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This time it couldn’t be hide-and-seek.

Nine-year-old Mark Petrie trotted across the grass when he saw Angie break from the trees and run toward the park’s edge. The way her father had dragged her out of the park that afternoon, he’d thought he’d never see her there again.

So he went straight after her. He barely gave a glance back to the picnic table where his uncle was arguing about that “politics” stuff with his grumbling friends, their dinner still not unpacked.

When the grass changed to hard street-side sidewalk under their feet, Angie glanced back at him, her face just level with his. “I’m not stopping. I’m not waiting for him to catch me.”

“Your dad? But we were only—”

She rushed on up the street, dodging between the scattered people in her path. Mark followed her red hair in the deepening twilight, still trying to work out why Mr. Dennard—a cop, as much a hero as any of Angie’s other relatives she talked about—would have turned so angry at their playing with some of the family’s old coats and belts.

Mark twisted around an old couple and their yapping dog, trying to keep Angie in sight. He passed sizzling burgers at the food stand, and his stomach clenched, reminding him the day was late and his uncle had been putting off their dinner. He tried to hold the emptiness down by thinking of the fun they’d had that afternoon—

Playing Defend Sha Ta Ruath—wherever that was—and letting their make-believe tell him anything could be about to happen—

But he was just hungry, and confused.

They reached the street corner at the edge of Rosewood Park’s huge block, before Angie slowed and looked around.

“Where’re you going? What happened?” he asked as he reached her side.

“I have something to ask my mom.” She started across the street.

The word froze Mark a moment and he had to scramble to catch up again. Angie was going to her mother, after... how had she said it once, that mothers could run out on you? He still remembered the pain in her voice then, like Angie was better off with her gone.

She glanced over at him and added, “This is the way? If we keep going it’s easy to hit Heat Street?”

“You mean Heath Avenue? The rich place? I think so.”

She only moved faster now, with the sidewalk clear of park-goers and only the thinner evening crowds to weave through. Streetlights glowed along their way, just starting to stand out as night deepened, drawing the line between them and the stream of cars on their left.

By the second block, the sidewalk was even clearer. Now and then Mark passed people wrapped in scattered conversations, wreathed in cigarette smoke that added to the stench of car exhausts. Even some of the summer laughter he’d been hearing around the park seemed to thin away, while the air cooled and his feet hurt. Again and again, he saw the people Angie raced past turning to look at her flight.

Mark had lost count of the blocks they’d traveled before he managed to catch her arm. “It’s getting dark. You can’t just—”

“He said,” and she spat the words at him like a weapon, “Dad said Grandpa died in a crazy-house! But he was my mom’s father, Dad must be wrong, he has to be lying about him—”

She stopped, looked around the street. She must have seen something behind Mark, because she slipped from his slack grip and twisted away, heading up a side street, out of sight of the main road.

Mark scrambled after her, his thoughts pounding harder than his feet. The way Angie always talked, all her games about her family and its exploration of Sha Ta Ruath, and its soldiers and leaders and all the rest, and now her father said the things she lived for only ended in something awful?

At least he’s not in jail like my dad, came an even darker thought. And her mother’s alive.

The air felt colder now. They trotted past a construction barrier in the street and on through the shadow of a tall brick shape, and their feet sounded louder as the noise of cars fell away behind them.

The buildings pressed closer here, but a block ahead Mark could see the skeleton of a half-finished building silhouetted against the night. His nose itched at the construction dust in the air.

“Mark—” Suddenly Angie was turning back, toward him, past him.

He couldn’t see what she had, only lines of darker brick pooling shadows into the slightly-paler street ahead. But that dimness, and the street traffic sounds so faded away behind them, brought a new shiver to his skin as he followed. Her footfalls were slower than they’d been all night. Hushed.

Then—

“You just keep going.”

Growling right in front of them, appearing from around a corner, a huge man with some kind of black cap and a snarl of teeth flashing—

Angie, stumbling a step to put herself between Mark and the stranger they were backing away from—

Dim streets, alone, but the cars droning by not so far away, people—

The man took a step toward them. His arm reached out.

“HELP!” Mark yelled, with all the power his lungs had.

The next second, the big man had an ugly, blocky tunnel of a gun barrel pointed at them.

“Now you done it,” he grated. “Wrong night for that. So you keep your holes shut or...”

Don’t look at the gun, Mark told himself, feeling his heart stampeding, trying to tear his chest apart. If he looked to the side he could see Angie staring around, and another man—with the same kind of black cap over his scalp—moving up from where they had been headed, with a knife in his hand. Dust, so much dry, dead dust filling the air.

The gun tilted upward, relaxing the threat for a moment, and the man behind it grinned at their helplessness and lumbered toward them.

Then the gun swung higher as something yanked that arm toward the sky and a shape that had closed in behind the gunman’s back twisted, spun, and sent the big man slamming to the pavement.

The gun clattered away. The man with the knife swore and broke into a run toward them, only to duck away inside a door as their rescuer reached inside his coat.

Angie gasped “Dad—” and there was awe in her voice.

Detective Dennard roared, “Just go!”

His tone, there was something wrong, like it was too fierce to fit inside his throat. And his hand drew back from his gun holster and brushed the belt at his waist...

In the next heartbeat, Angie’s hand had locked onto Mark’s arm and she pulled him into a run. His feet flung him along the pavement with her, toward the open streets. But he still stole a glance back, for a glimpse at her father chasing after the other thug.

Except Mr. Dennard was gone.

They ran. Ran through the night, forcing already-aching legs to carry them, with nerves on fire from the danger they’d brushed up against. In the rush of his heaving lungs, Mark at first missed the booming sound far, far behind them, until he realized it had spread and cascaded into a wild chorus of gunshots.

Blocks later they met a police car screaming toward the sound, and their shouts brought the cops over and let Mark gasp out a few words of what they’d seen. As he did, he realized Angie’s father was closing in on them, as if he’d been only a few steps behind.

Angie flung herself into her father’s arms without a word, or a single sob. Mark could only stand back, struggling for breath and watching them.

“Listen to that!” one of the uniforms said, raising his voice over the gunfire. “There ain’t enough backup in the city to get me in there. That’s got to be more than one gang killing each other—and you almost walked in right when something set them off?”

Almost walked in? Right, Mark thought, the three of them must have been blocks away from where the shots had sounded like they’d started. They had to have been.

Then Detective Dennard said “I... don’t think I can be a cop anymore.”

He kept his face bent over his daughter as he said those words. But Mark heard something in his voice, something that sounded too bitter to be the fury he’d shown before. Was that—shame?

Mark felt the two pieces in his head, refusing to go together. Angie's father had been running with them while the gangs started shooting far behind them... but that voice now... he couldn’t make them fit.

No matter how he tried.​
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CHAPTER ONE: THE MESSENGER
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Dammit, Angie...

Mark threw his weight on the pedals, legs pumping, fighting for any extra distance he could get from the gang closing in behind him. Through the rasp of his breathing, the Blades’ pounding feet sounded like only inches from his heels. All because even on his first day of work he’d had to stop for her call.

The alley’s end loomed up ahead, and he squeezed the back brake to slow and skid around the poster-covered brick corner. He heard one shrill “So what’s in the box?” before he swung out into the Anchor Street crowd, safe.

Easy as that.

Swerving narrowly around two lumbering dockworker types, Mark lurched to a stop to answer their shouts with a breathless, “Sorry, sorry,” before walking the bike on. His breathing settled as he worked through the crowd, maneuvering along a sidewalk full of people, probably some afternoon shift letting out—one of the thickest crowds in Lavine city. Darkening clouds thinned the light around them, and his sweat swam in the air, making him shiver in the growing cold.

Tired, but safe. “Beats telling Gene my new phone got me killed,” he muttered.

But what was the point of him learning every street in town if he couldn’t use the time he saved on a message run to stop in at Angie’s—or when she wasn’t home, pull over to take her call? That bit of slack in his day was supposed to be the good thing about this job, he’d figured on that benefit ever since his junk Chevy had died and started him thinking of options besides waiting tables.

Didn’t matter; the danger was over. Just because it was the Blades again, or they’d been near Angie’s, didn’t mean the gang had any reason to keep after either of them.

He glanced back again, and his knuckles tightened on the handlebars. The punks were still behind him.

They were just strolling along, some twenty feet back. Two silent figures with their leathers and black do-rags, already drawing uneasy glances from the workers they passed.

Still on me? But only two of them, where’d Rafe go? Mark stared up and down the street, trying to think if they’d really bother staying with him much longer. Or, he could put his knowledge of the street routes to use again and lose them, if he could find one gap in the crowd.

At that moment a car pulled out from its parking space, leaving a hole at the edge of traffic, and Mark leaped forward. A woman shouted as he twisted his bike past her, and he barely swerved clear of a wrought-iron lamppost, but he broke through onto the street. Free.

Once his tires dropped off the curb he hopped onto the saddle and began pedaling, finally able to move. Faster, faster, I’m lightning, I’m a bullet train, I’m the damn Sha Ta Ruath Express if it has one... He swept down the narrow space between the honking rush of traffic and the parked cars, eyes alert for any door that might pick just that moment to swing open into his path.

The light ahead turned red, but instead of slowing he only banked for the corner and angled onto the cross-street’s sidewalk to rush along the new angle. But just as he turned he saw the black-capped rider away to his left, roaring down at the intersection on his Harley.

The crowds wouldn’t last... that motorcycle would get closer by the second... so, he could stop while he still had some witnesses and hope he could brazen it out without the Blades remembering his face later. Unless the gang really had been lurking near Angie’s because after all these years—

Besides, he knew the streets. Another twist of the handlebars brought him up a side street, with a parting glance back that showed he’d have a few moments out of the biker’s view. The way ahead was just as empty and riddled with alleys as he remembered, and he arced to the side and ducked into one.

With a van parked squarely in its middle. A battered red barricade.

“Of course,” he spat, and jumped down, trotting with the bike toward the narrow gap even as he heard an engine thundering in behind him. He heaved the front wheel up, twisting the handlebars to make as narrow an angle as he could, and pressed in... a tip just catching and scraping on the graffiti... then his heart restarted as it squeezed free. The low box bungeed over his back tire wobbled and almost came loose, but it didn’t matter. Now he had only open space ahead.

The Harley’s roar rattled off the buildings behind him, dropping to a lower growl as it crept up the alley like a prowling beast. Mark leaned back out of sight, against the van’s rear, listening for any pause in that motor... but it only crawled slowly by and finally gathered force and roared away.

He drew in a deep breath and let it seep out. Even in the thick stormy air, he could smell exhaust from the van, still fresh—would the alley have been clear just a minute earlier? He reached down to tighten the bungees around his box. At least his old green Raleigh could wriggle past where their motors couldn’t, and foot soldiers wouldn’t bother chasing him for long. Just as he’d thought, he’d ridden rings around them.

“Mark?”

The voice from around the van was low, worse than a shout: the calmness itself told him who it had to be.

Rafe went on “Still running errands for small bills? I always said you need someone who’s got your back.”

Mark’s fists clenched. We’re a year out of high school, and he still thinks he can make me one of his thugs?

I can’t let him rattle me. Rafe couldn’t have seen him duck back here; he had to be bluffing, calling blindly up each corner to see if he’d get an answer.

Then Rafe spoke again. “This time, the best place you can be is away from Joe Dennard. This won’t stop until it comes out the far side of ugly.”

Dennard. The night of the gang war. Suddenly that was all Mark could think of—even after ten years, after most of the Blades who’d lived through it must be dead or in prison. What could Rafe and the rest of them know, or care, about what might have happened back then?

But if they did—Mark found he couldn’t breathe. If the gang was after Dennard—and they’d spotted Mark for being outside Angie’s—were they already closing in on the father and the daughter too?

Then he heard a footstep, then another, the sound receding as Rafe walked away, up the pavement, to be swallowed up by the sounds of the city. He hadn’t seen Mark after all.

Mark stayed flattened against the van for five more long, controlled breaths. Then he crouched down to look under it—he hadn’t been so well-hidden, after all, not if anyone stopped to look for his feet—but saw nobody lingering out there.

His hands were trembling as he started the bike up the alley. At least his tires were silent as they built up speed, not like running feet would be. But he had to go faster, faster, get some space to stop and call the Dennards.

“Bastard!”

The sudden yell twisted his head back, to see the other two Blades charging up the alley at him. He flung himself forward.

Then the handlebar lurched and tipped, and he wrenched it blindly to keep it clear of the wall, clinging for balance, still looking back at the Blades... seeing the bungeed-down box working loose from the rack...

It’s dangling over to foul the wheel—

Somehow, somehow, he kept the bike steady as he leaned forward and kicked back wildly, then felt the box break free. He scrabbled for the pedals again, fighting to build speed and hoping the gang would duck away from the falling box—or even stop to tear it open to discover the sample suit coat some designer had been so damn eager to have delivered.

Push! The street ahead still looked empty, no barriers to him, but also no witnesses if they caught him. Still, the thought of racing blindly into the lane made him twist, sweeping around the corner onto the sidewalk past a flash of red hair that had to be—

He heard the curses first, so fierce he had to steal a glance back. In that one instant he saw two recycling bins falling by the corner in a mess of green and blue and strewn metal. And a door, closing. Angie must have already ducked through it after knocking the bins into the Blades’ path.

Mark had to imagine the rest as he powered up the street: how the first Blade might twist around the bins, but maybe the other would slip on some of the scattered cans... his mind kept supplying the sound of bowling pins crashing down together, but of course what mattered were the seconds Angie had bought him to get up to speed at last. And that she had spotted the bins and the open door in the one split instant he’d raced past her. Of course.

He rushed past block after block, keeping to the clearer side streets and zigzagging between them when he could. As he worked on picturing the evening streets’ layout he remembered his new cell’s GPS tracker app; of course, when he had broken off his call with her to run from the Blades, Angie could have used her own cell to find him. That could have given her some little warning that he was doubling back here, enough to set her trap.

With that guess in mind, it was only a matter of time before he settled onto the bike lane on Garcetti, and looked back to see a motorcyclist wearing a familiar denim jacket and red helmet moving up from behind him.

The old relief at seeing her was colored with an odd stain of envy, now that Angie’s nimble Kawasaki had held up while his Chevy’s breakdown had sent him back to pedaling. Not that that matters, if the gang is hunting her father. He pulled over to wait.

As his feet touched the pavement he felt his head spin, tension suddenly squirming up and down his muscles and turning them to water. The Blades had almost... and Rafe had...

A sudden thought made him burst out laughing, sagging against the handlebars.

Angie pulled up beside him, frowning at him as he fought to get a full breath. “Mark? Did I miss something?” Concern softened her voice more than usual.

“Just realized,” he gasped out, trying to show her he hadn’t lost his mind. “Even without your help, they... they lost that chase years—years!—before they met us...”

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “And why is that?”

He hauled in some air, and tried to say it properly. “When the first punks started their ‘club.’ Motorcycles couldn’t squeeze through where I did, and runners couldn’t keep up... but e-e-ever since they named themselves the Blades...” The laughs broke through again and he collapsed over the bike.

A moment later he heard her finish “...they wouldn’t dare chase you on skates!” and break out laughing herself.

When they both had their breath back, Mark drew himself up, his lanky frame looming over her compact one. The one friend he’d kept by him, the girl who’d gone from severe pneumonia to winning track records. The girl who still held on to even bigger dreams, if she could get away safe from what he’d just learned.

He made himself meet her eyes. “Except... it was Rafe Martinez himself. And when they spotted me, I think it was because they were watching your place, and... he said they’re after your father. I mean, if they finally found out he was there, and he really did know something about how the gang war started—”

“He threatened Dad—and you think it’s for this thing again?” Her simple features tightened in frustration. “For the last time, give it a rest.” She spun away, glaring up at the blackening clouds. “And it’s been ten years. What could Rafe ‘find out’ that can have dug all of that up?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know why he warned me; I’ve already turned down enough of his damn offers. But what I think—”

Mark stopped and bit back the flare of anger; he should have known arguing this with her wouldn’t be easy. He met her gaze and settled his voice to its gentlest, steadiest tone.

“I think something had them waiting around your place, when I rode by it, and they even knew me, all of them. And that means they’ll be back for you again, if you stay around here.” He stopped there; no need to say again how he still couldn’t forget the fury Dennard’s face had held that night—or the shame after, then and when he turned in his badge, after weeks of bloody inter-gang warfare.

But Angie must have guessed where his doubts led, because she sighed “But years back—while he was saving our lives!—he was a block away when the 66s opened up on the Blades, and yet somehow it’s his fault? No, this has to be about what he is now. If they can control the park’s guard, they control the park, control the drugs and God-knows-what else they can do there. And they want me as a way to get at him.”

She glanced around the sidewalk traffic, as if the gang might already be creeping through the crowd toward them. In just moments, Angie had it all figured out—without blaming the man they both wanted to trust. And he had to admit, her answer did make more sense.

A car honked on the street beside them.

“Mark?” She was looking back toward him.

“Yeah,” he sighed. “Look, maybe it doesn’t matter what they want from him. If they were at your place, they want to use you against him, but you’re leaving the city anyway—and you still are, right? Staying isn’t supporting him, it just gives him more he has to watch out for. And don’t think about putting your plans on hold, that’s one more way the gang wins.”

“I... oh of course I’m leaving, I know that. I should like it more when you’re right.” Her head sank, then straightened a second later. “But you both have to keep yourselves safe, too, or I’ll just be right back here.” And she grinned.

“Sure, anything to keep that from happening.” The joke came as a reflex, while his thoughts scrambled to catch up to how she’d be safe again, free, gone. He added, “If they’re watching your place, I can round up some reinforcements to help while you pick up a few things—”

“No, I should just call Dad and go, and work the rest out later. Besides, you still have to explain to your boss about that package. And aren’t you seeing Grace tonight?” she added as she started her engine.

That’s over; it’s Lucy now. But he didn’t say that, only smiled back and dug out his phone as he pulled onto the sidewalk. He only had to keep the smile up a few more seconds, and then she was gone.

She’s gone off to learn to fly planes, and when I’m trying to show her I’m the fastest courier on a bike, I get shot down. “Nice going,” he muttered as he dialed.

Gene Chung answered on the second ring. “So, the delivery’s done?”

With someone else, Mark would have tried softening the blow. Instead: “I’m afraid I lost the coat.”

He heard a spluttering sound.

“I was robbed on the street,” he went on.

“On a bike?” Gene snapped. “You just had to keep moving and... no, never mind. Mark, you begged me for this job, and all your ideas for expanding sounded good, but on your first day—”

“Just let me talk to the client. I was risking my—”

“Stay away from them! You pick up what’s left of your check, and then leave us alone.” He hung up.

Mark glared at the cell, but he wasn’t really surprised. It’s what I deserve, and he never really liked me anyway. I must have caught him on a desperate day when he hired me at all.

But at least he had kept himself ahead of the Blades, and Angie was on her way across the state. Now he just had to find something worth doing next.

He wiped the sweat from his forehead, glad he’d given up his usual long hair before starting the courier job. He poised a thumb over the phone. He could call Henry and tell him he was a bit further from paying him back for the rent, but his cousin deserved better news these days. Or he could go straight to the job boards and look for options. Or work up the nerve to call Roger Winton again—not that buying a few sketches in three years made the “king of food carts” an art patron.

“Or that a ‘Mark’ should be an artist,” he muttered, and put the phone back on his belt. Taking one more look at the stormclouds moving in from the north, he calculated how long it would be until Lucy’s shift was over, and turned toward the park.

It was a stupid risk, going near Dennard now, but he hated to let the Blades’ threat chase him away. Mark promised himself he’d stay out in public, and meet Dennard just long enough to ask him about an idea that had been growing in his mind. To stop running packages around and try joining the police.

The lowering September sun peeked between the taller buildings now, adding shadows to the thickening air and making him stare harder to watch for any more of Rafe’s friends. And here Mark was going to ask a man who’d left the force about joining it... on the day they were both saying goodbye to Angie, too. The same day as Mark’s own brush with danger, and him pushing Angie out the door. What a mess.

But, maybe I’ve been letting myself stay just the jailbird’s son, and that can change. Angie never let herself be just the disgraced cop’s daughter.

When the street ahead softened into the uneven, lower shadows of the sprawling city park, he tried to forget the Blades and force a smile. Angie always claimed it had been named Rosewood for her mother’s mother, and in the end it had been the place her father had found work. Mark glided along the bikeways between the evening picnickers, looking out for the old-fashioned navy blue uniform.

It didn’t take long. He was only partway to the pond when he saw a chubby figure scrabbling to pick up some dropped wrapper, with Dennard standing behind him. Just standing, with his arms behind his back, probably doing nothing more, but standing closer than anyone else would. Park Officer Joe Dennard had a way of making whatever he was doing seem more menacing than it actually was, and somehow he always made it work.

It must have been something he picked up from his police days. Mark wondered if he might be learning that trick himself soon.

Dennard waited for the repentant litterbug to wobble away, then turned around, a worried frown spreading. “Mark? Are you sure you want to be around me now? Even Angie says she’s keeping her distance.”

“I’ll make it quick; I still have to get out and meet Lucy,” Mark grinned back, trying to let the familiar banter keep his mind away from his renewed doubt about what Dennard might have done. “Um, can I talk to you?”

“I’m about finished here for now,” was all Dennard said, as if Mark’s sober tone had been nothing out of the ordinary. He motioned off toward the park’s edge, and his home just beyond it. And he nodded to another man in Rosewood blue, a way up the path—he already had a reinforcement against the Blades, Mark realized.

Mark fell into place beside Dennard, walking his bike silently between the park visitors and wondering how the man could be so calm.

They just missed the light across Summer Street, so they had to stand for a while, watching the evening traffic. Mark tried not to worry, though he could almost feel the storm pressure swelling around them. It’ll reach us soon.

Then an engine rumbled up and slowed, and Angie walked her motorcycle up beside them. “Looks like I’m late. But I wanted to see you while I could.”

Of course she did. Why should any of them stay back from danger? Mark sighed.

“Just come on,” Dennard said, as the light changed. He led them across at a quick march.

On the far side of Summer Street waited an apartment complex, a scattering of pleasant orange shapes, and the tiny house almost at the street’s edge that Mark and Angie once imagined had started out as an old toolshed. Somehow it still belonged to the park, given over to Joe Dennard and, until last year, his daughter.

And she might never stand here again, came Mark’s sudden thought.

It made the little house suddenly feel different. It was still the familiar place, with the trunks squeezed into the corners, but now its stubborn musty smell seemed so much thicker. The wall by the door looked wrong without the picture of Angie’s grandparents that she had always kept there.

Mark turned a chair round from the tiny dinner table just as Dennard settled onto one edge of the sofa and looked up at his daughter. “Alright, what are these ‘rumors’ that the Blades are after me?”

Angie stayed standing, and she dove right in. “I didn’t want to tell you the rest on the phone. They aren’t rumors; the Blades were looking for me today—”

Dennard was on his feet in an instant.

She finished “—so unless you just tossed one of them in the pond, they must want me as a hold on you and the park.”

Her father’s face was white, and Mark saw his hands twitch at his sides, as if they wanted to grab at her. “Don’t you joke! Not about the gangs. Did they hurt you?”

“No,” she came right back.

“Or you?” He glanced over, and Mark shook his head. Dennard turned back to her. “Did you start fighting, did you dig yourself in any deeper with them?”

“Of course not. And they can’t hurt me, once—”

“I’ll talk to the precinct,” and this time he did reach for his daughter’s shoulders. “If I can get Peters or Ryerson to—”

She stepped out of his reach. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Don’t talk like that! Of course I’m getting you protection, it’s the only way to keep them away from you.”

“Unless,” Mark put in, “she’s already out of reach. Didn’t she tell you?”

“Right.” Angie flashed him a smile, and turned back to her father. “They want to control Rosewood through you, and me? I can do something better than sit here, and Mark’s already set it up: I’m moving across the state, for a job that he found out about.”

Her father stared at her, then said “So you’re... you’ve got a job? You’re leaving town, and this is the first I hear?”

She would have had more time, if the gang had stayed out of it, Mark thought.

“I’m going to be a pilot,” Angie said. She turned away and started pacing the short distance she could to the wall and back. “And the first step is that Spitz Airfield needs an assistant, and we worked out pay, and flying lessons, and a place for me to stay.”

Dennard sank back onto the sofa, a little quickly, judging by the creak of springs. “You, at a desk?” and he gestured along the path she’d just paced, never still. “And it sounds like it could take years. Can you at least ask your mother for—”

“Not her. I’ll make it work, if it gets me in the air someday.”

She glanced over at the kitchen counter, nodding to one picture Mark saw was still there: her grandparents, Will and Sarita Rose Fletcher, with one of the mountains they had climbed in the background.

“But Dad, promise me you’ll watch your back—until the Blades go on to some other place they can poison instead. Shouldn’t take long,” she added, and Mark thought he heard a small question in her voice, asking if that was all that was going on.

“It’s a big city,” Dennard said, and she nodded.

If that was a lie... if she took it and walked out thinking her dad was only in momentary danger... It’s not right.

“Unless,” Mark added, and saw them both start, “they really do have the kind of reason Rafe mentioned.”

“Mark?” Angie took a step toward him, a scowl starting to darken on her face.

“I just mean—” and it was easier to turn his gaze to her silent father. “If they were going to keep coming for you, if they even thought that back when the gang war started you had some part in the shots that set it off—if they didn’t know you couldn’t run that far back—”

“That far?” and Dennard cut off Mark’s tumble of words with a laugh. “What matters is we weren’t there. You think the Blades got that exactly wrong, and only ten years later too?”

“I don’t know.” Mark couldn’t seem to get a breath, under Dennard’s gaze, knowing Angie must be staring at him. But... still, Dennard hadn’t been quite there with them, he had left them for a few moments... and, impossible or not, there was something hidden in that too-confident voice. Mark could only say, “Well, you did quit the cops right after that. Anyway, if there’s anything that could give the Blades that kind of vendetta against you, don’t we deserve to know?”

Dennard shook his head slowly. “Whatever they want with me, it’s nothing like that. The gangs never needed anyone else to make them kill each other. And it’s been ten years, and you must be the only one who thinks it... could be my... fault.”

And then his head sank toward his chest, as he added:

“No matter what I did.”

So few words.

“Dad?” Angie’s voice had a tiny shard of pain in it, like cracked glass. “What... are you saying?”

Dennard shrugged, a simple motion, but he didn’t meet her eyes. His words seeped out of him, as if squeezed out by too many years of holding up the lie. “I... I stopped thinking. I wanted them to pay, I saw the two gangs lined up there, I didn’t think how many other people would get caught in it—”

Angie didn’t reply, she only stared at him, slumped in his seat. At least her face hadn’t turned to Mark yet.

Only a moment later she shifted her gaze, looking between them, avoiding their eyes. “I need to be alone. I need to say goodbye to the park.” She spun away, and three quick steps brought her over to the kitchen, where she snatched up the family picture from the counter. “And my grandparents don’t have to look at a murderer.”

Then she was across the room again, and gone.

The soft thump of the closing door broke the stillness. Dennard growled “You had to keep pushing,” but he stayed slumped on the couch.

Mark waited, watching him. But you did want to tell us, he could have said. Or maybe, It must have been hell carrying that around. Or he could apologize, or say Angie could never have meant what she said. But all he did was let the moments stretch out, accepting what he’d put them all through.

A knock sounded on the door, hard and rapid.

Dennard was up in a moment, halfway to it before they heard a male voice outside. “Joe? I saw your light—”

Then the door was open, and they were looking at the man outside, a short figure whose park blues seemed lost in the twilight.

“They’re out there, the Blades! Some kind of gathering, Griggs said not to tell you but I had to, does he really think he can get the rest of us to come in—”

“Lewis. Did you see Angie out there?” Dennard’s voice was steady, and the other man seemed to draw calmness from it.

“No. I came right here. I saw at least eight or ten of them, but they’re staying, storm or no, they even hung some fancy coat above the Nature Station like they were planting a flag!”

In the back of Mark’s mind stirred the petty thought They wouldn’t, it can’t be the same coat I was delivering! before Dennard said “We have to find her. Mark, where would she go?”

“You think I know? Hell, she doesn’t want to be found, and she knows the park better than any of us—”

Lewis cut in “But, Griggs wants us at the pond—”

Dennard snapped at Mark “Then you get home, now!” then turned to Lewis and added “So get over there. Don’t wait for me, go, just go!”

Mark found himself stepping out into the storm-thickened air. Dennard’s voice and the rising fierceness in its last words hung around him a moment, before Lewis trotted out and away down the path, and the door slammed with Dennard inside.

Mark shook his head hard to clear it. He brought out his new cell and tapped Angie’s number, but he heard only the usual “Angie Dennard is right in the middle of something, but...” Not that she stopped to answer it half the time normally.

But if he could find her and warn her about the Blades in the park... He hopped onto his bike and pushed off, glancing across the street, trying to guess where in the park she’d go. And I am the one who threw his guilt in her face. My fault.

Then he slammed on the brakes. Angie might be shaken, but the way Dennard had sounded as he chased them out, had sounded desperate. Like he’d looked years ago, when he’d attacked that first Blade.

And why was Dennard still in his house?

Mark swung the bike toward it. The light was still on in the window, a crack through the curtains facing off to an angle from him. He moved toward that light from the side, thinking of what the man’s rage had triggered once before. Angie can find a hundred hiding places in the park, but what good is that if her father gets himself killed?

He drew up beside the window, stepped from the bike to crouch down, and looked in.

Joe Dennard stood in the room’s closet, closing an undersized trunk. Some of the family’s old belongings, from what Mark could see, as racked clothes fell back to cover it. Then Dennard stepped back and looked down at what he was holding: a leather belt dangling between his hands, ready to strap on—

But it wasn’t a gun belt. Just a length of broad, black leather with a brass buckle. So why was Dennard simply standing there, as if he couldn’t take his eyes from it? His face was turned away from the window, but Mark almost thought the belt was swaying, as if the hands that held it were trembling.

Reaching the belt around his waist, Dennard took a slow step toward the door.

Then he crumpled the belt in his hands and spun away. His face was twisted in a grimace so tight Mark couldn’t look away until Dennard’s eyes had already swept past him at the window, unseeing. Just the wake from that look made Mark crouch down and press himself flat against the wall.

The muted thump of a fist shook through the stucco.Mark crouched lower, though he knew Dennard hadn’t seen him. Why was he worked up enough to pound the wall, but not going after his daughter? Why stop to look at an old belt?

That trunk of clothes looked like some of the things he and Angie used to borrow, family things, for when they were running around the park playing Fletcher Explorers, until Dennard had ripped them from their hands. On the day of the gang war.

A door banged open on the far side of the tiny house. Dennard’s footsteps were quick, heading toward the walkway out front. Mark left the bike and peeped around the corner just as the sound stopped.

In the dim light he saw Dennard crouch at one of the apartment complex’s brick cooking grills, dropping the belt and some other shape into a small trunk and shoving it under the grill with the scrape of metal on masonry. Then Dennard tore out handfuls of paper—from magazines he’d brought?—and tossed them into the trunk as he crouched down.

A match flared.

Dennard didn’t move then, just stayed half-kneeling by the trunk, until a faint breeze ruffled the grass and Mark saw the light wink out. With a hiss that must have been a curse, Dennard fumbled for a few moments and then draw himself back to feed another match into the cracked-open jaws of the trunk.

Orange light kindled inside it, while Dennard struck a third match and added it to the fire. He crouched by it a moment longer, then leaped up and marched off down the path. Mark saw him take out his phone and dial, and heard him say “Lewis, I’ll meet you—” before he moved out of earshot. His other arm swung up once, as if to wipe his eyes.

Mark could only stare after him. What did I just see? Dennard had looked so desperate, so much like he had years ago, that watching him had made Mark more afraid of what he’d do for his daughter than afraid for Angie herself, out in the Blades’ path. So if Dennard was that driven, why had he stopped to burn a piece of Angie’s childhood?

The glow grew brighter, filling the inches-wide gap where Dennard had propped the trunk open, like some squat, eyeless Jack-O’Lantern. And...

Whatever it is, nobody will ever have this chance again. Something about that truth sent Mark scrambling forward. The metal trunk was still only warm when he grabbed it from under the grill, spilling the flames out onto the pavement. With a corner of the box, he raked the burning paper away from the belt and what turned out to be a thick canvas satchel, then snuffed the patches of fire out with the bottom of the trunk. Once the embers had faded, he leaned closer, blinking back tears from the smoke. The satchel—it used to store the belt and a few scraps of leather, he remembered—seemed to have resisted the brief fire; the belt felt warm and sooty, but no more battered than it had ever been. The first real scarring his fingers felt was the lettering on its inside.

“Made in Sha Ta Ruath.” The writing flashed in his mind, and he realized that after all the games and dares years ago he’d remembered the strange name only as some essence of exotic places he’d never get to see. “But why would he burn it?”

He shook his head, and stuffed the belt into the satchel. He could give them both to Angie later, if he got a chance to warn her about the Blades.

The traffic light back across Summer Street was longer than ever. Angie still wasn’t answering her cell, and she’d turned off her GPS app. Mark could only stare at the traffic, fighting the urge to dodge between the cars in the dimming light.

When he could finally start his bike forward, the images began to creep back into his mind: the shapes of Rosewood Park and how Angie might pick a way through them. If the Blades were gathered at the Nature Station, by the northeast corner... her only risk would be if she walked blindly up from the south, or in around the central woods...

Mark chained his bike next to the northwest picnic tables, and his eyes moved to the wilder wood beyond the parking lot. Fenced off, and separating the park from the industrial grounds at its north edge, it might give the best cover to get near the Nature Station. He unfastened the satchel from his bike bag; the fire’s heat had already faded from it. Maybe Angie was watching the Blades from in there. Maybe her father wouldn’t guess that in time to help her.

“Right,” he laughed at his presumption. “It’s just me who can save the day, and then we run off to Sha Ta Ruath—”

There!

His eyes flicked to the woods; he was suddenly sure she was there. But he saw only the straight trees and brush leading up the first slope. He felt a twitchiness in himself, an eagerness he hadn’t felt since he was a child running around the park. Even with the Blades somewhere out there too.

None of the lingering park visitors paid much attention to him, even when he tossed the satchel over the seven-foot fence in front of the wood and started climbing it. He had to press the blunt tips of his shoes hard into the chain mesh to take some weight off his fingers, and any slip made it rattle, and forced him to dig his other shoe in deeper. All the thrill of a minute ago was gone, leaving only chilling thoughts of what the Blades might do if he let them see him. He could only try to keep hidden, and hope the risk was worth it.

Then he reached the top and dropped, falling into the dimness to land on wood chips. He felt through the brush for the satchel, grasped it, and started up the slope in a careful crouch. The trees themselves weren’t so thick—there was always a step or two between the trunks, and their branches were sparse shapes lost in the grayness twenty feet above him—but below, the bracken pressed so close that every step brought a scratching over his jeans. The rich scent of resin filled his nose.

He could still hear the park sounds; just outside the wood some child was arguing with its parents about the coming storm. The voices seemed far-off but he guessed they’d be as loud as the bushes rustling around him. In this light none of them out there would see me here. But, Angie could let him go right past her if all she heard was someone moving in the brush, if she was even here. Or her father could come searching, keyed-up enough to jump him on sight.

He angled left as he climbed the slope, eyes searching the grays of the brush, ready to sweep up and down all through the wood if it would help them. Soft as he could, he muttered, “Forget Sha Ta Ruath.”

Again! Something twitched on his nerves, familiar, just as he spoke. He paused in mid-step—

His foot caught on a bush and he stumbled forward, bouncing off a tree trunk, the satchel slipping from his hands.

With a wordless snarl he knelt and felt around again, straining through the shadows. After an endless, helpless moment that left him with scratched fingers, he found the canvas shape again.

And the twitching feeling was back. Back, right at the instant he gripped the satchel; he pulled his fingers away and it vanished.

Vanished. He felt it close away inside him, clear and real as a window closing on a warm wind, but no wind could blow inside his skin, this thing wasn’t a touch at all. Not like anything real could be.

Except as a kid, now he remembered, he’d felt it before in this wood—

I’m wasting time. He grabbed the satchel and hugged it closer to press on through the wood. He shifted his search rightward now as he crested the slope, peering through the dim shapes ahead. His clothes still scraped against the bushes, but a steadier breeze had begun to rustle the leaves overhead too, rising and falling all around. Maybe he could stay hidden and find her in time to help, if she was here.

Still, that feeling had started by him just saying a word. Just a whisper.

“Sha... Ta... Ruath.”

With his words, the twitching grew enough to make him realize it had been starting to fade. He had felt this before, as a kid in the park; a kind of stirring outside of him. It wasn’t just the storm’s approach, and it came from somewhere through the trees ahead. Not inside him, and not something he sensed, but still it was...

He couldn’t resist reaching into the satchel to close his hand around the belt he’d worn once, so long ago. With the touch, the twitching, stirring feeling grew, as if he’d opened some door between him and a sound. No, not a sound, but some different knowing, a kind of pressure from the trees ahead and right...

But Joe Dennard had wanted to destroy this belt, and he and Angie were somewhere in the park right now, and so was the gang.

And yet, Mark felt that pressure in his head, beyond all doubt, as new and certain as if he’d felt a sixth finger flexing on his hand.

Even as he took a quicker step around a tree, still clutching the belt, he tested it again. This time he rushed the words out, more “Sha-Daruath.”

The stirring came in stronger, closer, as the syllables came out closer together. He stared around, half expecting to see Angie or somebody waiting in the brush already, but he saw only the slight dip in the slope to his left, trees a half-pace farther apart, at about where he sensed the strangeness. What is this?

With another slow step, he tried to recall how the pressure had changed with the words. Like something moving, not so held back from him, now that he’d spoken the sounds more together... like a wave lapping over him, but not one that had fully begun, not quite enough... not at the words’ start...

He pushed his voice into the starting word, to buzz “Zha-Daruath.”

It surged, the pressure sweeping through his un-sense with a flood of tingling, making him stagger as though it poured into him from the ground, from the air. How could the leaves be so still, with everything whirling with this lightness, the force of anything possible, straining to start... He took another step, his mouth falling open, lost in sensation.

As he stepped, the wave settled. He felt his feet drifting away from the ground.​
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A TEXT
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—Message delivered. Ahead of schedule, but D can’t miss it. His own people will make sure he makes his move.

Whatever that move is. And whatever you’re really playing for, it had better be worth what I’m risking.​
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CHAPTER TWO: THE TRAP
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Mark rose upward, floating, like a dream. His feet reached down for the ground of their own accord, but found only empty space.

Upward, forward. The dark shapes of branches met him, scratched along him, as he fended them off with a forearm, hugging the satchel closer, his fingers tightening on the belt within—

What the hell is happening? Where will I stop?

With a shock of fear he grabbed for the branches, but his fingers only closed on twigs that rustled and snapped in his grip. The black sky yawned above. He tried to reach down after the trees as they dropped away below, but he could only thrash his arms, couldn’t lean back when he hung weightless in the air.

I must be fifteen-some feet up—more each second! In the next instant he tried the only thing he could think of: he let the satchel go and bent his knees to tense for the fall.

Except he didn’t fall, he kept rising. He could see the satchel beside him, floating upward on its own. “No no no—” He thrashed in space and stared helplessly around... and his breath caught at the sight.

The branches below were a sea of shadows ruffling in the breeze from behind his back, a breeze that ebbed away into stillness even as he noticed it.

But the wind hadn’t faded, he could see that from the trembling wood still passing by below... because he was being carried within the current now, still rising and floating across it. He gazed around in the gloom: beyond the faint trees and rolling hills of the park just below, the crystalline grid of city lights began to spread before him; the streets’ night-thinned rumbles and honks filtered up to his ears with clearer tones than they ever had down at street level. Even the smells were different, cleaner, at this distance from the ground. He looked down again, to the scattered lamplight along the park’s walkways. Was that a couple walking along?

A rumble of far-off thunder snapped his mind back. The satchel was floating away.

No! He flailed and strained in the air, and managed to snag it again. The damn belt had broken gravity—he clutched it and gasped out “Zha-Daruath!” but this time all the words triggered was a faint tingle.

A wave of cold washed that tingle away as he stared at the ground, whole stories below him and still shrinking. What if saying those words really had brought him down, all at once?

Or, what if nothing brought him down? More and more of the city drew back around him. Moonlight filtered from above, leading upward forever, forever. His heart hammered. Behind him, the endless black storm bore in, ready to swallow him up. He might as well be naked in the sky.

This can’t be happening! How can Joe Dennard have something that makes you fly... and how could I be so stupid as to grab it and get trapped...

Dennard. Mark remembered seeing him, almost putting the belt on, before he tried to burn it; the thing had to be more than just a deathtrap. Mark’s head pounded, but he locked his eyes on the thin ribbon of darker black below. The park walkway, if he could just reach it. “Think!”

The belt—the words—nothing works, I’m falling upward into space and I need to scream—It’s too late, I was dead as soon as I followed that sensation, what do I do?

The sense, of the power.

It was still throbbing through him, mixed with the chill in his nerves. Not quite a touch, but some other sensation, in his head. That something buzzed around him... but was the touch in his head more like feeling it, or holding it... his thought couldn’t quite reach...

Something came loose, and the air brushed at again, whistling past him as he dropped straight at the ground. “No, dammit!” He flailed as he fell, clutching the belt and trying to tighten the other grip that wasn’t a grip, to squeeze or push or anything. Time slowed.

No, it was the ground slowing, stopping, and it began to drift away again, still stories below him. Mark let out his breath.

And dropped again.

He clamped his control tighter and felt himself rise, stomach sick as the corners of the belt dug into his fingers. His face twisted, this was stranger than trying to loosen a headache inside his skull, feeling for the twitch in his head that seemed to be all that was holding him up. He shivered as he rose through the cooling air.

Can’t think about it. He turned his neck and saw the park’s Nature Station drawing near ahead—of course, didn’t most storm fronts in town push in that direction, west to east? Straight below him, three people moved down the walkway, hurrying to get inside before the storm.

Or fleeing the Blades. Weren’t they at the Nature Station?

Now he was maybe three stories up and rising. As the figures moved on, he stared down at where the soft grass would be, just waiting for him to drop and catch himself and drop again—

Don’t think it, just hold on! He couldn’t risk breaking his neck, not tonight, not just from grabbing an old belt. “Damn, damn, damn!” The outrage that surged through him was a blessed release, a release from looking down at the ground he was hanging over by something thinner than his fingernails. Again and again, Mark told himself that Dennard had thought he could make this thing work.

Hell, Angie’s pictures showed her grandfather wearing this belt, and with all the stories she told—

Somehow he kept those thoughts from crowding into the center of his mind. He held his grip; the low roof of the visitor Nature Station was just another shape to pass—even if those shadows around it were the Blades, Angie and her father had to be safe, he only had to hold on. Hold on.

Beyond the Station he could see the parking lot, then the sea of dark shapes and cold lights growing beyond it again. All that hard, bone-breaking asphalt ahead to get past; he forced his eyes up beyond it. That long black gap among the buildings would be the river.

Yes! He’d just drop into the water, if he could only ride the wind out to it without falling—

Just by thinking that thought he slipped, lurched down through the air. An instant later he tightened his mental grip, clinging on somehow. Can’t think about it, can’t scream...

Down past his dangling feet, shapes moved among the Nature Station trees. And far off to his right, he saw a knot of figures marching up the walkway toward them—would that be the park crew, was Dennard safe among them? All Mark could do was hang on in the air, at what must be four stories up now.

In one of the pines below, a pale patch was spread out within the branches. The stupid coat he’d dropped; the Blades had hung it up, like a dare. And one leather-dark shape, and another; seen from above their black do-rags made them look almost headless in the shadows. The Blades waited, spread out—were they keeping watch for something?—as the park officers drew near on the walkway.

Hold on, hold on up in the air, don’t think of watching them, don’t think of drifting on and then falling on the hard street into traffic—

Air rushed in his ears, the roof leaped up at him—

NO! Something surged from him, a force pulling him upward. For an instant he hung in midair, thrashing, and then he let himself tumble to thump down on the Station’s roof in a tangle of elbows and pain.

He lay still, barely caring when the satchel with the belt slid away, down the slanting tiles for a moment, before coming to rest a small distance from him. Somewhere nearby voices stirred the air, but for now he could only feel the strangeness of his body’s weight against the roof and his bruised breathlessness. The wind brushed at his hair. I’m alive, alive, I made it down.

I was flying. I was.

Then a shrill voice filtered through: “...he there? Is that him?”

“You heard the Eel, he’s gonna need more bodies than—”

“Just let them walk on up.” Rafe, that was Rafe, his voice steadying the other Blades’ snarls. “Stay in place.”

In place? What’s that mean? Mark’s ragged thoughts couldn’t focus, but he pried his head up to look down along the dust-caked tiles, then crawled down the slope to peer over the edge.

Right above two of the Blades. They were speaking in gruff, hungry voices kept low enough that the wind had hidden them: “Gotta be him.”

Mark pushed himself backward, out of sight—not as easy as crawling down to the edge, with his restored weight trying to slide him down toward it.

“Hiding in the crowd?” one of the Blades said.

“He better hide, playing us like—heads up.”

Mark flattened himself to the roof, but instead of shouts aimed at him he heard only low, half-excited sounds from around the building. They hadn’t spotted him. He crept along the side, toward the corner they seemed to be gathering below. Not all of them were there; he heard some of the Blades muttering from other directions. What were they here for?

Then he saw the southern walkway, lined with its mix of different trees and their little identification plaques. The four park officers he’d seen were walking up it to reach the gang.

They stopped when they entered the pool of light at the edge of the Nature Station, revealing the plump man in the lead to be the boss, Griggs. “Alright boys, we’ve had some complaints about you. I’m afraid we’ll have to ask you to move on.”

The Blades tensed at the challenge. Mark saw two, three thugs below, at different distances from the light, and knew there must be twice that many lurking in other spots out of his view.

But Rafe, the tall figure in the center, only said, “Complaints about what? Don’t we have a right to enjoy this park too?”

He sounded so reasonable, but Mark saw one of his thugs flash a nasty grin. Was all this just some dare for them?

Griggs started to answer, then stopped, glancing back as Joe Dennard began shouldering his way forward from the rear of his team.

And every Blade’s head turned to watch Dennard. Dennard stopped in his tracks, glowering past Griggs at the intruders.

The next moment one of the punks shifted, fading a few steps back from the confrontation and toward Mark’s wall. He glanced around, like he was searching the trees for something.

What were Rafe’s orders before? They are keeping watch, in case someone snuck up on them. Too bad they never thought of the roof, or the impossible...

Or maybe they should have. Mark scowled; the Blades, the belt, Dennard, did it all mean...

Griggs turned back from whispering with one of his men, and said, “Don’t you start arguing with me. We have laws against gangs congregating, you know.”

“Gangs?” Rafe had the gall to spread his arms innocently. “Are you calling me a criminal?”

Mark’s thoughts raced as the two leaders argued.

The Blades were after Dennard, and he’d admitted to setting off the old gang war...

And yet Dennard had never been close enough to fire those shots...

But distance meant nothing now; those blocks Dennard would have had to cross impossibly fast must have been left behind just as the ground had dropped away from Mark before. Dennard had rushed off to fire a few wild shots and turn two gangs against each other, and then rushed back to catch up to the children. He just hadn’t done it on foot.
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