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			To my daughters—shine.

		

		

		
		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Soon, Nike would burn.

			Ahead, her father hunted through the pools of shadow that filled Kensington Market’s empty produce stalls. Signs of the alien’s passage hung in stringy, viscous tendrils from a bakery’s awning and drooled down the edge of a fire hydrant.

			A notification lit her phone. She fumbled to shield the glow, bright in the dark.

			Too late.

			Her dad spun, coat flaring. “Get off that thing,” he hissed, thunderstorms raging behind his gray eyes. He jabbed a finger toward the fire escape. “It’s up there.”

			She followed his arm into the alley’s murk but saw nothing.

			Without looking, her fingers tapped gtg—or so she hoped. She slid the phone away. “I want to go out tonight … after,” she said.

			Her father’s gaze had already swept back to the alleyway.

			“I know it’ll be late, but can I?”

			He stomped ahead. An overripe dragon fruit burst beneath his boot, the stink of sweet rot hanging thick in the air.

			Nike clenched her gloved hand, pressure easing the pain of still-raw fingers but doing nothing to dampen her irritation. Her father’s gray oilskin coat half-vanished into the mist. The hem of hers flickered with embroidered flames, like a witch in a bonfire.

			A violet glow erupted from the ultraviolet light strapped to her father’s palm, illuminating graffiti she’d painted last week. Beneath the wall, a snoring man lay stretched out on a cardboard box, his grimy socks pointed toward them.

			“There,” her dad said, as if she could see anything. All she made out was the sleeping man and the raitgur’s snot-trail fluorescing under the ultraviolet glare, betraying the evidence of their enemy, his enemy. 

			“Light up.”

			

			He was telling her to set herself on fire. The least he could do was answer her question.

			“So, can I?” Nike whispered.

			“Light up?” He wasn’t even looking at her.

			“No. Go out with Joula, after.”

			Her father lifted a hand, palm aimed at the sleeping man. “It’ll be too late. What are you burning tonight?”

			If they finished fast, she’d have time. Joula wanted a paint-off. Graffiti was best done after dark anyway.

			“My butt,” Nike said.

			Her dad turned sharply, eyes flint. 

			She stood firm, chin high. “My right butt cheek.”

			“Bone, Nike. I need bone.”

			Nike carefully tugged off her glove to reveal bandages. Her fingernail itched at the tape, catching the edge. She unwound the gauze, wincing with every orbit of her hand. Beneath, fire had carved away her pinky and most of the finger beside it, leaving behind raw, glossy skin slick with salve.

			He looked away. “Your buttock would be worse. It may seem like a good idea because of size, but flesh burns too fast these days.”

			“So you’re saying I have a fat ass?”

			“Nike.”

			She grabbed his shoulder and slung her neck forward to squint into eyes nearly level with hers. “Trayling.” 

			Their stares clashed.

			With a warning in his tone, he corrected her, “Dad,” he said, and glanced back at the alley. “Its tentacle is on his face. I need you. One more minute, and the man is gone.”

			Nike’s fingers found the chain around her neck, drawing out a thick slab of chewed leather. She slipped the leather between her teeth and bit down, the earthy taste churning her stomach. From her coat pocket, she plucked a gold Zippo, flicked it open, and dragged the striker across her arm. Fire chased shadows.

			The ruined skin of her hand caught. It fizzed, then lit, scabs crackling, the scent of beef on charcoal rising. She jerked her head away. Like all Burner sources, her flesh lit like cardboard.

			Her father’s hand glowed. Then he sucked up more power until her finger blazed like a road flare and his hand filled with a fireball.

			

			“Good.” He swept a leg back to brace himself and lifted his blazing hand toward the sleeping man in the alley. Fire rolled in his palm.

			Her finger seared, its flame magnifying from orange to yellow to white. She bit hard on the leather, tears blurring her vision, a scream coiling tight in her throat. She couldn’t see what her father aimed at. He always described the raitgur as a sort of deep-ocean squid, translucent and pulsing with bruised bioluminescence that only Burner fire could snuff.

			Energy suckled oxygen. Air crackled. Pain built until her father’s arm jerked with recoil. A spike of agony, quickly swallowed, and then relief. A fireball hurtled into the alley, sending something invisible tumbling back into the shadows, sparks fading, darkness returning.

			“Did you get it?” Nike rasped. Her hand stung. She hated the pain, resenting the drugs she’d need to take later to dull it. The glow of his outstretched hand competed with the flicker of her still-burning second finger’s blue pilot light.

			Her father lowered his arm, started to turn—

			Then whirled.

			Agony blinded her. Magnesium-white light swallowed her vision. Heat tightened her skin, instantly drying her cheeks. Fire siphoned sound from the alley, leaving only her frothy, hard-fast breathing and the rattle of a raitgur spine on pavement. The alley reeked of ozone and charred seaweed.

			“I missed, I guess.” Hot fingers fell on her shoulder. She shrugged them off. “Came at me. Dead now,” he said. 

			When her eyes cleared, her father’s broad, scruffy face loomed before hers. 

			“I’m sorry, Nike,” he added. “I’m so sorry. I’m burning more—I don’t know why.”

			She saw it then. Her second finger was gone. Skin split and cooked. Two nubs of knucklebone.

			She spat out the leather.

			Her father flinched. “Go see Joula, okay, Kitten? Be home by two.”

			The raitgur spine smoked at his feet, but she couldn’t tell if she was smelling burnt alien or burnt Nike.

			She hurried away, tugging her coat tighter despite the summer heat. Two blocks later, she doubled over, vomiting Pad Thai into another alley. Her uninjured fingers pressed against a cinderblock for support.

			“A little upchuck never bothered me none,” a voice slurred from the darkness.

			

			The words were followed by the slosh of liquid in a bottle, the scrape of boots.

			Nike wiped her mouth and shoved off the wall. She lifted a precious, trembling middle finger.

			By the time she hit a busier street, she found her voice again.

			“Asshole.”

			But the word was quiet. Tight with anguish.

			Spoken only to herself.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two 

			In the narrow alleyway, metal raked stone as Trayling shoveled the remains of the raitgur into a pile, careful to scrape every last bit of ash and spine from the cracks. Behind him, the man snored on, oblivious—likely sleeping off whatever had put him there in the first place.

			Alcohol had little effect on Trayling—not with a Burner’s metabolism—but nights like this made him wish it did. His mind kept circling back to Nike’s hand. Half a finger gone in a single burning. Far too much. When she was younger, he’d only had to take the tiniest tip of a finger, letting it heal before moving to the next. A slow rotation—ten days before coming back to the first. Back then, the hunt had been a quiet game played with her daddy, the pain readily salved by his praise and an ice cream sundae. Back then, the hunting had been good.

			He scooped ash into a black plastic bag and slid the now-cool spine in along with it—Major Santana hated when melted plastic ruined a specimen. The man behind him muttered something, shifted, and settled back into sleep. He’d never know how close he’d come to infection. To the living death that followed. 

			A bottle of Canadian Club rolled over to clink against the brick wall. At the sound, something twitched in the shadows.

			Trayling froze. His eyes, still crisp from burning, swept over the brick, his ultraviolet light picking up the faintest glimmers. There—a tendril of unnatural purple light squished into a crack in the mortar. 

			He might have missed it without the contrast of the garish orange flames of some melodramatic graffiti. He’d never found the right words to describe a raitgur’s glow; to call it light wasn’t quite right. More like if darkness could shine. If shadows could thrum.

			Trayling glanced over his shoulder. “Nike,” he whispered. His hand dug for his phone, thumbed a quick message—his location. She’d know what it meant. Without her, he was nothing, and the man would be lost. Trayling twitched in Nike’s direction, but he’d never catch her in time.

			

			The raitgur’s tendrils dripped down the wall. If he couldn’t burn it, he could at least give the man a chance.

			“Hey!” he barked.

			The snoring stuttered.

			Alien flesh slopped onto pavement, pulling toward its target.

			Trayling lunged in, kicked the man’s ankle, and leapt back before the raitgur could latch on. The man only grunted. A tentacle hooked into his belt loop, slithered up his stomach. Trayling kicked him again, harder.

			“Get up! Get outta here!”

			The man’s eyelids fluttered, but his gaze was unfocused. He sagged back, head lolling.

			“No, no,” Trayling hissed. The raitgur sloughed up the man’s chest, eager light coruscating within its body. It lowered over his face. A tendril slithered past his lips.

			Only Burner fire could save him now. And Nike was gone. 

			The man’s body whipsawed around his head, which remained static. Raitgur flesh brightened for a moment, revealing the inner wiring of the creature. The thrashing slackened as the alien glow waned and then faded into darkness. The man’s breathing deepened, and his knees curled to his chest. His head tucked into his knees. 

			Now nothing could help him.

			Trayling swore.

			The raitgur shifted, turning toward him. No eyes. No face. But Trayling felt it watching him.

			He wrapped the excess plastic around the spine, slapped his skateboard to the ground, and whirred away. Guilt clung to him like a bad smell, but he was powerless.

			There was already so much to be guilty for.

			Two raitgurs. How could he have missed the second? How could he have missed his shot on the first? Not that he’d never missed, but a single squid had never cost Nike so much. He’d been sure he’d hit with his first blast. Could have sworn he saw the squid go rolling. 

			He juddered now with the same nervous energy he had after every burning, his skull full of the euphoric buzz that he’d always tried to tamp down in the face of Nike’s pain.

			Outside Kensington Market, pedestrians, cyclists, and cars multiplied, and he was back in the hurry of Toronto. Trayling wove through traffic, desperate for distraction. He leaned into a turn off Spadina onto Queen, barely dodged an annoyed sausage cart vendor, and shot toward Moss Park. Headquarters was the backend of a massage parlour hidden amongst the mix of subsidized housing, discount stores, pawn shops, and his favourite skate shop. The electric longboard in the window called to him as he passed it, gleaming behind plate glass.

			Men lined up outside the shelter across the street as Trayling hopped the curb and kicked his board into his hand. Skunky smoke mixed with the reek of urine, exhaust, and sodden summer heat.

			A bell jangled as he entered Healing Touch. The scarred walls were the colour of the decade-old tightie-whities Trayling kept balled in the back of his drawers. Master Corporal Tyler stood behind the counter, cream-coloured shirt rolled up at the cuffs to accommodate her black, tank-barrel arms. Nearby, an old woman in a frilly silk blouse sat waiting, a skirt pooling past where her legs should have been. At her side, a table offered a fan of well-thumbed Chatelaine magazines selling “Top Relationship Fixes.” The old woman was a source for the Rosedale Burner like Nike was a source for Trayling. Her fancy electric wheelchair said money. The hungry glint in her eyes said she always got what she wanted.

			Trayling blanked on her name. Marnie? Margot? He saluted instead. She licked her upper lip in response. 

			“Room four, Trayling,” Tyler said.

			“Unless you’re looking for a massage?” the old woman added, laughter like a snake’s rattle.

			A sharp bleat at Tyler’s console cut the air. The soldier went rigid. Trayling stepped aside as she yanked out her sidearm and levelled it at the old woman’s face.

			The woman smiled up at the barrel.

			The door clicked. A put-together middle-aged Burner, Sylvain, swept inside, bulbous diamonds dragging at her earlobes. They’d refract flames nicely. She barely glanced at the gun before sighing. “That really necessary, Tyler?”

			“It’s customary to leave your source out of range. I’m here for everyone’s safety. Ma’am.”

			Sylvain rolled her eyes. “I’m not tying my mother up outside like a dog.”

			“Thanks, Corporal,” Trayling said. “I feel safer.”

			A Burner and a source together might as well be a loaded gun. And Burners didn’t play well with each other.

			The old woman cackled.

			“You’re clear for entry, sir,” Tyler said.

			

			Trayling ducked through the door. The lock clicked behind him. Lights flickered off, then back on as he moved down the hall. The rooms on the right—‘A’ through ‘C’—were for massage therapy. The numbered doors on the left were for military use. He only ever went to number four at the end of the hall. He leaned his face against the retinal scanner, another click was followed by a hiss, and he shouldered the door open.

			“Yes, only one,” he said, before the room’s lone occupant could ask.

			Major Santana stood over a stainless-steel slab. She laughed. “Good evening to you too, Trayling.” Calipers pinched the width of a spine. Her black hair barely made it into a bun, a swoop of bangs covering her forehead. A lab coat squared off her body and hid the heat Trayling knew she packed on her hip. The room looked more like a basement lounge than an alien morgue—decorated with couches, a bean bag chair, even a lava lamp. The commercial fridge was as likely to hold beer as samples of snotties. Major Santana was as likely to laugh as give orders. 

			“Rough night,” he muttered, attempting to relieve a sudden tightness in his chest and voice. 

			She stepped toward him. On the slab before her ranked a dozen spines, all close to the same length, close to the length of the one in his bag. 

			“Let’s have a Coke.” She pointed to one of the couches pushed up to the side wall.

			“Not ready for therapy.”

			“It’s a lonely job, Trayling. I know it. You know it. There’s a reason I’ve served longer than any unit head since a certain meteor punched a hole in Toronto and brought our malignant hitchhikers in with it.” Trayling struggled under the major’s smirk. His wife Analia had had a smirk like hers. “And why’s that, do you think?” she asked. He looked away. His mind was still in that alley. Still caught between the euphoria of burning and the sound of Nike’s seething breaths. She stepped closer. “Because I know we’re helping people.”

			His jaw tightened. “Is that enough?”

			“Absolutely. But you have to believe it. And …” She smiled. “That’s tricky when we’re dealing in invisible aliens.”

			Trayling sank onto the couch, lifted his hand, and curled his last two fingers down. “I’m burning her bones right off.”

			Santana’s mouth worked, her lips parting before she swallowed. “That’s the price, right? Can’t burn without a source.” She opened his haversack and slid the plastic bag out with the spine inside. “Odd though, you’ve always had a low burn ratio. One of the lowest. What’s changed?”

			

			“I try not to burn, but tonight …” He shook his head. “Not only tonight, the last month or so. I’ve needed to burn way more of her.”

			“If you’re burning bone, I recommend the index fingers first.” Santana’s voice was steady, matter-of-fact. Trayling could only nod. “Most Burners start with pinkies, but it’s a mistake. The brain adapts to the loss of the index finger faster. The pinky’s important for grip.”

			“We’re well past pinkies,” he muttered. “How do I stop it?”

			“Have you spoken to Chuck? Last I heard, Charlotte still had all her fingers.” Santana cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I only mean to say, he might have ideas on how to improve the burn ratio.”

			Chuck ran things in the financial district. His source was his daughter, Charlotte, but she was young—maybe not even in her teens.

			“Chuck’s an ass.”

			Santana snorted. “He is that.”

			“What about Ambrose?”

			“He’s gone off the map. Haven’t heard from him since his daughter …”

			“Yeah. Me neither. Not since the funeral.”

			A silence stretched between them, heavy with everything unsaid. Then Santana turned back to her work. “How’s the relationship with Nike?”

			He shrugged. “Nothing to do with it.”

			“There’s a correlation between burn efficiency and relationship closeness.”

			“The relationship’s good.” He coughed, rolled off the couch. “This is sounding a lot like therapy.”

			“You might need a little. Not like you can talk to a real therapist about any of this.” Her laughter filled the room, unexpectedly light. Then her tone sharpened. “Nike is sixteen?”

			Santana moved closer, her hips pressing against the slab.

			“Seventeen,” he said.

			“A woman.”

			“Nearly.”

			“No,” she corrected, eyes gleaming, “a woman.”

			She grinned. At his discomfort? At some private memory?

			“Sex?”

			His mind blanked. “What?”

			“Is she sexually active?”

			“Oh. No. I don’t know. No. Maybe.” He fumbled in his coat, producing several vials. “These two are snotties from Kensington Market. This is from Dundas and Bathurst.”

			

			“When am I going to convince you that snotties aren’t particularly interesting, biologically speaking?”

			He shook his head. “Just trying to help. Or have you found a cure already?”

			Her smile faded. “I’m getting closer. We’re trying.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			He picked up the spine. Laid it next to the others on the slab.

			“You’re five off quota for the month.”

			“Nike wanted to go out with a friend, and after I burned her … I’ll make it up.” He hated to fail Santana. Hated more to burn Nike.

			“There are going to be increased infections in your district.”

			He thought of the sleeping man, curled into himself like a dying spider. His district. His responsibility. “I can handle it.”

			“The Italians want more quota,” she said. “It would mean less damage to your daughter.”

			His pulse spiked. “You can’t ask that of me.” He met her gaze, hard now. “I can handle it.”

			Any other Burner, maybe. But not Fumo.

			Santana inspected the spine, its oblong length, the serrated edge.

			“That’s not your call.” She gauged its size, tape measure clattering as it rewound. “This one was near reproductive maturity.”

			“It’s the same length as the last two. Same as these, too. All exactly the same length? What are the chances of that?”

			“Sylvain brought in two. Still waiting on three deliveries.”

			Which meant another Burner had brought in ten. A huge haul. Maybe the Italians were already poaching from his territory.

			“I’ll approve this specimen.” Santana set the spine down. “You work on your daughter. We need her happy.”

			“We’ve a great relationship,” he said through clenched teeth.

			She smiled, almost indulgent. “Relationships with daughters can be tricky, but they can work.” A pause. “My dad and I—we did everything together. I miss him every single day, and I know he’s still with me. That’s what you want. That level of closeness. It all comes down to love.”

			Her fingers found the medallion at her sternum, tracing it absently.

			Trayling’s jaw tensed. “Sounds unhealthy.”

			He slammed the door on his way out.

			In reception, he stopped beside Tyler.

			“Who was in before Sylvain?”

			“Smoke, Ash, and Fire,” she said.

			

			Fumo, Cenere, and Fuoco.

			That confirmed it. The remaining spines belonged to the Italians.

			How were they tracking so many targets? Even without the lingering effects of burning sharpening his thinking, Trayling’s instincts blazed with suspicion.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The perc was kicking in, but Nike’s hand still throbbed ten times too big, stuffed into a black leather glove. She climbed the subway station steps toward the location Joula had texted. 

			Nike had ignored her dad’s message on the train. By then, it had been far too late. No more burning tonight. Tonight, she painted. Better—she duelled. As the drugs dulled her pain, tonight would offer distance from her problems.

			Kitten—screw him.

			She hooked around a sushi restaurant and slipped into an alley nearly covered with graffiti. How Joula had found a clear canvas for tonight’s duel, Nike wasn’t sure. Writers had rules, and number one, you didn’t paint over someone else’s work. Not unless it was crap. But Joula didn’t always follow rules. They’d met over a duel like this a year and a half ago—though they hadn’t called it that then. Nike had scouted a savage canvas, only to return with her paints to find Joula homing in on it. They’d argued until Nike had challenged Joula to a paint-off—they’d split the canvas in half, whoever won could paint over the other’s workspace. They’d been friends ever since.

			Joula, at twenty-two, had made it—an independent artist, earning a living. Nike knew how rare that was. If anyone could help her escape her dad cooking her, it was Joula.

			Shadows shifted near the alley’s end. Joula loved scaring the shit out of her, but Nike was alone, past midnight. Her oilskin was gone, replaced by ratty jeans and one of her dad’s old Def Leppard t-shirts she used for painting. Grateful for the cover of darkness, she tucked her gloved hand behind her back and out of sight beneath the base of her backpack.

			“You can come out now,” she called to the alley walls. A gray rectangle painted on the brick caught her eye—it was a sick canvas.

			A low moan drifted from the alley’s depths.

			Nike clutched her phone tight, wishing she’d pulled the mace from her pack. The moan heightened. As it heightened further, Nike rolled her eyes, shoulders slumping. 

			“Bitch,” she said, switching on the phone’s flashlight function and scanning for Joula, who was tucked behind a dumpster, head barely peeking over the edge. “What the hell are you doing?”

			The moan broke into giggles, then roiling laughter that did more to soothe Nike’s pain than any opioid.

			“You made it, girl!” Joula screeched, bounding from the dumpster and yanking Nike into a hug, lifting her clear off the ground. What she lacked in height, she made up for in wiry strength.

			“As if I’d let you win by forfeit.” Nike sighed at Joula’s outfit. The sleek black dress would catch every paint spatter her bare shoulders and cleavage didn’t.

			Joula’s laugh cut short as she tilted her head toward Nike’s hidden hand. “Show me.”

			Nike huffed, but Joula snatched at her elbow, pulling her arm around. Nike whined as Joula tugged off the glove. Underneath, the hand was bandaged.

			“Another burn?”

			“Glass-blowing accident,” Nike said. Best excuse she’d come up with since leaving her dad’s townhouse. She knew Joula would be triggered by the wound—ever since Joula had fled her abusive family, she assumed everyone else needed to leave theirs, too.

			Joula wagged a finger under Nike’s nose. “I told you—one more burn, and I’m calling protective services.” Joula seemed taller when she got into Nike’s face like this.

			“It’s not as bad as it looks.”

			“Your fingers look fucking gone.”

			“An accident. Let’s paint.”

			“No one does that to themselves.” Joula pulled out her phone.

			“Don’t. It’s complicated.” For eight years, Nike’s dad had been burning her. Never enough to lose function, just enough to hurt. She’d seen the people they’d saved—believed in it. Was a piece of bone worth a life? That was the real question now. That man in the alley—he could live his life because of what they did. But Nike was starting to wonder when her own rights would kick in.

			Joula leaned close, voice low. “You don’t need to take this shit.”

			“It’s not what you think. I’d tell you.”

			“You’ll tell me what really happened?”

			

			Nike wanted to. She’d been explaining away burns ever since she’d met Joula in that wintry alley and fought over the space to tag. But she’d sworn to her father she’d never tell anyone about the raitgur. “Yes. But not now. I’m here to forget this shit.”

			Joula stared hard at her.

			“You don’t want cops showing up.” Nike forced a grin, unshouldering her backpack and pulling out a sweating beer. “They’ll bust me for underage drinking, and I’ll tell them you’re my supplier.”

			Joula hesitated, then reached for the beer. “Fine. But you’re sleeping on my couch tonight, so I know you’re safe,” she said, snapping the cap off the bottle. Nike saluted her. “Let’s do this. I had to chase off two other writers already.”

			They stood before the fragment of gray wall. A faded swastika peeked through the fresh paint—painting over hate was always fair game.

			“What’s your plan?” Joula asked.

			“Not telling.”

			“You pick sides.”

			A crack ran through the left side, screwing with Nike’s idea. Tonight, she planned on exploring pain. She pointed to the right side. “Two hours.”

			“One hour,” Joula countered. “You were late and I’ve work in the Joula-cave tomorrow.”

			The Joula-cave, her workshop … an invitation into her secret lair would mean something to Nike, a shift in their relationship to artistic equals. Nike couldn’t create a refined piece in an hour, but she wanted to prove to Joula that she was worthy of being called an artist. Maybe if she beat her tonight, Joula would finally invite Nike into the workspace she jealously guarded. 

			With a beep, Joula started the timer. Nike dropped her pack and fished out her supplies, including more beer and a mask. All thoughts of aliens, infections, and burning faded into the shadows. Three times, Joula told her to stop humming before Nike realized Joula hadn’t painted in half an hour.

			“What’re you doing?” Nike asked.

			“Thinking.” Joula winked. “I like yours. Gonna be real hard to beat that.”

			Nike squinted at her. “You’re messing with me.”

			A scuff of a boot froze them both. Nike calculated the distance to her mace. A man stood at the alley entrance—broad-shouldered, Black, that was all she could tell even with the light of two phones on him.

			

			“Sahle!” Joula ran to hug him. Nike sagged in relief, tugging her mask down around her neck.

			Closer now, she took him in—an inch shorter than her, which was unfortunate but not a dealbreaker. Gorgeous cheekbones. A chest built for cats to nap on. A smile she wanted to smother.

			“Nike, meet Sahle,” Joula said. She had him by the wrist. “Sahle’s a friend of Martinez—the jewellery maker. Filigree like you wouldn’t believe.” Nike just nodded. She could never keep track of Joula’s entourage. “Nike’s a fellow artist.” Joula grinned. “Tell her about yourself, Sahle.”

			She had a way of putting everyone on their heels. 

			“Uh… okay,” he said. “I’m at university, studying philosophy, working part time. What else … I don’t know … sunsets, walks on the beach? Is this my Tinder profile?” Nike laughed. Swiped right in her mind as his warm gaze fell on her. “What about you?”

			What could Nike say? That she was seventeen, starting senior year in a couple months, counting down to prom, not really an artist—even though it was the only thing she’d ever loved—not old enough for Tinder? That the last people who promised to pay for her painting refused when they saw it?

			“I prefer dawns,” she said. “The beach is shit for walking on. Sand gets everywhere. What brings you to a dark alley? Serial killing?”

			He blinked, then let out a deep, warm laugh.

			Joula cut in, “Um, Sahle forgot to mention that he works at homeless shelters and connects hookers with community services.”

			“Sex trade workers,” Sahle corrected, still smiling. “You paint?”

			Nike hesitated, then instinctively stepped in front of her half-finished piece. “Yeah, but I’m not done.”

			Joula tapped her wrist. “In fact, Nike has fifteen minutes left before I’m proclaimed the winner.”

			“What? No way, this was a time-out,” Nike protested.

			“I only have fifteen minutes to do mine. Same rules.”

			“Is he here to—”

			“No better distraction than a hot, single man,” Joula teased.

			“You used him, conniving—”

			“Actually,” Sahle said, cheeks flushing, “I was in the area anyway. There’s a guy I’m worried about. I want to find him. I’ll see you later?”

			His eyes met Nike’s. She nodded, torn between the burning witch on the wall and the man walking away. “Nice to meet you.”

			

			With her own face smouldering, she turned back to work.

			A minute later, Joula joined her, shaking a can of black spray paint.

			“Can’t believe you,” Nike muttered.

			“You mad?”

			“Yes … shit.” She botched a contour. The cap was too fat. “Omigod, he’s fit.”

			Joula laughed. “Yes, he is that.” Then, all was fumes and bursts of black and red.

			Nike focused, blocking out everything but the art. She barely glanced at Joula, though she’d heard her heaving plywood from behind the dumpster.

			Nike’s witch took shape—sensual, powerful, half-clothed. A seductress, and she burned the worse for it, wreathed in flames, vengeful fire licking up from the bones of conquered men. Anguish twisted her features. It was rushed, but good.

			She grabbed a can of yellow to add the tagline.

			“Can I use that after you?” Joula asked.

			“Sure.” Nike frowned at Joula’s painting. Nearby, the plywood had cutouts. “You used a stencil? That’s cheating.”

			“No one said we couldn’t.”

			Nike studied Joula’s piece. A little boy stood on a pedestal, a statue in silhouette, leaning back, holding his dick.

			“What the hell?”

			Joula snatched the yellow spray paint and drew an arc from the boy’s penis to Nike’s burning witch.

			The kid was pissing on the fire.

			“Water beats fire, every time.”

			“That’s not …”

			“You’re predictable, Nike. Stop it. Art is ninety percent idea, ten percent execution. And the idea can’t be predictable.”

			Nike stared at the wall. Despite the careful shading, the vibrant colour, Joula’s stark black-and-white and yellow work killed hers.

			The tagline she’d planned now felt ridiculous, but she wrote it anyway: She was asking for it.

			“Asking for a golden shower,” Joula said, fists at her sides.

			“You’re gross.”

			“You’re good, sister. Really good. You deserve more than abuse. Ever think you should start listening to your art?”

			

			Nike’s paintings always came back to this—women burning for their choices. She’d perfected them.

			But deep down, she knew what her father did wasn’t abuse. Or at least it wasn’t meant to be. It was the family business—but she didn’t want it anymore. She didn’t want more of the pain. Joula was out of her parents’ house, a few years older than her, but still, could Nike leave? At seventeen, her dad wouldn’t stop her. She’d need a job, but she’d been working on that for a week and had sent resumes out to art galleries and stores. Unfortunately, minimum wage might be enough to cover rent on a squalid room. Joula was right. Nike needed to change tactics, to grow.

			“I’m moving out,” Nike blurted.

			Joula high-fived her so hard it stung. “Good girl. Get out of the fire.”

			Nike grinned, glancing at the wall. Her eyes flicked to Joula’s stencils.

			“How long did those take? More than an hour?”

			Joula hesitated.

			“Bam!” Nike jabbed a thumb into her chest. “Winner, by way of disqualification—Nike Highspire!”

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Trayling waited up for Nike, slouched in a ragged leather chair, a Coke bottle balanced on the arm. His phone sat cold in his palm, no new messages, no replies. He tried to slow the bezoar of fear, anger, and shame calcifying in his gut. Hours ago, he’d tracked her phone to Joula’s apartment. It hadn’t moved since.

			He stopped waiting for her, but not worrying. His fingernails drummed across the wooden armrest as the seconds ticked by on his wristwatch.

			3:32 AM.

			He forced a smile, his voice lonely in the cold, empty living room. “Happy birthday, baby girl. See you soon.”

			Twenty years ago, at that exact minute, his eldest daughter, Sabra, had been born. The doctor had pressed her floppy, angry-red helplessness to his bare chest, and he’d drawn in a deep breath of afterbirth, transmuting it with the magic of fatherhood into the sweet smell of new baby glory. He’d cut her umbilical cord. He’d cut both his girls’ cords. It felt as though Nike strained at an invisible one now, a cord he wasn’t sure he had the strength to sever. Twenty years.

			After flipping the phone over, Trayling fell asleep and dreamed of being buried alive. He woke choking on air as if something heavy tamped the dirt above his coffin. Coke glugged from the fallen bottle, pooling at his feet.

			Four hours of sleep, four cups of coffee, and a slice of last night’s pizza later, he grabbed his backpack and skateboard.

			Their townhouse sat in the heart of Little Italy’s Burner district, wedged between immaculate homes with wrought iron fences, white concrete lions, pruned, gushing rose bushes, and porches with steps washed and swept with sanctimony. Their house, in contrast, was a blistered, peeling rebellion. Long strips of paint curled from the clapboard. Gravel choked the garden. A raven statuette perched on the gable, watching.

			He knew what he was doing. The locals hated his house. No one more than Fumo, the Italian Burner who had sought the Little Italy licence for years, only to watch Trayling be handed it. That pissed Fumo off, and Trayling thrived on pissing people off.

			Living in Little Italy would’ve been better if Nike weren’t gluten intolerant.

			Trayling’s wife and eldest daughter lived a mile away, in a private long-term care unit for psychiatric patients. Except Analia and Sabra weren’t psychiatric patients—but he couldn’t tell the doctors what they really had. Part of Santana’s role was to use samples of snotties, ashes, and spine to discover a cure for their infections. That was the deal.

			Trayling burned the enemy, kept the infestation contained—if not eradicated—and in return, the government protected him from those who weren’t in the know. Paid him per spine. Worked on a cure. They wouldn’t pay for the private care, though. No dice.

			The facility specialized in chronic illness and catatonic patients. A quiet place. Rooms circling a central rec area and a nurse’s station attended by quiet nursing staff and a doctor doing rounds. Despite the building’s cold, government-gray exterior, the nurses waved him onto the ward with glowing smiles. He spared a moment to conjure a daisy from behind a nurse’s ear and presented it gallantly.

			“Good morning, Trayling.” Nurse Chui offered him a bowl of thick, unappetizing goo. “You look …” Chui coughed into his fist. “Good.”

			“I look like shit,” Trayling corrected, taking the bowl. “Part of the job. Buskers work night shifts.” Analia and Sabra’s room was a double, each bed ringed by a privacy curtain.

			“I’ve known you for eight years, and in all that time you didn’t age. If you think I’m just being nice, ask half the nurses in here—Jenefer over there once called you an immortal Clooney in his prime. Thought you were aging backwards for a while. Until lately.”

			Trayling scoffed. “Forty-five’s like flipping a switch. Suddenly I need glasses and more than two hours of sleep.”

			“Two hours?”

			“Not anymore.”

			“That’s what I mean.” Chui snapped his fingers. “You’ve been lowered down to the rest of us mortals.”

			“Really appreciate the pep talk.”

			“Just worried. Cancer can do things like this. You have a family doc?”

			“I’ll get right on it.” Trayling waved the nurse away, holding back snarkier remarks. He might not appreciate Chui’s attention, but it was what he wanted for his family.

			He pulled back Analia’s privacy curtain and set down his haversack, keeping Sabra’s side closed. Chui had already raised the bed, propped her up with pillows, and cleared yesterday’s wilted flowers from the vase on the bedside table. Trayling pulled three daisies from his bag and slipped them into the vase. One for Sabra, too.

			“One minute, honey,” he murmured. “I have to talk to Mom.”

			Analia’s mouth hung open.

			Trayling dropped to his knees beside her. Whispered the prayer his mentor, Ambrose, had passed down.

			“The Burner burns. The source giveth of her body. Where evil goes, the flames shall shine …” He looked up at her blank face. “And the broken will rise again, cleansed by fire.”

			Slowly, Trayling rose and sat back in the chair, then took her limp, cool fingers in his own. “Love.” He worked the joints gently. “Our baby’s twenty today. All grown up. Remember when she fit in the crook of my arm?” He cradled the ghost of her. “I do. But …” His voice faltered. He needed Analia. He needed absolution. “I’m no good at this, Kitten. I hurt Nike. I’m losing her. Lost her, maybe. I need you.”

			He squeezed Analia’s fingers, but they reminded him of Nike’s burned hand. “Santana says the worse the relationship, the worse the burn,” he whispered. “Vicious cycle, right? The more I hurt her, the more she hates me, the worse I hurt her.” He swallowed hard, searching Analia’s face for judgment. For an answer. She stared on. “Something’s wrong with me.”

			Chui was right about that much.

			Trayling had sent a message to Ambrose. He hadn’t spoken to the old source since the funeral of his Burner daughter. Maybe he’d have insight into how to reduce the burns—or maybe Trayling just needed someone to talk to. He had no one else. His relationship with the other five Burners—Chuck, Lena, Sylvain, Farhan, and Fumo—wasn’t exactly cozy.

			“You’re right,” he said, watching Analia’s vacant expression. “I’ll keep trying. Try harder. A father never gives up.”

			He spooned the thick goo into her mouth. Waited for her to swallow. “Go ahead, eat up.” When she didn’t, he stroked her throat until she did. Another spoonful. “We got one last night. Tricky bastard—took two burns.” Another bite. “No, it wasn’t any bigger than usual. Weird that it was the exact same size as the last ones.”

			His voice dropped to a whisper. “Nothing like the one that got you.”

			

			He fed her again, voice quiet, thoughtful. “They were bigger back then. But they’re getting harder to burn. I’m seeing patterns. Once I explain them to Nike, she’ll understand why we need to keep going.”

			Chui’s shadow interrupted as Trayling scraped the last of the bowl. “Yummy,” Trayling said, covering the silence. The nurse held another bowl of slurry. “Won’t be needing that today.” Trayling dug back into his haversack and pulled out a chocolate cupcake stacked with icing. 

			“I’ll blend it,” the nurse said.

			“Not yet.” Trayling shifted in his chair and pulled Sabra’s curtain back. Though three years older than Nike, Sabra was smaller, younger-looking, in a rainbow t-shirt that read: “It’s my birthday! Fuck you!” Even at twelve, she’d been dark, impulsive, and rebellious. Trayling had always tried to respect that.

			“Her favourite shirt, thanks,” he murmured, placing a stuffed bear beside her and tucking it beneath the sheet. He set a novel—Pride and Prejudice—on her lap. “We can read that later.”

			From his bag, he pulled a lighter and a birthday candle, stabbing it into the cupcake before striking the flame. “Happy birthday,” he whispered, then held the cupcake out. “Make a wish, Sabra.”

			He gave her a second, then brought the flame closer to her lips. Silently making his own wish. After a moment, he leaned in and helped blow it out, sending wisps of smoke curling skyward. “Good girl.”

			Chui held out his hand for the cupcake. “I’ll take care of it.”

			“First, we sing.”

			Chui flushed. “You really don’t want that.”

			“For me.”

			“I’m not paid enough for this.”

			“For Sabra, then.”

			When Chui didn’t answer, Trayling started. His rocky baritone filled the space. Chui sang like his testes were being run through a meat grinder.

			“That was awful,” Trayling said, as faint applause drifted from the hallway.

			“I warned you. My daughter doesn’t let me sing. Says I ruin it.”

			“So yours hates you too?”

			Chui smirked. “Might, if I existed to her. She does these dances and sells advertising on some app. Bought herself a laptop yesterday with her own cash.”

			“Maybe we both can learn something from our kids,” Trayling said.

			

			“You don’t want to see me dance. If you thought my singing was bad …”

			Trayling’s gaze lingered on Sabra. He smiled, remembering the bear-hug tackles she used to give him. “Any new treatments coming down the pipe?”

			The creases on Chui’s face deepened.

			Trayling plowed on. He always plowed on. “We could try transcranial magnetic stimulation again? More ECT?”

			“Trayling, you’re a good caregiver. One of the best I’ve seen. Every day we learn more about depression, but Analia’s and Sabra’s cases are exceptionally treatment-resistant.”

			Trayling nodded. It was up to him and Santana. He pulled headphones from his bag and connected them to his phone.

			“New death metal playlist?” Chui asked.

			“Gotta give her something to work out to.” Trayling flashed what he thought was the hand signal for devil’s horns. 

			Chui laughed. “Yeah, that means ‘I love you.’ But I know what you were going for. Back in a jiffy.”

			Trayling manually shaped the acid-mauled fingers of his left hand into the “I love you” sign, then lifted both hands toward his wife and daughter. If they couldn’t hear, maybe they could see.

			After their hour of physio, he trimmed Sabra’s bangs, then spent the rest of the day with her reading Pride and Prejudice until Chui nudged him awake.

			“I’m off shift.”

			Trayling ignored the amused glances from staff as he packed up, kissed his wife and daughter, then skateboarded home toward an empty house. But Chui’s expression had been tight with worry. Trayling wondered what would happen to his wife and daughter if he were gone. Would Nike be able to afford their private care? He’d prepared for the eventuality, but not enough. Not nearly enough.

			For the first time in forty-eight hours, he crashed in an actual bed.

			After what seemed a moment, he jolted awake to movement below.

			Scarred fingers wiped drool. Old keloid scars, which ran from hand-to-shoulder, rasped over his lips. More clanking brought him fully awake. He grabbed the baseball bat stowed beside his bed and padded to the doorframe.

			In the hall, he listened. Footsteps.

			“Nike?” he hissed.

			

			No reply. No end to the furtive noises.

			He took the stairs hard and fast, leaping the last few, bat raised—

			“Oh, hiya, Pops.”

			Nike stood in the kitchen, earbuds in, holding a beer and a pizza box. The relief at seeing her, safe, quickly turned to annoyance.

			“Hi. Ya?” He left the bat on a step and entered the galley kitchen.

			“What? Sorry?” She plucked out an earbud.

			“You didn’t come home.”

			She shrugged. “Stayed at Joula’s. Sleepover.”

			“I want you to text me next time.”

			“You’re always telling me to get off my phone.”

			“It’s disrespectful to not reply to my texts.”

			Nike sipped her beer. “Sorry, Daddy.”

			Normally, “Daddy” would end the argument. Not tonight. He sat at the Ikea kitchen table. “Sabra’s birthday was today. Did you visit?”

			“Are you looking for a fight?”

			Maybe. “I want you to consider your responsibilities.”

			“I made you pizza.” She set the beer down and opened the box. Gluten-free. Ham and pineapple. Passive-aggressive as hell.

			“We can’t afford takeout if we’re not on quota.” He shut the box.

			“So it’s about money. Why is it all the other Burners have money except us?”

			“Because we need to think about our future.”

			“My future? Or Mom’s and Sabra’s?”

			“You don’t want to care for your family?” The question hung dangerously. He feared her answer. “Nike, I’m just trying to understand you. Beer isn’t gluten free and it’s not a good breakfast.”

			“Um … I’m only intolerant, and … it’s 8 p.m.?”

			“Which is breakfast if you sleep all day.”

			“I wouldn’t have to sleep all day if I didn’t have to work all—”

			“You were at a party.” When she went back to the fridge, he held it shut. “No more beer.” 

			As a Burner, alcohol and drugs may have no effect on him, but that wasn’t true of a source. Nike had started keeping beer in the fridge a few months ago. When the burns worsened.

			“I’m getting hot sauce. Or is that a crime now?” 

			He swallowed, unconvinced. She wouldn’t look him in the eye. 

			“It wasn’t a party,” she continued. “I’ve been … looking for a job.”

			“We have a job.”

			

			“YOU have a job. I’m something to burn.”

			“I can’t do it without you.”

			“That’s not my problem!” 

			“It’s all of our problems, Kitten.” His tone softened. “Your mother and sister—”

			“Mom and Sabra are gone. They have been gone for eight years and I have been a tag-along ever since. Am I supposed to be dragged around every night, single because of—” She lifted her burned hand. “Until I’m ash?” 

			Trayling shut his eyes. He wouldn’t win this fight. 

			“I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but last night cost me a finger,” she said. “This has to stop while I can still hold a can of spray paint.”

			Trayling thought back to his promise to Analia: that he’d try.

			“If we don’t do our job, more people will be infected. People like your mom and sister.”

			Nike tensed, lips parting as if to argue, but he was already moving—crossing the room to a map that hung beside the table. On the map, roads and green spaces were spattered with red dots. On each dot, a number. 

			“I want to show you something.” His finger jabbed at a cluster of dots blooming on the west side of their district, Little Italy. “Look—this spread of raitgur is younger. All about the same age.”

			The numbers on the dots weren’t random; they corresponded to spine length, measured in inches. Santana wasn’t the only one keeping track. The data didn’t lie.

			Trayling’s hand swept east across the district, to Chinatown. “Over here, it’s scattered. Some young, some old—what we’d expect. But here—” His fist thumped the southeastern area of the map. “Nothing. Not a single one this year. The distribution doesn’t make sense. Why the cluster of similarly aged raitgur?”

			Nike exhaled sharply. “Let other Burners deal with it. I can’t even see the frigging things.”

			Trayling’s jaw slackened. “You can see their spines. Their snotties. The statistics.” His arm flung toward the map. “You can see the people in the hospital. Your infected family.”

			She shrugged, noncommittal.

			His voice softened. “You don’t believe …?”

			“Dad! I believe! You shoot fire from your hands! Acid burns suddenly appear on your skin! I see the scars! I’m flammable.” She splayed her fingers. “I lose pieces of myself. And for what? I don’t want this to cost me my life. I feel like the guy in the trolley problem.”

			“Trolley?”

			“Yeah, do you kill one person to save five?”

			It wasn’t the same. It wasn’t.

			“My burns and scars are an honor.”

			Nike snorted. “I want to go to college.”

			“For what? Art?” The words left him before he could stop.

			Her eyes narrowed to slits. “That so wrong?”

			“I just want you to feel like you’re doing something important.”

			“You were in mutual fund sales.” Her voice turned razor-sharp. “You went to college. Had a normal job. You travelled.”

			“Exactly! And I wasn’t fulfilled. What we do—it matters.”

			“Like me and my art.” Her eyes challenged him, and he knew it wasn’t worth engaging further.

			Trayling inhaled, steadied. “Hunt with me tonight. Help me figure this out. I’m close.”

			She probed the inside of her mouth with her tongue. “Can’t. Going for a walk.”

			“With …?”

			She looked away.

			“If you can’t tell me, ask yourself why not.”

			“Because you’ll react like this.”

			Trayling didn’t mean to, but his neck cracked when he turned. Loudly.

			“And,” she added, “because you don’t want me to do anything but follow you around, burning me down piece by piece.”

			“No—” His hands gripped the table edge until his knuckles whitened. He forced himself to breathe. Calm. “Can I meet him? . . . Her? Them?”

			“Him.” She hesitated. “But maybe this isn’t the best time. Give me some space.”

			“You’ve lost weight.” His voice softened. “You need more than pizza. You need protein. Burns eat through calories.”

			“Jesus, Dad—why? So there’s more of me to burn?” She grabbed her backpack and headed for the door.

			“Not what I meant.” The door opened. “Hunting later!” It slammed.

			Trayling grabbed what was left of her beer, took a swig, and spat it out. The bottle shattered in the sink.

			He stared at the shards.

			Then, without another thought, he grabbed his board. He might not be able to burn what he found tonight, but he could still hunt. Still scout. Still solve the mystery of the alien cluster.
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