
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


When the city is sick, everyone suffers.
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Steven Hines listened to the city and the city spoke. Cleveport told him she was sick. With his unnatural connection to her, that meant Hines was sick too. But when his friend, Detective Abby Jones, comes to him for help investigating a series of deaths with no discernible cause, Hines can’t say no. Then strange fungal growths begin to appear in the streets, affecting anyone who gets too close, turning them into violent lunatics. 
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As the mayhem escalates and officials start to seal Cleveport off from the rest of the world, Hines knows the trouble has only just begun. 
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Praise for Alan Baxter and Hidden City
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“Hidden City is a delicious supernatural noir, the song of a city of the lost with both Chandleresque and Lovecraftian undernotes and distant echoes of Jim Butcher's Harry Dresden. But it is very much its own thing, razor sharp, dark, compelling, cosmic and strangely touching all at once. Highly recommended.” – William Meikle, author of The Ghost Club
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“Poisonous fungi? Check. Murderous transformations? Check. Deep-down, bad-to-the bone evil? Check. Good old-fashioned horror? Check. Enter Hidden City at your peril.” - Angela Slatter, World Fantasy award-winning author of The Bitterwood Bible and Other Recountings.
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“Creepy. Visionary. Catastrophic. Apocalyptic. These are words occurring frequently in discussions of horror. But Alan Baxter’s Hidden City encapsulates them all to an unusually high degree.” – Michael R. Collings
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Steven Hines listened to the city and the city spoke.

Its streets whispered secrets its curtains tried to hide. Its walls, damp with rain, hinted at lives their occupants were embarrassed to admit. Hines let the undercurrent of over four million lives piled one on top of another wash through him.

His was a jealous city. He had always loved her, but had no idea until far too late that she loved him back. His city was a psychopath. Death walked its byways, hatred roamed its corridors, murder stalked its alleys. Their closeness afforded Hines unique skills and he was intrinsically tied to Cleveport.

His mind drifted like a dry leaf on a cold wind, searching the buildings and alleyways, as his fingers rubbed the clothing the client had sent him. He sensed hints of people almost like the one he sought everywhere, but nothing close enough to give him hope. From the relative safety of his apartment in a small brownstone on a quiet edge of town, he stared through the grubby glass pane and astrally slipped from window to window, swept the usual haunts, the drug corners and sex worker hangouts. Ten dollar blowjobs and fifty dollar baggies were the currency of the street and if he found this kid anywhere, it would probably be in that economy.

The sprawl of the city was overwhelming, impossible to cover in several nights of searching. But the client had paid and he would do his best. He would seek more as he was out and about, the legwork of the mundane PI tied together with his particular talent.

With the quarry’s psychic signature floating in his mind like a scent he searched for a match in the rain-slick thoroughfares. He toured missions and soup kitchens, trawled a dozen seedy bars and twice as many clubs, and his back began to ache from immobility in the scruffy armchair. His right knee throbbed, the old injury never letting him fully forget its existence.

The phone rang, momentarily startling in Hines’s small, gloomy home. It vibrated insistently across the coffee table.

His voice was rough, like the sleep-thickened tones of a smoker in the morning, though he hadn’t touched a cigarette in years. “Hines.”

“Mr Hines, it’s Mrs Parker. Any news on Grant? Anything at all?”

“I’m working on it right now, but I’m afraid I don’t have anything for you yet.”

“Nothing?” Her tone was strained with the inevitability she refused to admit. Always there was hope, until a corpse proved that hope dead. If there was a corpse. More often than not there was no closure at all.

Hines favored her with a gentle smile she couldn’t see. “It’s not easy, Mrs Parker. Missing persons are tricky at the best of times, but a city this size... Leave it with me. I have a lot of possibilities to investigate.” He stretched out his right leg, wincing at the painful stiffness in his knee.

Parker’s crestfallen silence spoke volumes.

He opened his mouth to offer further empty reassurance when she said, “You’ll call me though? With even the smallest news?” Grief were obvious in her voice.

“As soon as I know anything. And I’ll check in from time to time.” She already knew his strike rate was low, he’d been honest with her.

“Thank you.” Parker sighed. “Grant’s just a kid, Mr Hines. Lost in the big city.”

“We’re all lost in the big city, Mrs Parker.”

The phone clicked dead.

As dead as his chances of finding Grant Parker, most probably. Although he meant it when he said he wouldn’t give up and he had found people before. It was what he did and where his reputation set him apart. Most PIs didn’t have the ability to search the way he did. Trouble was, most people who went missing for more than a few days were either long dead by the time he discovered anything, or had no desire to be traced. More than once he had found someone who resented his success. He’d had to tell those clients he couldn’t give any details on the missing person’s request. Which hurt more than the dead, the lack of closure always worse than grief for those left behind.

Hines sank deeper in his armchair, dragged a hand across his face. Just once it’d be nice to land a result quickly and clearly. Something in the aether this night gave his talent a potency he wasn’t used to. Perhaps he was in the zone, could maybe give Mrs Parker good news yet. But seventeen, fatherless, drug-user, this city. The odds were not in young Grant Parker’s favor.

The telephone rang again. He scrabbled for it, found his glass on the way and picked that up too. He sipped burning scotch and checked the screen. Abby. “Hey, buddy.”

“Too busy masturbating to answer right away?” she asked.

He grinned, swirled the amber liquid in the tumbler in his hand. “Just seeing a client out, actually.”

“Sure.”

There was a moment’s pause. Steven sensed some discomfort. “Everything all right?”

“Yeah, it’s a work thing,” she said, reluctantly.

“Oh, and here was me thinking you wanted to go out for a drink and a bite to eat or something.”

“We could do that. My date last night was a disaster anyway.”

He was genuinely sad for her. This last guy had seemed like a decent sort. “What happened?”

“Fucking married.”

Hines barked a sound of disgust. “Scumbag.”

“Why do I get all the fuckknuckles, Steve?”

“It’s not you. Pretty much everyone is a fuckknuckle. You notice because you’re one of the few who isn’t.”

She laughed and he felt better, like he’d relieved her melancholy, if only briefly. He really cared about Abby, had done since they met in school at eight years old. He was an orphan, growing up in care, and ridiculed for it because kids are mean; she had a West Indian mother and red-haired Irish cop father, which made her exotic to some, but not enough of one or the other to most. Their mutual dislocations drew them close and the bond never broke. It pissed him off when the world was cruel to her.

“So I might need to ask you some stuff,” she said.

“Sure, shoot.”

“Off the record. The department can’t know I’m divulging...”

“Yeah, yeah, usual rules apply. What’s the deal?”

There was a pause. He heard a clicking, knew she was nibbling at her thumbnail, like she always did when she was worried, indecisive. He let her think.

Eventually she said, “Fuck it. You wanna get pissed?”

He grinned again. “You never have to ask me twice.”

“I’ll meet you at Murphy’s in an hour. I can ask you about this stuff then.”

Steven nodded, then felt foolish because she couldn’t see it. “Sure thing,” he said. “And when we’re loaded we can track down this married fuckknuckle and kick his ass.”

Her laughter came again. “I love it when you get all big brotherly.”

“I might not be your big brother, but I do see it as kinda my job.”

“I know.” Her voice was suddenly soft. “I appreciate it. See you in an hour.”

She hung up and he cradled the phone for several moments while he sipped twelve-year-old malt. Like a big brother. He really did feel that way. Perhaps that’s why the brief fling in their late teens had felt so weird and they’d gone straight back to being buddies. They’d needed to try the lover thing, it became unavoidable, but it had been a fumbling comedy of errors and just not right. If you know someone long enough, they’re as good if not better than family. Steven and Abby worked best that way and it was something they both valued pretty much above all else.

Knowing Abby’s appetite for drinking, he decided he’d better line his stomach. Thankfully Maeve Clemens had been by the day before. His friendly neighbor, her tiny body preceding her round behind everywhere she went, like she was a half-human, half-bumblebee. She was the sweetest woman Hines had ever known, and often “accidentally” made too much of one meal or another and dropped the leftovers by. Yesterday it was chicken and rice, and it served him well as ballast.

He smiled as he ate. He was the youngest resident in the building by a good thirty years, not yet forty, though he was showing a little gray in the tight curls above his ears, bright strands against his dark skin. But he liked what Abby called his old folks’ home. It was peaceful and he was looked after.

He finished the food, downed the last of the glass and stood, limped to the door. He tied scratched and faded Doc Martens to his feet and dragged a long, dark coat over his jeans and dark blue, heavy-knit sweater as a shield against the autumn cold and seemingly endless rain.

Janusz was in the lobby checking his mailbox as Steven headed for the doors. The old man’s papery white face was screwed up, a dripping cap clutched in one gnarled hand.

“Hell of a day to be going out,” Janusz said.

“Ain’t it always?” Hines asked with a grin.

He left the Pole’s wheezing laughter behind and paused at the top of the short flight of stone steps leading to the street. He flexed his right leg a few times, warming it up for walking. Sometimes it was worse than others, but just lately all the wet weather seemed to be making the old injury more of a hindrance than ever. Well, he didn’t need to hurry and he’d still get to Murphy’s well before Abby. It was better than drinking in his apartment alone.
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A dank, slick alleyway on the edge of Cleveport City. Rain drips from fire escapes, runs down the walls in grimy sheets. A man, wrapped in ragged, filthy coats and socks but no shoes, stumbles into the gloom between the tall buildings, seeking oblivion. His grizzled face is twisted, permanently on the verge of collapsing into hysterical tears. He shakes the brown paper-wrapped bottle in his dirty hand. It sloshes encouragingly.

In the deepest shadows at the alley’s end he finds comfort on piles of broken garbage bags, vomiting their contents onto the old cobbles. He sinks to the ground, stifles an insistent sob, swigs. The cheap liquor burns and the pain begins to numb. He swigs again. And again.

His blurring gaze falls on a dark greenblack patch among the trash, shimmering faintly. The man leans forward, blinks. The patch is a miniature phosphorescent sea with a strange forest of minute mushrooms gently waving on dark stalks mere millimeters tall. The man cocks his head, his tired ears catching a sound like bells, like the distant voices of angels. The bottle clinks dully against the cobbles, forgotten, as he moves forward on hands and knees. He leans in, the softly glimmering domes draw him forward with glowing green, with mysterious song.

The man cries out as every mushroom top bursts, his face scant inches away. Clouds of swirling particles swarm up through the air like green smoke and engulf his head, invade his mouth, nose, eyes, burn his skin.

He stumbles backward, wailing softly as he claws the flesh of his cheeks, gouges knuckles into eye sockets. He collapses onto the garbage sacks, more rotten detritus pulsing out. For a moment, he’s still, but for the rapid rise and fall of his chest as he gulps shallow breaths.

He calms, a smile flickers the corners of his crusty lips. His eyes blink open, solid greenblack glistening orbs in a pale, filthy face. He pulls himself to his feet, strips off layer after layer of clothing until his scrawny frame stands naked in the gloomy rain. He laughs, deep, phlegmy. He stalks out into the night, a hunger like he has never known even in his deprived lifetime chewing at his soul. Car horns blare and people shout and laugh as he staggers across the road and into a small side street, hidden from the crying night again in the shadows of tall buildings.
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Hines sat nursing a beer. When Abby arrived they would hit the scotch. He’d long ago learned to pace himself against her capacity. People in Murphy’s were a strange mix of lowlifes and losers, mostly harmless, sometimes dangerous. Most importantly there were no cops, which was why Abby liked the place. I have to spend all my waking hours with the bastards, I don’t want to drink with them too.

She knew the hypocrisy of her words, admitted she could be the most bastard cop out there sometimes. Steven smiled at the memory of her lambasting the force she was married to. The force that had made her, living up to her father’s legacy despite her gender and her skin. Her mom had died of breast cancer when Abby was sixteen, she’d largely taken care of herself, in awe of her dad, until she was eighteen and then ran straight to the Academy.

“What are you grinning about, fuckwit?”

He looked up, shook his head. “Lovely to see you too, Abs.”

She wore tight jeans and a tailored black blazer over a white button-up shirt. She threw the jacket on the seat beside her, slumped down on the opposite side of the booth and put a shot of whiskey in front of him. “Get off the fairy juice, we have serious drinking to do.”

He skulled the rest of the beer and toasted her with the whiskey tumbler. “To fuckknuckles everywhere.”

“And their dumbass wives.” She slammed the shot without a wince and waved at Sal across the crowded room. Sal gave her a nod, knowing all she needed to from the gesture. Abby stared at the glass. “I had meant to make that last a bit longer.”

“It’s all right, you’ll have another one soon enough.”

“I promised myself I wouldn’t let this asshole get to me, Steve.”

He saw a glisten in the corner of her eye. No way she’d cry in public, she was too much of a hardass for that, but it showed how much she really was hurt. He squeezed her arm. “Fuck him. And the wife he rode in on.”

Abby grinned, sat up straighter. Sal arrived and put four doubles on the table. “Saving myself some shoe leather. You two look like you’re in for the night.”

“You’re an angel in an apron, Sal,” Abby said, pushed two glasses across to Steve. “Come on, pussy, catch up.”

“I’ll keep an eye open for empties,” Sal said as she set sail through the sea of flesh and disappeared.

Steven downed the first whiskey, picked up the second. The third sat threatening him on the table. He could already feel tomorrow’s regret nipping at his heels. “So what’s the secret business you’re not supposed to be telling me?” he asked.

“We’ve got some unexplained corpses.”

“That’s not unusual for Cleveport City.”

“We get unknown corpses all the time in this city. These are unexplained. We don’t know how they died.”

Steven sipped, frowned. “Coroner no use?”

She gave him a patented Abby Jones look. “He can’t figure it.”

“How many?”

“Six so far. They all seem to have died completely inexplicably, no recognizable cause of death at all. They all share some strange similarities though. I’ve got a hunch there’s going to be a lot more.”

Steven had learned to trust Abby’s hunches. Most of the force had. She’d made sergeant in no time based on her tenacity and skills and a lot of that came down to a powerful sixth sense for the job. She was about the most magical untalented person he knew. Her father had been the same, which only made it harder for her now to see him in a care home, often not even able to remember her name. “So what do you think I can do about this?” he asked, his intuition already buzzing.

“I have no way to be sure, but I think all six victims were... you know. Like you. Three I know were. Thought you might help with the others.”

Steven raised his palms, surprised at her openness with something she did her best to disbelieve despite the evidence that came in the form of him. “Happy to help, but the police don’t officially recognize anything arcane. How’s it gonna be of use?”

Abby drank again, frowned. “Officially I call it hocus pocus bullshit, Hines. But I’ve seen enough from you since we were kids to know there’s more in the world than most people admit. Three of these guys were associated with people or societies that you’ve told me are arcane or arcane-connected. I need to know if the rest were.”

Not officially recognizing his bullshit was an understatement. For everything they shared in explicit detail, his talent and the existence of talents in others was something she blatantly ignored, usually changing the subject as soon as it came up. It was the only thing about her, about their friendship, that bothered him. She knew it was all real, maybe one day she’d admit it. “Okay,” he said. “Got something to show me?”

She pulled six manila folders from her bag, spread them out on the table, two lines of three. She pointed to the top row. “These three I know are... you know.” She waggled her fingers at him.

“Some connection with talents,” he offered.

“Yeah, exactly. I’ve kept up my lists over the years.” Her voice carried her skepticism far better than her expression. She indicated the three nearest Steven. “These I don’t know.”

He opened the first folder. A young face stared back at him, paper-clipped to a sheaf of notes and a coroner’s report. Male, maybe twenty years old and completely unfamiliar. He read the name, a few details. “Not a clue on this one.”

He opened the next. A woman, early thirties, long auburn hair and a sneer that could freeze hot soup. One side of his mouth curled up in distaste. “This is Yvonne Veloitte. She’s a technomancer from Johnson’s crew. Nasty bitch. Can’t say anyone is likely to miss her.”

“Technomancer?” Abby’s eyes narrowed, her face fixed in the expression she wore when she had to admit to stuff beyond the normal. Hines had never understood why she resisted so much, but at heart she just wanted to see more justice and less cruelty in the world.

He nodded. “You know, uses magic to enhance tech and vice versa. All about melding mind, body and machine, new wave of human evolution, all that shit.”

Abby tipped her head to one side. “You don’t approve?”

“I don’t really have an opinion. They’re usually a weird bunch and I don’t want to be a cyborg. And Johnson’s lot are some of the whackiest.”

Abby shook it off, nodding at the files. “But she’s got talent, you’re certain?”

“Definitely.”

He took the third folder, opened it. A man in his twenties, fit-looking, kind of angry around the eyes. He didn’t recognize the face or name, but there were a few familiar people in the Known Associates list. “This guy is a stranger to me, but half the goons he hung out with have talents or talent connections.”

“So it’s likely this guy does too?”

“Well, that’s not a given. Look at you and me. But the possibility is strong, at least.”

Abby pursed her lips, stared at the folders across the dirty, scratched tabletop. “Bit too much to be coincidence?”

She was onto something. “There are a lot of folk with skills and interests beyond the mundane in this city. Well, everywhere else too, but Cleveport attracts more for some reason. But there aren’t that many talented people compared to the general populace, even here. We’re a tiny fraction in the grand scheme of things. So yeah, this does seem to be a strangely coincidental collection.”

Abby leaned back, quietly sipped scotch. She was on her third, so Hines quickly finished his second to catch up, felt the buzz rising. He let her ruminate. Eventually she said, “Still gives me fuck all though, eh?”

He shrugged. “I guess so.”

She looked up, her eyes a little reddened. He wondered if that was the drink or the hurt. Or both. “Could they have died...?” Her question petered out.

“What? Magically?”

She nodded.

Steven drank, thought about it. “I guess so. There are millions of ways to kill a person including lots of magical ones. But any kind of death usually leaves a trace.”

“Can you look at them for me? If I get you into the morgue, can you, you know...?” She waved her hands like a stage magician.

Steve laughed. “I’m a citymage, not some kind of magical surgeon. And really, I’m a bloody average citymage.”

Abby looked crestfallen. “Do you know anyone who is?”

“A magical surgeon?” He smirked and leaned over to pinch her cheek when she scowled.

“Fuck you, Hines!” But a half-smile tugged at her lips. “Seriously though, do you know anyone who could look at the bodies and see if there’s been something weird at work?”

“It’s possible, yeah.”

She nodded once, decisive, raised her glass. “Good. And after a lot more of these we’ll crash at your place and in the morning you can take me to see this Johnson technowanker guy.”

“Technomancer.”

“Whatever. Drink up.”

“But I don’t really know him well, I just know that Yvonne...”

“Shut the fuck up and drink, Hines.” She waved at Sal for more whiskey.
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Steven staggered from his bed, driven by a desperate need to piss. He walked past Abby on the sofa, mouth open and sucking air like an industrial machine. Her long black, wavy hair, usually tied back, lay spread across the couch arm in a messy fan. He half-smiled, trying to ignore the axes pounding his brain. She would wake without a hangover and then insist on a massive fried breakfast and yet still maintain her athletic curves. She also busted her ass on a regular basis to maintain them. But he could always see the little girl he grew up with hiding behind her skin, scared and vulnerable. Then again, perhaps that was him projecting and doing her a disservice with his own weaknesses. He absently ran a hand over his slowly increasing pot belly. His own youthful athleticism was beginning to soften up.

He relieved himself and turned to splash water on his face. The mirror above the sink mocked him, hiding behind its curtain of black cloth. He ignored it, pretended it wasn’t there. He hated mirrors. His bad knee pulsed painfully in sympathy and he grimaced. He dried his face and stumbled back across the small lounge room, planning on another few hours of sleep. He cried out as his shin connected with the edge of the coffee table and Abby chuckled. “Well done, Nureyev.”

“Screw you, lady.”

She swung her legs off the sofa, holding the blanket around herself, wearing nothing but undies and a t-shirt she kept in his dresser and always wore when she crashed at his place. “You look like shit.”

He sneered, rubbed his face. “You up now then, are you?”

“Yep. Breakfast time.”

He sat in the armchair opposite with a groan, one hand absently rubbing at his knee. “Let’s do some more sleeping first.”

“No, come on. Bacon and eggs on me, then we go and see this technowanker.”

He looked up to correct her and shook his head at her stupid grin. “You’re not human, you know that?”

“Superhuman is the word you’re looking for, weakass. Come on, get dressed.”

They sat at a bench facing out the large plate glass window of Berloni’s Cafe, drinking mugs of coffee and eating greasy food. Steven reluctantly admitted he was feeling better, though he feared for his heart. The almost perfect riff of Stevie Wonder’s Superstition persisted over the clatter of crockery and the hubbub of conversation at their backs.

Rain pounded the sidewalk outside, made everything a slick darkness under a heavy slate sky. The cement and aged stone of the buildings, reaching gothically for the storm clouds, seemed to hem them in, adding shadows to the wet grime. Traffic cruised slowly by, moving lights enhancing the glow from offices and stores along the street. Steven chewed lazily, mesmerized by the downpour. He let his mind drift out through the glass, searching for young Parker, the lost drug-addict. Every window was an eye in the city, and if he blinked one he could look out of another. His magic was simple, and not well-developed beyond his strange affinity with the urban sprawl. He barely deserved the name citymage, but since his rude birth onto the cold stone of a Cleveport alley his connection had been undeniable. He used what small amount of magic he had casually, flicked his vision from one pane to the next, saw snapshots of Cleveport, like clicking through an old 3-D View-Master. And again, he felt more in tune than ever, more potent. Disconcerting, but he chose to enjoy it while it lasted.

He skipped from one glass-paned cityeye to the next, scanning.

“So this Johnson,” Abby asked. “What do I need to know?”

Steven jumped, distracted from his search. His mind snapped back to Berloni’s. “I told you, I don’t know him well.”

“Sure. But what do you know?”

“Well, he’s head of a crew called Cyberdawn. They’re just a gang really, ragtag bunch of weirdoes who all share a passion for mixing magic and tech. They enhance computers to be super fast and stuff like that. They enchant hard drives and bond with them biologically to have massive amounts of mental storage, like the mother of all eidetic memories, bind cameras to their eyes, embed iPhones into their arms. All kinds of freaky shit. They sometimes get contracted for work by various groups, but they’re usually self-contained. Self-obsessed, really. And very secretive, obviously, so they don’t get what they call “lab-ratted”. They’re just waiting for their time. When you think you’re the evolution of mankind, everyone else is kinda beneath you, you know?”

“They sound charming. Can they really do all that stuff you described?”

Steven gave her the look. She rolled her eyes. 

“So how do you know them?” she asked as she mopped up egg yolk with a chunk of toast.

“I’ve run across them a couple of times. Had a missing person’s case once and the kid had joined Cyberdawn. Asked Johnson to make sure the kid’s parents knew where to find her. Apparently Johnson sent her a maged photograph showing the kid happily waving with the note, ‘All is well, I’ve evolved’ scrolling across the image. It disintegrated once both parents had looked at it, according to them.”

“Nice.”

“Yeah. Parents were talented, so it was okay in the long run. The only reason Cyberdawn would have done something so blatant, I guess. Untalented kids run off to join some strange religious cult or the army or something. Talented kids run off and become walking computers.”

Abby looked at him, eyebrows raised. “Anything else?”

“Nah. I’ve used them and they’ve used me over the years, little things. Nothing much. Johnson lives in a big old place out near the commercial docks, courtesy of the proceeds of his unique skills. A lot of his crew live there with him, others blow in and out.”

“Off we go then.”

“You’re springing for the cab. I’m not waiting for trains or buses in this weather.” He waved out the window at the persistent and torrential Pacific North-West autumn.

Abby blew him a kiss and pulled on her jacket, headed off to the counter to pay for breakfast.
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Many bars in Cleveport City open around the clock and many patrons care little for the hour. Clarence’s is a dingy place in a dingy alley and home to a collection of people doing their best to forget all kinds of things when a naked man staggers in. His stench precedes him, despite the rain washing down his pale, scrawny form. The drinkers laugh, raised from their despondency by the moment’s absurdity, until they see his shining greenblack eyes. Those flat orbs, no white, no pupil, scan the room as the man weaves gently as if in a soft breeze. Around his eyes are tiny lumps. As he opens his mouth to groan, hair-like filaments seem to flex and wave forwards.

“The hell is your deal, buddy?” the barman says, voice quavering with concern as he reaches below the bar for Justice, his trusty pump-action shotgun. It’s saved his bacon before.

The hobo stumbles to the nearest patron, an overweight man somewhere between fifty and seventy with a face a Bassett hound would call sad-looking. The man’s name is Ted Griffin, everyone calls him Griff and to his ears it always sounds like Grief. “Get the fuck away from me, man,” Griff says, nose wrinkling in disgust.

The hobo reaches out and Griff sees the palms of his hands are covered in tiny, black hairs. Or spines, too thick for hair. Similar spines bristle around the hobo’s eyes, ring his lips. They writhe across his cheeks, chest, arms. Disgusted, Griff notices the filthy flaccid cock, forested with sharp black needles. Before he can move, the hobo grabs Griff by the forearms and the agony in Griff’s flesh is blinding. He howls like a whipped dog as  a million thin spikes worm into his flesh.

A nearby drinker jumps up, swings a heavy punch at the side of the hobo’s head. The punch connects with something that feels more like turf than bone. The drinker pauses, stares in pain and shock at his suddenly bristled knuckles, and the hobo drops Griff to the floor and staggers into his attacker. He grabs throat and hand, sinks a wide bite into the man’s neck where it meets his shoulder. The man squeals.

A shot rings out, deafening in the tiny bar. The hobo’s shoulder explodes in a bloodless burst of fibrous matter, like an old doormat blown apart. The elderly woman holding a Magnum in a trembling hand stares dumbfounded. The hobo falls towards her. She screams in the hobo’s spiny grasp as the barman makes it around the bar, puts the barrel to the naked man’s head and Justice roars. That fetid head explodes like a hay bale, tiny filaments of green and black bursting out, no flesh, no bone, no brains, no blood. Still the hobo grabs at the woman even as he falls, still she howls in pain.

The barman pumps and fires, pumps and fires, point blank range blowing the hobo to pieces that scatter the floor in fibrous lumps that eventually fall still. The barman stares, shaking.

Griff stumbles groggily to his feet, collapses into a chair. He looks at his arms, still burning like they’ve been doused in acid. Those tiny black spines bristle from his flesh, hundreds of them, searing before they burrow away.

With a sob, he plucks at them, tries to pull them out, but they shiver and vanish into his saggy skin. The other man and woman touched by the strange attacker are wailing and scratching at spiny infestations of their own.

“The fuck is going on here, man?” the barman says, still staring at the lumps of hobo on his floor. They’re breaking down, becoming piles of scattered vegetable matter like half-rotted grass, threaded through with waxy, pale fibers. “I’m calling the cops.” He rushes back behind the bar, scrabbles for the phone.

Griff is light-headed, like he’s been drinking for twelve hours rather than six. He stands and heads groggily for the door. Outside. He just needs to be outside, fresh air, away from... away from here.

“Where you going, Griff?” the barman shouts. Griff doesn’t respond and a voice at the other end of the line distracts the barman. “I need the police out here right now!” he says.

Griff shuffles into the rain, turns his face up to the sky’s tears, revels in their cool touch, and walks away.
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Hines sat in the back of the cab and watched rain streak the windows as they headed for the port. He half listened to Abby complaining about something procedural at work while he let his mind skim the streets and alleys, scan the smaller buildings, seeking poor young Parker in the big metropolis.

He knew it wouldn’t matter if he paid little attention to Abby. He was unlikely to understand the details anyway and sometimes she just needed to talk, to vocalize things that got under her skin. She didn’t expect an answer or a solution. Just an ear. They turned onto older streets, heading into the original port settlement of Cleveport, old stone and wood, and still the real heart of the city no matter what the business district or executive elite suggested.

As they turned at the giant memorial statue of Samuel Cleve, atop his pedestal, pointing out to sea, Hines twisted in his seat, looked out the back window. “Stop the cab!”

The driver braked hard, his face concerned in the rearview mirror. “You’re not gonna puke in here are you, buddy?”

“No, no, sorry. I just... I saw something. Can you wait a moment, please?”

“You’re on the meter, pal. I’ll wait as long as you like.”

Steven turned to Abby. She had one eyebrow raised, lips a flat line of tolerant disapproval. “Is it work?” she asked.

“Yeah. Young kid, been missing a couple of weeks. His mother came to me and I took on the contract.”

Abby nodded. “You can, what? Feel him out there?”

Steven frowned, chewed his lower lip. “Yeah. Really clearly. Too clearly. These things are always hit and miss, but this is strangely intense. Can you wait here while I do a quick run?”

Abby laughed. “Fuck no. I know you, you might be gone for hours.” She checked the meter, handed the driver a few dollars extra. “Thanks.”

The driver shrugged, took the money with a nod.

“Come on then,” Abby said. “We’ll go together.”

The cab crawled away from the deep, worn curb as they stood in the pouring rain, collars pulled up.

“This fucking weather,” Abby grumbled.

Steven looked into the leaden clouds, squinted against the downpour. “When was the last dry day we had?”

“Who knows? Cleveport’s always been one wet and miserable shithole, but just lately it’s worse than ever.” Abby caught Hines’s look. “What?”

He shook his head. “You sound more like me than yourself right now.”

She laughed. “Screw you, Steve. Come on, do your thing. I’m getting soaked out here.”

She deliberately looked away, staring into nothing up the busy street as Hines turned to the nearest window. It was an empty shop, peeling For Lease signs covering the grimy pane, but there was enough uncovered for his purposes. He looked into a patch of smeared glass, saw the rubbish and dust of the abandoned shop inside. A pile of coupons and junk mail sat like a tumor inside the door. He blinked. His mind merged with his city and Cleveport cooed softly in his mind, pleased to feel him with her again, instead of simply passing over her parts. He sensed something unusual in her presence, an uneasiness he couldn’t quite define. What’s up, girl? But her communication was never as simple as language. She vibed him with discomfort. He frowned, vowed to take some time to commune with her more deeply, to figure out what this sensation was. Meanwhile, the sensation of Grant Parker dragged at his attention.

Through the window now he saw a small street, a couple of cars cruised by. The threads of connection to Parker snaked through his mind, overlaid his mental map and physical vision, stronger than any he had experienced before. He blinked again, followed the aether-bound filaments of Parker’s psychic signature. He saw a broken down townhouse, one of the old, narrow workers’ cottages from the boom days of the harbor industry. Some of those places were fixed up beautifully, modern desirable residences for the city’s elite. Others, on the smaller streets, the ones still under the purview of the bureaucrats that had yet to go up for public auction, were often squats and drug dens. Steven looked into one of those, saw four or five young people lounging on battered furniture. One of them glowed with relevance. Grant Parker, sucking hard on a bong. The dirty water bubbled and his face disappeared in a cloud of thick, bluish smoke.

There was a broken mirror on the wall above Parker’s head. Gritting his teeth, Hines looked into it. Ignoring her shadow, always trying to ignore her gossamer presence in silvered glass, he looked at the reflection of the room instead. It showed a window opposite. Hines bounced his talented vision off the mirror, back out into the street. A sign was screwed high on the wall: Carters Lane.

He’d found him.

“Well?” Abby’s expression did nothing to hide just how unhappy she was as she sheltered in the shop’s doorway.

He gave her his most impish grin, one he knew would soften her. “We need to go to Carters Lane.”

Abby pulled out her phone, tapped up a map and squinted at it. “Three blocks that way.” She pointed towards the port.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

“We were in a cab going that way before.”

Steven took her hand, pulled her into the rain. “Come on, grumpy pants. I didn’t know where it was going to lead. When I catch a thread like that, I have to grab it wherever it is.”

“Is it usually this clear? Sounds pretty specific.”

Steven frowned as they walked. “No. I don’t think I’ve ever had such an obvious snag before. And the vision was so easy to pass from here to there. Parker must have been this way recently, but it’s still like my talent’s far stronger than usual.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Yes and no. I’m not going to complain if it earns me money. I don’t get many jackpots.”

They walked for five minutes, giving up on any possibility of staying dry. When they reached Carters Lane, Steven said, “Can you wait here while I check?”

Abby scowled. “You don’t trust me or something?”

“No offense, but you reek of cop. These kids would bolt. I just need to confirm this is where he’s staying.”

Abby nodded and stepped into a clothing store doorway, an expensive harborside boutique aimed at the wealthy tourist or the label-conscious elite. “I’ll be in here then.”

Hines headed along the small lane until his senses pinged again, the thread clear as day so close. The house had boarded up windows on the second story and a roughly patched front door. Only a single front pane of glass was intact, which had been lucky for him, but it was mostly obscured by cardboard taped up on the inside. The few gaps, including the ones he had looked in and out through remotely to see the street sign, emitted a weak light. He stepped up to the door and knocked.

Scuffling and tight voices from inside and a couple of slams and shifting furniture. Hines imagined the squatters quickly hiding bongs and baggies and whatever else they might have on display. Grant was into way harder stuff than weed. The boy’s mother had admitted it. The door cracked open and he grinned. Grant Parker himself. He’d hoped it would be, it made things easier.

“What?” Grant’s eyes were sunken in his skull, red and wet. His skin was sallow across his cheekbones, pale and sweat-sheened. He gave off the acrid odor of the dedicated junkie.

Steven shook his head. This kid was most likely well past saving. The world had a habit of chewing people up, fucking them over and then they died. Why would this kid be any different? Salvation wasn’t really his job. Just finding them if he could. “Dave Callow here?” he asked, affecting the rough voice of a fellow user.

“Dave who?”

“Callow. Used to squat here.”

Grant shook his head, started closing the door. “Not anymore, he don’t.”

“Do you live here?”

The door stopped, opened again slightly. “The fuck does that have to do with you?”

Steven raised his palms. “Just making sure, you know? If you live here, then you know for sure Dave doesn’t. You don’t live here, maybe Dave’s out and you just haven’t met him yet or something.”

Grant laughed, shook his head. “You fucking idiot. Yeah, I live here. And no, there’s no Dave Gallows or whatever here and ain’t gonna be.”

The door slammed shut, but Steven had all he needed. He missed Dave Callow. It was no random bit of imagination using that name. Dave had been a good friend until the world – this city more specifically – had chewed him up and left him for dead too. Hines had found him, cold from an OD.

He shook off the memory and pulled his phone out, went back to the corner, dialing. “Hello, Mrs Parker? It’s Steven Hines... Yes, actually, good news of a sort. Grant is staying in a squat, number four Carters Lane, down near the port... Yep... No, it’s no problem... Yes, just deposit the finder’s fee into the same bank account. Thanks very much, I appreciate it.” He listened to the woman’s effusive thanks, how other PIs had been useless, but he had found Grant so quickly. “Yes, ma’am. I guess I have skills other PIs don’t. Feel free to recommend me to anyone who you think might use my services.” She didn’t need to know his services were magically enhanced. He tried to keep that secret from pretty much everyone.

He took a deep breath. He should warn her. “Mrs Parker, your son is staying with a pretty wasted bunch of people. His drug habit is quite extensive... Yes, I hope you can too. Bye, ma’am.”

He tapped on the window of the clothing store and Abby looked up from examining a rack of jackets. She looked quite relieved to see him.

“I was getting close to buying some shit from that awful place, just for something to do.”

“You can pretend all you like, you love a bit of clothes shopping.”

Abby sneered, refused to rise to the bait. “Success?” She gestured back down the lane.

“Of a sort. He’s there and his parents will be able to find him. His mother was ecstatic that I’d succeeded, but she’ll be pretty disappointed when she sees him.”

“Too far gone?”

“Almost certainly. Still, you never know.”

Abby squeezed his shoulder, gave a soft smile. “Yeah, you never know. You’ve done your bit. Well done.”

“Thanks.”

“So where’s this Cyberdawn place?”

Steven pointed down towards the old original harbor, which stood more as a tourist attraction than anything functional. Impressive stone structures that might once have housed goods for shipping or bunks for stevedores were now home to high-end restaurants and bars. The only traffic afloat was a mixture of bright orange water taxis, sightseeing boats, and a huge replica three-master moored up for photo opportunities and the occasional wedding reception for a particularly well-off couple or extravagant corporate junket. Over the old three and four story buildings, tall cranes arced in the distance like giant insects, lifting rectangular containers on and off huge ships. That was where the industry happened, the real business of distribution well out of sight of the heart of Cleveport’s public face. “Not too far down there. We may as well walk the rest of the way.”

As they strolled, hunched against the downpour, he thought about how easily he had found Grant Parker. Was it just a piece of luck? Right place, right time? But the magic had felt stronger, clearer than ever. It bothered him. Why were his average skills suddenly so much more effective?
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Gina Baker smiles at her boyfriend, lifts the tiny ampule in a toast. Trev grins back at her and raises his own. They tap them together like miniature champagne flutes.

“Been a while,” Gina says. “I’m looking forward to this.”

“I already hit one of these, you wait and see how damn good it is!”

Gina grins. “Let’s go.” She concentrates, lets her magic out. Just a simple illusory manifestation, she’s never been a particularly powerful mage. But she’s only nineteen. Plenty of time to get better, stronger. So Trev assures her anyway, with his worldly twenty-seven-year-old knowledge. Let him think he’s wise and that she idolizes him. It’s doing no harm. Not while he scores the good stuff and she doesn’t have to pay. Plus, he’s an animal in the sack. Her gentle enchantment buzzes through her and the clear liquid in the small vial shivers and swirls, turns multi-colored like oil on water and twists into the air like smoke.

Gina leans forward and sniffs, sucks it all up. Colors burst behind her eyes, a rush washes through her from toes to crown and back again. Her body lightens and her mind swims. An involuntary smile curls her lips as she sinks back into the cushions of Trev’s oversized, overstuffed sofa. She becomes aware of him snorting his own hit, hears his soft, drawn out, “Wooooaahhh!” of appreciation.

She’s never felt the mis as strongly, as deeply. This is some of the best stuff she’s ever known. She had no idea it could be this good.

“You feelin’ dis?” Trev slurs. “S’like a freight train of cotton candy through my eyes.”
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