence waited in the air outside—

He felt Angie being flung across the sky, two steps before he shoved the door open, open into the blast of arctic air.

The clouds piled above the station were a heavy gray stacked as high as his eyes could see. The air bit into his lungs, and wind rolled against his face as the afternoon light darkened with a growing whirl of snow.

God, Nolan had hours to gather this storm, and I missed it all!

A young woman behind them called “Trust me, you don’t want to go out in—”

They pushed across the parking lot, wrapping their coats against the whistling wind. Mark could feel Angie struggling back across the block above them. Out there Nolan could only freeze them slowly, but in the crowd Winton could still send a puppet after them at any moment. Or Nolan had the power to do that herself.

Mark’s phone buzzed in his pocket.

He glanced down, as Henry gasped “It hurts... to breathe...”

Was Nolan focusing her cold on Henry? Mark clawed out his phone with numbed fingers, to see Nolan’s text on the screen:

we shouldn’t be enemies

And Henry heaved in a breath, then another, smoother now. Nolan had let him go.

Mark looked back across the pavement. Just behind the glass door, he could see a knot of people there—what had to be lawyers, an oblivious cop or two, and the woman who held their lives in her hands.

Two uniforms trotted past them, heads down as they made for the shelter of the station. The air was growing dark.

wheres sasha? Mark threw back at Nolan.

I’d still welcome your help Nolan answered.

Help? She had her weather magic, and now she’d blocked Winton’s attack too. What did she need with them? Mark felt Winton’s own grip hanging back beyond the entrance, watching too.

Wind slammed against them again, fiercer than ever, and Henry gasped.

Christa yelled “Get to the car!” She pulled Henry forward, wobbling a moment on the slick pavement.

“No, back to the police!” Dennard said. “Winton let us go once.”

Mark looked between them, and back across to Nolan, untouchable with her untraceable weapon. His belt was useless—everything about canceling gravity only made them easy prey for Nolan’s winds, ideal for allying with her but suicidal against her.

I could increase my weight to help me push through to get to her... no, down is the wrong direction...

The wind was blowing right in his face, leaving no shelter from the cars at his back. He took a step toward Nolan, then with a flex of thought he cut most his weight to let himself skip backward within the blast, twisting around and flinging up his arms as he slammed into a van.

Then, where he leaned against its grill, he sent power through his touch.

The van lurched upward—just for one creaking instant before the wind pulled it from his grip and it slammed down with its full weight again, suspension straining to take in the impact. Car alarms ripped through the howling air, and Mark saw figures all around the lot spin to stare at where it had slid whole feet across the snow.

Mark’s phone was still in his hand, and his stiff fingers managed to text:

dont make me go over the top

Only two icy breaths later, the winds eased off.

He slid the phone away and stumbled toward the others. Dennard had wrenched open the back door of his Ford, waving Henry and Christa in.

Mark dove into the blessed warm shelter, and found his hands had closed on the seat belt and the ignition before his mind finished savoring being out of the storm. He eased the car out of its space and through the mostly-still lot, with all the care of a driver who’d had too much practice driving in a city under Nolan’s power.

“Did that van float?” Christa said, sounding out the words. “That was you, Mark?”

One car? Angie knocked over a whole junkyard stack of cars, once, Mark thought. The memory stabbed at him, and kept him silent until he felt Angie soaring safely above them again. Along the street he saw cars pulled over to the roadside, drivers leaving more of the street open to the fast-gathering snow.

Then he said “The threat made Nolan back down. Just like everyone did with the arrest—she’d never let anyone realize magic is real. I think keeping that edge hidden is the only thing she won’t stomp over if it gets in her way. Her and Winton both.” Even her texts had been careful, nothing the police could have proved were threats.

“They’ll still be watching her, and us,” Dennard said. “We need to get out of sight. Keep an eye on that car that pulled out behind us.”

Mark glanced in the mirror and saw Henry take a startled look back. A shape moved through the snow behind them, but the outline looked too trim and elegant for a police vehicle.

Coldness brushed through the enclosed air around them.

Dennard twisted the heat up to roaring, but his voice was tight: “So she’s keeping eyes on us. If she’s taking that risk, she’ll ice up the police tails on us both, and keep on us to convince us we can’t get away.” He looked back at Mark, then at Henry behind them. “Because she can’t let us get away. She’d lose the only two people who can trace Winton’s magic.”

“Unless she can do it herself now,” Mark sighed. “I felt it, she knows some of his secret too.”

“She what?” Dennard said. “Tell me exactly: what did you sense?”

Christa added “So that was what happened? Someone was possessed?”

“Dennard was,” Mark said.

Dennard’s eyes only flickered, nothing more.

Mark went on “You were. Just long enough to announce we’d changed our minds about accusing Nolan—I know how that sounds, but you were. Then Winton jumped from you to Nolan, but she stopped him.”

“She what?”

“Blocked him from grabbing her. I guess all that really was in that book Sasha got from Winton, and Nolan took it. The one thing we needed, and we lost it.”

“But Nolan’s got that power,” Christa said slowly. “And she’s still trying to kill Winton, isn’t she? And we know too much? And Winton is... is he still waiting to catch how you make these belts work?”

Henry muttered “He was protecting Sasha. She was our last link to finding him—you think Nolan got her before the police brought her in?”

A wind slapped against the car, useless against its weight. Mark’s knuckles tightened on the wheel, but he only had to keep their course steady and assume the whole road was iced. Nolan couldn’t hurt them this way.

He tried to picture the streets around them, and the way he should drive with such skeletal traffic and Nolan battering at them. How do I shake her off? I thought I knew every twist in Lavine after all my cab driving and my flying.

Another wind buffeted them, and this time Mark sensed Angie—

being smashed downward, helpless, NO—

and sweeping clear, somehow the mental presence of the tiny barn owl spun safely through the gust and slipped away from the unforgiving hard street and he felt his heart start up again.

“Look out!”

Dennard’s words yanked Mark’s eyes forward, to the truck that had stopped at the light ahead of them. He braked and the car slid... he could only hold on as it glided up and settled and halted half a length from the trunk’s bumper.

The dark sports car that must be Nolan’s stopped behind them, cutting through the storm as if the winds never touched it.

Mark counted only five wild heartbeats before the light changed and the truck lumbered forward again, but for a moment he saw frost on his breath. The car’s heater chugged and labored as he edged them over to pass the truck in front.

“Outrunning her is suicide,” Dennard said. “Can you lose her? It’ll take more than getting out of her sight for a minute. This snow’s leaving tracks.”

“Take... take me back!”

Henry’s voice was a moan of despair. Mark saw his face in the mirror, half-hidden behind his hands.

“Take me back to her, let me look for Winton for her again! All she wants is me—”

“You can’t!” Christa was grabbing at Henry, whispering what had to pleadings and reassurances in his ear.

Mark brought the car around a turn, as quick as he dared, then up a sidestreet. Nolan only glided along behind them.

Dennard asked “Is Angie still...”

His voice died away. Was he weighing his daughter’s chances to be human through bargaining with Nolan, instead of them finding Winton and the mind-magic’s secrets themselves? But he couldn’t track how every twist of the air made her struggle to keep from crashing.

“The winds!” Dennard said.

“Angie’s handling them—”

“No, our tracks! When Nolan throws a wind at us, it covers up our tracks. If you can find a spot to use that.”

Mark nodded, and stared harder at the half-hidden lines of the buildings ahead.

It had to be a sudden turn at some place Nolan wouldn’t spot it, if they couldn’t outrun her in the ice. And the road where they left had to be one with some traffic on it, enough to make her think they were still hiding in the middle of the cars. Not Riverside, not Evans, they’d never make it to Grayton... streets and patterns flashed through his head, but he fought to picture how those familiar routes would look to Nolan behind him in the blizzard...

One turn, and another; street names fell away leaving only the anxious sliding of the cars along them. Sound and cold faded, but he felt every buffet of air, every time Angie struggled to stay in the sky. He eased the pedal down, down, and pulled into what had to be the industrial traffic of Mormont Street.

Another wind smashed at them, Nolan pressing her attack for the moment they were out of her sight. And Mark spun the wheel to dive back for the rightmost lane and a tiny alley, dragging his foot back from the gas and his thoughts away from Angie, slowing the world to the floating, helpless instants of skidding the car toward the tiny escape—no, the van behind him was too close—and shoving the pedal once to dart past it and feel his tires slide, start to spin...

The crash felt like the whole world jarring loose, rattling teeth and flaring the air-bag out to fill his sight. But the noise faded, and he shoved the bag away and glanced back to see his riders awake. The car’s back corner had only banged against the brick wall.

The wall of the alley, a good thirty feet out of sight of Mormont, and Angie soared away up that street. Nolan must still be moving on that way. They’d fooled her.

He took one more slow breath, before Dennard said “Everyone alright?”

“Just get us out of here!” Christa begged.

Mark turned the key... and the engine wheezed once and died. He tried again, heard it struggle and struggle but not turn over. The roar of the heater was gone too.

“So she’s got us?” Dennard asked.

“No. Angie’s heading on up the main street; I think she’s staying on Nolan. And... maybe Nolan’s giving up?” The tight alley cut most of the sound from the winds, but Mark thought he could hear them growing fainter.

“Please be gone, please be gone—” Henry broke off, and caught at his coat trying to straighten it. “My hands are shaking. Why can’t I make them stop?”

Dennard gave a small, sad smile. “Welcome to the club, I guess. It’s more than adrenaline this time. All that shaking, and the fear, and the feeling like you had something torn away from you—I went through it, and Mark did, when we let the magic get to us. And, weren’t you the one who got him through that?”

“He’s right,” Mark added, and he tried coaxing the engine again with the key and pedal. “You just need time for—”

Magic moved above them. Not the ragged feel of Angie clinging to her owl, but the smooth, sinister energy of some bird under Winton’s own control. Mark twisted the key over hard, still useless.

“What is it?” Henry gasped, his voice going shrill.

“Nothing.” It popped out before Mark could catch it, and Henry’s gasp proved his lie had only fed their fear.

Winton was still a block away, and Mark felt him shifting from side to side—still looking for them. But they were stranded, in a dead car in the remains of a snowstorm... Mark looked around at the dim, empty alley he’d crashed them in, and let the ignition key go. All the floundering engine did was announce their helplessness.

“It’s Winton, isn’t it? Or Nolan?” Henry said. “Don’t scream, Christa, you can’t scream... Can he hear us?”

Christa’s voice was low and level, but it trembled. “But... you said his creatures had to touch someone to control them, didn’t you? Unless he put a talisman on us? So, does that mean we’re safe in the car?”

Not with that killer, he always finds someone he can use. Mark reached for the door handle—already cooling without the heater—but stopped. Running left them exposed, and floating all of them out... he pictured himself trying to hold onto three people in the snowstorm, trapped high over the city by wherever the winds went, just hoping the bird had lost sight of them...

Winton, or Nolan, veered closer. The presence swung toward Mormont, with a clear view up the alley. The narrow space of the car felt tighter by the second, hemmed in by seats and straps.

“How close?” Even Dennard’s voice sounded shaken now. “Do we run or duck down? Mark?”

Then it came—the other presence, flying back above the street, rushing straight at the enemy bird. And the enemy only closed in on the car, blind to Angie’s attack.

Mark caught his breath, held up his hand to halt the others’ rush of questions. He tracked the two forces drawing closer... leave it to Angie to turn being an owl into the perfect weapon against her enemy’s tools... if her claws could strike before Winton’s magic touched her...

“How close?” Henry’s gasp came, far away.

“Shh! Angie’s almost—”

He felt her dive.

Mark yanked himself around to stare through the back window where the two presences would collide. Somewhere in the shadows of the alley walls, a flash of color moved through the snow, right in the invisible-gray Angie’s path...

But she swung aside. He felt Angie roll aside and spin down past her target. Winton must have seen her, she must have known it was a trap, but still—

“She let him go??” Mark heard his voice crack, spilling his shock into the world.

Angie only watched, as the other bird flew closer. Mark had a glimpse of it before it passed over the car: a parrot. After all the nimble creatures and inconspicuous people Winton had used, now he sent a gaudy green parrot that could barely flap its way through the storm?

And it flew blindly into Angie’s ambush?

That last fact settled it. The bird settled on the car’s hood, and Henry growled in rage. But Mark reached over and slid the window down a crack.

Just a crack, enough to let the frozen air slip in. Enough for the one thing a parrot could do:

It croaked “It’s me, Sasha. We have to talk.”
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​CHAPTER TWO: PARROTING
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Valens Street again... Mark crouched on a roof at one end of the neighborhood, looking over the dim maze of apartment buildings, as the last of the sunset faded behind the clouds.

Meeting here. He felt his anger tightening all over again. Sure, a crashed car that Nolan had just missed was no place for them to talk, but the parrot simply told him to come here? And still, Mark trotted into the trap.

And it had to be a trap. Even though Sasha’s mother lived here, and last night Mark—and Winton—had saved her from Nolan and Rafe. It would still be just like Winton to bring him back to a place Sasha knew, one more way to pretend the mind behind the parrot actually was her. All I could sense was that there was someone controlling it, something besides an accident like Angie being trapped.

Cars and voices around the neighborhood were scattered, softer than the low breeze around him. He took out his phone, and his whispered words pushed those sounds back as well:

“I’m here. The parrot never tried to shake me off—and it came to the meeting place anyway, and then he, or she, must have released the control on it. No magic to track now.”

“Too easy,” came Dennard’s answer. “Winton pretending to hide himself could be just more bait, so you wouldn’t be thinking about the trap.”

“You just get Henry and Christa out of sight. I’m only looking around, at a safe distance. Maybe there’s still a reason to meet.”

Dennard didn’t answer that.

Sure, any meeting had to be somewhere. But... this was the puppetmaster, the killer, or else it was a frightened girl who thought Winton was a saint.

The cold of the roof tiles was seeping into his hands and knees. Mark leaped forward.

The breeze pushed against him, but he tightened his belt’s magic to hold that momentum and push him through. As he did, he drew his arms and legs in, forming a ball of warmth against the cold—and to let anyone below who might look up see something less obvious than a human silhouette.

One of Angie’s tricks—where is she? Mark couldn’t feel her presence in the nearest blocks. Had she gone off to watch Nolan or some whole other plan instead of following the parrot? The owl’s help was never something to get used to.

He drifted low over the next roof, letting him peer down into the shadows behind it. Those dim shapes at the end could be the pocket playground that “Sasha” had mentioned, but he guessed it would be deeper within the neighborhood. At least the lack of noises and streetlights hinted he wouldn’t be stepping into another crowd Winton could use against him.

If he had any reason to go down there at all. Even if that parrot was Sasha, she was only a housemaid of Winton’s that the manipulator had tried to give a book of his magic to, and Winton might not even need her alive much longer. But I was just a friend of Joe Dennard’s daughter who saw Dennard trying to destroy a belt. Mark gritted his teeth.

As he passed the next building, he glanced over at a tangle of gray lines off to the side—could that be the meeting place? He pulled at gravity again to catch at his position and slow himself. But he held the anchoring pull too long, and felt all his momentum slip away, leaving him hanging immobile in the air.

“Stupid!” Once all his motion ended the magic had nothing to extend. With nothing his feet could push off from either, he could only let go of his grip in place to let the wind float him back, or else drop—or rise—for something he could touch or ride. He spat a curse and looked down at the dim, silent shapes below.

Blocks away, he felt a ripple of magic: Angie flying into his reach again.

Her presence—invisible-gray somewhere in the night, but a clear flicker to his sense of her energy—traced a wide arc along his left, and in towards him. She didn’t search for the address the parrot had given.

Mark searched through his memories of the last three months. Angie as an owl had followed their words when she wanted, so the body couldn’t be weakening her whipcrack-fast human mind. And why should it, just because that happened in folk tales? None of the other legends they’d squeezed out of the internet had matched how magical secrets and talismans actually worked.

Instead, Angie’s silent presence swung smoothly, gracefully toward him. The last time she’d tried communicating with him, mind to mind, it had used up some of the mind energy that held her in the bird and kept her alive—

His shivering fingers clenched. The parrot might be Sasha or Winton or anyone, but it still gets me one step closer to tracking down the possession magic that can get Angie back.

“Mark?”

The voice on the phone made him bring it to his ear again. “I’m here.” And he let his grip on space around him slacken so the wind could push him back—as if he hadn’t been hanging in midair like an idiot.

This time it was Henry. “Just saying, we’re all settled in at the hotel. And, I think I’ve got a text from your father.”

“Don’t you—”

Mark stopped and heaved in a breath, and let himself drop to the roof below. His feet slipped and scrabbled on the slope before he caught himself.

“Don’t even joke about that,” he managed to say. Wasn’t the bastard in prison again?

“Sorry, sorry,” Henry said. “I only... well, we needed to see if you were still you.”

“A test? I go silent out here, and you think Winton got control of me? Well, again?” he had to add. Now that he said it, the words started to make sense, more sense than the old wounds clenching up his voice.

“Sorry,” his cousin said again. “And... about everything else too, since yesterday. I, I’ve been jumping at shadows and hearing myself panic and...”

And trying to chase Winton without him, until Henry had seen how far Nolan would go to catch their enemy.

At least he didn’t see how I risked Sasha’s life too.

“We’ve all... been through a lot,” was the most he could reply.

Henry didn’t answer. The moment stretched, filled with the breeze along the roofs and the sense of Angie circling nearer.

Off to the side... he felt a low, faint pressure. Not the single flicker of Winton’s magic in use, but a wider ripple of the same power. Like he’d once felt right at the edge of where Winton had hidden one talisman away to gather energy. That sense would grow painfully strong if Mark went closer.

Dennard’s voice came in then. “You’re about a block from where Sasha’s mother lives, Elizabeth Lawrence. And, she’s the superintendent around there.”

Christa added “Nolan and Rafe already took this woman hostage once. Do you think Winton’s using Sasha, and now he’s gotten hooks into her mother too? Like the way he used me?” Her voice sounded sharp, angry.

Mark looked around. The streets were silent, but he thought he saw a patch of light in the sky, where the clouds must be letting a scrap of starlight peek through.

Just then, Winton’s magic winked into place again. It took control of something on the path below, and Mark felt it moving toward the jumbled shapes he’d guessed were the tiny playground. That flutter in the shadows had to be the parrot settling on what looked like the edge of a bench.

Still just the parrot, no glimpse of Sasha herself that would let him sense if she were possessed too. If Winton had left her alive.

So... wait? Crouch on the roof and soak up the cold, hoping the bird did something besides sit there? Creep around the streets and let Winton think he was afraid?

“He’s there. I’m going in,” Mark heard himself say.

“No—” Dennard began, but he was already diving into the air.

Dim walls and a handful of lights in storm-shuttered windows slid by, and the bench swept toward him. He stole a moment to glance up at the bit of starlight in the sky, before focusing on the parrot as it looked up at his approach. His leap should put him right on the bench itself, dangerously close to the bird—

The bench! If he sat on it, and Winton had hidden a talisman in the bench’s slats—

The wooden shape rushed up, and he wrenched at power to catch himself, and slammed to a bone-wrenching midair stop with his knees tucked up just inches from the bench.

The parrot squawked and flapped up—away, not rushing at him. Mark went weightless for an instant and tapped his hand high up on the side of the bench, enough to push off and step down onto the snow a few feet from it. Not too clumsy.

The pressure of a charging talisman was stronger here, like he’d dived into a tugging breeze that could grow into an invisible vortex somewhere further on. But he kept his eyes on the parrot itself, where Winton’s or Sasha’s power lurked all too close.

The parrot flew toward the playground’s swing and settled on the spare tire. It passed a slow look over him. “Showoff.”

Showoff? Was that what a killer said to an enemy who might have dodged his trap? It sounded too... petty for a body-hopping businessman who’d lived at least two lives.

Mark drew himself up, watching the parrot for any sign of it trying to close in on him. The corner of his eye stayed on the nearest door in the building; he felt Angie moving around too, better than anyone at spotting an ambush. A silvery lump glinted on the parrot’s leg, the talisman that made it its controller’s tool and weapon.

“Just practice. Sasha,” Mark added, but he could hear his doubt as he said the name. Winton had manipulated them, pushed them, nearly killed them again and again trying to trick the secret of gravity magic out of them...

“I’ve been practicing too. That’s why I wanted to meet here. I’ve got stones powering up all around here.”

“I know.” Did I have to say that? Why admit I can sense the threat?

But the parrot only looked at him a moment, an un-birdlike stillness to its head. Then it said “Oh. Well, I remember the right words from Mr. Winton’s book. Soon I’ll have all the devices I need.”

Would Winton tell him all that, so casually? “Talismans.”

“Of course,” it said. “Back when I had one of the talismans he made, he had to take me over whenever I was in trouble. Now I won’t need any of that.”

“Then... what do you want now?”

“More.”

“Sure you do.” He shifted a foot in the snow, readying a fraction more to leap away, and tilted his head to watch the side door better. Winton could have put those talismans out to tempt him and Angie, or just distract him. To sound the parrot out, Mark added “Here I thought you were more worried about Nolan hunting you.”

“Yes!” The parrot bobbed its head, a wide motion that made the tire sway a fraction under it. “She— she chased me, she stole the book from me, and she’s the one who’s after us all. We both want to shut her down, don’t we?”

“Right...” Don’t you ask me to kill Nolan—I’d crush you to bloody feathers if you didn’t see it coming—

“And we could stop her, I know we could! But I can’t do it with the magic I have.”

This time Mark didn’t say a word, couldn’t pull a moment’s attention from tensing for the attack that had to be coming, and the dazed, distracting thought did Winton just tell me he’s going to grab the belt—

“So I figured it out. What we need is to get the secret of her weather magic.”

“What?” The word slipped out on its own. What was Winton playing, what kind of impossible trick was this?

The parrot chattered on “Don’t you see, it’s the deal we all need. We get my book back too, before she can learn to use it. And we get our hands on her magic, words and all. Think, you’ll be able to fly without fighting through the wind—we both get to throw her storms right back at her. And after we’ve gotten that secret, I’ll use my own magic to get your owl a real body—”

his heartbeat thundered—

he felt Angie twitch on her perch, right at that instant, she understood that alright—

“—but only after we get that woman’s power. And, maybe we all learn more about why she’s hunting Roger Winton.”

It had to be a trick.

Mark’s eyes stayed locked on the parrot, his knees stayed ready to fling him away even with his thoughts whirling with the confusing, impossible hope. But, what came out of his mouth was “Why she’s hunting you?”

“Me?” The parrot’s beak fell open, and hung there, a perfectly human expression that lasted for two wild heartbeats before the bird said “Hunting me? You think I’m Mr. Winton? Why would you think that?”

If he was wrong, if he’d thrown away a chance at someone not their enemy who could simply hand him everything he’d fought for... He could only say “After all the lies, you can really ask that?”

The parrot only stared at him, for long, measuring moments, with no sound and no expression reaching its un-human face. Finally it turned away and flapped once, to settle to the ground.

It slumped into sleep.

Mark crouched an inch lower, ready to dodge wherever the attack came from. But he didn’t feel Winton switching his control to another pawn, anywhere around.

The parrot had sounded like Sasha... hell, the way it had talked about showing off, it could have been her trying to impress him. But Sasha could be the trap herself, if she still trusted Winton the way she always had.

If I let my guard down Winton makes me a murderer again, or whatever else he’s after. Mark thought of simply leaping away, maybe risking grabbing some of the talismans here.

Angie took flight. He felt her presence loop out to circle around the night, in a low, slow glide she’d used before when she kept watch.

Up the walkway, he heard footsteps. A figure stepped around the corner: Sasha.

And with no magic controlling her. At least it was still her—unless Winton had hollowed her mind out and moved permanently into her.

Mark edged back as she walked up past him and gathered up the sleeping parrot in her hands. With her close, he had the moment he needed to strain his full concentration, and catch the faintest flicker of an unused talisman in her pocket along with the one on the parrot. The girl had the same pale face, same dark hair under the winter cap, and the same awkward way of blinking as she turned to look at him.

“It’s really me, Mark—or Marty, or whatever your real name is. Is that what that Nolan woman’s tricks did to you? Make you think everyone is someone else?”

“Sometimes they can be. I’ve seen it.” He sighed. “So, after you put us and the cops to sleep, and ran away from the graveyard, what happened? Nolan didn’t find you? Did Winton contact you?”

“No. I don’t know why he hasn’t.”

Her gaze dropped, and her hands folded around her bird. For a moment she looked smaller.

“He... Mark, why would he use my aunt’s tomb to hide the book? We weren’t even sure she was dead. Does that mean you think you were right, that when Roger Winton’s father knew her... that man was my father too? And my aunt was my real mother?”

“Maybe.”

Or the Winton she worked for and the one her ‘aunt’ did were the same man, because he stole his son’s body. If that’s true, she has a father who’s a monster like mine wishes he could be. Mark felt his jaw, his hands trembling; how could he warn her when the man had played her friend for years? He fooled her worse than he did me, and he even steals his children’s bodies.

“I think,” he said slowly, “I think you should remember how I was lying to you, back when Nolan had me fooled.”

“Until she wanted to torture me. To hunt down Mr. Winton—I mean, my brother, or maybe not—well, she kept chasing him, and you saved me. But she still hates him, doesn’t she?”

The trembling tightened. They all had reasons to want Winton dead, but Sasha didn’t even believe...

But instead of that warning, he forced out: “What I mean is, I’d be glad to make that trade of yours, Nolan’s magic for Angie’s body. But if I were you, I’d be careful about family, and friends, and what you’re told about anyone—Nolan, or me, or Winton,” and he tried to make the last just another word. “When you have power like this, you’re setting yourself up for dangers you don’t even understand.” Like naively letting Winton into her life.

But she was offering him Angie.

“Mr. Winton’s always protected me before. A little like you did, when you turned against that woman because you found you couldn’t hurt me.” And she took a step closer.

Now she thinks I’m attracted to her? “Well, don’t get the wrong idea.”

He took a step back, and looked away. How could it not be all over his face, that moment on the way the graveyard when he found he’d rather send her body to Winton if it meant a chance at helping Angie? He had to live with what that moment meant, about how far he could go.

He added “I mean—”

Angie’s low, shrill cry floated through the night. She followed her muted shriek by swooping along the walkway, the same way Sasha had approached.

“Someone’s coming.”

Sasha twisted her head toward the corner, and back. “How do you know— That’s my mother! I have to go.”

“Okay. But...” The warnings and reasons he’d been lining up fell into place, and the best one poured out of his mouth. “If you want to see why I’m doing this, be at the front of Grace Hospital at six tomorrow night.”

“Grace—was that where we went to ask where Mr. Winton was taken—”

“Not that place. This one is different.”

He turned and sprang for the side of the nearest building. Light, long steps swept him around the corner and out of sight in moments, to let him pause and lean against the cold wall.

Footsteps marched up the walkway.

Sasha called “I, I found the poor bird.”
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