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P

PROLOGUE







Flame undulated over his skin.


Smokeless fire covered him,


consuming nothing.


Crimson and gold blazed and flickered


from the points of his ears


along his long arms and wings


and down to the claws of his feet.


He was always burning,


never hot.


He was angry.


Ripped from his home and cast adrift,


he was now perpetually in strange surroundings.


Humans.


Humans everywhere.


They invaded his senses.


The smell of them—


a pungent odor of wet shit—


infested his nostrils.


The noise they made—


those punchy, vibrating voices—


was a poison to his ears.


Everywhere he looked he saw their


cold, artless constructions,


hill after hill of hideous termite mounds


squirming with maggoty flesh.


He loathed everything in this world.


He despised the one who had


snatched him away by force


and dropped into this cesspool.


This offense could not stand.


To be abducted by a human was an affront


to him, his family, his race.


He could return home at any time


but how could he face his people


if they learned that he’d let this insult slide?


His family’s flames would dim


from the shame of his failure


and they would be shunned by the community.


No.


The slight must be repaid before he went home.


But avenging himself was proving challenging.


His abductor seemed to sense his approach every time and,


using enormous power, sent him reeling


into distant lands before he could get close enough to strike.


Again and again, he drew near,


sneaking through shadows


or charging toward his target at a breakneck speed,


only to be knocked away.


The blasted human even had the audacity


to look annoyed at his continued efforts.


After weeks of failure and frustration,


he finally understood:


vengeance would require a different tactic.


Tucked into a less visible layer of reality,


imperceptible to human eyes,


he stared across the room at his new target.


The woman sat at a dressing table,


braiding her hair and humming a little tune.


She was unguarded, unmindful,


and, from his observations,


devoid of power.


More importantly, she was much loved by his abductor.


He hooked one long, pointed finger


into a lock of her hair and flipped it loose—


and drew no response from her but a soft tsk!


woven into the flow of her song.


She tucked the loose strand back into the braid,


stood up, and walked within inches of him,


never noticing that she was not alone.


A low rumble rippled through his chest.


Here was vengeance within reach.


He would be home again by nightfall.


He swept a wing over her,


encasing her head in its cloth-like folds.


Though she did not see him, she felt his touch.


She put a hand to her face,


swayed, and grabbed the edge of her dresser for support.


He drew his wing tighter around her,


letting his flames consume the air


until she gasped for breath.


Choking, she fell to her knees


and clawed wildly at the air,


but her hands passed through him with no effect.


His lipless mouth drew back from his sharp teeth


in a pleased grin.


How simple it was!


The death of this one


would sufficiently wound


his human nemesis


to uphold his honor


and maintain his family’s pride.


With her death, he thought joyfully,


he could finally go home.


The bedroom door flew open with a bang;


he whipped his head around


and roared at the sight of the intruder.


He dropped the woman and jumped away,


teeth bared.


The woman collapsed in a heap,


heaving deep breaths,


hands on her chest.


An orange glow filled the human’s eyes


and danced over his fingers as he raised his hands.


Knowing what this meant,


he tried to escape,


but his body would not produce the speed he needed.


Orange lightning forked through the room,


and ripped a hole in the world


that sucked him in like water down a drain.


On the far side, he saw nothing


but a vast expanse of ice and snow under a gray sky.


Frustration punched him in the gut.


Wherever this was, it would take him time to find his way back.


Anger and misery devoured him in equal measure.


Another failure!


Another missed chance to return to his home,


to his family,


and to everything that mattered.


As he fell through the passage


he heard the patter of his enemy’s feet,


hurrying to the woman’s side.


“Mama!” cried the little boy. “Mama!”
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THE MORLEYS







“Bach! Hey, Bach!”


The young man popped out of his room and stood at the top of the staircase, looking down at Rachel, who stood at the entrance to the living room.


“What’s up?”


“Get your tulira dog out of here!” she yelled. “It’s jumping all over the Morleys!”


Bach had lived in her house for barely a week and despite the fact that she found herself using the word “tulira” about ten times each day, it had only occurred to her yesterday that he didn’t know what it meant. Still, since he didn’t ask, she opted not to volunteer the information. Given her tone of voice every time she used it, as well as his prompt response, she suspected he understood the spirit in which it was spoken.


“I’ll take him outside and run him around until he’s tired,” he said, hurrying down the stairs. “Sorry about the jumping. He’s just a puppy.”


“Tulira,” Rachel grumbled.


Bach opened the front door and whistled. The puppy immediately bounded out of the living room and trotted out of the house past him, his tail wagging madly.


As soon as Bach closed the door behind him and his overexcited pet, Rachel returned to the living room.


“Sorry about that dog,” she said, sitting back down in the armchair opposite the sofa, where the Morleys were seated side by side—Mrs. Morley between her daughter, Leda, and son, Simon. “My, uh, visitor lured it out from under the house and now it won’t leave.”


“Don’t worry about it,” Leda said.


“Mrs. Morley,” Rachel said to the older woman, “has Leda told you everything?”


“Um, she’s told me a lot of things,” the older woman hesitantly replied. Her full lips pursed and her lightly-wrinkled face tightened. Eyes-tight, she shifted her matronly form in the cushions as if searching for a comfort in her body that her heart did not share. “She told me about being abducted by a strange man and being locked up and beaten in his basement. She also told me,” she said, sweeping an accusatory glare between Rachel and Leda, “I’m not supposed to call the police, even though this man somehow escaped custody. She showed me some of the things on the flash drive that you gave her, and said they were written by our ancestors hundreds of years ago.” She clasped her long fingers together, the gentle clicks of her many gold rings and bracelets filling the brief silence. “She’s told me about something called ‘gatekeeper’ that I don’t quite understand, though apparently it’s a thing the women in our family have had for a very long time.”


Rachel nodded. “Did she tell you about daemons?”


“Yes,” Mrs. Morley said quietly.


“And you had a look at the daemon in the coat?”


Mrs. Morley’s dark, dark eyes darted fearfully to the crumpled coat at the far end of the sofa. Simon was currently staring at it through Rachel’s glasses, the lenses of which allowed the wearer to see beings, like daemons, that existed out of phase with reality. “I did,” she said slowly, “although I don’t know what, exactly, I saw.”


“Looks like something out of Lord of the Rings,” said Simon, poking the oblivious daemon with his pen. “Weird.”


“Simon, don’t touch that thing!” exclaimed his mother. “It might bite you!”


“It won’t,” Rachel said. “I told it to sit there and behave itself.”


“But you said it was defective,” Mrs. Morley countered. “Why would it listen to you if it’s defective?”


“It listens because it’s defective. It’s kinda messed up that way.”


“And it lives with you?”


“Until the Central Office takes it back, yes. And believe me,” she added, her jaw clenched, “I ask them to take it back at least once a day.” And I get the same reply each time, she thought bitterly. “We have insufficient resources at this time.” She narrowed her eyes at the coat. “It won’t be here forever.” It better not be here forever.


Mrs. Morley shot her son one more warning look and, despite being a twenty-something grown man, he obediently pocketed the pen.


Eyes still glued to the old coat, Simon removed the glasses from his face. “The demon that’s connected to our family,” he said. “Does it look like this one?”


“No,” said Rachel. “This is a riot daemon. Apep is a chaos daemon. I’ve only ever seen one chaos daemon, but it was huge. It looked like a …” She held up her hands, as if waiting for the right words fall into her fingers. “A big, dark snake with a million swirly coils, and a skinny head with big, target-like eyes on it. It was hard to look at, too, because light kept bending around it.”


“Is that why it was busted?” Simon asked. “Is that why it got sent to the—whatcha call it—the wasteland?”


“No, that’s what a chaos daemon is supposed to do. Apep was sent to the wastes because it developed a defect that caused it to swallow light instead of bending it. Apparently, it was swallowing so much sunlight that it was withering crops and significantly lowering the temperature of multiple countries. It was captured and brought in for correction, but once it was released, its defect returned and kept getting worse and worse, until the sunrise was barely visible in the areas affected. My people sent it to the wastes because leaving it alone would have eventually wiped out entire civilizations. Sending it to the wastes and creating the first gatekeeper of your bloodline was the best solution.”


“So …” Mrs. Morley said, slowly spinning one of her bracelets. “Our family is important?”


“Extremely. Without the women of your family, Apep might escape and eat the sun.”


“I see,” she whispered thoughtfully.


“Only the women,” said Simon. Rachel saw with surprise that his jaw was set and his nostrils were flaring like an agitated bull’s. “The men in this family don’t count, right?”


“Uh …” Rachel said, “they aren’t gatekeepers, if that’s what you mean.”


“Why?”


“It just happened that way,” she said, shrugging. “Some gatekeeper responsibilities pass from father to son, some pass only to the firstborn child, some skip a generation. During my training, I learned about a family where the gatekeeper title only passed to children born with the same birthmark as the original gatekeeper. There’s really no consistency about it at all. Your family’s mantle just happens to pass from mother to daughter. We don’t know why.”


“Shut out of an inheritance without explanation,” Simon grumbled. “That’s just great. That’s fucking awesome.”


“Simon!” Mrs. Morley said.


“I don’t need to be here, do I?” he said curtly. “None of this shit applies to me.”


“Shut the hell up!” Leda shouted. “Aren’t you paying attention? This is our family!”


“How is it ‘our’ anything? This whole damn thing’s got nothing to do with me.”


“Shut your mouth, Simon,” Mrs. Morley said, straightening her back. “Your sister is right. This is our family and we’re heaven blessed to have our history returned to us.” She swept her arm in a commanding arc and pointed toward the front door. “If you can’t take an interest, then leave.”


With a grunt, Simon stood up, edged his way around the three women, and headed for the front door. “I’m out.”


Rachel watched him go: one part perplexed, and one part annoyed. While she didn’t understand Simon’s negative reaction to this situation in particular, this sort of over-the-top reaction wasn’t foreign to her. Rachel’s older brother, Grigor, was the sort of man to act out like this if he felt slighted. Seeing Simon storm out of the house was just like seeing Grigor stomp off when he was offended.


“I apologize for him,” Mrs. Morley said as her son left the room. “Now, what is it that we’re expected to do?”


Rachel shrugged. “Nothing.”


Mrs. Morley’s brow furrowed. “Nothing at all?”


“The part of you that keeps the daemon where it is,” Rachel said, “doesn’t need to be maintained or anything like that. It was with you when you were born and it’ll be with you until you die. All your family has to do is let my people keep a running record of your family tree until the daemon has completely broken down.”


“How long will that take?”


“Unclear. To date it’s been about five thousand years.”


“Five thousand?” said Mrs. Morley, putting one hand to her chest. “So long? My God, is that normal?”


“Chaos daemons are bigger and denser than most,” Rachel said. “Something like that riot daemon there would probably break down in less than one hundred years but a big one like Apep is sure to take more time. Still, five thousand years is pretty impressive. It’s probably its defect that makes it so tough. And it’s hard to gauge how it will happen. It might break down tomorrow or it might take another thousand years.”


“And if it got out? If that horrible man had done what he meant to do”—Mrs. Morley put a hand on Leda’s knee—“what would have happened?”


Rachel felt her skin grow cold, as if all her warmth was retreating deep within, afraid to touch the light. That man. She’d spent a lot of time revisiting her interactions with him. Some of the things he’d said had left deep, sticky imprints on her mind. Whenever she remembered those moments, she always seemed to get bogged down. And the thought of that guy freeing Apep—that was the stickiest of all.


“It, uh, it wouldn’t be good,” she said carefully. “That’s why it’s in the wastes. Until it’s gone, we’ll watch over your family tree to be sure it doesn’t die out. To do that, we’ll take DNA samples from you and Leda for our records and we’ll keep track of birth certificates, death certificates, anything else that affects your lives and the lives of your daughters and granddaughters in the years to come.”


“Just for the sake of argument,” Mrs. Morley said with a sidelong glance at her daughter. “Tell me what happens if Leda never has a daughter.”


“Then at some point the decision will be made to transfer the gatekeeper mantle to another family. Of course, we’d rather it not come to that. It’s not like we can just pass around gate-keepership like a hand-me-down shirt; it’s an intensive process. We’d be a lot happier if Leda has at least one daughter.”


Mrs. Morley chuckled, her lips drawn into a tight, humorless line. “From your lips to God’s ears.”


“Mama, stop it,” Leda murmured.


“At least one daughter, baby. You heard what she said.”


“Mama,” Leda said through her teeth, “don’t start this here.”


“You’re not gettin’ younger,” Mrs. Morley replied, now directly looking her daughter up and down. “What are you waiting for?”


“Anyway,” Rachel interrupted in as polite a tone of voice as she could muster, “I need to get as much information as you can give me about the last few generations of your family.”


“For your people’s files?”


“Yes, but also so we can get a starting point for digging through Notan records to see if you might have a long-lost relative—a third cousin or something—who’s also a gatekeeper.”


“I see.” Mrs. Morley turned one of her rings around her finger thoughtfully. “I’ll tell you what I can, but it may not be as much you’d like. You might have your work cut out for you.”


Glad it’s not my department to follow up on it, Rachel thought. “Whatever you can offer would be appreciated. Aside from documenting your genealogy, there are some basic things about the Arcana and the things my people do that you should know. Most gatekeepers never need to get involved with us, but if ever you do, you’ll have to know how to get in touch and what resources are available. I’ll give you the relevant information and I’ll try to answer any questions you might have.”


Mrs. Morley gave a brisk nod. “Thank you.”


Straining to remember her recent meeting at the Skiptrace office, Rachel ran down her mental checklist of everything her superiors had told her. Daemons, Apep, gatekeepership … what else? I should have written this crap down … Oh, right. The liaison thing. She let out a quiet sigh.


“In a case like this, it’s standard procedure for someone from the family to shadow a collector on the job—someone who can serve as a sort of liaison for the gatekeeper. I go back to work tomorrow; if Leda’s interested, she could tag along with me, see what it is that I do.”


“That’s not a bad idea,” Mrs. Morley said. “Leda?”


Rachel saw Leda’s eyes light up. The sight of that eagerness made her uneasy. In the short time since they’d met, Leda had shown an intense fascination with all things Arcanan. She was full of questions—to a degree that Rachel had never experienced before and didn’t quite know how to process.


“For sure,” Leda said. “I want to learn all about it. I have work, but I am taking a lot of half-days because of my leg.”


The eyes now gazing at the crutches leaning against the arm of the sofa were full of resentment. Rachel sympathized. Leda’s knee was still immobilized and would continue to be so for several more weeks. So far, the doctor was sufficiently impressed with her progress that no surgery had been scheduled, but that didn’t mean her life was any easier right now.


“I’ll work around your schedule,” Rachel said. “They’ll start me off with a light caseload anyway, since I’m coming off an injury, so I’ll try to get assigned cases that won’t pose a problem for your crutches.”


“We’ll figure it out,” Leda said. Her lips curled slightly, as if she tasted something tart, she pointed a long, bandaged finger at the coat at the end of the sofa. “I won’t actually have to touch one of those things, will I?”


“No.” Rachel shook her head. “That’s my job. All you’ll have to do is watch.” She took a deep breath and, despite feeling a bit overwhelmed, managed to smile. “The weekly assignment is tonight. Why don’t you come with me, meet the collectors, and see the local office?”


Leda grinned. “All right.”
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COLLECTION PLATE







Muttering under his breath, Simon Morley took a seat on the crooked front steps. A cold wind blew through his coat and sent a chill through his bones, but he ignored it. He was too irritated to be bothered. Thoughts of his father popped into his mind; he felt a primal longing for non-feminine commiseration. He had felt this sensation so many times over the course of his life that, after the initial sting of pain, it mostly left him numb.


His eyes wandered upward to the clear sky. When he’d driven his mother and sister to the alley that served as an entrance to this weird place, the sky had been a solid screen of gray. He’d wondered about this inconsistency but had not had a chance to ask about it before the talk of “gatekeepers” began.


Despite what his mother and Leda thought, he was both grateful and fascinated to have their missing history returned; he was just disappointed that the history was more theirs than his. Those diaries had been kept and passed down to preserve this thing to which he had only an indirect claim. Everything good about the situation was soured by his distance from it.


How many times had he heard about the women of their family and how “important” they were? Generation after generation had passed that message down. He had heard it from his mother and grandmother since before he could walk, and now he got to hear it from a stranger. The family’s centuries-old verbal history had been confirmed wholesale, and it didn’t include him. It might bring a smile to Leda’s face, but it gave him nothing. Nothing but another pebble tossed into the gaping hole left by his father’s death.


A brown and black puppy with gangly white legs, enormous ears, and oversized feet bounded into view from around the side of the house. A barefoot, blond guy in baggy clothes followed close behind. Simon cocked his head at the sight of them. Both were lanky, all bones and sinews, hardly a scrap of meat on their frames, as if both were in the process of growing into themselves. The owner grabbed the stick clamped between the dog’s teeth and the two playfully tugged on it from either end, the puppy growling anew each time the man praised him. After a moment, the puppy released the stick and dropped the front half of his body to the ground, his back-end high in the air and his tail wagging so hard that his legs wiggled. The man flung the stick to the far end of the yard and the puppy gleefully bolted after it.


As he waited for the dog to return, the man noticed Simon on the steps.


“What’s up?” he called out.


“Just waitin’ for them to finish,” Simon answered, gesturing toward the house.


“How long do you think they’ll be?”


“Fuck if I know.” Simon glanced down. “Aren’t your feet cold?”


“Huh?” The guy glanced down at his feet as if noticing for the first time that he had no shoes on. “Oh. Not really. I’ve been barefoot in colder weather than this. I guess my skin’s a little tougher for it.”


The puppy returned with the stick, but instead of surrendering it, he ran to the house and ducked under the porch. Simon leaned over and saw the dog’s ever-wagging tail protruding from his hiding place and heard him making low, loving growls as he chewed.


The dog’s companion took a seat on the far side of the front steps. Seeing him close-up, Simon was struck by how pallid and sickly his face looked, as if he had been seriously ill for an extended period.


“Man”—the guy expelled a lengthy sigh—“I am outta shape.” He turned his head and stuck out a hand. “I’m Bach.”


Startled by Bach’s eyes—electric blue, weirdly penetrating—Simon shook his hand. “Simon Morley.”


“Nice to meet you.”


“Yeah.” Dropping his hand, Simon inclined his head toward the house. “So, how’d you end up in this freakshow?”


Bach laughed. “I wandered into it. I wandered into it, I had nowhere else to go, and now I’m living here on Ra’s charity.”


What he said might have piqued Simon’s curiosity at another time but in this moment, after the day’s many disappointments, he wasn’t willing to delve into it uninvited.


Fortunately, Bach didn’t wait for him to ask questions.


“I was homeless,” he said. “Ra kinda brought me in from the cold, and so I tried to help her out a bit. I may have done more harm than good, but I tried. I told her where to find your sister.”


“How’d you know about Leda?”


“I didn’t. I’m what Ra calls an oracle—I have a ‘sight-beyond’ that lets me sometimes know things without knowing how I know them.”


“What, like a psychic?”


“No. I don’t talk to dead people and I don’t know what anyone’s thinking. I just suddenly know things about people, places, events—stuff I have no logical way of knowing.”


Simon held a stony expression, but internally, he rolled his eyes. This guy Bach sounded suspiciously like a woman that his loony ex-girlfriend had taken him to see, a woman who talked a lot about vague events that might or might not happen in the future and who claimed to have a direct line to his dead father’s spirit. He’d walked out in the middle of that “reading” (and out of that relationship), and he’d never regretted his decision. Suddenly, he felt a deep distrust for this person sitting next to him.


Despite his unchanged appearance, Bach seemed to pick up on the shift in Simon’s opinion. “I don’t read people’s fortunes or any of that bullshit,” he said. “I don’t even talk about it much. I’m not sure why I’m telling you now, honestly, except that you and your family are Ra’s guests and I figure if she trusts you, I can too.”


“My mom and sister are her guests,” Simon told him. “I’m not involved in it.”


Bach smiled secretively, like a poker player about to show his unwitting opponents a full house. “You’re involved,” he said. “You’re gonna end up chest deep in this thing. I can feel it.”


Simon scoffed and gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “That’s some Miss Cleo tarot card shit.”


“No.” Bach scratched his head, ruffling his blond hair and inadvertently showing a scabby wound on the underside of his arm. “See, when I look at a person, any person, I feel information about them flowing into my head. I don’t immediately know what it is and a lot of it flows back out in an instant if I don’t focus. Just walking down a crowded street can give me an information overload unless I let that crap pass right through me without stopping. But here’s the thing: when I focus on a person, sometimes I can see their whole life—past, present, and future—in crazy detail. But I only get that kind of detail when it’s some random person I have no connection to. The more tied up with my life that person is, the less information I get. I get a fair amount about acquaintances; much less, though still some, about friends. But about myself … nothing. Not one goddamn thing for my whole life. Ra—I get a little information about her but not a lot, which tells me that she and I are going to see a lot of each other in the near future. I get roughly the same level of information from Leda and from you.”


Simon’s cheeks flushed with irritation. “Man, that’s some bullshit. You don’t really think I’m gonna buy that crap, do you?”


The corners of Bach’s lips twitched and his eyes danced like lightning on a cloudless sky.


“You wanna be wowed, is that it? You want me to tell you something about your life that no one could possibly know?”


“Fuckin’ con artist trick,” Simon said. “That’s just cold reading; anybody can learn how to do it. You don’t know shit unless I drop a hint about it.”


“Okay then.” Bach stared off into the distance, his gaze seemingly fixed on the blurry horizon. “In college you had an affair with the wife of a teacher’s aide. You didn’t even like the woman; you just hated her husband and liked the idea that you were getting the better of him. When he found out about you two, he left her. She dumped you the next day, but you didn’t care. I think you had already started up with some other girl by then. What else … There’s a stray cat that hangs out around your apartment building. Last year she had four kittens and they all died because she couldn’t find enough food. She almost starved to death. You felt bad about it, so you started leaving food out for her. She just had another batch of kittens; look for them in the neighboring building’s garden shed. Let’s see … last month you noticed some growths—hard little bumps—on the soles of your feet. They aren’t painful but they make walking uncomfortable. You’re going to the doctor next week to get them looked at. Don’t worry, though. I get the feeling it’s not serious.”


His eyes blazing above his amused smile, Bach raised an eyebrow. “Convinced? Or did you drop hints about that stuff?”


Without realizing it, Simon had moved to the edge of the step he was sitting on while Bach was speaking. Now he was overcome with dual urges: one to punch Bach, and the other to take off running.


Bach chuckled, and the sound knocked Simon to his senses. He quickly leaned back on the steps in what he hoped was a relaxed pose.


“Somebody’s been talkin’ about me, that’s all,” he said.


“Who the hell do you think’s been talking about your feet? The only person you told was your doctor’s receptionist, when you made the appointment.”


“So?”


“So?” Bach’s eyes narrowed at Simon in a mixture of concentration and annoyance. “When you were nine, you stole from the collection plate at church.”


The surge of that long-suppressed memory surfacing jolted through Simon’s veins. He could not have been more horrified if Bach and plunged his hand down his throat and turned his stomach inside out. Confronted with a piece of himself so long sequestered in the darkest corridor of his mind, he felt an overwhelming urge to scream. He jumped to his feet before he could control himself. Out of breath from the adrenaline filling his veins, he stood, panting and staring down at Bach, too shocked to be angry.


“Your father had just died,” Bach continued, meeting Simon’s stare without blinking. “You spent every day trying to be strong for your mom, who was a wreck, but you spent every night crying into your pillow. Without your dad, it was like a hole had been drilled into your heart that leaked constantly; no matter how much love you got from your mom, your sister, and the rest of your family and community, your heart just couldn’t stay full. Seeing that you were struggling, the priest pulled you aside one day and told you that your father had gone to a better place. Those words grabbed your chest in a vise and squeezed all the love inside your heart out of that hole. You were tired of adults talking down to you and patting you on the head like you didn’t understand what had happened. And here came this guy telling you that your father was better off in the grave than with his wife, who never smiled anymore, and his children, who deserved to have their dad’s hand to hold.”


Bach’s voice was flat, emotionless. Simon felt paralyzed.


“You didn’t want to go to church that Sunday, but your mother dragged you along. You spent the whole service glaring at the priest while he talked, just getting madder and madder, until they passed the collection plate and you saw a chance to get even. While passing the plate, you palmed a twenty-dollar bill. No one saw you. You went home feeling pretty damn proud of yourself but for some reason you couldn’t spend that twenty. You kept it under your mattress for almost a month, just thinking about it. You didn’t feel guilty, not exactly, but you didn’t feel free to use it either. In the end, you snuck it into your mother’s purse.” Bach’s stare intensified as he leaned a little closer. “You never told anyone about it, did you?”


“No,” Simon mumbled. “Nobody.”


“Are you wowed yet?”


“That’s not funny.”


“No,” Bach agreed, “it’s not. But it’s in my head just the same.”


“Man,” Simon said, slowly taking his seat, “you can’t tell anyone about that.”


Bach smiled and laughed a hollow laugh. “I’ve been living under a bridge for six months,” he said. “Some shit happened, my sight-beyond got twisted into a knot, and my mind just snapped. I ran off, raving like a lunatic, and apparently no one tried to stop me or came looking for me. If I hadn’t met Ra, I’d probably still be sleeping on the river rocks and screaming at strangers. At this point, I’ve broken ties with my family; my so-called friends won’t take my calls; my ex threw away most of my shit; and whatever was left, my landlord sold when I didn’t pay my rent. Who the hell am I gonna talk to about it?”


Simon watched as Bach shook his head and chuckled humorlessly to himself. Fear twittered in his stomach, but his mind was eaten up by curiosity.


“So,” he said, “what else do you know?”
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CHANGE OF HEART







Inside the house, Leda and her mother were preparing to leave. Leda had promised to meet Rachel later that afternoon near the Greek restaurant that hid the entrance to the local office, and Mrs. Morley had promised to dig through her family records and contact a few relatives to gather more information.


“I’ll try to answer any questions you come up with,” Rachel said. “If I don’t know the answer, I’ll find someone who does. Thanks for meeting with me today, Mrs. Morley.”


“Call me Vivian, please,” she said.


“Vivian. Let me walk you out.”


“Oh, yes.” Mrs. Morley shuddered. “I don’t care to walk through that tunnel alone.”


“I don’t know what you’re complaining about, Mama,” Leda said as she struggled to balance herself on her crutches. “At least you can walk through it.”


“How on earth do you pass through that frightful thing every day, Rachel?”


Rachel noted but did not comment on her guest’s pronunciation of her name: RAY-chel, instead of Rah-KEL. It happened constantly, and it was probably easier just to accept the mispronunciation as part of working with Notans rather than correcting everyone. Regardless, it made her homesick.


“I’m used to it,” she said. “Tunnels like that one are placed all over the Arcana. It’s our primary mode of travel.”


“I can’t imagine getting used to that,” Mrs. Morley said.


“There’s no quicker way to get where you’re going,” Rachel said, “especially across dimensional borders.”


The three women stepped out onto the porch to find Bach and Simon on the steps, talking. Bach’s dog was curled up at his feet, its head resting against his ankle. Bach stroked the puppy’s oversize ears with one hand while he spoke.


Seeing their approach, Simon climbed to his feet, carefully avoiding his mother’s stern gaze.


“It’s time we were on our way,” announced the matriarch. With a sharp look at her son, she added, “It was kind of Rachel to give up her day for our benefit.”


“Yeah,” Simon mumbled.


Vivian glared at her son, her dark eyes all fire and ice. Simon sniffed and turned his head aside, the stunted reaction of someone well-accustomed to such a gaze, then offered Bach a quick nod.


“See you tomorrow, man.”


Bach smiled. “Thanks again.”


Simon descended the front steps and waited, silent, for his mother and sister. Mrs. Morley carried her purse as well as her daughter’s while Leda slowly maneuvered herself, crutches and all, down the steps. Then, with Rachel in the lead, the family headed for the passage at the end of the short walkway.


Just before they reached the shadowed threshold, Rachel heard Leda whisper to her brother—“What was that about, Sy?”


“What?” he hissed back.


“You talking to Bach. You’ll see him tomorrow?”


“Yeah,” he said quietly. “I’m gonna give him a ride.”


“Where?”


“I dunno. He says he needs to get around town, take care of few things, but he doesn’t have a car anymore and he can’t get a hold of anybody else to give him a lift. Says he’d take the bus but he’s broke and he’s got no ID. I’ve got a few days off coming up, so I said I’d help.”


“Really?”


“Yeah.”


Rachel heard Leda make an odd sound—half huff and half chortle. To her, it suggested that Leda was surprised by her brother’s act of charity. Simon did seem changed from their earlier interaction, more subdued and collected, as if his resentment and irritation had been forgotten in mere minutes. Seems like Bach made quite an impact on him, she thought.


Well, that’s an oracle for you.
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OCEAN / ISLAND







His most recent encounter with the boy


sent him reeling


to a landless stretch of ocean;


a state of affairs he found especially irritating.


Finding his way back to his abductor’s home was


challenging under any circumstances,


but reorienting himself took twice as long


when he had to do it from the air.


If he flew too high,


he became disoriented,


losing all sense of which direction


would take him to the boy,


so, he stayed low,


suffering the water for the sake of his vengeance.


Every splash of the waves


that sizzled against his flaming skin


dimmed him,


slowed him.


The long flight gave him ample time


to curse every hair


on the human boy’s head.


This island had been his home for centuries.


In all that time, he had seen no one.


Aside from the fish that kept him from starvation,


he was the only living creature within this


speck of existence.


The ocean that encased the island,


as blue as his own skin,


appeared endless


when standing on the beach,


but he knew this was not the case.


There was nothing beyond those waters.


This place was as


encapsuled


and


contained


as oil in a lamp.


He,


the lone, burning wick,


could not escape.


When deposited over land,


he could


move between


layers of reality—


slip easily through the


borderlines of existence


to find his way back to his target.


But without solid ground beneath his feet,


he couldn’t make the transition to that plane.


Flying was painfully slow by comparison.


Nevertheless, he would find his way back


to the boy


and his mother.


The door to the island dimension remained sealed.


The door—


an invisible but solid slab,


cool and abrasive to the touch,


exactly his height,


exactly his width—


had not opened since the day he arrived.


When his jailer


first thrust him into this place,


he had spent every waking moment


assaulting it,


pounding


and


clawing,


desperate to return to the world he had left,


wanting only to seize that bastard by the throat.


The door never opened—


and slowly,


unhappily,


he adapted to his situation.


The other side of the door—


a small, portable container—


he knew it sometimes moved


from place to place,


though he never felt the movement himself.


No one could hear him shout,


but he’d learned he could listen


to the faint drone of voices


on the other side of the door


in the real world.


All were distant, muffled,


but they were frequently discernible,


and every voice was human—


not his own kind.


Time marched on.


The container that held the doorway


changed hands


again and again.


He listened as empires rose and fell.


The languages he heard evolved;


he learned the new grammars and vocabularies.


Time burned away like paper,


his years nothing but wispy embers.


Forgotten,


he waited.
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THE ASSIGNMENT OFFICE







Weekly assignment was not what Leda had expected.


Accessing the local office via the back door of the Greek restaurant was a little unsettling to her—she wondered how many buildings she passed each day with similar, unnoticed doors—but it turned out to be the least surprising aspect of the meeting.


After leading her down an empty-yet-noisy office hallway, Rachel left Leda in a large room with mismatched tiles on the floor, promising she’d be back momentarily.


Frosted windows lined one wall of the room, clear enough to show vague, shadowy forms moving about on the far side, but too opaque to allow for identification. While various cracks and dents in the walls had been spackled, no attempt had been made to paint the spackled areas to match the rest of the room. All the obvious repairs made the hallway look like it was one sledgehammer away from crumbling apart.


Leda tried to tamp down her disappointment. Everything here belonged to another dimension, and yet it just seemed so … dingy. She had expected a more professional setting, something akin to the staff meetings at the museum where she worked—something at least semi-formal. Instead, she saw a large, cracked screen that covered about two-thirds of one wall and many folding chairs assembled loosely into rows. The room housed a night court–like smell of dusty leather speckled with old book glue, all with an underlying whiff of body odor. The only door into the room bore strange words on it that Leda’s language-loving brain scrambled to translate.


Before she could make an educated guess, Rachel reentered the room, a gray-haired man in her wake.


“Leda,” she said, “this is Mr. Creed. He runs the Skiptrace department of this office.”


As he shook Leda’s hand, Mr. Creed gave the slightest of nods, accompanied by a long blink of his eyes. This was a gesture Leda had seen Rachel make when meeting her mother for the first time. Maybe it was some sort of ritual in their culture. Always eager to learn, her mind stowed away this knowledge for future reference.


“I am very pleased to meet you, Ms. Morley.” Despite Mr. Creed’s excellent English, Leda detected the hint of a mystery accent, and her intellect reflexively strove, without success, to identify it. “I am Creed Serge len Norov. This is quite an occasion for me. I have never met a gatekeeper face-to-face before, and I have not had occasion to speak directly to a Notan in ten years. Furthermore, your presence seems to have achieved the impossible: Ms. Wilde is actually the first to arrive to assignment.”


Leda smiled politely as Rachel rolled her eyes. “The pleasure is mine, Mr. Creed. Is there anything I’m expected to do while I’m here?”


“No, nothing,” he replied. “You are here to observe and that is all you need to do. I’ll instruct the collectors to speak English while they’re here.”


“I don’t want to cause any inconvenience.”


“It’s no inconvenience,” he said. “I have them speak English at assignment periodically to make sure everyone is keeping up with their training. As you have no doubt noticed”—he pointed to his lips—“I am out of practice myself, but I don’t work in the field anymore so my having an accent is of no concern. The collectors are another matter. They have to pass for American, and that means no Arcanan accents. If I have them speak English around me once in a while, I can hear for myself if anyone is slipping. Besides,” he added with a gleam in his eyes, “it keeps them on the toes.”


Leda smiled uncertainly. “Well, shouldn’t I introduce myself at least?”


“Oh, that won’t be necessary,” Creed said with a chuckle. “After everything that’s happened with you and Ms. Wilde, they all know who you are. You just watch the meeting. I only hope it won’t be too boring for you.”


Rachel took a seat next to Leda and pulled out her phone while Creed turned on the wall screen. A very long list appeared on the right half, each item of the list seemingly written in the same language as that on the door. On the left half of the screen, only one item was listed.


Though many of the letters strayed from the Latin alphabet, Leda quickly deduced the meaning. She pointed to the left column. “That’s your name?”


“Yes,” Rachel responded, her eyes still on her phone. “My name popped up because I opened a program on my phone.”


Leda glanced over Rachel’s shoulder and saw that the phone had a list on it identical to the right-side column. Rachel touched one of the items and a lengthy paragraph appeared.


“So those are the jobs for this week?”


“Right,” Rachel said. “I’m gonna take a peek to see which ones might work for me.”


“How long until the meeting starts?”


“About ten minutes.”


“Ten minutes?” Leda said in surprise. “We’re the only ones here. Where is everybody?”


“They’ll show up.”


Within minutes, a steady flow of people entered through the open door. A handful of others came through one of the frosted windows. Their clothes ran the gamut from sport jackets to T-shirts and, in one case, pajamas. They chatted among themselves in several languages as they found seats and fired up their phones.


Leda watched with interest to see the name of each new arrival appear in the left-hand column, though she could not accurately read the names until Rachel engaged a translator on her phone to Romanize the words. Many were simple enough to read and categorize—Baker, Vogel, Kuramitsu, Malik, Rivera—but, looking around the room, Leda found it nearly impossible to guess which name matched which person. The names never seemed to match her visual expectations of their ethnicities. One blonde collector, an ivory pale woman whom Leda guessed to be the owner of a distinctly Nordic name, turned out to be Cavi Monika len Mehmet—not Nordic in the least.


The collectors gathered themselves into groups of four and chatted loudly as they waited for the meeting to begin.


“Why four?” Leda mumbled.


“What?”


“Why are they all in groups of four?”


“Everyone tends to sit with their square,” Rachel told her.


“Square?”


“Collectors are trained in groups of four,” she said. “Traditionally, each member of a square comes from a different continent of the Arcana—North, South, East, and West.”


“Why’s that?”


“Officially, it’s to build bonds between communities and encourage us to learn about other Arcanan cultures. Honestly, though, I think it’s just because it’s always been done like that and no one’s ever bothered to do it differently.”


Leda nodded. The Central Office, like most bureaucracies, was not fond of change. Some things transcended dimensions.


The seats nearest to Leda and Rachel were soon occupied by Suarez, Wu, and another man who introduced himself as Reuben Omri len Bnai Arba Achayot—“but you can call me Benny.” Rachel conversed with these three in her native language for only a moment before reverting to English.


“Thought you’d be out another week, Wilde,” Wu said, stretching his lanky form as far as the chair would allow. “You’re not still concussed?”


“The doctor says my head is fine.”


“What about your ribs?” Suarez asked.


“Still healing, but the Central Office says I’m fit for light work.”


“Since when does this job involve ‘light work’?” Benny said with a snort. “I had to climb five stories of scaffolding in the middle of the night last week to catch a mark.”


“Yeah,” Suarez said, “this isn’t a ‘light work’ kind of job. They must be really worried about the conspirator situation to put you back on the job so soon.”


Conspirator situation. The invasive touch of memory prodded Leda. That man—the one who abducted her, who locked her and Rachel in his basement. All this talk of conspiracy started with him. His face burst into her thoughts before she could block it out. Those hard, soulless eyes glared into her, stripping away every defense in their path, leaving her painfully naked. Leda’s heart galloped in her chest as if trying to flee from her body.


“There’s no evidence of a conspiracy,” Wu said, waking Leda out of her daylit nightmare. “Don’t feed the rumor mill.”


“If there’s no evidence,” Suarez said, “why has the Central Office doubled security measures?”


“And why,” added Benny, “are the auditors reexamining departments that have already been cleared by the year-long systems check? What are they looking for?”


“And what about this?” Suarez showed his phone’s screen to the group.


Leda’s racing heart twisted about inside her like a squealing animal, so much so that it hurt. The screen showed a photograph of that man under the heading “The Breach Killer.” The sight of him turned her breath to ice. She wanted to scream. She wanted to run. She wanted to curl into a ball and cry until her tears washed the world away.


“The fuck’s that?” Wu asked, his voice exploding into Leda’s manic thoughts.


“The Central Office is posting updates about the search for the murderer,” Suarez said.


Wu shrugged. “Nothing weird about that.”


“It also says they’re searching for anyone who’s helping him,” Suarez told them. “Why say that if they aren’t concerned about a conspiracy?”


Leda forced the memory of her captor back into the dark, prickly parts of her mind and focused on the conversation at hand. “Is anything posted?” she asked, willing her heartbeat to slow. “About that guy?”


Suarez shook his head. “Nothing new.”


“That page isn’t proof.” Wu wagged a finger at the phone. “Just because the wording is out of the ordinary doesn’t mean it’s evidence of a crime. Right, Wilde?”


“Yeah, Wilde,” Suarez said. “You were there when the murderer talked about working with Arcanans. There is a conspiracy, right?”


Rachel caught Leda’s eye and made an exaggerated expression of frustration. Leda gave a little nod. This isn’t the first time she’s heard this argument, she realized, and she’s tired of it. That was a feeling Leda understood intimately. When she first showed up to work on crutches, her coworkers had bombarded her with repetitive questions—what happened, what happened, what happened? She'd invented a story about a mugging, but after telling it for the thirtieth time she’d started evading the question altogether. Her refusal to talk had led to the circulation of bizarre rumors. She was so fed-the-fuck-up with it all that she kept her office door closed at all times now to avoid wandering eyes drifting in her direction from the hallway.


“I don’t know any more than you do at this point,” Rachel said. “Until I hear otherwise, I’m just going to keep doing my job, injuries and all. I’ll just”—she rubbed her ribs—“take a smaller workload for a while.”


The men shot each other a few glances—doubtful, challenging, curious—before leaning back in their seats and looking at their phones.


“I don’t know …” Wu scanned the list of assignments. “Everything here looks pretty intense. You may end up sitting it out this week by default.”


“No, no, no,” Rachel protested. “Look here: I see at least three fact-finding jobs. Those tend to be pretty light.”


The three men laughed and took turns pulling up their sleeves and pants legs to show off scars they’d received on fact-finding jobs. Even Rachel, at their prodding, showed Leda a triangular scar on her shoulder.


In the process of showing off that scar, Rachel inadvertently flashed several others. Leda eyed the marks and imagined the bloody wounds that had birthed them.


“This isn’t a job for the squeamish, is it?” she asked.


“You don’t know the half of it,” Wu said.


“Are injuries really that common?”


“What we do is tough.” Rachel gave a little shrug. “I don’t know anyone in this job who goes a full year without at least one new scar.”


“I don’t know too many who haven’t broken a bone or ruptured an organ,” added Benny.


“And,” Wu said somberly, “we’ve all known someone or known of someone who’s died on the job.”


“Died?” Leda gasped. Until that moment, she had not grasped how extremely different Rachel’s daily routine was from her own. Her own work, while often tedious, was cerebral and took place almost entirely in an office. Rachel’s work apparently necessitated some pretty extreme physical activity. Daemon collecting was not the fascinating, intellectually challenging endeavor she had imagined; it was more akin to animal control. “Are you for real?”


“It happens,” Rachel said, “but not often. Most collectors only stay on the job for the required time, then they move on to other work.”


Leda felt her growing list of questions leak into her expression. Suarez seemed to recognize it, because he leaned toward her and explained, “This job is an eight-year stretch. Upon reaching age twenty, each Arcanan has a choice of three services to join. Working as a collector is the longest stretch—eight years —but it’s the least dangerous. It also allows for the most time off, except in the case of a year-long systems check like the one going on now. Some collectors stay on after the eight years are up, but it’s rare for a collector to stay at the job for more than twelve.”


“So, what’ll happen to you when you retire?” Leda asked. “Do you get a pension or something?”


The foursome shared an amused smile that irked Leda. It reminded her of her coworkers snickering at her from across the room or down the hall as she maneuvered her crutches around the museum.


“No.” Rachel shook her head. “When we leave this job, we’ll move on to other work. A lot of collectors take jobs in other, less physically demanding areas of daemonic monitoring. Creed used to be a collector; now he works with Skiptrace. Most of the guys in the repairs department used to be collectors.”


“I want to work in the daemonic research office eventually,” Benny told Leda. “The job’s not strenuous and it’s a fascinating field.”


“For you, maybe,” Wu said. “When my eight years are up, I’m going home and working in the vineyard with my cousins.”


“And I’m going to work on my family’s farm,” Rachel said with a wistful sigh. “I’m gonna sow the fields, shear the sheep, milk the goats, and never look at a daemon again.”


“What about you, Mr. Suarez?” asked Leda. “Do you have plans for ‘retirement’?”


“I have hopes, not plans,” he replied. “I hope Lola’s clan will admit me, so she and I can be together.”


The warmth on his face when he spoke the name Lola instantly told Leda everything she needed to know about their relationship.


“No word from Lola on that yet, huh?” Benny asked.


“No.” Suarez sighed. Raising his eyes to Leda, he said, “The Prushell clan matriarch isn’t too keen on me.”


“Prejudiced old hawk,” Wu muttered.


“Prejudiced?” Leda raised an eyebrow. The blip of surprise brought on by the word faded almost immediately. Naturally the people of Rachel’s dimension had prejudices. Prejudice, sadly, was as human as language. “What prejudice?”


“Some people cling to this old idea that Hallans are barbarians,” Rachel said.


“Hallans?” Leda’s mind was off and whirring. “That’s your clan, Mr. Suarez?”


“Halla is a city,” Suarez told her, “but it has clan status in the Arcana. Anyone born there is given the clan’s name ‘Halla.’ And yes, Hallans have a reputation for being barbarians. It’s not a fair reputation, but it has a historical basis.”


“Are you for real?” Benny snorted. “Anyone who thinks Hallans are killers is a moron.”


“That all Hallans are barbarians is prejudiced dogshit,” Suarez said. “That Hallans acted like barbarians in the past isn’t dogshit; that’s true. I was born and raised there, Benny, I’ve read the Hallan history books. They’re written in blood, sometimes literally. Hallans used to be vicious. We still live a very … military lifestyle, but nothing like the old days.”


“The point is,” Rachel interrupted, “Lola’s clan matriarch thinks modern Hallans are still the same bloodthirsty savages of the past. Because of that, she won’t let Suarez join their clan, and that means he can’t be with Lola.”


“‘Savages’, huh Wilde?” Suarez said with a tilt of his head.


“Oh, sorry,” she said with a wince. “I didn’t mean that! I was channeling my mom for a second.”


“It’s okay.” Suarez gave her a friendly bump on the arm. “The good news is the matriarch is about ready to step down. The heir-presumptive for the Prushell clan is Lola’s aunt, and she likes me. Once she’s the new head of the clan, we’ll probably get her blessing. So, Ms. Morley, my hope for retirement is to join Lola’s clan, have kids, and find work somewhere local.”


Leda’s analytical mind put all the proffered knowledge into order and immediately wanted more information to fill in the blanks. Every bit of information she collected spawned a dozen more questions.


Before she could probe the subject further, Creed strode into the room, stepped in front of the wall screen, and waved his hand. A loud tone issued from the screen, something reminiscent of an old church bell. The sound brought all conversation to a stop.


Leda sat up straight and leaned forward in her seat, eager, hungry, and prepared to absorb it all.
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