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For Matt and Eric





PROLOGUE


The pounding rain soaked through her clothes in seconds, washing away the blood on her shirt and hands. Her shoes were soggy and made her feet heavy as she sprinted through the city streets. Panting, she ran blindly, with no idea where she was headed in the darkness, only conscious of what she was running from. The adrenaline flooding her veins drowned out her grief. She felt nothing but terror.


“Run!” The memory of her father’s final command reverberated in her ears. He had shouted it at her as he grabbed the man with the knife. But she hadn’t run then. She’d still been crouched over her mother.
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THE UMBRELLA SHE held shielded the violent struggle from her view. She held her mother and wailed.


“Mom!” she screamed. “Oh God, Mom!”


At first, she begged—begged her mother, begged God, begged the red gush of blood—while she pressed her hands over the wounds, as if trying to force her mother’s life back into her limp body. Then, barely hearing her own voice, she began to apologize. She apologized for arguing with her mother that morning. She apologized for not studying for the exam. She apologized for sneaking out with her friends after curfew. She would never do it again. She was so, so sorry.


When nothing she said triggered a change, she began to sob. “Mom! Mom!” The blood spreading over her mother’s green blouse slowed from a gush to a trickle. Her wet, red hands trembled as her eyes inched their way to her mother’s face. “Mom?”


Rain beat down on her mother’s dull, unblinking eyes.


Her chest constricted. She could only breathe in tiny gasps. The world fell away, reduced to a muffled blur, as she stared at her mother’s body. The wild pounding of the rain on her umbrella drowned out the rest of the world, filling her ears with a dull white noise. With every labored breath, she expected to wake up from this nightmare. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. This sort of thing happened to other people— not to her, not to her mother. It was all a mistake.


It wasn’t until her father shouted her name several times that she remembered the assailant. As she lifted her gaze from her mother’s corpse, the world came back into focus, and when she glanced out from under the rim of her umbrella, she saw two men locked in a violent struggle barely two steps away. Blood from a dozen red slashes ran all over her father’s arms. He had the young attacker by the wrist and was holding the knife at bay, but the man was fighting hard to get free.


Only then did she realize that the killer wasn’t looking at her father. Far from concentrating on the struggle at hand, the lean young man was staring with heart-stopping intensity right at her. And his eyes were blazing with murder.


Her broken heart pumped out cold terror. The umbrella slipped from her trembling fingers and fell to the ground; its dark canopy spun for a moment before it tipped onto its side and came to rest in a puddle. Her father bellowed at her again —“Run!”—and this time she jumped to her feet. Jolted by the stranger’s glare and her father’s desperate shout, she bolted.
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TIME PASSED IN gasps and footsteps. She had no sense of whether she had been running for blocks or miles. As fatigue overtook her muscles, the memory of her mother’s dull stare overtook her mind. Soaked to the bone, she came to a stop, hot tears streaming down her face and mingling with the cold rain. Her mom was dead. This new reality of her life wrapped its long fingers around her brain and dug in its claws.


She let out a pained sob and sank to her knees. Through heavily blurred vision, she glanced around, barely registering the tightly packed old buildings and cobblestone street. She stared vacantly at the distorted reflections of the streetlamps’ glow in the rain-stained sidewalk. The illuminated water flowed into the cracks between the paver stones and over the edge of the curb, draining into the road. It looked like a painting that had been splashed with paint thinner and left on the wall to run and drip. The storm beat down upon her. Her tears streamed through her long, unbound hair as she wrapped her arms around her torso, giving herself the hug she would never again give her mom, and let out a deep moan.


A car sped past, its headlights barely penetrating the downpour, and splashed a puddle over her. She was so drenched that she hardly felt the water, but the noise of the vehicle brought her out of her mournful trance.


Still shaking from exhaustion and misery, she got to her feet and looked back the way she’d come. The rain and her tear-filled eyes made the world a dark, wet haze.


“Daddy?” she called out.


As far as she could see, she was the only living soul on the street. She squinted against the storm and took a few steps in the direction of the scene she had fled.


“Daddy?” she said again.


The only response she got was the drumming of the rain. For the first time, it occurred to her that she might have lost both parents in the same night. Even when she had seen her father struggling with the killer, she’d never once thought that he might die. Her father—a large, strong man—was invincible in her eyes. She couldn’t fathom that he would ever be beaten by anyone, especially a man threatening her life. What outcome could there be but that he would fight off the stranger and then come to rescue her?


But he hadn’t come.


Her grief was suddenly overpowered by fear. Without her father, she had no family left. Without him, she was alone.


“Daddy!” she shouted as she started to run. “Daddy, where are you?”


A shape came out of the night, shuffling through the puddles, obscured by the curtain of rain. She hurried toward it, her desperate mind filling in the details of the outline until it looked like her father.


It wasn’t until she was a few strides away that the truth asserted itself and she skidded to a stop, arms flailing and eyes wide. The man was too young, too tall, and too lean. It wasn’t her father.


The stranger’s murderous gaze locked onto hers again, and he lifted his knife. She opened her mouth to scream, but mortal terror choked her; all that escaped her lips was a squeak. In the light of the streetlamp, the killer smirked.


She pivoted on her heel and scrambled away like a mouse that had just stumbled upon a coiled snake. At the far end of the block, she spotted another man and headed straight for him.


“Help me!” she shrieked. “Help me, please!”


The short, heavyset man turned in her direction, and she felt a flush of hope and relief: she had been seen. She glanced back at her parents’ murderer and saw him walking, almost casually, toward her.


“That man!” she yelled, pointing. “He stabbed—”


With her eyes on her pursuer, she never saw the blade that slid between her ribs.


On the ground, gasping like a fish on the floor of a boat, she stared up at the pitch-black sky. Pain radiated outward from the stab wound in her chest and encompassed her entire body like a cocoon. The storm pelted her with its emotionless tears and washed away the evidence of her wound even as it oozed from her veins.


Two men appeared on the edges of her vision, her parents’ attacker and her own. Their unfamiliar faces peered down at her with identical, bland expressions.


“Just the girl?” asked her assailant. “Where’s the other one?”


“Dead,” the younger man replied. “Husband, too.”


Daddy? A fresh wave of pain seized her body; lava-hot tears scalded her eyes.


“This kid’s the last one, then.” The older man leaned over her and squinted down through a pair of glasses. “There should be more of a dent in the dimensional barrier by now.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the young man said through a yawn. He scratched at his neck with the hilt of his knife. “‘Dimensional barrier,’ ‘last one’—nothing you people say makes much sense.”


“Just answer me this: Is there anyone else in the family? Another daughter? A sister? An aunt?”


“Both of the parents are only children and this girl’s their only kid. I killed every other relative on the list you gave me. The whole family’s a dead end.”


The whole family.


Her eyes swayed from one man to the other and then to as much of the world as she could see from where she lay on the street. A blaze of light cut across her vision, accompanied by the sound of tires slicing through puddles. She opened her mouth to call for help, but as she drew breath, blinding pain shot through her torso and quashed her voice. The car drove up the street without slowing. The two men showed no sign of concern at its passing.


“If she’s the last,” the older man said as he carefully scanned the area around her bleeding body, “then there’d be a breach opening up about now. But there’s not.” He sucked air through his teeth and shook his head. “Fuck.” He took out his phone and, leaning forward to shield it from the rain with his body, typed a message. “There’s another one somewhere.”


“Another what?”


“Gatekeeper.”


“More weird terminology,” the younger man griped. “Whatever. You want me to kill someone else?”


“Doubtful,” the older man said. “We did a very thorough search of this branch of the family. It’s more likely that the gatekeeper we want is abroad. We’ll get someone to find her and then send another one like you to finish the job.”


“Another one like me?” The younger man chuckled. “How many murderers are on your payroll?”


“Too many,” the older man replied with obvious disgust.


The wiry young killer snorted and casually waved his knife in the older man’s direction. “If you people don’t like it,” he said, “then do your own dirty work. Or are you above that sort of thing?”


“Clearly not,” the older man said, and she saw him nod down at her. “Just because we dislike violence doesn’t mean we aren’t prepared to do what’s necessary.” His phone chimed and he looked at the screen. “Our world needs to change,” he said as he typed, “even if that means that yours has to burn.”


As he put his phone away, he glanced down and briefly locked eyes with her. She gasped and tried to turn her head to avoid his eyes. He quickly looked away. “She’s still alive,” he said to the younger man. “Take care of it.”


Daddy’s not coming for me, the girl thought as the man leaned down with his knife in hand. No one’s coming for me. The blade that had killed her parents hovered before her eyes. It was shiny and clean. It should have so much blood on it, she thought. How can it be so clean when it’s killed so much?


The knife flashed in and out of her sight. She knew he was stabbing her, but the pain was like a distant echo. Blood loss had left her body numb; she felt hollow and cold. The two men vanished from her dimming sight. She vaguely heard them talking about the weather as their voices retreated.


Her eyelids were heavy, but she stared up at the black sky one last time, wishing there were stars. A primal voice in her mind whispered for her mother one last time before she closed her eyes and finally let go.





1
SKIPTRACE


Rachel opened her eyes, feeling off balance. As her brain cast off sleep’s foggy blanket, she glanced around the room. Through the gap in the curtains, a sliver of light drew a buttery line across the armchair, the patchwork area rug, and one corner of the coffee table. Dust floated through the beam like plankton in the ocean’s depths; the smell of it was thick in the air.


She glanced at her watch. It was early evening. The beam of light was all wrong. The sunlight usually came through the opposite window at this time of day. That meant the sun had risen over the wrong horizon yet again. Just one of the “fun” things about living in this house, she told herself. She drew a deep breath and pushed herself into a sitting position. Her back was stiff, but a quick walk around the house would probably be sufficient to put her muscles in proper working order. If only the path of the sun could be so easily fixed.


Wait . . . what woke me up?


Her cell phone, perched on the back of the sofa, was buzzing softly. She reached for it and pressed her thumb to the screen. The surface stayed jet black as it scanned her thumbprint; then it sprang to life with a bright and colorful glow. Immediately, it informed her that she had three text messages from Wu.


5:02pm
You’re late for assignment.


5:28pm
You missed assignment.


5:29pm
You’re screwed.


“Crap.” She scowled at the phone’s clock, still happily ticking away despite having passed the programmed alarm time without so much as a buzz. She stretched her arms over her head, and a shiver raced through her body. With a sinking sensation in her gut, she realized that the temperature had dropped as she slept. Either the heat was broken again or the solar panels couldn’t pick up enough light to power anything with the sun on the wrong side of the house.


“Your alarm didn’t work,” she said to the phone, “I missed assignment, and the heat’s out. What are you going to do about it?”


The phone glowed pleasantly, indifferent to its failure. Rachel made an obscene gesture at the screen and turned it off.


She yanked her fingers through the tangles in her dark brown, shoulder-length hair before—still grumbling—she pulled it into a ponytail. She was sorely tempted to chop it all off once and for all. There were strict appearance guidelines for those in her line of work, but some rules had relaxed recently. Short hair on a woman was no longer odd, so cutting hers wouldn’t amount to that worst of all offenses: standing out in a crowd. And having one less petty annoyance in her day was tempting.


On her way to the front door, she ducked into the hall bathroom and checked her reflection. Her hair was in decent order, and her face—small, and the color of almond cream— was clean. Satisfied, she strode around the corner to the foyer, donned her old coat, and shoved her small feet into her boots before throwing open the front door and trotting down the front steps of the old house.


On the sidewalk, she paused to glance back at the hole in the cross-hatching beneath the porch. Two little eyes reflected the light—pinpoint ghosts gazing out at her from the safety of their tomb. That stray dog was still living in the crawlspace. She never fed it, never spoke to it, and had never even gotten close enough to it to know what breed it was, yet it seemed attached to living right underneath her nose. It was a wonder the animal didn’t starve to death.


Drawing a deep breath, she looked up. The sky was mostly clear—only a couple of clouds drifting through an otherwise lovely blue—but what she saw was meaningless. This place was a scoop of substance dropped into a sea of infinite nothing. The weather within this tiny sphere of existence and the weather in the larger reality bore no relation to each other; they were like two sequential channels on the television: next to each other in order but playing entirely different programs. She was about to change the channel.


She walked a few yards down the front path, toward a point where the walkway faded like a smeared chalk drawing. Just a stone’s throw from the house, it was as if everything just stopped. The colors of the grass, the sky, and the clouds all blended into a sunlit smear at the edges of the dimension, as if reality had melted slightly and run together like wax. Just beyond that point, the mingled colors drizzled and faded until there was nothing but an off-white blur that extended into eternity. This was the boundary of the pocket dimension. As she approached it, fog engulfed her. In a fraction of a second, it went from being wispy and gray to thick and dark like the smoke of an oil fire. She took one more step, and it became an ink blot that swallowed everything in view.


No matter how many times she experienced this, Rachel always ended up feeling as disoriented as a sparrow underwater. The path to the house should be behind her, marking the short route she had traveled, but there was no path in her wake. Another step would put a new road under her feet. But here, in this instant, no path existed. Here, her skin was the very boundary of reality. It wasn’t just that she was the sole inhabitant of the universe; she was the universe. All else was oblivion, the unpolluted vacancy of all.


Her spirit fought the disconnect, just as it did every time she walked this path, by reaching out, searching the empty black for some tuft of substance. But there was nothing. It was empty. Dark. Nothing.


Another step took her out of the threshold space. Rachel emerged into a thin alleyway that ran between two houses. A whiff of freshly cut grass and engine exhaust tickled her face as a flickering streetlight assaulted her eyes. There was a distant shout, followed by a laugh, a slamming door, and the hum of a car passing by a block or two away.


These new sights, sounds, and smells provided an anchor for her disoriented senses to latch on to. Her mind relaxed, her spirit settled, and the stress of that one step subsided, dormant until her next trip through the nothingness.
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RACHEL PASSED BY a Greek restaurant, trying not to smell the aromas drifting into the street. Her stomach rumbled anyway, reminding her that she had not eaten since lunch. Against her better judgment, she inhaled deeply. Hummus, lamb, so good . . .


She turned the corner and, holding her breath, jogged to the back of the building. There were two doors before her, spread about five feet apart. One door was ajar, allowing the rich scents of spice and meat and the sounds of a busy kitchen to waft out into the back alley. The second door, a dull gray slab covered with splotches, was leaning against the wall, unattached to the building. That the door had been left alone by restaurant employees and passersby alike for so long was unsurprising: it was heavy and grimy, and creepy-crawlies scurried everywhere when it was disturbed.


With a quick glance around to be sure no one was watching, Rachel quietly slipped between the hingeless door and the wall.


When she crossed this threshold—one not unlike the one she’d passed through after leaving her house—she stepped into an entirely different place. The smells of the restaurant vanished immediately, replaced by the stagnant sterility of an office. Clattering dishes and bellowing chefs gave way to the echoes of footsteps on tile and muffled voices from behind closed doors.


Rachel crossed the floor without bothering to look at the dozens of doors that lined the long hallway. Most of these doors had faded words painted on their glass panels, declaring the door to be the entrance to such-and-such street or this-or-that department. None of these were what she had come for. Her boots clunked with each step on the large, speckled white tiles, half of which were cracked or chipped, that led to her destination.


At the far end of the hallway was a tall wooden desk, its surface dotted with stains. Behind it was a set of swinging double doors made of frosted green glass. The faded black letters on the door read SKIPTRACE & COLLECTION. Rachel came to a stop at the desk, glanced around, and, seeing no one, casually leaned her elbows on the rough surface.


“Who’s on desk tonight?” she asked loudly.


A gray-haired man bolted up from behind the counter, and Rachel, startled, let fly a string of colorful but unrelated curse words. She drew a breath to calm herself, silently reflecting that she sounded just like her grandfather.


Heedless of her foul language, the gray-haired man squinted at her with wrinkled eyes. “Ms. Wilde,” he said hoarsely, “you are very late.”


“Yeah, I know,” Rachel said. “I fell asleep.”


“Asleep?” he exclaimed. “You slept through assignment?”


“Yeah. Sorry, Mr. Creed.”


He stared at her, slack-jawed, until she shrugged and added, “I’m an idiot.”


That explanation seemed to satisfy him; he snorted and reached out to switch on the screen attached to the wall next to the desk. When it glowed to life, he touched a button that brought up a display of a long list of files, each with that day’s date attached to it.


He pointed to the list with one large, callused finger. “There’s been quite a pileup lately. Means more work for you lot. Everything on this list has been assigned except for the top four.”


“Four?” Rachel asked doubtfully. “That many jobs, I miss assignment, and I only get four?”


“Yes. What does that tell you?”


Her stomach sank as she read the look on Creed’s face. “That all four of them really, really suck.”


“Exactly so.” He highlighted the top four files and held out his hand.


With a resolute sigh, she handed him her phone.


He touched it to the screen and then returned it. “Here you are.”


Rachel thumbed through the new files on her phone. The first two jobs looked unpleasant, mostly because they would be time consuming, but they were pretty standard.


“I’m gonna need some special equipment for the first one,” she said, waving her phone at Creed. “These things aren’t just hard to catch, they’re almost impossible to hold on to.”


“Right, right,” he mumbled. “I knew that. Wait a moment.” He walked through the door behind the desk and disappeared for several long seconds. When he returned, he was carrying a box that resembled a small pet carrier, except for the barely perceptible shimmer of green that covered the tiny barred windows. “You’ve used these before, right?”


“Yeah,” she said, taking the carrier by the shoulder strap. “Thanks.”


She opened the third file and immediately wrinkled her nose. “This mark’s human.”


“Correct.”


“Is that really appropriate for our department?”


“Not my call,” Creed said. “Not yours, either.”


“I don’t like human marks,” she said. “Couldn’t I trade it for another job?”


Creed laughed. “If you’d been here for assignment, you could have argued for a better caseload, but you’re late. And even if you’d been here, you would have had a hard time getting someone else to take that case. Every collector present this week avoided it.”


“Shit,” she grumbled. “All this because I took a little nap.” She opened the last file and squinted at the contents. “‘Gatekeeper?’ Aren’t all gatekeepers monitored by the Central Office?”


“Normally, yes.”


“Well then, let the Central Office track them down.”


“It’s a ‘her,’ actually. And it’s your job to track her down.”


“How?” she exclaimed. “Unless there’s a name or address—”


“There isn’t.”


“Fuck!” Rachel kicked the desk. “It’ll take me more than a week to finish all this!”


Creed shook his head at her like a parent silently scolding a whiny child. “Show up on time next week.”


“Peachy.” Rachel snatched up her phone and the carrier and flashed a fake smile. “Thanks. See ya next week.”


She turned, carrier in hand, and marched back down the hallway. She did not look back.





2
PETTY THEFT


If she could finish at least one of the jobs on her docket that night, Rachel reasoned, then maybe, just maybe, she could finish the remaining three by the end of the week, before next assignment. After ducking out of the checkpoint office, she slung the carrier over her shoulder, tucked her phone into her pocket, and power walked up the avenue. She had a daemon to catch.


Her journey brought her to a neighborhood heavily populated by failed businesses with boarded-up windows and padlocked doors sporting FOR SALE signs. Small groups of people loitered in front of the old store windows, some loud and jovial, others eyeing Rachel with suspicion. She ignored them all, even the group of young men who followed her for half a block making obscene comments. Her focus did not waver. She had a job to do.


When she arrived at the address in the file, Rachel immediately saw why this subject had been labeled “defective”; the daemon was living in an empty building. Petty theft daemons were supposed to inhabit areas where shoplifting was a genuine temptation, such as supermarkets and shopping malls. Working properly, the daemon should have been loitering by a display shelf, whispering through the ether into the ears of unseeing humans, tempting them to snatch something and walk off with it. However, in an empty space like this one, there was simply nothing to steal. Clearly, though, the damaged daemon was still trying to perform its function: the unoccupied building had been broken into repeatedly by passersby who were lured by the daemon’s siren call.


Those people were probably pretty disappointed and confused when they found there was nothing to steal here, Rachel thought with a chuckle.


Every daemon had a function in the fabric of the universe, whether to draw humans to virtue or to vice, and when they malfunctioned, that natural order was disrupted. A theft daemon trying to lure people to an empty building wasn’t serving its purpose, and therefore needed to be repaired. For that to happen, Rachel had to catch it.


She slipped on a pair of gloves made of thin but durable material before climbing through a broken window and pulling the carrier in after her. The carpet beneath her boots was stained and faded beyond color. The empty building smelled heavily of mold and urine. Gnaw marks in the drywall and feces in the corners told her there were animals living in the walls. Rats, she guessed as she set down the carrier. Or maybe squirrels.


She pulled a pair of tinted glasses out of her pocket. When she put them on, the eyewear shifted her perception until she could see into the ether, the unseen layer of reality that permeated all. The image the glasses provided was slightly out of focus but clear enough for her to process what was before her.


Pulsing colors and waves of visible air moved through the room everywhere she looked. Ghostly shapes shimmered in and out of existence like starlight. Thousands of churning particles swirled around her as she walked the perimeter, bouncing off her skin and clothes, slowly tumbling every which way in strange and intricate patterns. The wall that hid the probable rodent infestation was vibrating with orange tremors, humming with life, as the creatures behind it went about their business without regard to her presence.


Rachel absentmindedly licked her lips. So far, all of this looked perfectly normal. She glanced at her hands; they were glowing slightly in the soupy, ethereal air now that the gloves had had time to draw on the energy within her body to charge the fabric.


Over the tops of her fingers, she spotted the tracks—two parallel rows of tiny, iridescent spots in the far corner of the room. She crossed the floor, followed the tracks to a half-rotted door, and pushed her way into the neighboring room. A flash of relief hit her, followed quickly by a slow build of expectation for the challenge ahead.


There, walking up the wall, was the petty theft daemon.


Its wrinkly skin was a blue overlaid with a gold-glitter shine that sparkled when it moved its foot-long, larvae-like body. It had ten skinny, centipede-like legs along the sides of its tubular body that ended in sharp points rather than feet. Large, triangular eyes covered its bulbous, pug-faced head, making it damn near impossible to sneak up on. Rachel knew from experience that these daemons were squirmy, quick, and very nimble. She sighed. It was going to be hard to catch.


The daemon blinked half of its eyes at Rachel and immediately began to grunt and hiss. It was speaking.


Rachel, born with a rare ability to understand the chatter, felt a stab of annoyance. The daemon had recognized her as a collector and was protesting its innocence.


“You have a defect,” she said.


“No broke, no broke,” it insisted. “Working, working.”


“Get in the crate.”


“Working.”


“Get in the crate!”


Its ten sticklike legs trembled wildly and then it took off, scrambling across the wall as swiftly and deftly as a cockroach on steroids. Rachel groaned and charged after the creature.


“I don’t want to chase you, you grubby-looking freak!” she shouted.


“No broke.”


“Yes, you are!”


“Working.”


“Shit!” she said. “Fine, we’ll do this the hard way. Hold still!”


The daemon raced in erratic circles around that room, and then the next one, and then yet another one after that, but it never tried to leave the building. Rachel spent over an hour chasing it. She pounced on it various times, only to see it tirelessly wriggle through her gloved fingers. She was exhausted, starving, and pissed.


She fumed as she watched the daemon scurry across the ceiling at an intimidating speed after escaping her grasp for the hundredth time. This is gonna take all night.


But then, just when she was ready to collapse, the daemon was distracted by an elderly man hobbling by the building. Noticing him, it stopped in its tracks and instinctively began to whisper its temptations to its unsuspecting victim.


While it whispered, Rachel pounced. Her charged gloves gripped the daemon’s wriggling body. The creature shrieked and fought to get free, each skinny leg waving and stabbing the air, but Rachel quickly thrust the thing into the carrier before it could escape.


“There!”


“No broke, no broke.”


“Oh, shut up!” she hissed at the carrier.


The daemon threw its body against the sides of the carrier, rocking it back and forth, but the thin layer of energy that coated the inside prevented its escape. Rachel watched through scowling eyes until the daemon subsided. True to its nature, it accepted the change of circumstances and became calm after just a few seconds. Just as the abandoned building had once been, the carrier now became its whole world.


Rachel heaved a sigh of relief and wearily slung the carrier’s strap onto her shoulder. She took off her glasses and tucked them into her coat. Then she pulled back her left glove and checked her watch.


“It’s not too late. I should scope out the next job, get a jump on my work for tomorrow. Hey you,” she said to the daemon as she headed for the broken window, “behave yourself.”


The daemon didn’t move and didn’t make a noise.





3
THE STATION


A bus arrived, its blazing headlights slicing through the darkness and its digital sign displaying the word DOWN-TOWN. Rachel rose from the bus stop bench, her weary muscles groaning, and stood on the curb as the vehicle approached.


The bus driver held up his hand to stop her as she came up the steps. He pointed at the pet carrier. “Service animals only.”


Rachel held up the carrier for him to see inside. He peered through the bars and saw nothing but a vacant box.


“It’s empty,” she lied. “I’m just returning it to a friend.”


Satisfied, he waved her inside. She sat down near the front and placed the carrier on the seat next to her. Inside, the daemon hummed contently, singing its song of enticement to the other passengers. Most ignored it, but one young lady, no more than fifteen years old, inched a little closer to Rachel and snuck a peek inside the carrier.


Finding it empty, the girl frowned, looking confused and disappointed, and turned away. As the daemon’s whispers continued, she cast her eyes about the bus until they fell upon an older lady near the front. She had fallen asleep, and her arm had slipped off the purse in her lap, leaving the open top unguarded. The girl slid out of her seat and into the seat next to the sleeper, her eyes fixed on the purse.
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