Praisefor T. A. Pratt's

“Pratt's second book featuring bad-girl sorcerer Marla Mason is just as awesome as the firs volume, if
not better. Marlas a fascinating protagonist with conflicting motivetions, a truly aweinspiring prodivity for
violence and (findly!) sensble dothing. ... Superbly written.”
—Romantic Times (4.5 out of 5 stars)
“Pratt keeps the action lively in this wonderfully whimscal urban fantasy as the adventure of Genevieve
takes some wonderfully imeginative twists and turns.”
—Publishers Weekly
“ Poison Seep blends dements of fantasy, mystery, and horror, plus bits of our modern world, to create
something more than a facile hybrid or even a page-turner.”
—Locus

“A fast-paced, thoroughly fun, satisfying read.”
—Keéley Armsirong, author of No Humans Involved
“Blood Engines wastes no time: by page three | knew | was reading an urban fantasy unlike any I'd
previoudy encountered—the characters and world ae red, immediae, and unagpologeticdly
inyour-face, throwing you into a story that trusts youll keep up with the fast pace without flinching. It
charges dong with crisp pacing, afascinating range of secondary characters, and ahighly compdling lead
in Marla Mason—her ruthless pragmatism gives her a completdy different fed from her fictiond
contemporaries. | genuindy look forward to the next book!”
—~C. E. Murphy, author of Coyote Dreams
“Prétt is a deft goryteller whose blend of suspense, magic, and dry humor kept me entertained and
turning pages. Blood Engines is one of the most absorbing reads I've enjoyed in along time, gluing me to
the couch. | adore Marla, her done-at-all-costs character is someone | can relate to and want to cheer
for. Best of dl, | didn't figure the ending out until 1 got there. It's a book widower, and | can't wait for the
sequd.”
—Kim Harrison, New York Times bestsdlling author of For a Few Demons More
“Brantwiging, superb ... Amazingly strange, fascinaing ideas spring from the pages, one after another,
with surprisng frequencies, blending a dozen or more schools of magicd thought into a psycheddic
tapestry of unexpected depth.... I've read alot of urban fantasies, and believe me, Blood Enginesis new
and different and not to be missed.”
—dfdtecom
“The fird of what promises to be an exating and compulsvely readable new urban fantasy series. Prait
has a deft touch with characterization and plot, fusng magica dements with more mundane details eesly
and seamledy.”
—Romantic Times (4 stars)
“Strong overtones of both noir and steampunk... [and] the darkly witty didogue is like what a reader
might expect if Howard Hawks had written urban fantasy, where the only way to tdl the good guys from
the bad guys is that the good guys get even sharper didogue. In addition, Pratt plunders a plethora of
pantheons and perspectives on magic, ensuring that the magicd San Francisco is just as diverse as the
nonmagica verson, counting amongst its ditizens slicon mages, biomancers, and metalworking artificers,
not to mention shamanidtic sex magicians (who are wel worth mentioning)....I would recommend Blood
Engines to anyone who loves afun and fast-paced fantasy adventure.”
—Green Man Review
“An entertaining romp featuring a kick-ass heroine, a digtinctive magic system, and lots of locd color.”
—Locus
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part of the family | made
“ Everything that deceives may be said to enchant.”
—Plato
“Ther€'s a sucker born every minute ... and two to take 'em.”
—" Paper Collar Joe” Bessimer or Michael Cassius McDonald or David Hannum. But definitely
not P. T. Barnum. If you thought Barnum said it, you were deceived.

alita” the man said again, ganding just insde the door to her office. He regarded Marla with an

expression of mingled admiration and delight, extending hisarms for a hug.

Marla Mason—ruthlessy pragmatic chief sorcerer of Felport, a woman who'd recently outwitted the
avatar of Death, who'd once kicked a hellhound across a room, who'd thwarted the king of nightmares,
and who had even killed a god (admittedly a very implausble one)—stood behind her desk and stared a
him. She'd dready said his name once. She didnt think she could bring hersdf to say it again just yet.
There was a dagger in her hand—when had she picked that up?—and she gently put it down. “You.
Here. Why?’

“Eloquent as dways, little Ss” He came around the desk and swept her into hisarms.

“Jason.” She spoke into his shoulder, dmogt breathing out the word. Even his amdl was familiar, the
smoke-and-whiskey scent of a bar's back room. She hadn't seen him in dmogt eighteen years. The time
sheld spent without her brother in her life was, by now, years longer than the time they'd been close.
Marla pulled avay “How did you find me?’

“You look beautiful, Marlita” He swept a stray strand of har out of her eyes, and Marla froze. How
long had it been snce anyone had touched her so familiarly, so eeslly? Even her occasond lovers were
tentative; they knew her wel enough to be afraid a little, even in ther intimecy Jason wasn't tentative at
dl. He was family

She grabbed hiswrig, hard. “1 asked you a question.”

Marlawas tdl for awoman, but Jason had a couple of inches on her. He didn't fight, though. “A man
can't vist his sgter?” His voice was a perfect blend of surprise, concern, and just a hint of wounded
fedings Findy honed. She fdt ingantly guilty Jason il had the knack of manipulation. No surprise there.

Marlalet go of hiswrist. She took a step back and frowned, looking him up and down. He was past
thirty-five now, and his lean good looks were touched with something harder, something that hollowed
his cheeks and bagged his eyes. Even the marks of wear and tear weren't ugly, though. They gave his
face more character, made him seem like a guy who'd seen hard times, and could sympeathize with your
own suffering. His dark it fit his frame perfectly, and his eyes twinkled, bags or not. Jason could have
been a palitician. He wasn't.

“You dill on the grift?” Marla asked.

He raised one eyebrow. “Me? A grifter? Heavens, no.

I'm alegitimate businessperson now. Just like you. Nice nightdub, by the way.” He sat down in one of
the guest chairs before her desk.

She glanced a her friend and associate Rondeau, who had opened the door for Jason and now
watched them with undisguised fascination. “It's his club, not mine”

Jason raised his hands and smiled, a amile that said, “Were dl in this together,” a amile that had
emptied many a wdlet and opened many a bedroom door. “No need to be coy with me, Ss. I'm not
from the IRS.”



Marla rubbed her eyes. Sheld had a long day—actudly, a long summer—and this was too much.
Sheld rather face the literd vengeful ghosts of her enemies again than confront this haunt from her past. “I
know it's not in your nature to cut the bullshit, Jason, but, redly, why are you here? Do you need money
or something?’

“Money's dways welcome, of course, but I'm not interested in charity | heard you were here in
Felport, doing well for yoursdf, and... | actudly have a busness propostion for you.” He glanced a
Rondeaw. “One best discussed in private.”

“It'sa bad idea to do busness with family,” Marla said. “It's a sure path to heartbreak. If that's dl you
wanted, I'll pass.”

“Now, that's not the Marla | know and love. You were dways curious, Ss. Don't you want to know
whet | have to offer? Itll tempt and tantalize, | promise.”

“I'm not sure what you know—what you think you know—about my business, but my stuation here
iscomplex, and I've got afull plate dready. | sad I'll pass.”

“Marla—"

She hdd up her hand. “Jason, you're my brother, and that gets you a lot of dack, but keep pushing,
and I'll have to push back.”

Jason sghed. “I can respect that. You dways did know your own mind, so | won't try to change it.
I've got a hoted room, and I'm here for a few days a least, depending on how my business goes. Don't
suppose you could spare an hour for dinner tomorrow? Or lunch, if being your long-lost brother doesn't
entitle me to awhaole dinner?’

“Fne. Dinner. Come by tomorrow around sx, well figure something out.”

He stood up, started to go, paused, turned back to her. “Hey Sigter. | didn't come to make trouble for
you, | promise”

“Yeah?' She wanted to believe him, but Jason... she hadn't seen him since she was a teenager, and it
was hard to forget those old bad memories. Hard to bdieve hed changed. On the other hand, shed
changed, rather alot, so maybe she was being unfair.

“Redlly. | just heard you were here and figured 1'd look you up, seeif | could interest you in a certain
opportunity that's come my way Sometimes | think back.... Remember when it was you and me againgt
the world?’

Marlafdt her throat begin to close. “That was along time ago, Jason.”

“Formative years.” He nodded farewell.

Marla dropped into her chair.

“That's your brother?” Rondeau handed her a glass of water. Sometimes it was good to have a friend
who knew you that well.

She took along drink, glad for the excuse it gave her to ddlay answering. When she spoke, she fdt
morein contral. “Yes, heis. What tipped you off? The bit where he cdled me his sster?”’

Rondeau sat down across from her, in the chair Jason had recently vacated, and whistled. “Damn. |
knew you had a brother, but | guess | figured he was dead or in prison or something.”

“l kind of figured he was one or the other of those mysdf.”

“You seem alittle shaken up. You dl right?’

“Sure. My brother the con man shows up unannounced after nearly twenty years, taking about a
‘busgness proposition’? I'm grest. If it were anybody ese coming a me with this crap, 1'd just throw them
out, but he's family What am | supposed to do?’

“Dont ask me” Rondeau said. “I'm an orphan. This shit isamysery to me” He paused. “It's not like
you don't have any choice, though. If you redly want to get rid of him, you are a sorcerer. You can make
him forget he even saw you today”

Marla fiddled with the scythe-shaped Ietter opener on her desk and sighed. “Maybe itll come to that.
But | owe him a lot, from when we were kids, when it was just hm and me and Mom and whatever
asshole guy followed Mom home from the bar on any given night. Jason kept a lot of bad things from
happening to me”

“He's a scam artist, hun?’



“Jug amdl-time duff when we were younger. Hus tling pool, short counting, three card monte,
convinang drunks to make unwinnable bar bets, sdling fake footbal picks, shit like that. By his freshman
year in high school he was so wdl known in the county tha nobody would even play
rock-paper-scissors with him, and he'd take weekend trips to Indianapolis to make money. But that was
ages ago. Maybe he's reformed.”

“Or maybe he's moved on to bigger and better scams. Did you see his suit? It was a nice suit. | know
from nice quits” Rondeau plucked the lapds of his vintage green tuxedo jacket, worn over a T-shirt
depicting a keleta rib cage. “He didn't buy a suit like that with three card monte money.”

“Wouldnt surprise me. He was dways amhitious.” Among other things.

“S0... isthere areason you haven't taked to himin dl these years, or do you just object to his mord
flexibility?” Rondeau didnt even bother to make the last bit sound sarcastic. Marla was a sorcerer.
Sorcerers were the very definition of mord flexibility.

“We had a... fdling out. Or more like the scales fdling from my eyes, and my seeing Jason for what he
is Or was. | don't want to talk about it.”

“Sometimes people do change, Marla. You're not the person you were even ten years ago.” He
rubbed his jaw absently, and Marla fdt the old twinge of guilt—years ago she'd ripped Rondeau's jaw off
to use as an oracle, and though held been hedled by magic and shed made amends countless times, she
dill hated thinking about it.

“Does Jason, ah, know about you? What you redly do? With the sorcery and so forth?

“| certainly hope not. I'd rather keep it that way”

“So no tdling him you're the witch queen of Felport? Or that I'm not so much a human as a psychic
paradite squatting in a human body? Or that—"

“Correct, nix on all that, Rondeau. Idedly youll never see im again, so you won't even be tempted to
blather things you shouldn't.”

“Ancther Mason.” Rondeau shook his head. “Damn. That's something.”

“l don't even want to think about Jason right now. I'm going to go home and crawl under the covers
and grind my teeth.”

“Sill want me to pick you up tomorrow morning so we can go to the airport?’

“Sure. But no gaying up dl night gambling on the Internet tonight, dl right? | don't want to be late
tomorrow, and we're gaing to have a busy-ass day, so youll need to be wdl rested.”

He said, “You're the boss,” but Marla could tdl he was dready playing Texas hold ‘em in his mind.
Sheld have to make sure Rondeau didn't spend too much time around her brother, or Jason would
eventudly invite him to a card game and end up owning dl Rondeau's worldly possessions.

Unless, of course, her brother had changed—or, rather, changed back—into the brother sheld once
loved and trusted. It was a tempting thought, and because she found it so tempting, she did her best to
doubt it.

* % %

Marla watched the thin trickle of exhausted businessmen and bereaved relatives emerge from the jetway
of the red-eye from San Francisco, dragging ther ralling suitcases behind them like Jacob Marley's
chains. When Bradley Bowman emerged toting a duffd bag, he was so wide-eyed and awake he seemed
scarcely the same species as the other passengers. “Marlal” He bounded toward her, dropping his bag a
her feet and giving her a hug.

“Hey, B.” She couldn't get over it—this struffily cute, charismatic e x—movie star had flown across the
continent to work for her. She was supposed to teach him how to use his peculiar magics, even though
his naturd gifts were as a seer and a psychic, while Marla hersdf was about as psychic as an axe handle
and specidized in kicking the shit out of people, things, and ideas. But B was good people. They'd find a
way to make it work. Her operation could use some charm and diplomeacy to go dong with the scorched
earth and hurt fedings

B let go of her, but kept beaming. “How'd you get in here? | thought security stopped people from
medting their friends at the gate these days.”



“B, please. Thisisme. Airport security is something that happens to other people.”

“| should've known. Where's Rondeau?’

“Waiting with the car. Last time | let him sneak in here, he made his way to the baggage-loading area
and Started rifling through suitcases. After that, | revoked his conditiond invishility privileges. Come on,
wed better go to the car before he gets bored and wanders off.”

“God, it's great to be here” He followed Marla through the termind. “Don't get me wrong, being
Sanford Col€'s apprentice was an honor, and he taught me a lot, but these past few months...”

“Eh, he's an old guy. He can't help it if he has magica narcolepsy Besides, after aweek of working for
me, youll wish | dropped off to deep a random intervas every once in a while, just so you could get
some rest.” They left the secure area, Marla gving a little wave to the security agent, who 4ill couldn't
see her.

“I've done enough deeping,” B said. “I'm here to learn, and | don't mind cutting wood and carrying
water.”

“Better than Rondeau.” Marla passed through the automatic doors, out to the summer morning, which
was dready heating up. “He just cuts farts and carries debt.”

“Movie sar!” Rondeau crowed, popping upright from his lean againg the Bentley's fender. “Welcome
to Felport, where we hardly ever get earthquakes, mud dides, and wildfired”

“Blizzards and ice orms will be anice change” B said.

Marla let them hug their hellos—the two of them had become quite close during a trip to San
Francisco a few months back. She waited for Rondeau to toss B's bag into the car's cavernous trunk
before saying, “I'll ride in back with you, B. | need to ask you something, and | don't want to have to
twid around to see you.”

“| thought apprentices were supposed to get chauffeur duty,” Rondeau grumbled, and they dl climbed
into the car. As Rondeau navigated around dawdling shuttle buses, suicidd cabs, and bleary pedestrians,
Marla sad, “So are you wiped out? Need to grab some sack time?’

“No, I'm totdly wired, and anyway, the plane was nearly empty, | had a whole row to mysdf, so |
dept plenty. Don't worry about me”

“Good. We've got a busy schedule ahead of us. You're no good to meif you don't know the mgor
players in the locd scene, so in the next few days, we're going to be vigting a lot of scary, dangerous
weirdos and making nice with them.”

“Sounds good. But what do you redly want to talk to me about?’

Marla grunted. “Y ou being psychic now?’

“Not at the moment. You know I'm lousy at straight thought reading—it gives me headaches. | can
just tdl there's something ese on your mind.”

“Widl, | was jugt wondering...Have you had any dreams lately? About me? Any of those dreams?’

B shook his head. “Nope, no prophetic dreams about you, not since your lagt trip to Cdifornia
Why?’

“l had... an unexpected vigtor last night. I'm wondering if he's going to make trouble.”

“What kind of visgtor? Demon king? Dark sorcerer? Eldritch being from beyond the back of the
dars?’

“Close” Rondeau chimed in from the front. “It was her brother.” He paused, and added, “Her
ne'er-do-well brother,” sounding pleased with himsdif.

Marla smacked him on the back of the head, but lightly; he was driving, after dl. “You're going to
make meinddl one of those sound-proof privacy barriers like they have in stretch limos, aren't you?’

“Huh,” B sad. “I didn't know you had a brother. No, no dreams.”

Marla sghed. “1 was hoping for some ingght, but | guess no news is good news. If you do have any
noteworthy nocturnd transmissons, let me know, dl right?’

“Surething. So do | get to meet this brother?’

“Doubtful,” Marla said, but she had a feding Jason wouldn't cooperate. He was the inquigtive type,
and if he hung around town long, he/d doubtless pry into dl corners of her life That kind of curiodty was
afamily trait.



“You're going to be saying here,” Marla said when Rondeau pulled up in front of the club.

“Oh?’ B sad. “Huh.” He didn't sound disappointed, exactly, but she could tdl he was trying not to.

“You don't want to be roomies?” Rondeau said. “I cleaned out my media room for you!”

Marla snorted. “Media room? You didn't have anything in there but a laptop and an externd hard
drivefull of porn, plus that ancient boom box, which doesn't even work.”

“No, it'scoal,” B sad. “I just expected... don't worry about it.”

“Ah, | see”” Rondeau shut off the car and turned around in the seat. “B wants to know why he has to
livewith mein my apartment over a nightdub when you live in paatia splendor dl done in an old hotd.
That, movie star, isafar question.”

“It's hardly pdatid splendor.” Marlarolled her eyes.

“It'san old flophouse, and only one floor is even suitable for humen habitation. Anyway, there's a good
reason. When | was out of town this last time to vist you, some bastards broke into my place, kicked the
crap out of my mysticd security system, and stole some very vauable items. | had to beef up security in
the place a lot, and now nothing bigger than an inchworm can even wak onto the fifth floor, except for
me. Now, | could build some exceptions into the spdll, to make it possible for you to enter safely, but
that dhit is dl DNA-based, and what if somebody killed you and wore your skin and did some
sympathetic magic to trick the system and get a me? That's no good for ether of us”

“Snceit'sonly keyed to Marlas DNA, the only way anybody can get in there now isto kill Marla and
wear her skin,” Rondeau said, “and once she's dead and flayed, she probably won't be so paranoid
about people seding her Suff.”

“Forgive me, B?' Marla said. “Weéll get you set up in a decent gpartment of your own soon, but |
want to keep you close at fird. Just not so close that you mdt into a puddle when you get off the
elevator. My office is in Rondeau's other spare bedroom, so I'm over a the dub mog of the time
anyway Go grab a shower and change into some fresh clothes, and meet me after. Then well start the
Felport magicd mysery tour.”

“You're not missng much anyway,” Rondeau said. “Marlds place is kind of a shithole, and the water
pressure sucks.”

“He's used your shower?’ B said, raising an eyebrow.

“It's not what you think.” Marla shook her head vigoroudy “Wed just limped home from a fight and
he was covered in dime-demon ichor. | got tired of him dripping on the carpet.”

“Good times” Rondeau said. “We hardly ever go out together like that anymore.”

Hdf an hour later, B knocked on Marlas office door, wearing jeans and a T-shirt and good walking
shoes. He looked wdl scrubbed and was, amazingly, clean-shaven; she wasn't sure sheld ever seen him
with less than a day's stubble. “You look like a ten-year-old when you shave.”

“My boyish charm has taken me along way Is this the part where | start learning the ropes? Should |
prepare mysdf for some supernaturd initiation? Am | gonna get jumped in?’

“Not exactly, though meeting the other sorcerers in Felport can be worse than getting beaten up by
gang members”

“That's comforting. Are we teking the Bentley? I've never been a car fandic, but that's a beautiful
mechine. | wouldn't mind driving it.”

“Nah, we're taking the bus. Firgt rule of being my apprentice, Bradley—don't drive when you can take
abus, and don't take a bus when you can wak. You get a totdly different view of the aty when you're
on mass trangt or pounding the pavement. | only drove to the airport because it's so far out, and because
| wanted us to be able to tak privatdy, and you never know where the other sorcerers have spies. There
are eyes and ears everywhere. So while we are on the bus, keep the conversation away from matters
megicd, you hear?’

“l am the soul of discretion.”



Marla and B waked the few blocks from the bus stop to Hamil's penthouse, gralling on a sidewak
grewn with blossoms from flowering trees. Marla consdered their Stuation. She was not a teacher by
nature, and having an gpprentice was going to be an adjusment. Sheld just have to wing it, like she did
mogt things, and hope for the best. “When | started out in this business” she said, “I had a magica cloak
and a reputation as a crazy bitch who was willing to do anything, and those were bascdly my only
assets. My days as an apprentice weren't that productive in terms of practical magic. My mentor, Artie
Mann, introduced me to the right people, but he was a pornomancer, specidizing in sex magic, and | had
no particular afinity for thet kind of work. It's dl about repression and release, and I'm lousy at the first
“So how did you become the well-rounded sorcerer | see before me today?’

“I've dways been amagpie. | figured out early on thet | didn't want to be a specididt, because | knew
I'd get bored if | didn't Sudy anything but divination or illusons or necromancy or whatever. When | was
just darting out, | refused to take money in exchange for my services—I'd only work for knowledge.
Any sorcerer who wanted me to kick down doors or bust heads or loom around looking threstening or
ged back property they'd stolen from someone ese in the firg place had to pay me with esoteric secrets.
At firg, when | didnt know much, they pawned low-grade duff off on me but as | got more
experienced, | was able to dtrike better dedl's, and learn serious shit.”

“How to fly. How to avoid being seen, and how to become invishle—and those aren't exactly the
same thing, by the way. How to teleport, though | don't recommend it, Snce there's a double-digit
percentage chance youll be eaten by multilimbed things that dwell in the interstices between universes
evary time you try. At firg | was fanatic about learning powers, you know? Things | could do, which
made me even more vauable to potentiad employers, which enabled me to demand bigger and better
things in compensation. After a few years | started trading my services for knowledge instead, and |
learned alot of things that conventional wisdom says man was not meant to know.”

B nodded. “I get occasond glimpsss into that sort of thing mysdf, in my dreams. Humen brains
haven't evolved to even perceive some thingsin the universe”

“Oh, yes. | learned uff | wouldn't have believed, guff | 4ill find hard to believe.... | found out what
redly killed the dinosaurs—not the asteroid, but the entities that sent the asteroid, and why. You know
that giant enormous hole of nothing that scientists discovered in the congelaion Eridanus a while back, a
space ahillion light-years across with no matter indde’? Some sorcerers have known about thet hole for a
long time, and there are two or three guys on Earth who don't do anything dl day and night but astraly
project themselves out into the universe to keep an eye on that hole, and on whatever might someday
come out of it. Less cosmic guff, too. | learned things like who Kaspar Hauser redly was. The red facts
about the chupacabra.”

“The true meaning of Chrisgmas?’ B grinned.

“The dniger origins of Secretary's Day, at least. | don't like to let people in on my weaknesses, B, but
| might as well tdl you—knowledgeismy drug. | want to know everything, and | want to know it right
now. To succeed as a sorcerer, you gotta be voracious. Are you voracious?’

“I'm gtarving. In the metaphorical way we're talking about. Though | could dso go for a Danish.”

“Good. Because I've pulled some drings. All the sorcerersin the city pay me tribute, you know, just a
litle dice of their action kicked up to me, ance I'm firg among equals and dl that. But I've made a ded
with them to forgo the usud cash payment this month in exchange for, wel, magic lessons. For you.
You're going to learn Six or seven impossible things before a week is out.”

B whooped. “Marla, | love you! That's fabulous. Cole was so cautious, he dways wanted me to learn
dl the background before he let me try anything practicd—he's the kind of guy who'd make you take
four years of mudc theory before letting you put your grubby untutored hands on the keys of a piano. |
hed afeding you'd be more of a hands-on teacher.”

“You gotta learn by doing,” Marla said. “At leadt, | did, s0 that's the way I'm going to teach you. You



probably won't kill yoursdf in the process, and if you do, hel, then it just wasn't meant to be, B.” She fdt
alittle bad, since she wasn't being entirdy straight with B—she had an ulterior motive for sending him to
meet dl the mgor sorcerers in Felport, and sheld tdl him about it soon, but she didnt want to put a
damper on his enthusiaam just now. “Here's Hamil's place. Get ready for some tea and sympathy”

“The art of sympathetic magicisthe art of deception.” Hamil held up a bagd. “You create an association
between two objects, so they become magicdly indistinguisheble, and whatever you do to one, dso
happens to the other.” He rolled the bagel back and forth on the table, from one huge hand to the other.
B had heard a lot about Hamil—he was Marlas condgliere and close advisor—and had even taked to
him on the phone once or twice, but his rather dry and cadm voice hadn't prepared B for the enormous
bad black physicd redity of him.

“Like voodoo dolls?’ B said.

“Generdly spesking.” Hamil's voice held just a hint of disapproval. “But there's so much more to my
craft than gicking pinsin a poppet to harm your enemies. With the right training, and practice, and luck,
you can create a sympathetic link between dl sorts of unlikdy things. It's dl about deceiving the universe,
convinang redity that two unrelated things are the same, and when you've been at this for as long as |
have, youll be able to pull off some very big lies”

“Hamil says he can create a sympathetic association so strong he could throw a rock out a window
and make the moon come crashing into the Earth,” Marla said from the couch. “But he's never proven
that boast to my stisfaction.”

“For obvious reasons.” Hamil held up the bagdl. “Thisisround. Itisawhed.”

“l can see how it's like awhed—" B began.

“No,” Hamil said. “It isawhed. Go to the window and look down.”

B did, and Hamil joined him. The big man held the bagdl edge-wise on the windowsll. “It is a whed,”
he said, softly, asif speaking to himsdf, and then rolled the bagel dong the windowsll.

The right rear tire of an SUV parked a the curb popped off its axle and went rdling down the
sdewalk, fdling over at the precise moment the bagd did.

B whigtled. “Wow. Impressive. Tough on the guy who owns the SUV, though.”

“How right you are. Good thing | have this” Hamil went to a bookshelf, took down a hand-sized
plastic modd of a car, and pulled off the right rear whed. He went back to the window, humming, and
handed B the modd. “Why don't you fix it? Admittedly, adding complexity to a Stuation is harder than
increasing entropy, but the fundamentas are the same.”

“Um...whet do | do?’

“Convince the universe thet this toy is exactly the same as the car below. That by changing one you

change the other.”

“Okay. But, practically spesking...”

“Do you know how sorcery works?” Hamil asked.

“Here we go,” Marla muttered from the couch.

“Quidt, you,” Hamil said. “Do you want me to teach him, or not?’

“l guess hell be exposed to a variety of viewpoints, so knock yoursdf out,” Marla said. “I just think
you anthropomorphize the universe too much.”

“And | think you underestimate the potentia sentience of dl things. As | was saying, Bradley: do you
know how sorcery works?’

“There are lots of different theories....”

“True, but mogt agree on one point—sorcerers impose ther will on the workings of the universe. They
change the world just by wanting the world to be changed. And that, Bradley, is a power rooted in
deception. You must convince the universe that your will is a force of nature, that your desire can no
more be ignored than can the forces of gravity or the strong nuclear force. The firg step in convincing the
universeis to convince yoursdlf. You must be supremely confident and certain of your power.”

“Okay.” B stared down at the SUV below, and & the toy in his hand, and tried to will them to be the



same. He stuck the whed back on the toy, and absolutely nothing at dl happened to the car below.
“Wal, that didn't work.”

“And it probably won't, not the first hundred times you try But the trick is, even when you fall, don't let
yoursdf believe youre a falure. Try again, visudizing your success. The ability to hold contradictory
thoughts smultaneoudy is crucid for a sorcerer.”

“Okay.” Some of this was familiar from B's work with Cole. He went through the meditation exercises
hed learned, dearing his mind, narrowing the world to the toy in his hands and the car below, trying to
make himsdf a conduit, popping off the whed and putting it back on, again, and again, and again, and
agan—

“Therd” he said. “The tire moved! | didn't get it dl the way on, but it moved.”

“Redly?’ Hamil and Marla rose from the couch and came to the window. The tire had risen, wobbled,
rolled a few feet back toward the SUV, and then fdlen over again.

“Good job, B,” Marla sad. “And now you're even more confident in your abilities, so itll work better
next ime”

“That's... that's... wdl done,” Hamil said. His voice sounded oddly shaky. “Keep practicing on your
own. Tonight try to, ah, create an afinity between the contents of a glass of water and the contents of a
bathtub. Sosh one, and see if you can make the other dosh. Water is one of the easest things to
manipulate, because dl water remembers mingling with other water in the past, and the sympathetic
association comes naturdly. Marla, could | speak to you before you go?’

Hamil shut his office door. “What's up?’ Marla said.

“The task | gave Bradley was meant to be impossible. Impossible for him anyway. | was going to let
him bang his head againg the wdl for an hour or so, then teach him ways to enhance the sympathetic
associaion between two objects. That toy car didn't redly look much like the redl one, so | was going to
show him how to paint it to match, and to scrape a little paint off the real car downgtairs to rub on the
modd, to further enhance the connection between the two. | thought maybe then held be able to make
the tire twitch, but he got that far just on sheer force of will. He actudly has potentid, Marla. You chose
your gpprentice well. 1've met more promising prospects, but not often.”

Marla grinned. “Good to hear, because I'd be stuck with him at this point even if you thought he
sucked. And thanks for not saying that in front of him. Y ou know movie stars and their egos.”

“With training, he could be a very vauable addition to the city. | know you dont like to discuss
matters of succession, but youll dmogt certainly... retire someday, and Felport will need—"

“I'mway ahead of you,” she interrupted. “Y ou think it hasn't crossed my mind?’

“| think you have a tendency to assume your own indestructibility”

“Havent met anything that can destroy me yet. Let's not borrow trouble, fa man, or get years and
years ahead of oursalves, okay?”’

“Yes, dl right, far enough. But try not to scare him off, hmm?’

“Tomorrow I'm taking him to meet Viscarro. If that doesn't scare him off, | doubt anything else will.
Y ou mind hanging out with B for awhile longer? It's his firg night in town, and | don't want to leave him
aone with Rondeau's corrupting influence yet—I need him sober and not apocdypticdly hungover in the
morning.”

“Certanly. He can keep practicing here. You have plans?’

“| gottameet aguy.”

“Thisguy wouldn't happen to be your brother?’

“You and your spies” Marlasighed. “1 need to seeif | can get rid of him.”

“Don't underestimate the importance of family, Marla My own rdationship with my brothers is a
source of great comfort to me”

“But they live four states away and you only see them on occasiona holidays. My brother's right here.
Besides, youre my family, and so's Rondeau, and so's B. But my brother? Maybe once, but at this point,
our reationship is just an accident of blood.”



ason came gdrolling around the corner right on time, which was the firgt surprise. HE'd never been

especidly punctud when it came to family matters, though he was meticulous when dedling with people
he planned to fleece. Now I'm suspicious. She stuck out her hand before Jason could hug her again.

If Jason was offended by the preemptive handshake, he didn't show it, taking her hand in both of his
wamly for a moment. “Come on, Marlita. | got us a reservation a Etiennes. I'll drive”

“I'm not dressed for a place that fancy.” She scowled, gesturing a her cotton pants and rumpled
button-down. Jason shrugged. He was immeculae in a gray suit, every gitch the successful businessman,
though that old twinkle in his eye suggested it might be a dightly disreputable business. “I think you look
fing, but we can stop by your place and you can change, if you're uncomfortable about it.”

“Look, | know this great diner south of the park—"

“Please, let your big brother treat you to anice dinner, would you? In honor of our heartfelt reunion?’

Marla didn't want to get off on the wrong foot—she was hoping to keep this pleasant, shdlow, and
brifF—but she could have told hm going to her gpatment wouldnt help. The closest thing to
formal-wear she owned was the costume she'd worn to the Founders Day masquerade, and that made
her look like a prosperous pirate queen. “Fuck it. My shirt's clean. Let's go.”

Her brother offered her his arm in a gesture of exaggerated courtliness, and she took it, sheking her
head a little. Ah, Jason. Once upon atime it had been them againg the world, when the scope of the
world had been limited to alittle town in Indiana and the assholes who dwelt therein. It would be so easy
to fdl back into the old pattern, when he was the dl-knowing savvy sophidticate of sixteen and she was a
gawky, worshipful fourteen-year-old. But that was hdf a lifetime ago, and ther dynamic had started to
sour even before shed run away from home, when she got a glimpse of what her brother was truly
capable of.

But then, she was capable of some pretty avful Suff hersalf, so who was she to judge?

Jason's car was a brand-new Mercedes, a deek black piece of precison mechinery that seemed sent
back intime from a classer future. Her Bentley made it look like a rent-a-wreck, of course, but if Jason
wanted to play the big rich man with his rented car, she wouldn't piss dl over him. He opened the door
for her and she did in, the leather seat more luxurious than any of the furniture she owned. She popped
open the glove compartment and started rifling through the papers indde. By the time Jason got into the
driver's seat, she had the regigration in her hand. “Shit, bro, you own this car? You mus have plucked
some big pigeons lady.”

“I'm doing dl right.” To his credit, he didn't sound a bit smug. “And while | won' lie and tdl you no
pigeons were plucked in the making of this fortune, the grift isal about acquiring capita these days. Once
| get a nice chunk of ill-gotten gain, | invest, and that's where the real money comes from. Hell, at this
point | could probably retire, but what would | do with mysdf? Take up golf?” He navigated out of the
seedy quarter of nightdlubs and gtrip joints and bail-bonds offices and quickie check-cashing centers,
adriving east toward a trendy area near the finandd didrict. Marla didn't come over here often, except
when she needed to meet with Nicolette, the chaos magician, who had her headquarters in a skyscraper
nearby.

“So you're judt in it for the thrill of the con?” Marla fiddled with the dimate controls. They made the
console of a space shuttle seem intuitive.

“It was ever thus, Ss. Money's just away of kegping score, isnt that what they say?’

Marla hesitated, but screw that—she wasn't the gil who hesitated anymore, hadn't been for a long
time. “And the heavy shit? Can | assume that's athing of the past, too?’



Jason went giff and ill, then let out a long hiss of a Sgh between clenched teeth. “One time, Marla”
His voice was low. “One time, things got out of control, | admit that, and youll hold it agang me
forever? It's not like your hands never got dirty, and when they did, | stood by you—"

“Truce” Marlahdd up her hands. “Ancient higtory. I'm sorry.”

“You're not sorry You wanted to know.”

“Okay. You got methere”

“Far enough. But no, no heavy shit, not since that one time. That was never the way | preferred to
play it anyway, but | was a dumb kid, and things just happened. I've come a long way We both have.
Look at you. | hear you're doing pretty wel for yoursdf, running a thriving business”

Marla grunted. She did have business interests, legd and otherwise, but they were bedcdly a sde
effect of her red job—it was hard to be chief sorcerer and not make money Hamil and, to a lesser
extent, Rondeau looked after her affars for her, and made sure she could concentrate on killing mongters
and not on 9gning payroll checks. “What exactly isit you think | do, Jason?’

“The word is you're a crime boss with a greet line of bullshit about dl your scary megicd powers,
which keeps the peonsin line and potentia enemies scared shitless. | mugt say, I'm impressed. | knew a
awy in New York, he ran a little immigrant neighborhood, and he had everyone convinced he was a
badass voodoo priest. The guy would kill a goat or a chicken in an dley every once in awhile and people
would jugt crap themsdves with fear. It was a good scam, but your operation, it's on a whole higher
levd.”

“What's the guy's name?’

“Hmm? He cdls himsdf Papa Legbone.”

“Never heard of him.” Which meant he probably was a liar, whereas Marlawas the red thing. But she
was more than pleased to let Jason go on bdieving magic was a fake bullshit moneymeking stratagem.
He might be her brother, but he was dill an ordinary, and ignorance was safer for him. “Anyway, | can't
confirm or deny any rumors you might have heard, but you know how important it is to have a
reputation.”

“Oh, | cartanly do. In fact, the whole I'm-amystica-wizard shtick looks like it could make me some
serious money. | was hoping | could pick your brain tonight, see if you can hdp me make my story alittle
more plausible”

“And here we go.” Marla dapped the dashboard. “1 knew you had an ulterior mative”

“You're so dramatic. You think | wouldn't have looked you up anyway, once | found out this was your
town? It's just a coincidence I've got a beautiful mark dangling on a string. He's rich, he's credulous, and
he's totaly obsessed with this occult bullshit. It's dl Aleister Crowley this and Hermes Trismegidtus that
and ancient mydticd order of the transcendental whatever the fuck with this guy I've read up, but I'm
hoping you can give me some hice juicy buzzwords to redly knock his socks off.”

“The new mark's a wannabe, huh?’ All sorcerers encountered such people from time to time,
ordinaries who were convinced there was magic in the world, and who wanted more then anything to
become part of that magic themsdves. Cludess people who thought magic—red magic—would make
their lives better, when what magic redly did was make your life profoundly more complicated. They adso
tended to think magic was like a wish-dispensng never-ending cash-and-sex meachine, without any
undergtanding of the dangers or precarious balance such endeavors entailed and required. The ones who
actudly did sumble into real magic wound up nervous wrecks more often than not, when they didn't get
used up completdy in some dark ritud by prectitioners even less mord than Marla was. Some thought
they were angels or dragons trapped in human bodies, or change lings from the faery redm, or that ther
mutant powers would kick in any day now. “What, some trust fund kid who hangs out a goth clubs and
pretends to be avampire, like that?”’

“I'm not in the business of taking surly teens for ther alowance money, Marlita Nah, this guy'sin his
forties, and he's stone cold serious, a red obsessive case, just perfect—he's desperate to bdieve, and |
can be very convincing. But it's okay if you don't want to talk about my job. Were here, so0 let's have a
nice dinner, catch up on the past too many years. That vaet parking guy look trustworthy to you? | think
he's got shifty eyes.”



“What, you think he might be pretending to be a vaet, looking for cars to sted? Like a certan
someone | could name did once a a country club back home? | wouldn't worry about it.”

“| guess you're right. Sometimes you have to trust people, or you can't get anything done at dl.”

They gave up the car and went into the glossy darkness of Etienne's, which occupied the first floor of a
venerable higtoric building with dignified points of architectura interest, most of which Marla considered
baroquely hideous. Jason gave his name and flashed his grin at the graying maitre d’, who looked Marla
up and down with frank disapprova. She returned his gaze with the kind of dtare that made even
Rondeau quit fucking around and take her serioudy, and the host bowed his head to the reservation
book. He escorted them to a secluded table in a dark corner, surely less out of a dedire to give them
privacy and more from awish to hide Marla and her workaday wardrobe from casua view.

They were barely seated when their waiter appeared, a middle-aged career type who brought a
gravity and willingness to serve that would have done a good undertaker proud. After he introduced
himsdf and told them the specids—including aloin of ved with truffle sauce that sparked Marlas interest
despite hersalf—he asked if they had any questions.

“Yeah, Michad,” Marla said. “How much can you pull down in a year waiting tables in a joint like
this?”

If he found the question crass or ingppropriate he didn't show it. “I am adequately compensated,

“No, serioudy, | don't need hard numbers, I'm just trying to figure out which ballpark were in. Come
on, I'm a good tipper when my whims are gratified.”

Miched looked briefly skyward, then dlowed himsdf the faintest smile “My sster is a doctor with a
hedithy private practice. When one takes into account the amount she pays each month for insurance,
and the cost of paying off her student loans from medica schoal, | generdly have an income somewhat in
excess of hers” He paused. “It is a subject we often laugh about.”

“Hal | figured as much. Rich people are cheap, but even alousy tip on a hill as big as the one were
going to run up would be a pretty good sze. Thanks. Well be ready for you in a few minutes” She
shooed him away

Jason burgt out laughing. “Ah, S5, you haven't changed a bit.”

“You never learn things if you don't ask.” She perused the menu, amazed, as dways, that people
voluntarily ate rabbits, which she considered essentidly photogenic rodents.

“So what do you recommend?’

Marla looked a him over the top of her menu. He appeared to be sincere, but with Jason, it was
tricky to tel. “Why ask me? I've never eaten here before. Thisiant my kind of place.”

“Malita Y ou shouldn't deny yoursdf the finer thingsin life. | know you can afford to eat well. Or do
you spend dl your money on monocle polish and big sacks with dollar Sgns printed on the Sides?’

“l do whatever | want, Jason. Don't worry about me. I've just never seen the thrill of egting in a place
where the walter puts your ngokin in your lap and has a specid tool just for scrgping up dray
breadcrumbs.”

“I'd heard you were into the whole ascetic thing, but | figured that was just good PR on your part. |
aso heard you drive a vintage Rolls-Royce, so who knows whét to believe?’

“You heard, you heard—who are you hearing dl this shit from?’ Being even dightly famous, even in
vay specific circes, was more annoying than gratifying.

“Oh, you know. People like us”

“Criminds, scoundrels, and rogues, you mean?’

Jason winced theatricdly “People of mercurid mo rd ity, let's say. | heard your name a few times here
and there before | even entertained the possihility that people were taking about my sister. You mightve
looked me up, you know, when you got into the business. | couldve given you some advice. Not that
you seem to need any.”

“We didn't part on such good terms.” She suppressed the urge to touch the daggers hidden up her
deeves. “| wasn't sure you'd want to hear from me”

He grunted. “About that. Our parting. | just want to say—and you know | dmost never say this—I'm



sorry | was astupid kid, and | made an even stupider mistake, and then | compounded the stupidity by
trying to drag you into my problems. Looking back, | don't know what the hdl | was thinking. Putting
thet kind of burden on my little Sster... it's no wonder you got upset and took off. If it's possible, if you
can take it as a compliment, | want you to know...when that bad shit went down, you were the only one
| felt | could reach out to. The only one | redly trusted. My family. You know?’

Marla shifted in her seat, unable to hide her discomfort. “You asked me for help, and I... didn't hdp
you. | figured you'd been holding that againg me dl these years” Just like I've been holding the fact
that you even asked against you.

He shook his head. “No. I've just been pissed off a mysdf for screwing up the one nonpoisonous
family relationship | ever had. | thought I'd lost you forever, Marlita” He reached across the table and,
lightly, touched her hand. She didn't pull back. “Fnding you again, Stting here across a table from you...
it feds like magic.” He sat back and grinned. “You know. Real magic. Not like the bullshit you peddie.”

They could have probed the old wound of their separation more thoroughly, and Marla was tempted
to do so, but Jason had apologized—never easy for the menin her family—and some of the tenson was
broken, so she decided to let it lie, for now. If she kept seeing him (which seemed likdier than it had ten
minutes ago) she might revisit the subject, try to explain her own moativations, but for now, she decided to
accept this drange Stuation for what it was: she was having dinner with her brother, and it was pretty
nice. “Tha bullshit megic has done dl right by me, Jason.”

“Yeah, | can see that. How the hdll did you end up in Felport anyway, much less running the place?’

“It just worked out that way. | took the right buses and hitched the right rides, and here | am. | was
aming for New Y ork, because | was a fifteen-year-old runaway, and what the hdl did | know? Missed
my destination by afew degrees of latitude, but it worked out okay”

The waiter returned, and after they ordered and Jason finished consulting with the sommdier, they fdl
into a glence that was not so much awkward as inevitable. Having dinner with a friend you hadn't seen in
afew weeks was easy—you could talk for an hour just catching up on things that had happened since
you last met. But talking to someone you hadn't seen in dmost twenty years was, paradoxicdly, far more
difficult. It was impossble to know where to start, and with so much time to cover, it was hard to find
common ground.

Jason had dready confronted the eephant in the room, and what ese did they have to discuss?

Findly, tired of seeing Jason fiddle with his flaware, Marla sighed. “All right, out with it. Tl me about
your latest operation.”

“Oh, I'd hate to bore you—"

“Dont bullshit me, I'm immune to you. Y ou want to pick my brain, so lay the groundwork aready”

Jason leaned across the table. “I've got a big fish on the line. His name is Campbd | Campion.”

Marla groaned. “ Cam-Cam? Y ou're going to rip him off? Join the club.”

“Youve heard of hm?’

“Sure. Rich as hdl, old family money, lives in a big house out by the beaches. He's king of the
wannabes, Jason. Every amdl-time operator around has taken him for allittle dough. Fake psychics, fake
séances, fake occult rituds, the whole dedl. He's anidiot.”

“Hesnoidiot. He's just so rich he doesn't think twice about throwing away afew grand on the outsde
chance hell find somebody who redly knows magic. So what if he pays a hundred fakes, if he manages
to find just one who's genuine? | could scam him out of a couple thousand before breakfast, but | want to
take him for more. A lot more. And that means | need more than a crystd bal and a fake Transylvanian
accent.”

“Ambitious But even Cam-Cam mugt be suspicious of more impressve dams a this point. If you're
going to clean him out, youll need a pretty powerful convin-cer. What's your play? How can you get to
him?’

“Oh, wdl.” Jason examined his manicured fingernails. “As far as that goes, | am your brother.”

Marla closed her eyes. She counted to ten. It didn't help. She dill wanted to legp across the table and
assault Jason vigoroudy with her butter knife. Before she could give in to temptation, Michad returned
with their soup course, and by the time held peppered the dish to Jason's liking, Marla had squeezed her



rage down to a manageable little bal. “You traded on my name?”

“It's my name, too.” Jason sSipped his soup. “Better to say | traded on your reputation. Ligten, |
couldn't even get in to see the guy, he's been burned too many times, but once | let word dip that | was
the famous Marla Mason's brother, wdl...What could | do? | saw my in, and | took it.”

“I'm not going to meet with him, if that's what you're driving at. I'm not even going to talk to him. Don't
try to drag me into this” Cam-Cam was the worst of the wannabes. Every once in a while some
hard-luck dley wizard or ex-apprentice gave him some genuine intd about the magica world, and he
came blugering and bribing his way into things he couldn't begin to understand. Trying to buy
transcendence, trying to boss people who were used to bossng around the natural world. He was
insufferable, boorish, and stank of desperation. Once or twice held beenin the right place a the right time
and seen seemingly impossible things, and had his memory erased as a consequence. Most sorcerers had
alittle forget-me-lots potion on hand for just such situations. Eventudly somebody would probably get
irritated with Cam-Cam and kill him.

“Dont worry, Campion knows you're a busy lady I'm pretty sure he's having me followed, though, and
his spies will report that | was here with you, and hell be totdly convinced I'm on the levd.” He
ghrugged. “That's dl | redlly needed.”

She threw her ngpkin down in her soup, splashing a little onto the clean white tablecloth. “Fuck you
veary much, Jason. | actudly thought you wanted to see me, out of good old-fashioned brotherly love”

He wiped his mouth. “I could have hired a woman to pretend to be you, Marla. Hdl, | would have
dressed her in that white-and-purple cloak people say you used to wear, that would have been nice and
recognizable. Come on, | did want to see you. But you blame me for multitasking? Youve never
sacrificed sentimentdity for efficiency?”

She dghed, then gestured for the waiter. “Can | get a new napkin? Mine committed suicide” Marla
laced her fingers together and rested her hands on the tabletop, hoping that would suppress her desire to
wring Jason's neck, because godsdamnit, he was right. She would have done pretty much exactly what
held done, in his pogition. “All right, fine. So what's the scam?’

“Oh, that would be boring, dl those detalls. Let's just say I'm going to make him think he's neck-deep
in a plot invalving various powerful sorcerers, warring factions, yadda yadda. It1l be a big production,
lots of extras, lots of juggling, but if it works out, hell beg to keep writing me checks.”

“I wish you well. Maybe you can retire to an idand in the South Pecific and send me Chrismas cards
on odd-numbered years?’

“l was hoping for a little advice. You know, some idess to lend the operation some verigmilitude,
since this magic Suff is your line of patter, not mine”

“Hédl, Jason. | don't know if | want to help you. Not to be a bitch or anything, but | kind of disapprove
of what you do.”

“You disagpprove? Marla, you're not exactly running a nonprofit yoursdf. | don't dam to be privy to
detalls, but | definitdy have a sense of what kind of pies your fingers are stuck in. They are dirty, dirty
pies”

“Sure, | make money from graifying peopl€e's desires. It's not my fault if some of those desires are
supidly illegd. My word is actudly good for something, though, and | stand by my dedls. You just plan
lieto people.”

“It's not like | don't have a code, Maflita. | don't rip off old people on fixed incomes, you know? |
take money from people who have too much of it. | judt redistribute wedth from rich stupid people to
less rich smart people. And this guy Cam-Cam, there's nothing in the world he wants more than proof
that magic exigts, and to have some kind of big crazy adventure, and that's exactly what I'm going to give
him. If this goes right, helll never even redlize he's been duped, and hell have the time of hislife”

“So what you're doing isn't redly wrong, and anyway, hell enjoy it? That's serioudy your argument?’

“Itswhat | do, Marla. If you don't want to help me, don't hep me. Nobody's forcing you.”

“Damn right.” The next course arrived, ddicate bits of duck wrapped in phyllo dough. She tried to
concentrate on edting, but she'd never been any good a suppressing her curiosity. She put down her
fork. “What kind of details were you looking for anyway?’



Jason swallowed and said, “1 need to offer Cam-Cam something. It needs to be magicd, naturdly, but
it s has to be ungpeakably dangerous, so dangerous | can judify keeping it sealed up in a very heavy
box dl wrapped with chains”

Marlalaughed. “Because there's not going to be anything in the box, right?’

“Oh, theréll be something. Sand. Rocks. Whatever.”

“How will you convince him the mystery box contains whatever you're telling him it contains?’

He waved the objection away “That kind of suff's easy. Convincingswhat | do. I'm just not sure what
to convince him of. Any ideas?’

“Give me a minute” She pondered. There were artifacts, horrible things in Viscarro's bank of the
catacombs, that might fit the bill, but something so deadly it couldn't be looked upon, something so
dangerous its exisience had to be taken on faith...

She snapped her fingers. “Tdl him you've got avid of the Borrichius spores.”

“Whet are those?’

“They're—" The waiter returned to check on them, and Marla impatiently waved him off. “They're
ungpeskably dangerous, incaculably vauable, endlesdy sought-after, and very probably imaginary”

“That could work.” Jason picked up the winelig.

“Let's get something nice and raise a glass to dl things dangerous and imeginary”

They settled into the med, and into each other's company, bouncing around ideas for embdlishments
to Jason's basic scam, and Marla was surprised to redize she was enjoying hersdf. Her brother had a
quick wit and a mind that twisted like a labyrinth, quite unlike her own ruthlesdy linear approach to
problem-solving, but she had to admit, his way sounded like more fun. Before long they fdl into the
inevitable game of “remember when,” dredging up names Marla had forgotten years ago, reminding each
other of funny and formative moments from childhood—the boy Marla beat up in kindergarten for pulling
her harr, the doe-eyed neighbor girl even younger than Marla who'd been hopeesdy infatuated with
Jason for so many years—and carefully avoiding the emotiond mingfiddsin the family plot.

Thar find words to each other dl those years ago had been so harsh, they'd come to overshadow dl
Marlas memories... but there were other memories underneath, good ones, funny ones, fond ones. She
was beginning to remember what it meant to have a brother. She was beginning to think it might not be so
bad.

“Hey, Jason.” She raised her second glass of wine, which was an extravagance for her. “Thanks for
looking me up. Thisisnice”

“Asfar as reunionswith long-lost sblings go, this is the best one I've ever had. Here's to water under
the bridge.” He clinked his glass againg hers.

* k% %

Nicolette was tweeking the drug mix she used for her divining spiders—the one on crystd meth was
weaving webs that seemed way too orderly for a proper basdine, so she had to up the dosage—when
her snitch phone rang. It was the only phone she kept in her chaos room, because it was the only phone
that ever had calls she couldn't afford to miss. She put down the syringe and removed her goggles before
answering. “ Speak.”

“Thisis Michad. Marla Mason judt |eft the restaurant.”

“No way She only eats a places where the food comesin a greasy sack and you gobble it anding at
acounter. | think you've got a mistaken identity thing going on. Recdibrate your indruments, busboy”

“It was her. | was her waiter, and the reservation was under her brother's name, Jason Mason.”

“A brother, huh? That's interesting. But not interesting enough to warrant a phone cdl. Youre
supposed to spy for me, Michad. That means actionable intdligence. Tdling me the dessert orders of
Felport's ruling dite doesn't count.”

A hint of desperation crept into hisvoice. “1 think it was a business dinner. She kept hushing up every
time| got close, but | heard her say something about giving her brother some spores.”

“Spores? Like anthrax spores? What kind?’ Nicolette picked up a stedd mesat-tenderizer and used it to
amach a four-inch-high, badly painted porcelain unicorn to pieces.



“Buh-something. .. Bgphomet spores?’

“Borrichius spores?’ Nicolette dumped the fragments of unicorn in a mortar and began grinding them
to powder with a pestle,

“Yes, that'sit”

“Huh. Where, when, how, for wha purpose?’

“l don't know. I'm sorry, | only heard alittle. | didn't want to make her suspicious.”

“Thisisnt perfect, Mikey boy, but | guess adribble is better than a drought.” She checked the pestle.
The unicorn hadn't quite been reduced to its component molecules, but it was as close as she could come
with hand tools, and looked like a handful of mostly white sand.

“Soit'sagood tip? Good enough?’

“Sure, sure. Remind me, what are the terms of our agreement? I've got dozens of you guys on the
payroll and a lousy memory for names” Nicolette remembered their agreement perfectly well. She was
jugt fucking with him. She drew her power from disorder and confusion, and fucking with people was
practicdly a habit.

“ Cancer. My sgter's cancer.”

“Oh, right, the doctor. Sure, I'l keep her renegade cdllsin line for a while longer, don't fret. Just keep
your eyes and ears open. Is Ernesto dill aregular at the restaurant?

“Hewasin last night, but he ate done. He was reading a book about steam engines or something.”

“Dullsville” Nicolette hung up. She considered her wal of drug-addied spiders. Methed-up spiders
asde, they'd been sinning messer webs than usud, which probably meant there was potentid for extra
tasty chaos in the coming weeks, but who the hdl knew? She was dill fine-tuning the whole arachnid
divination system.

Fortune-teling had never been her strong point. She had a crazy seer locked up in the basement,
gading to himsdf and drawing picturesin his own poop, but she was trying to reduce her dependence on
outsde contractors. Besides, she liked having the webs. They made her penthouse gpartment—inherited
from her old boss and mentor, a neet freak she'd betrayed and murdered—fed more like her own.

She dumped the pestle of unicorn dust into a glasswalled terrarium filled with Smilar sand, then
washed her hands at the indudtrid sink she'd had ingdled in the corner. She was trying not to overthink.
Chaos flourished best when impulses were indulged, but wha was her impulse here? The Borrichius
spores were supposed to be serious Suff, created by a mad—or arguably visonary—biomancer back in
the ' 50s, and long since logt or locked up or destroyed, if they'd ever even exiged. If Marla was able to
get her hands on something that powerful, though... how could Nicolette turn that knowledge to her
benefit? How could she fuck with Marla and increase disorder in the city, conjure up a big old
clusterfuck so she could grow fat on the ensuing disaster?

She |t the chaos room, fdlowing dl the appropriate safety protocols, and went into her office.
Tuming on her compuiter, she pulled up the latest edition of Dee's Peerage, the encyclopedic lig of active
sorcerers compiled by persons or entities unknown, which appeared myserioudy on every sorcerer's
doorstep once ayear or 0. Dee's Peerage didn't have any juicy secrets—it was kind of the Who's Who
of the magica underworld—but it was handy for getting the basics. She clicked through the “B”'s, chasing
a half-remembered entry shedd skimmed while looking for info on Marla's new apprentice, Bradley
Bowman, who it turned out didn't rate so much as alinein the current edition.

There it was. “Bulliard” He was a long way from locd, being a solo sorcerer up in the Pacific
Northwest, but based on his biography the spores would probably pique his interest enough to bring him
running to Felport. Nicolette especidly liked the bit of his C.V that mentioned the dlegetions of persistent
fixed delusons and borderline persondity disorder. Bringing a guy like that to Felport could only stir up
trouble. Getting a message to him would be tricky, but she knew aguy in Seettle who owed her the kind
of favor you can't refuse on pain of painful death, so after fifteen minutes on the phone and some threatful
cgoling, she'd set thingsin motion.

Nicolette settled down with a beer and a warm feding of accomplishment. She fdt sort of bad, in the
abstract, for the shitstorm she was maybe going to bring down on Marla. Nicolette admired the woman's
resourcefulness and willingness to do her own dirty work. But Nicolette was only loyd to disaster, and



messing with the chief sorcerer of Felport had the potentia to wreck dl sorts of things.

arla crept into the spare room where B was bunked down and kndt beside his degping head.

“Good MORNING!”

She was hoping for a nice startle, maybe an amusing tumble out of bed in atangle of sheets, but B just
opened histropicd blue eyes, yawned, and said, “ Good morning to you, too.”

“You're no fun. You could have at least acted like it was a rude awakening.”

“Not even an actor of my ahilities could do that convincingly. I'm psychic. | fdt your mind. Also, I've
met you before.” He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “I'm 4ill beat from yesterday. I'm not sure I've ever
been this tired before, and that includes fifteen-hour days on movie sets followed by way too much
cubbing. Who knew thinking could be so hard?’

“Udng your thoughts to boss redlity is tough, B. You have to be careful not to overstrain yoursdf.
You'e dill learning your limits Come on. I'll give you ten minutes to shower, then we need to head for
the bank of the catacombs.”

B crawled out of bed, wearing only a pair of boxer briefs, and Marla took a moment to admire the
view. B was gay, so she couldn't do anything about it, even putting aside issues of inappropriate behavior
between apprentice and magter. Still, he had been a movie star, and he had the locd market on cute
cornered, so she looked. He didn't care. HE'd made hisliving being looked at, once upon atime.

“Bank of the catacombs, huh? Sounds ominous.”

“Sounds pretentious. We're going to see a sorcerer named Viscarro. He's the materididic type.”

Marla went in search of Rondeau while B got ready, and found him drinking a Bloody Mary at the
battered kitchen table, wearing a hideous green bathrobe with gold trim. “A little early for boozing, isn't
it?

“Only if you've been to bed, which | haven't.”

“Y ou sober enough to ded with that thing this moring?’

“Am | sober enough to carry an envelope full of cash to aguy inabar? Yes. Going to a bar is high on
my lig of priorities anyway”

Marla dragged over a chair and sat with him. “Why the dow-motion bender?’

He swirled his drink with a stalk of celery. “Lorde broke up with me”

“Agan? Why thistime?’

“You wouldn't believe it.”

“You know that's not true”

“She cheated on me with some guy last week. She did the whole tearful confession thing. Then, when |
didn't get mad—when she redized it didn't bother me—she kicked me out of bed! Sad if | didnt care
enough to get jedlous and possessive, she didnt want mein her life” He shook his head. “You humans
are crazy.” Rondeau occasondly played the species card when he was feding persecuted.

Marla snorted. “Y ou don't act the way you do because you're not human, Rondeau. You act that way
because you're an ass”

“Bitch,” he said, but amigbly.

B camein, dill damp, but dressed. “If the ladies aren't doing it for you, Rondeau, you can come play
for my team.”

“Eh, sure, for an inning here and there, but it wouldn't last. Men just don't have the same capacity to
drive me bugfuck insane that women do. It's a chemicd thing, | guess”

“Sorry you got dumped,” Marla said. “Want to get some dinner tonight and listen to me go on and on



about how | never liked her anyway?’

“I might take you up on that, if I'm not in a drunken stupor dready” He checked his watch. “I'd better
et ready to see that guy.”

“Hnish your drinking after the businessis done.” Marla beckoned for B. She turned to him with a grin
when they were in the elevator headed down to the basement garage. “You get to drive the Bentley
today Viscarro's catacombs have entrances dl over, but | don't fed like walking down five miles of dimy
tunndls, so we're driving closer to the hub.”

The car purred to life under B's hand. “This makes the Batmobile look like a go-kart.”

B drove a lot less recklessy than Rondeau usudly did—Rondeau knew the Bentley was megicaly
crashproof, and drove like a man with nothing to fear, while B treated her property with appropriate
respect. Well, not her property—the car, like nearly al her assets, belonged not to Marla persondly but
to the office of chief sorcerer. Thinking of which...

“Hey, B. How do you fed about taking over my job? Eventudly, that is, once | get eaten by dire
wolves or turned into bloody jely by a mongter from the center of the Earth?’

B glanced at her, then back at the road. He couldn't have looked more stunned if sheld smacked him
in the face with a dead fish. “| would fed ... um ... | don't think there's a word for the combination of
abject fear and confusion | need to describe. Maybe *terrorfucked.””

“Huh,” Marla said. “See, | agreed to take you on as my gpprentice with the idea that | could groom
you to take over my job. The only other sorcerer intown I'd hdfway trust to do it is Hamil, and he's too
smart to accept such a thankless position.”

“And... you think I'm less smart?

“Now, now. Differently smart.”

B shook his head. “ That's heavy quff to drop on me, Marla. I'm not anywhere even remotely close to
ready to contemplate something like that. I'm so underqudified | wouldn't even comprehend the entire
job description.”

“Dont fret yet. Consider this the world's longest interview. | intend to be around for a while, and
you're going to be my apprentice for a ggnificant percentage of my remaning time on this planet, but
eventudly an apprentice has to become a magter, or quit the profession. If I'm the one training you, and
you don't break or wash out or go crazy, youll be uniqudy suited to run the cty when I'm gone”
Assuming he comes to love this place as | do. Tha was one thing she couldn't teach, and it was
absolutey necessary in her successor. “Have | judt totdly freaked you out? | figured, between us,
honesty is better.” She'd also wanted to see which way held jump if she sprang something like this on
him, of course.

“It's... alot of pressure”

“Good. My job isdl about being under ridiculous quantities of pressure. So consider this practice.”

“Marla, I'm honored you would even think of me. I'll try not to disgppoint you.”

“Oh, I'm sure youll disappoint me a some point. Just don't ever disgppoint me the same way twice
and well be okay”

He grinned. “I'll do my best. | can't tdl you how much it—’

“Shush, before this turns into a tender moment. | don't do those” Marla fiddled with the radio, but
found nothing but static—until a sepulchrd voice said, “... darkness, emptiness, everything everything
dolen away...”

“That is not the Hot 97.9 FM,” Marla said.

“Have to pull over.” B lurched the Bentley into an empty space in front of a hair sdon. “Head hurts.
Itsan oracle”

Marla grunted and turned up the radio. B was an oracle generator, a supernatura catalyst, and weird
entities sometimes precipitated out of potentidity when he was around.

“All-svalowing darkness. And things thet grow in darkness. Oblivious, before oblivion. The snuffling
of oncoming deeth.”

“l don't understand.” B pressed his hands to his temples. “You aren't meking sense.”

“All is darkness,” the voice intoned. “Darkness and darkness and partly cloudy skies today, dearing



off by late afternoon, and in our five-day forecast—"

Marla switched off the radio, which had trangtioned smoothly from the edritch to the everyday “As
far as vague thregtening voices go, that was one of the vaguest and mogt threstening I've ever
encountered.”

“The oracle didn't ask for payment.” B frowned at the radio. “They dways ask for payment, evenif it's
just asong, or akiss, or acup of coffee, or an old newspaper. Something to balance the equation.” He
lifted his eyes to Marla. “What does it mean, that the oracle doesn't want payment?’

“Maybe it wasn't meant for us” She chewed her lip, troubled. “Maybe it's a case of some ceestid
wires getting crossed?’

“Maybe.” B sounded as uncertain as Marla fdt, and they drove onin slence.

* * *

“Serioudy,” B said. “We're gaing into the sewers? Thisis a joke, right? A hazing ritua?’

“Nope.” Marla levered the pry bar into one of the dots around the metd disc covering the manhole.
“The hazing ritud's not until tonight, after the kegger, and before the circle jerk. You shouldve read your
program.” She muscled the cover out of the way and glanced around. They were on a backstreet, and
nobody was currently loading or unloading at any of the businesses, so they had the place to themsdves.
“Lucky there's nobody around,” she said. “I can cast a spdl and make any cops or nosy neighbors think
we're from the sanitation department, but I'm dways happier to avoid conflict.”

“Right. That sounds like you.” B looked down the sheft, & a metd ladder and darkness beyond. “Me
firg?

“Of course. You're the apprentice, so you dways go fird into the unknown. If anyone's going to be
egten by a grue, it should be you.”

“Tough job. But at least the hours are terrible” He descended the ladder, Marla falowing close after
him, until they both stood in the low-cellinged space below. B glanced upward. “ Shouldn't we have put
out some orange cones or something? Wheat if someone fals down?’

Marlawhigtled, and the manhole rolled smartly back into place, covering them with darkness. “How's
thet?”

“If you could just whidle it around with magic, why did you lever it up with a pry bar?’

“I'm missng alot of my regular workouts, what with dragging you around town. Why miss a chance a
a litle exercise? Marla snapped her fingers and a bdl of floating light appeared over their heads,
illumingting a brick-lined tunnd.

“| thought you disdained the whole fairy-lights thing.”

Marla shrugged. “I could just give us night-eyes, so we could see in the dark, but Viscarro is a
paranoid fuck. I don't want him to think I'm sneaking up on him with murder in mind.”

“| thought he was your dly?’

“Heis”

“But he's afraid youll try to kill im?’

“Sure. He's been a sorcerer for along time. Sorcerers kill one another, even when they're friends.”

“Ah, s0 it's a generdized, hedthy sort of paranoia.”

Marla seesawed her hand in a s0-so gesture. “No, to be fair, he's got specific reasons to worry about
me |'ve threatened to kill im before.”

“Why's that? |s he dangerous?’

“Of course. He's a sorcerer. Asto why I've considered offing him...youll see. | think youll see. Well
seeif you see”

“Okay. That's fine. Don't tdl me. I'm good with the suspense.” Marla set off down the corridor, taking
the light with her, and B followed. After a moment he heard a disheartening squishing noise under her
boots, and then under his own sneakers. “If 1'd known we were going spelunking for poop, | would have
worn my nice shoes.”

“It's okay, Hollywood. A little crap on your shoes will improve your street cred.”

“This reminds me of a low-budget horror movie | did when | was firg garting out as an actor. We



filmed in some sewers without a permit. It was amost enough to make me want to give up movies for the
stage, where | was told you never had to ddiver lines while sanding in feces” He considered. “Unless it
was some avant-garde experimental show.”

“l wonder how much of the poop down here comes from Viscarro's other vistors shitting themsdves
with fear”? This beautiful stretch of squish leads to a secret access tunnd to his underground larr.”

“Cool! Why don't you have a secret underground lair?’

“Like | need that kind of vitamin D deficiency. Come on, through here.” She pushed open a distinctly
medieva-looking iron grate and led B down a brick halway that was only a few inches wider than his
shoulders—a bigger man, like Hamil, would have been undble to come this way. They arived a a
featurdess sed door with a cracked white plastic intercom set into the wdl beside it, and Marla reached
toward the buzzer, then paused. “Oh, B, there's one more thing.”

“What's that?’

“On dl these little vidts I'm arranging for you... keep your eyes open. And keep your third eye
open.” She tapped the center of her forehead. “I pretty much dways assume everybody ese in town is
plotting againg me—it's safer to expect the worst—and this is an unprecedented opportunity for me to
gan some vauable intd.”

“S0...you want me to oy on the other sorcerers?’

“Wdl. Passively. Don't go unlocking any locked doors. Just seeiif you get any psychic twinges. If any
of these folks start popping up in your dreams. You know what | mean?’

“| think s0. Any particular reason? Do you suspect something?’

“Maybe yes, maybe no. It's agut thing, and | have to trust my gut. In the past Sx months, I've had one
leading sorcerer try to erase me from existence, and another hire an assassn to kill me the old-fashioned
way I'm supposed to protect the city from outside threats, but it seems like most of my biggest problems
have been ingde jobs. My entirdly irrationa and superdtitious feding is that shit like this comes in threes,
which means I've got one more betraya to look out for. | could be wrong. | hope I'm wrong. You can
convince me I'm wrong.”

B mulled that over. Marlas ingincts were probably not to be dismissed. “Do you have any particular
people in mind for the role of betrayer of the week?’

“Sure, there are guys | trust more or less than others. But | don't want to prejudice your observations.
You're going to meet every sorcerer who matters in town over the next couple of weeks, and | look
forward to hearing your judgments.”

“Couldnt | just scare up an oracle and ask it... wdl... whatever?’

“Nah, my concerns are too vague. You know how oracles are. If you don't have exactly the right
question, they'll go dl cryptic on you.”

“True But if | find something out, sense anything suspicious ...”

“Then we might know enough to ask the right questions. Now you get it.” She pushed the buzzer.

“Yes?' atinny voice replied.

“The woods are lovey, dark, and deep.” Marlarolled her eyes. The door buzzed open.

“What, isthat like a spy code phrase?’ B said.

“Yep. Viscarro says it's one he used during the '50s when he was involved with internationd
espionage, but | looked it up, and it's from a spy novel. Thisguy is more full of crap than your sneakers.
He knows his artifacts, though.”

The door svung open with a dick, and Marla led Rondeau into Viscarro's high-callinged lair, which
seemed like a three-way collison of a bank vault, a library, and a museum of higoricd oddities. A
bleary-eyed guy in office-drone-wear hurried forward to meet them. “The master will see you,” he sad,
and led them past dozens of people scurrying purposefully around, arms loaded with files and boxes, or
else pushing shopping carts heaped with the contents of every rummeage and white dephant sde held in
the past decade.

“These are Viscarro's gpprentices,” Marla said.

“All of them?’

“Sure. You know how most mammads have only a smdl number of offspring, but nurture them very



caefully to adulthood? Whereas spiders have a crapload of babies and don't pay any dtention to
whether thar offgaring live or die? My approach to having an apprentice is more mammdian. But
Viscarro is definitdy a spider.”

Fndly they were ushered into an office, which was messy and paper-filled and reminded B of the
doman of a daly city paper's editor-in-chief, as seen in a '40s screwbdl comedy. Viscarro himsdf,
seated behind the desk, was not a dl what B had expected. He wasn't surprised by the gold-rimmed
monocle, or the beaklike nose, or the baldness, or the body, which was like something made of white
leather stretched over a framework of coat hangers. B was surprised by the sudden and unmigtekable
knowledge that the subterranean sorcerer was dead.

He sdled over to Marlds sde, hdf hiding behind her, and said, “Nosferatu.” His head was full of
black-and-white images, a bad pointy-eared creature with dawlike fingernalls that seemed, in and of
themsdves, utterly psychotic. When Marla didn't reply right away, he tugged her deeve. “Mala
Nosferatu.”

“Technicdly, | am alich.” Viscarro didn't look pissed-off or amused or anything else B could eeslly
name. He looked like a corpse with indigestion. “Y our apprentice is perceptive, Marla. It took you years
to redize my true nature.”

“Perceptive iswhat B does.” Marla gestured for B to St in one of the chairs on the viditors side of the
desk, and he did. He couldn't take his eyes off Viscarro, captivated by the novd vison of an animate
corpse. Marla dropped into a chair and propped her feet on Viscarro's desk, her boots shoving aside the
wired-together skeleton of some enormous rodent. To B she said, “Viscarro here voluntarily killed
himsdf, then arranged to have his own ghost haunt his earthly remains. His life-force is hidden in some
pretty jewe, and as long as that object is safe, he'simmorta.” She shook her head. “He's an abomination
and an undean thing and dl that, but he's our abomination, so | try not to let my persona fedings get in
the way He's no vampire, B, and for the moment anyway we're dlies No leading a band of merry
mongter-hunters down here with torches and suff, okay?’

“So thisiswhat I've dways heard about palitics and strange bedfellows” B said.

Viscarro turned to him. “Don't judge me. | was, for genetic reasons, unable to extend my life by the
usud magicd means—I| would have been dead in the early years of this century had | not chosen this...
venerable, if unorthodox, form of immortdity I'm sad to see you share your master's prejudice. I've
aways found Marlas hatred for the undead unfar and unreasoning. She despises me because | am a
Spirit possessing a body through magicd means. Yet her dearest friend, Rondeau, is himsdf a strange
psychic entity, also possessing a body through supernaturd means we do not fully understand. Why hate
me and embrace him?’

“Because you're dead,” Marla said. “Rondeau’s heart pumps, his lungs inflate, his synapses snagp and
crackle. If the body he's wearing dies, his essentid nature will jump ship and find a new, living host. Like
every other sengble semisentient creature, he finds dead things abhorrent. But you, you're a ghost
heunting a corpse, and that's just nesty”

“A body is a body” Viscarro shrugged his bony shoulders. “Dead, dive, dive, dead. | fal to see the
importance of the digtinction.”

“Yeah? So you'd just as soon fuck aliving person as a dead one? What's the point of the distinction?
Oh, right—one's normd, and one's called necrophilia”

Viscarro sighed. “Touché, | suppose. We shdl, as dways, agree to disagree. As to your point, sex has
not held interest for mein some time”

“Thank the gods for amdl favors. Thisis a teachable moment here, B. Sometimes, as chief sorcerer,
you have to work with people that, in normd circumstances, you'd set on fire. Viscarro has put his ass on
the line—or anyway, his property, which is more important to Viscarro than his ass, frankly—to protect
the city, and he's been down here longer than anybody, so | don't have a quarrd with him. But dead
things have a tendency to find their hold on humeanity dippery, and if | ever get the feding he's become
more mongter than man, well... Fitchforks. Torches. The whole dedl.”

B nodded, not sure how to react to this He knew sorcerers were a mordly rdatividic bunch, and
Viscarro certainly seemed like a textbook definition of that-which-should-not-be, but who was B to



judge? Maybe assuming Viscarro was one step away from a flesh-edting night-mongter was pure
prgudice, the magica equivdent of thinking women belonged in the kitchen or that dl gay men liked
show tunes. Hed try to judge the guy on his own merits, though Viscarro's whole nature screamed
wrongness a B's psychic receivers. How was he supposed to give Marla ussful intd when he couldnt
even sort out his psychic twinges from his persona squick-triggers? He'd just have to try harder.

Viscarro rose from his place behind the desk. He was shrunken, like a drying husk, barely any tdler
upright than he'd been seated. “Now that the usud threats of murder and theft are out of the way, Marla,
perhaps we can get on with this? I'm a busy man, and 1'd just as soon discharge my obligation now.”

“Sure thing. B, go with Viscarro. He's going to take you to the antique roadshow, underground
sorcerer syle”

Rondeau sat in a neighborhood dive bar a few miles away from his neighborhood, a smoky joint
occupied at the moment by tired-looking old men and three idle youths lounging around the cluster of
pool tables at the back, looking for suckers. He drank agin and tonic dowly, trying to mantan the cloak
of gently buzzing numbness that isolated him from the sour fedings about Lordel. Why did he keep
drifting in and out of that woman's orbit? It never worked out, and he wasn't even sure he wanted it to
work out, if “worked out” meant getting into a serious rdationship. That way lurked madness. He'd only
tried to be honest with her, but apparently, there was atime and a place for that, and hed migudged
both.

A guy did onto the bar stool next to his, though there were empty ones dl dong the rail, and Rondeau
wondered if he was about to get cruised. It was noon on a weekday, and this was a far cry from a gay
bar, but stranger things had happened. Maybe if the guy was cute, Rondeau would cruise him, for the
didraction of the sex or an offended fidfight, both of which usudly went wel with being drunk. He
glanced over.

The guy was Marlds brother, Jason. “Whoa,” Rondeau said. “Smdl world.”

“Hey, you're Randy, right?’ Jason dapped him com-panionably on the shoulder.

“Rondeau, actudly.”

“What's that, French?’

Rondeau shrugged, his brain churning duggishly through the lower gears. Jason was here. Was that
coincidence? Marla didn't believe in coincidence. She bedieved in the mindless daitering of a blindly
mechanidic universe, or, dternately, in conspiracies. She dways sad he wasn't paranoid enough.
“French, yeah. | saw it in a book when | was akid and kind of liked the sound of it, thought it would be
agood name. It'sakind of poem.”

“A sdf-made man, and a self-named one. | like that. And don't get me started on poetry. My mom
suck me with ‘Jason Mason.” She was the kind of traler park poet who dreamed of writing for
Hdlmark someday. Marla got the dliteration, but me, I'm awalking taking couplet here”

“My sympathies” Rondeau peered into hisinexplicably empty glass.

“So, out of dl the bars in dl the world, why wak into this one?’ Jason asked. “Don't you have a
nightdub full of booze you could be drinking for free?’

“Had to run an errand for Marla, stayed to have adrink. No. Four drinks.”

“That'sahdl of alunch. What kind of errand was it?”

Rondeau made a throat-cutting gesture. “If | told you that, sheld take my head off.” In truth, held just
been dropping off a bribe for the leader of the Honeyed Knots, a gang that did some occasond work for
Marla, but Rondeau was feding buzzed and overdramatic.

“My sigter's one tough lady, huh?’

“I never met tougher, and | grew up around people who'd sted your shoes with the feet dill indde if
you gave 'em a hacksaw and hdf a chance.” Rondeau sraightened, squinted at Jason, and poked himin
the arm. “Why are you here? Y ou fallowing me?’

“No. You're not my type.” Jason grinned. “I'm staying a couple of blocks away. This was the fird bar
| passed. Just trying to kill sometime” He lowered his voice. “And maybe make a few bucks. You want



to hep me run alittle game on those would-be hustlers back by the pool tables?’

“I'm not much of a player, even when | haven't had four drinks. Since | got here. Forty minutes ago.”

“Nah, | don't mean shooting pool. Firg rule of dedling with a grifter, you never let them pick the game.
But guys like that can't resst easy money, especialy when they think it's a sure thing. Want to play dong?
If we get some dough, I'll kick some back to you for being a good sport.”

Jason's proposa spoke to the native larceny in Rondeau's heart. “Why not?” A vedigid sense of
sef-preservation girred in him. “I'm not putting up any of my own money, though. Marla said | shouldn't
gamble with you.”

“Now, that's just unkind. | bet if you think back, youll redize she probably said you shouldn't gamble
against me. If you gamble with me, Ronnie, you can't lose. I'm going into the bathroom. Wait a couple
minutes, then come in, and I'l tl you whét to do.”

“Got it?” Jason said.

“| think s0,” Rondeau said.

“Good. Remember, don't try to convince them. You let them convince you, and only reluctantly.
Okay. I'm on. Wait about five minutes, then come out. | should be gone by then, but if I'm ill around,
just keep yoursdlf busy by the jukebox or something until I'm out the door.”

After Jason left the bathroom, Rondeau leaned againg the wal of the toilet gdl, took a compact
makeup case from his inner jacket pocket, and flipped open the lid. He wasn't much of a sorcerer, but
his friend Langford—who was kind of a mad scientist type—had enchanted the little mirror with a
short-range dairvoyance spdl. He and Rondeau shared a love of soying on people. Rondeau muttered
the words of activation, and the round mirror became aftiny viewscreen, dbeat more like awindow than a
tdevison in terms of resolution.

Jason |eft the bathroom, walked toward the bar, then paused hdfway, fromning and looking at his
hands. He patted his jacket, reached into dl his pockets, and muttered a bit. Curang—but not
loudly—he knelt and began looking underneath tables, cravling around on dl fours like a man who'd logt
acontact lens, findly moving toward the pool tables, where a couple of the twenty-somethings smoking
and holding pool cuesfindly deigned to notice him. “Lose something?’

“Ah, jus—it's nothing.” Jason looked up at them, smiled weekly, and went back to his search.

“Come on. Maybe welve seen it”

Jason paused and rose to his knees, looking oddly penitent. “It's just my wedding ring. It dipped off
somewhere, | think, maybe it wasn't even here, | don't know.... It's been loose ever snce | went on a
low-carb diet last year, supposedly it's hard to resize because of dl the diamonds—shit, my wife is going
to kill me”

“Tough break, pa.” One of the guys lined up a shot and cracked his stick againgt the cue ball.

Jason rose to hisfeet. “I should retrace my steps, back to the hoted—I'm in town for a convention. Do
you think, if you guys heppento findit... 7’

One of the poal players laughed. “A ring with diamonds dl over it, you said? Just come back later and
check the logt-and-found.”

Jason sghed. “Okay, | see how it is Look, you could pawn the ring for a few hundred bucks,
probably, but it means more to me—more importantly, to my wife—than that. So if you find it, cal me,
dl right?” He produced a business card and handed it to one of the pool players. “Here's my cdl number.
Il give you areward.” He paused. “A thousand dollars. That's more than you'd get a any pawnshop.”

Now the men looked interested. “Y ou got a grand on you?’

Jason backed away, holding up his hands. “No, no, I'd have to go to the bank, but if you find the
nng..."”

The men shrugged and circled one of the poal tables. “Sure, miger. If we see your ring well give you
acdl.”

“Thank you.” Jason sounded miserable, and he kept touching his ring finger, seemingly unconscioudly.
Rondeau was impressed. “I'd better walk back the way | came.”



The men ignored him, and Jason bowed his head and went out of the bar, garing at the floor dl the
while

“Poor bastard,” one of the pool players said, and the others nodded in solemn agreement.

After a couple of minutes, Rondeau came out of the bathroom, whidling and holding up the
gold-and-diamond (or diamondlike anyway) ring to what little light there was in the bar. He went past the
pool players, careful not to even look in ther direction—Jason had been firm on that point—and one of
the men said, “Hey, what's that? A ring?’

“Yup.” Rondeau dipped it into his pocket. “Just found it in the john, saw it glittering back behind the
toillet when | took a piss, you beieve that? My lucky day.”

The players exchanged glances. The one Jason had given his card to said, “Let me seeit.”

“No way. Finders keepers.”

“I think it'smy ring.” The guy stepped around the table, holding the cue with casud menace.

Rondeau snorted, trying to remember his lines. It was modly improv, but there were some sdient
points he was supposed to hit. “Oh, yeah? If it's yours, then what's the inscription?”

“Fne It's not mine. But what do you say you give it to me anyway?’ He took a step forward.

Jason had said it might go this way, but Rondeau had assured him not to worry about it. He took his
butterfly knife from hisinner jacket pocket and flipped it open and closed a few times with well-practiced
ease. “What say | don't?”

The guy laughed. “All right, fair's fair. How about | buy it off you?’

“Why you got such a hard-on for thisring?’

“It's got diamonds on it, right?’ He paused. “1 saw, when you were holding it. | like Suff like that.”

Rondeau shrugged. “I don't know, it doesn't fit my finger, but | figure | can pawniit....”

“Pawnshop might want to see some proof of ownership,” the guy said. “Me, I'm a no-questions-asked
kind of man.” He took a large wad of andl| hills from his pocket—his stake for hustling—and began
counting. “What would you say to a hundred?’

Rondeau snorted. “1'd say ‘ That's funny’ Then I'd say something you'd probably find offengve”

The guy sighed. *Y ou're gonna make me haggle? Fine. Two hundred.”

“Makeit three, and settle my bar hill for me, and you've got aded.”

“Hey Petel” the guy yelled, and the bartender looked up. “What's this guy been drinking?’

“Chegp gin, and lots of it.”

“All right.” The guy counted out the money “Let's see the ring.”

Rondeau fished it from his pocket, gave it an ostentatious little shine againgt his deeve, then exchanged
it for the cash. He counted the money quickly, then grinned. “Nice doing business with you. That's the
mogt profitable piss I've ever taken. Afternoon, gentlemen.”

Rondeau managed to stay cam as he walked out of the bar, but by the time he got to the Sdewak he
could bardly contain himsdf—he wanted to skip and cackle. He fdt like hed just fucked a fetish model
and then gone hang gliding. HE'd engaged in plenty of petty larceny over the years, a least when he was
akid, but hed never redly conned anyone, and it was a thrill.

Two blocks away from the bar, Jason sauntered dong as promised to meet Rondeau on the corner.
He held a chegp disposable cdl phone to his ear, and said, “You found it? That's wonderful! Stay there,
Il be back as soon as | can. | just need to go to the bank to pick up the reward money for you.” He
hung up, then tossed the phone underhand into a garbage can. “How'd we make out?”’

Rondeau wordlessy handed over the folded wad of hills. Jason flipped through them with professond
precison, separated hdf the bills, and tucked them into Rondeau's breast pocket.

“Fun, huh?" Jason said. “And were only out a twenty-five-dollar piece of costume jewdry and a
disposable cdl. Not a bad take for ten minutes of effort.”

“| can't believe that worked!” Rondeau shook his head. HEd seen magic on a regular basis for years,
but Jason was a different kind of sorcerer.

“Conning a con man is supposed to be the greatest chdlenge, but sometimes it's not that hard. Guys
like that think they can't be taken, and overconfidence is one of my favorite qudities in a mark. Hey,
ligen. Y ou were pretty good in there. I've got alittle something in the works, and | could use another guy



on my team. You interested? It's more involved than that business was, but it won't interfere with your
job working for my sister. Hell, you could learn afew thingsto help her make money in the future, right?’

Rondeau considered. Jason thought Marla was a crime boss—which she was, kind of, though not
mostly—and thus reasonably assumed Rondeau was some kind of crimind, too, which he was, he
supposed, but only technicdly. He'd had fun running thet little scam in the bar, but he wasn't that drunk.
“I'd have to check with Marla. She can get touchy about moonlighting.”

He figured Jason would drop the subject then. Instead, Jason said, “Oh, absolutely. Il come with you
to talk to her about it. What do you say we go grab some burgers to soak up dl that liquor, then pay
Malitaavigt?

Rondeau just nodded, dready waking dong with Jason, giving in to the momentum of events. The
Masons were maglstroms, and if you got too close, they'd suck you in. But, Rondeau reflected, it was
usudly a hdl of aride, and going with the current had sdom steered him wrong. At the very leadt it
would take hismind off Lorde, and in a hedthier way than booze did. He couldn't stand the hangovers

anyway.

Viscarro scuttled jaggedly dong like a dead leef blowing down a sidewak, and soon B logt track of the
turns they'd taken through twigting low-ceilinged corridors. Marla was gone, off to tend other business,
and B was alittle afraid Viscarro was going to turn ghoul and eat him or something, though he was trying
to keep an open mind. This had been a rather ovewhdming morning. How was he supposed to
concentrate on learning magic from a dead man when Marla had dropped this bomb about him becoming
her successor? Ever snce he'd discovered magic was red, hed been trying to figure out his place in that
world—but he'd never imagined himsdlf a the top of it, even on alocd basis. If he wasn't up for the job,
he probably shouldn't waste Marlas time.

Maybe by the time she needs me to take over, I'll be ready. Maybe shelll make me be ready.

“I'm taking you to the limbo room.” Viscarro's voice was dry, maybe amused—even with his vaunted
perceptiveness, B found it hard to be sure.

“That's where you keep your unbaptized Suff?” B said, and immediady regretted it. This didn't seem
like a place for jokes.

“Youll see”” They rounded a corner curved like a fishhook, which dead-ended into a shining stedl
vault door guarded by a wheezingly asthmatic man dutching a rusty haberd in ink-stained hands. “Open
the door,” Viscarro sad, and the guard spun dids and twisted knobs, then shoved hard on a lever,
putting the whole weight of his body into it. The door, which was at least two feet thick in cross-section,
swvung open with glent ease. B wondered if the exquiste balance could be credited to magic or to
enginering.

Harsh white lights on the vaullt's cailing illuminated when the door opened, reveding shelves of jumbled
crap and along low table with a couple of ralling stools benesth it and a giant megnifying glass on a swing
am fixed to the tabletop.

“This is the land of uncatdoged acquistions. Hence, limbo. I'm going to teach you to establish
provenance.” Viscarro rubbed his hands together in anticipatory glee.

Then followed the mogt excrucidingly dull three hours of B's life Viscarro reverently took objects
from the shelves and made B examine them, pointing out sdient details. The stone pot with the leering
monkey face might look pre-Columbian, Viscarro explained, but the dirt in the crevices suggested it was
feke—genuine artifacts from that era tended to be cleaner, preserved in sedled chambers and thus not
epecidly dirty This tapestry appeared handmade in the 12th century, but this color of dye was
unavaladlein Itay at that time, so it was dearly from alater era. This painting might seem a genuine Van
Gogh, but careful atention to the aggregate directiondity of the brushstrokes reveded it was more likdy
a forgery. And so on and on and on and on. The guard sat in the corner, furioudy marking down
Viscarro's pronouncements in a ledger the size of an extra-large pizza box.

B findly croaked, “Could | get some water?’

Viscarro paused in his discourse on noteworthy potter's marks, which was itsdf merdy a long



digresson from his origina point about identifying anachronigtic tool marks on purportedly ancient arts
and créfts. “Ah, yes, bodily functions” He sent the guard away for refreshments, and, now deralled,
squinted at B through his monocdle. “I suppose you'd like to get to the magic, hmm?’

“Magic? There's magic? Magic would be nice”

Viscarro tapped his cregpily long fingernails on the table. Nosferatu, B thought again, but beyond the
fact of the guy being dead he wasn't picking up any especidly treacherous vibes.

“I make my gpprentices study conventiona methods for years before | teach them more direct routes
of gppraisa, but if | don't show you something beyond the limits of ordinary human knowledge and
intelect, Marlawill just bring you back. Neither of us want that. She's so damned impatient.”

“People who aren't going to live forever sometimes fed the need to rush,” B said. The guard set a
glass of water before him. B gulped it, even though it seemed to have been drawn from a dying well,
complete with specks of ydlow sediment sdttling at the bottom.

“Arent you impudent? That makes you a good fit for Marla, at least. All right, then.” Viscarro went to
adhdf and took down a dented gauntlet from a suit of plate mail. “This item, then. It appears genuine,
and 0 it's worth further investigation. Like mogt of the items here, it was acquired in a bulk estate sde. |
buy via the dragnet method, sweeping up loads of offd in hopes of finding a few gems amid the shit. If |
didn't have my large staff—and dl the timein the world—it would be a disheartening enterprise, but as |
have the proper resources, it suits me perfectly”

“So you figh for treasure. Fair enough. What do you do with dl the rgjects?” B gestured at the jumbled
pile of frauds and commonplaces hegped at the far end of the table.

“The good forgeries | I at auction, with fake letters of provenance. | am a highly respected expert in
meany branches of antiquity, you know, and my word is trusted. Those thingsthat are merdly ordinary go
to... wha isit?’

“eBay,” the guard said.

“Yes” Viscarro sounded deeply satisfied. “The eBay has proven most lucrative”

“Okay. So this gauntlet. How do you tell...whatever it is you're trying to find out about it? Besdes
usng your encyclopedic knowledge regarding suff dead soldiers wore on their hands?’

“Objects have memories. The art of accessing those memories is known as psychometry An object
possessed by an individud or kept in one place for a long time carries associations, images, and
aftertastes of that contact. I'm told you are psychic, so you should have the necessary perceptiveness. |
will merdly teach you how to prepare your mind.”

Viscarro described meditation exercises and incantations used to focus attention, lecturing with the
same tedious thoroughness held used when discussing ancient printmaking techniques or the halmarks of
early glass-blowing. B did his best to soak it in, findly saying, “ So dl this works like magicd Ritdin?

Viscarro looked at his guard, who shrugged and said, “ Sure, why not?’

“The living are so0 tiresome” Viscaro sghed, and went on to explan how objects sometimes
projected information on dightly out-of-phase waveengths, so even a sendtive psychic might andl an
image, hear ataste, or fed an odor. Viscarro went over some methods for recdibrating one's sengtivities,
and findly, when B was ready to bang his head againg the table until he blacked out just to make the
taking stop, Viscarro lad his hands on the gauntlet, inhaled deeply, and said, “A heavy cavdry knight.
Wel, of course. Of a good family, but landless, ashamed of his wastrel father, desperate for glory and
reward...” He opened his peculiarly colorless eyes. “The associations are drong here. The owner was
wearing this when he died, and that tends to make a deep impression. Y ou try Tel me how he died.”

B cleared hismind, muttered the right words, fdt dl his senses turn themsdves up to eeven, and lad
hands on the gauntlet.

The shimmering gray-white ghost of a bearded middle-aged man in a battered suit of armor appeared,
his insubgtantia body cut off at the waist by the table. Viscarro scuttled backward, stool toppling. The
men said something—it sounded like French, only not quite—and touched the caved-in side of his skull.
He hdd up the shattered remains of his hdm, made a disgusted noise, and tossed the broken armor
adde, where it vanished in mid-fall.

B let go of the gauntlet, and the ghost promptly vanished. “Cause of desth was blunt force trauma to



the head. Maybe a war hammer?’

“Show-off.” Viscarro scrambled up from the floor and brushed off his clothes. “But it appears youve
gotten the hang of it. I'm sure Marla will be pleased with your progress, and release me from my
obligation. I'll be glad to see the back of you.” He paused. “But while you're here, would you mind
looking at thisold brass all lamp? It's defied the andyss of my best technicians” B laughed. “You want
my hep? What's in it for me?” “An infinitesma reduction in the amount of ill will | bear you,” Viscarro
sad magnanimoudy

“Works for me” Who wanted to be on a not-exactly-Nosferatu's bad sde?

Nicolette's messenger stopped beneath a tree, sucked down the last drops from his water bottle, and
surveyed the forest before him with a anking heart. What a shitty gig. He ran errands for sorcerers for a
living, but he wouldve turned down this job... if he'd been dlowed. He owed Nicolette too much to say
no to any request, no matter how unreasonable, so here he was, deep in eastern Oregon's Maheur
Nationd Forest. One-point-seven million acres of the place, and he had nothing to guide hm but a
‘chanted compass festooned with dried mushrooms held had alocd dley witch whip up for him. “Locd”
meaning “in Seattle’—Nicolette was so firmly a creature of the East Coast that she thought Washington
State and Oregon were bascdly the same place, so why couldn't he run this little errand for her? Of
course, it was aten-or deven-hour drivein his van—this place was practicdly in Idaho—plus the time it
took him to find a charm capable of tracking his quarry, plus hours spent literdly wandering in the
wilderness. The chaos witch had given him a bout of good luck a few years back when hed needed it
mog, but on the whole sheld been more bad news than not. He was exhausted, down to running on
fumes and magicdly augmented adrendine. It wasn't even noon yet.

This forest was a pretty place, no doubt—he smdled sage and juniper and pine, hed passed two
gorgeous lakes, and there was enough mountain scenery for a hundred bottled-water commercias—but
tracking down a sorcerer who was, by dl accounts, insane and anti-socid didn't put him in the mood to
appreciate nature. Es pe ddly snce hed recently passed a trailhead sgn for a spot cdled Murderer's
Creek. He wished he didn't believe in omens. Even the name of the forest, “Maheur,” what was that,
corrupted French for “Bad Hour”? That was just grest.

The compass began to shudder in his hands, the seed-pods and dried shrooms swinging away from
gravity's pull and pointing up ahill, so he kept dumping through the forest. He reached a dense stand of
trees, thair trunks ringed with fat clusters of yellow-brown mushrooms. The profuson of fungus sparked
avague memory. Hadn't he read something about this park, about some kind of mushrooms? How they
were dl linked underground, actudly one giant organism, maybe the biggest sngle living thing on the
planet, dretching beneath the earth for miles and miles?

“The Mycdium said you would come,” rasped a voice from the thick underbrush among the trees.

The messenger diffened. “Areyou...” He consulted the scrap of paper in his pocket. “Bull-yard?’

“Bulliard. The name | took for mysdf. In honor of the great botanist Jean Baptiste Francois Pierre
Bulliard, who wrote the Dictionnaire Elémentaire de Botanique. Do you know it?’

“Can't say that | do.”

“A great work for identifying mushrooms. It is important, being able to identify mushrooms. For
indance, many cannot tdl the straw mushroom from the death cap, and in those cases, tragedy may
result. Do you know the death cap? Amanita phalloides. My brothers. We killed Charles V1. We killed
Emperor Claudius. We attack the liver and kidneys. We have no antidote.” The underbrush rustled.

“Ligen, I'm here with a message. From an, ah, anonymous benefactor.”

“The Mycdium said. The Mycdium said | should listen.” The voice had moved—it was off to the left
now, and seemed to be coming from a place rdativey cear of underbrush, where there was nothing but
those honey-colored mushrooms. Was Bulliard invisble? Or was he—somehow this was more
horrible—was he underground?

“The message isthis the Borrichius spores arein Felport.”

Silence. Then a sound like chewing, perhaps like laughter through chewing. “That is dl? That is the



whole of the message”?’

“That'sit”

“Then we are done. The Mycdium says not to kill you. The Mycdium says, spare your liver and
kidneys. | am sad. | have dpha-amanitin. | have bolesgtine. 1 have coprine—for the drinkers, the
campers, with their beer cans and their gink. | have ordlanin, gyromitrin, mus-carine. | have the hands of
adestroying angd, the breath of an ivory funnd. | wear my autumn skullcap, | hold my deadly parasol, |
am the deadly dapperling. But for you, not deeth.”

“Good to know.” The messenger had been a courier for sorcerers for years, and held thought himsdf
pretty well hardened againgt weirdness and threats, but his business sddom took him to places as remote
as this Being at the mercy of this man's nature in nature unnerved him. He wondered if he could run,
wondered if this guy would just pop out of the ground and grab him.

“For you, only madness. For you, psilocybin.”

Something huge loomed out of the trees to the left, a blur of vegetable coloration, something that might
have been a face under a val of heavy mosses, ams that could have been stout tree branches. The
messenger sdumbled back, dropping the compass—which was buzzing like an agitated bechive
now—and tried to run, tripping on a haf-hidden log and fdling to the ground. Something fdl upon his
back, pinning him down with his nose pressed into a cluster of ugly brown mushrooms. He thrashed, and
athick choking dust filled his nogtrils and mouth, worming down his throat and airways. He began to
gasp.

The thing on his back rose up. “You can run. Try to run. You will not reach the edge of the forest
before you begin to see visons. Pslocybin. We were there for St. John the Divine. We will be there for
you. The Mycdium may have a message for you. Or you may be given to the forest.”

Dosed, the messenger thought, scrambling to his feet and hdf running, haf sumbling down the hill.
He'd done acid before, even mescaline, but never shrooms. It wouldn't be so bad, would it? As far as
hallucinogens went, shrooms were naturd, crunchy; hippies did them. If worst came to worst he could
just hunker down and wait out the trip—find a pretty spot by a lake and soak in the view. Besdes, it
would take alittle while for the effects to hit him, and before then—

The trip hit him like held run into a wall. The sky opened. The earth opened. The sun meted and
dripped down the sky. Thelight vibrated. The ground laughed.

The messenger saw god. A god. Bulliard's god.

And Bulliard's god saw him.

ala went back to her office after leaving B in the catacombs, and found Jason and Rondeau

lounging at the table off the kitchen, drinks in hand, a couple of decks of cards scattered before them.
Without a word Marla picked up Rondeau's tumbler and sniffed it, frowning. “This is either plain tonic
water with lemon or you got some nice vodka that doesn't smdl.”

“I'm on the wagon, for the moment.” Rondeau held out his hand, pam down. “See how steedy | am?
Jason dragged me out of a bar before | got so drunk | did underneeth one of the tables.”

“My brother, savior of man.” Marla consented to be briefly embraced when Jason stood up. Dinner
the night before had been... nice. She wouldn't go so far as to say there were no illusons between Jason
and hersddf—for one thing, he thought her entire lifestyle was a sham—Dbuit the lies they told each other
were different from the lies she told most people, and that was refreshing. Even after dl those years
apart, there was the unspoken bond of shared experience between them. They werent so different.
Smart, ambitious, ruthless, desperate to leave behind their roots and find new life and purpose esewhere.



Sheld found magic. Held found the grrift.

“Marlita” Jason sat down, leaning back in the beat-up old kitchen chair and lacing his hands over his
bdly “I've got a proposition for you. I'd like to take on your man Rondeau as a subcontractor.”

Marla looked a Rondeau, who looked down into his glass, which he was probably wishing contained
something stronger than tonic water. “Oh, redly. Do tdl.”

“Like | told you last night, I've got an operation under way, and | can use another pair of hands and
eyes. His brain will come in handy, too. He helped me run a sweet little logt-ring scam at a bar earlier,
and he did good. | think he's got grift sense.”

“Grift sense?” Rondeau said.

“Dont get excited,” Marla said. “It's not like a Sxth sense or even spider-sense. It's old-time hustler
lingo. Just means you have a knack for spatting gullible idiots wholl fal for aline of bullshit.”

“I wouldve put it alittle more degantly than that, but basicaly. What do you think? | promise it won't
interfere with your business”

“And your word is gold, right, brother? Rondeau, go downgtairs for a bit while | talk to Jason done”

Rondeau scurried away, and Jason looked after him with eyebrows raised, then turned to Marla
“Youve got hmwadl trained.”

“He's been working for me for along time” Marla sat down, sighed, and picked up Jason's glass. She
took a 9p and grimaced. “Ah, shouldve known you'd have something other than tonic water.” She put
the glass of vodka down and gazed at her brother, drawing out the moment of slence to see if it would
put Jason on edge, but he just looked patiently expectant. “Y ou want to use Rondeau's connection to me
to hdp you scam Cam-Cam. Y ou dready dragged my name into this to give it a whiff of legitimecy, and
now you want to parade Rondeau past Cam-Cam so he thinks he's really on the ingde track to megica
mystery woo-woo suff.” She looked a him.

Jason looked back. After amoment he said, “I'm sorry, was that a question? Yes. You are correct. |
didn't expect you to think otherwise. So what do you say?’

“I'd redly rather not have Cam-Cam buzzing around and annoying me. After you rip him off and leave
him penniless, helll come Tiffing around here after Rondeau, looking for regtitution, and | don't want to
ded with it. You can leave town and avoid the repercussions, but I've got a life here, and | don't want
you fucking it up. Understand?’

“Ah, Marlita, but the blow-off I've got planned is perfect. Smoothest dismount you can imagine. This
oy won't even know he's been scammed. Hell be flat broke, hell give me his lagt dollar, and hell thank
me at the end of it. But in order for me to accomplish that perfect blow-off, | could redly use Rondeau. |
meant what | said. He handled himsdf well today”

“I'm sure he did. He's capable, in his way” Marla consdered. If things went bad and Cam-Cam
bothered her afterward, she could dways dose him with forget-me-lots and send him back to his life as
anirritatingly cludess seeker after wonder. It wasn't likdly to be a problem—Cam-Cam wasn't heavy, he
wasn't connected, and there were few downsides to messng with his memory She couldn't explain that to
Jason, but she could pretend she believed his line of patter about having the perfect scam. Maybe it
would hep ther reaionship. She was a bit surprised, after last night's dinner, to redize she wasnt
opposed to the idea of having a rdaionship with him. Maybe she was going soft. And with B around to
take up the dack, she didn't need Rondeau quite so much, not on a dally basis, and Ietting him do some
work with Jason would...wdl, not keep him out of trouble, obvioudy, but keep him in trouble she knew
about. “Okay But if | even hear about guns knives haichets, any kind of physca coercion at dl,
Rondeau is out, understood? This has to be a clean and gentlemanly grift. Otherwise I'll go to Cam-Cam
persondly and tdl him you're aliar and athief.”

“Wow. Y ou're protective of Ronnie, hun? Do | hear wedding bdlls?’

Marla snorted. “Me and Rondeau? That would be like—" Like dating my brother. Her standard
answer when people misunderstood her relationship with Rondeau, but it would fed strange saying it to
Jason. “We're old friends, isdl. HE's saved my ass a few times, I've saved his ass a thousand times, and
that's the extent of our interest in each other's asses.”

“Understood.” Jason reached over and clasped Marlas hand. “1 promise, no heavy Suff. Pure



intdllectud scam.

Itll be great, youll see, and I'll cut you in for five percent, Snce you're kind enough to let the kid
moonlight.”

“Keep the money. Consider it eighteen years of overdue birthday presents.”

“Wow, tuning down cash. You must have a sweet operation in this aty Maybe | should become a
legitimete businessman.” He stood up. “Should | tdl Rondeau the good news, or do you want to?”

“You can. Jugt do me afavor?’

“Nameit.”

“Make sure he has to wear aredly bad fake mustache as a disguise at some point. Or, better—dress
himin drag. Something dinky, red, and backless. Make him think it's absolutdy essentid to the scam.”

Jason laughed, and it was so familiar it made something tear loose in her heart—it was the same laugh
hed had as a teenager, when something genuindy delighted him. “I'll do my best, Marlita Can we get
together again this week? | fed like we bardy made it two blocks down memory lane last night.”

“Sure, giveme acdl laer, well work it out. Send Rondeau up for me, would you?’

After Jason left her, she sat quidly at the table for a while, then polished off the remains of his drink.
Marlawas never prone to introgpection, but it was hard not to think about friendship, family, history, with
Jason back in her life Maybe that wasn't a bad thing. Time would tell.

Rondeau appeared. “Hey, thanks for Ietting me get into this. Sounds like it could lead to both fun and
profit, which are each on my lig of top-five favorite things”

“Mmm:hmm. Ligten, | need you to spy on Jason for me”

Rondeau sat down and reached for his glass, swirling the pebbles of ice around. “Ah, right. Shouldve
figured. You think he's got bad intentions?”

“Oh, he's definitdy got bad intentions. | don't mind that—unless he's got bad intentions toward me.
The guy shows up unannounced, with big plans I'm dready a part of, like it or not? Damn right I'm
uspicious.”

“Gotcha. I'll keep my gmlet eye on him. Or isit my weeather eye? Do you get one of each? Isit like
‘port” and ‘ starboard’ 7’

“Jud remember, like |l said, no magic talk.”

“l know, | know. So ... Jason's your brother, right? He loves you? | never had a brother, but it
seams...” Hetraled off.

“I'm just being cautious. Jason and | didn't part on such good terms. We're both amiling and
pretending that Suff never happened, but it doesn't mean there's no old bad business underneath.”

“Undergtood. I'll watch for sgns of mord turpitude and spiritual decay, and report back. 1've got my
cdl if you need me. Jason wants to introduce me to one of his buddies, and they're supposed to fill mein
on the big con. | fed like I'min The Sing or something.”

“Movies aren't red life, Rondeau.”

“Only because we don't try hard enough. What's wrong with being a little cinematic? Catch you later,
boss”

* % %

Viscarro escorted B to alittle waiting room near an access hatch leading to the surface, where Marla was
lounging in a high-backed carved chair, reading a thick sheef of paper. She folded it up and shoved it into
the beat-up leather sack by her feet, then grinned. “ So, B, isyour head dl full of esoteric knowledge?’

“Postivdy suffed.” He yawned hugdly. “I think 1've forgotten what the sun looks like”

“The sun went down hdf an hour ago, so youll have to wait until morning to reacquaint yoursef.
Viscarro, was he a good sudent?”’

Viscarro sniffed. “He was acceptable. He's learned some very basic pscyhometric techniques, so he
should be able to hdp you should you encounter any more artifacts. Of course, some would say it's unfar
you dready have two.”

“| thought you had, like, a hundred artifacts in the bank down here? All nicdy Stting on shelves, not
bothering anyone?’



“My inventory lig is confidentid.” He waved his hand. “Begone. | assume | won't see you until next
month's tribute is due?’

“Unless some metaphysica shit hits the fan before then.” She stood up. “Come on, B, youve had a
hard day. Want something to eat?’

This time they went up a dimly lit flight of stairs, emerging into some kind of power substation,
humming coils of metal, and then out into the night. They were in a fenced-off lot in who knows what part
of Felport, but B didn't care where he was—the ar was dill pleasantly warm from the day's disspating
heat, and held never been s0 happy to have outside ar in his lungs “I think that place down there is
where dust is made.”

Marlaled the way toward lights and bustle a couple of blocks away, where it looked like early nightlife
of some description was gearing up. “Viscarro was okay? He didn't try to enthrdl you and make you his
Renfidd or anything?’ The question had an absent-minded tone—banter on autopilot.

“No, he was fine, boring and humorless, isdl. | didn't get any... you know... twinges. Like we taked
about. So what's on your mind?’

“Hmm? Jugt trying to decide where to eat. There's a good taqueria up past this movie theater, and a
café with decent panini, and | think a pho place. What're you interested in?’

“Oh, anything. Serioudy, | can tdl something's bugging you, whet isit?’

Marla started to walk faster, and B had to hustle to keep up. “I don't know. Maybe my brother. He's
onmy mind a bit. Family reunions aren't redlly my thing.”

“Rondeau said you hadn't seen imin along time?’

“Since we were kids. | left home when | was about fifteen. He was a couple of years older, dready a
high school dropout and smdl-time crook by then.”

“Were you guys close?’

“Once upon atime, it was me and Jason againg the world. Let's eat here” The taqueria was jammed
into an dleyway between two closed shops, the counter manned by a surprisngly perky white teenager,
who said, “ jHola!” when they came in. They placed their orders—something heavy on the spice, cdled
the scorcher specid, for Marla, and aplain cheese quesadilla for B, who'd been forced to swear off hot
sauce (dong with caffeine and uppers) when his supernatural sengtivities developed some years earlier.
They were the only ones in the place, and they took a table as far away from the counter as possible.
Marla sipped her agua fresca and took a bite of her burrito, and B just waited, trying to be patient,
knowing she would get to thingsin her own time.

“Okay. Jason did something redlly bad, right before | left town. | couldnt forgive him for it, and he
was pretty upset about that—he thought 1'd understand, maybe even that 1'd applaud. After we had our
big screaming fight over it, | told him | had a drunk for a mother and a psycho for a brother and | didn't
See any reason to keep living in the cesspool with them. | packed my bags and started hitchhiking, and |
eventudly wound up here. | serioudy never thought I'd see him again, especidly not wearing a
thousand-dollar suit and amile so sincere | can't help thinking it's phony”

“Sounds like an interesting guy | hope | get to meet hm.” Indght into Marlas past—into anything
about her persond life—was rare. “Is hein town for long?’

“Much to my dismay. He's running a scam on this rich magic-chaser named Campbell Campion. He's
got Rondeau hdping him out, and | know if I'm not careful, Il wind up heping him, too. He can be very
convinang.”

“A red con artigt, huh? | knew my share of hustlers back in Hollywood, but were taking like a whole
big con kind of thing, with accomplices and disguises and sdting gold mines and uff like that?’

“So it would seem.”

“| thought dl the con men were doing identity theft and Nigerian email scams these days.”

“Jason's old school. He says he doesn't even care about the money, that he's got plenty of
money—he's jud in it for the thrill. | can't say the idea of seeing Cam-Cam reduced to poverty upsets
me He's a pan in the ass with more money than sense who thinks he can buy the numinous with a
checkbook. He's heard of me, though, and Jason parlayed our family ties into a medting with Cam-Cam,
and from there, some kind of con. But | can't help thinking, Jason being here, bringing Rondeau in on his



grift... it can't be coincidence, can it? Did he just happen to find me and see an angle he could play, or
did he come looking for me, and if so, why?’

“You can't jugt ask him?’

“l can ask, but how can | be sure he's tdling the truth? | could cast a spdl to reved fasehoods, but |
know for afact Jason has faked out polygraph machines in the past, and | wouldn't necessarily trust the
results—Jason's got the rare dbility to make himself believe whatever lie he's tdling, at least while he's
tdling it. That's why he's so damned convincing.”

B chewed his quesadilla Bland. He was so sick of bland things. “So why don't we go find an oracle
and ask it if your brother has nefarious intentions toward you?’

Marla shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “Messng with that kind of magic just because I'm suspicious
of my brother seems... trifling, somehow. Oracles can get pissed when you come to them with bullshit
questions, you know?’

B shrugged. “Sure, but I'm an oracle generator, so it seems a waste not to use me—I can Tiff out
some supernatural node of influence and put the question to it. If whatever we summon gets pissed off,
I'm good at soothing them.”

“Maybeit'sagood idea. Thisiskind of egting a me.”

“l can't promise well get an answer that makes sense, but it's worth a shot.”

Marla wiped her mouth with a wadded-up napkin. “Okay. Earn your supper, then, lowly apprentice.
Fnd mean oracle”

They went back out into the night, and B opened himsdf up. Marla had explained to him that most of
the supernaturd beings he cdled into existence weren't actudly hooked up into some cosmic information
line—they were just tdling him things he aready knew, truths held discovered usng his unique psychic
senses but, for whatever reason, couldn't apprehend directly Even if they were just a manifestation of his
own powers, though, he needed them—uwithout outside explanation, the secrets would stay locked up in
his brain, coming out only in cryptic dreams that, more often than not, he required an oracle to interpret
ayway.

S0 hetried to fed with senses for which he possessed no names, and sensed something down an dley
filled with garbage cans and quiet skitterings. Marla followed him slently as he went alittle way down the
dley, sopping in front of a particular dented trash can, its round metd lid askew. “Hey.” B prodded the
trash can with his foot. “1've got some questions.”

The lid stirred, then fdl off, and a welter of brown rats came scurrying out. B didn't flinch—the rats
were red, ordinary vermin, not what he was looking for. The trash in the can groaned and shifted,
garbage wdling up into fird a vague heap and then a quasi-human shape, a head of mdon rind and
sodden coffeefilters, the blossom end of tomatoes for eyes, mouth of shucked oyster shells, a beard of
rotting banana ped!.

“Crazy,” Marlasaid. “Like Oscar the Grouch, if he was actudly made of garbage.”

“l am Shakpana, bringer of pox, heder of the sick, maker of madness” The voice was dithery and
qquishy and foul. The garbage thing shifted, raisng arms of chicken bones with spaghetti-noodle tendons
and gripping the edge of the trash can with fingers made from Popsicle sticks. “Who awakens me in this
form?’

“My nameis Bradley Bowman. | have a question.”

“Ask, and hear an answer, if you can pay the cost.”

“Does Jason Mason mean this woman harm?’

“Ah” The thing tapped its fingers againg the sde of the can, making a dattering noise. It looked
toward Marla. “Ah. Heisyour brother. Brothers and ssters should not fight.”

“l don't want to fight him,” Marla said. “I want to know if he means to fight me.”

“l can answer this. But the cost is digpostion of these earthly remains. You must swear to make a
compost of this body later, and return to the soil whatever the worms and beetles might wish to eat.”

“Agreed.”

“Then know this. Jason—" Shakpana stopped taking, and gagged with the sound of burding gases.
The garbage shifted and sank and became ordinary refuse again, and then the metd can darted to



shudder on the pavement, vibrating and humming with noises that soon transformed into words, the same
words—in the same voice—they'd heard on the car radio: “Darkness, oblivion, the emptiness beyond
emptiness, the ceasing of being, the al-swdlowing space beyond space—" B covered his ears and
crouched, hunching in on himsdf, and then began keening. The thing speaking to him now filled up his
whole head, he heard it in hisears and hismind dl a once, and a pulsng welter of darkness pushed itsdf
agand hisvison.

Marla shouted and kicked over the garbage can, which seemed to break the connection with whatever
they'd encountered. B uncovered his ears and sruggled to his feet, swaying alittle.

“Was that about my brother?” Marla came to B and put her am around his shoulder, propping him
up. “Or something dse?’

“|—Shakpana never had a chance to answer my question about Jason. That other voice just forced
itdf in, overrode everything. | don't know what it means” He was shaky, sck to his somach, his
thoughts duggish and scattered. He fdt on the verge of blacking out. Something horrible was trying to
make itsdf known, pushing itsdf through him to get out. Marla came over and put an am around him,
hdping hold him up.

“Mydicd shit.” Marla Sghed. “Let's get you home. I'll explore some other avenues of inquiry If that
warmning isn't about Jason, 1'd like to find out what it is about.”

B went with her, quiet and afraid. Not so much afraid of whatever danger the inggent voice warned
about—with Marla at his sde, he was farly confident of their tactica superiority—but afraid of his own
powers, and their falure. If he couldn't summon an oracle to answer his questions, and if his only dreams
latdy were dreams of Snking into pillowy darkness, what good was he to Marla? An oracle generator
who produced faulty oracles? A prophetic dreamer who prophesied only the coming of night? What kind
of successor could he be for her? He wanted to ask, but he didnt, afraid she would answer with her
customary truthful bluntness. He didn't think he could bear that, not with his head pounding so hard.

“Itll be okay, B,” Marla said. She paused. “For some given vaue of ‘okay’”

The messenger came down from histrip to find himsdf strung upside down in the high branches of a tree,
with mushrooms growing on the back of his neck. “Thisis fucked up, right here.” He swayed alittle as he
gruggled againg the ropes of maoss holding him.

The thing—no, the sorcerer, Bulliard—chuckled in his ear, out of dght, but not out of smdl. “The
Mycdium says you can be useful to us. You fed the mushrooms there, at the base of your skull? Ther
roots areinyour brain. You can be rewarded with euphoria.

Y ou can be punished with terrible visons. Y ou can be ridden like a horse. Y ou understand?’

“l had avidgon,” the messenger said. “I flew up in the sky, and looked down, and the trees dl mdted
away, and the dirt, and | saw this giant thing living under the ground, this... this... it had a face.”

“The Mycdium chose to let you look upon it. You should be honored. You are being dlowed to
save”

“Thet thing was real? It wasn't just a bad trip?’

A hard shove, and the messenger's face dammed into the tree trunk, banging his nose hard enough to
make him see explosions of darkness.

“Do not blagpheme again, or | will hurt you. You can dill serve without dl your limbs The Mycdium is
red. It isthe white rot, the father of foxfire, the mother of will-0'-the-wisps. It has destroyed this forest a
dozen times over in the past, and it can destroy you. Y ou will tel us where to find the spores.”

Gasping through his pain, the messenger said, “Man, | don't know. | just get told to go places, and |
go. The message | gave you was the whole thing.”

Another shove, gentler this time, enough to send him swaying, which was terrifying enough, this high
up. Fuck. Why'd he ever answered that ad in college? Becoming a “courier” for magicians had been a
good way to get weed money, but eventudly it had turned into a career, and now, apparently, it was
rapidly mutating into a death sentence.

“Do not lieto us”



“Who the hdl is‘us?’

“The Mycdium,” Bulliard said reasonably. “The Mycdium is ligening.”

The certainty in his voice chilled the messenger. The guy was dearly crazy, but was a sentient
mushroom god that lived underground redlly that much weirder than the other shit held seen in his time?
“I'm not lying.”

“Then tdl uswho gave you the message, and | will go and ask them.”

The messenger grunted. “I wish | could, but | can't.”

Another shove, and a sckening pendulum swing that made the messenger's guts lurch. “This is not a
negoatiation.” Bulliard reached out a hand and stopped the swinging. “Y ou will tell.”

“| didnt say | wouldn't, | sad | can't. I'm a courier for sorcerers, dude, and that requires drict
confidentidity I'm under a geas, iswhat I'm tdling you. | can't reved my employer, not when they ask for
secrecy, and this one did!”

“There are ways to read your mind. They are not pleasant.”

“You're one of them, you know how sorcerers are—there are safeguards. My brain would just met
and run out my fucking earsif you tried to go rifling through it.”

“Hmm.” Bulliard didn't sound pissed, at leadt, just contempléative. “But the spores arein Felport?’

“That's what the message said, but it's not like | know shit about it. | don't even know wheat the spores
are.”

“They are many things They are what you make them. They are a path to the tota obedience of dl
mankind to the will of the Mycdium. We would like to have them.”

“Gredt. Then | suggest you head to Felport and start knocking on doors.”

“I'will. I will do just that.” Bulliard patted him on the back. “But | do not drive. Y ou will drive me”

“Thetll take days.”

“Not at dl. The Mycdium says perhaps two days. Less. You will not deep, and you will drive very
fadt.”

“And what do | get paid for this?’

“Serving the Mycdium isits own reward,” Bulliard said, dmost amigbly

ier 14, Marlasaid. “Smdl that sea ar!” She wore a black cloak with slver trim, and it flapped

aound her dramdticdly as she stood near the end of the concrete tongue protruding into the water.
“Hardly even awhiff of sewage.”

B had only his old camouflage army coat as a defense againgt the wind whipping in off the water, and
probably didn't cut nearly as driking a figure as Marla did. Maybe | should invest in a cape or
something. Marla says style counts. “So youre teking me fiding now? As pat of our
master-apprentice bonding?’

Marla snorted. “1 wouldn' fish this close to the docks, any more than 1'd go svimming in the Balsamo
River. We've got the pallution pretty wel under control, thanks to Ernesto’s cleanup efforts, but you can't
completdy sanitize a port this heavily trafficked. Give these fish a tox screen and you'd never want to
touch seafood again.”

The sun was judt rigng in the bay, making the shapes of cranes on the other piers stand out starkly
agang in the sky There was plenty of bustle up and down the docks, but Pier 14 was oddly deserted.
“Why no ships here?’

“Thispier isreserved for specid business, B. What if Naglfr should come steaming into port? If a ship
of dead men's nals rides into town, you'd better have a berth for it.”



B couldnt tdl if she was kidding or not. “Are we taking a boat trip, then?’

“Not exactly We're meting someone. And here she is now. Come take a look.” B joined her a the
end of the pier, and the water rippled and bubbled and rolled. A woman shot out of the water, rigng into
the air in a burst of spray like the birth of Venus on fast-forward, and landed nimbly on the pier beside
them. She dtraightened and shook out her long blond harr, splattering B and Marla with droplets. The
woman was gorgeous, in a surfer-girl way, dressed in a dark blue wetsuit. “Marla. New person. Helo.”

“Bradley Bowman, dlow me to introduce you to the Bay Witch, mistress of the watery reddm and the
idands therein and etc. Zufi, thisis my new apprentice, B.”

“Yes” the Bay Witch said. There was something profoundly weird about her, something that B
couldnt pin down. She didn't quite look a ether of them, and her vocd inflections were odd. “I will
teach hm atrick. A good trick. And then no pearls for you this month.”

“Thet's the ded,” Marla said.

“Okay.” The Bay Witch stepped up to B, gripped both his forearms, and kissed him. Startled, he tried
to pull away, but she was incredibly strong, and her ingstent tongue forced his mouth open. Her breeth
was sdit, and storm, and perhaps a hint of fish, but more fresh sdmon sashimi than ginking mackerd.
After amoment, the Bay Witch stepped away. “There. Done”

“What's done?” Marla said, frowning. “Besdes the molestation of my apprentice?’

“The gift of endless breath. He can svim underwater forever now, with no need to breathe” She
paused. “Also: he cannot suffocate.”

“Ah. Forever 7 B sad.

The Bay Witch nodded. “That's what makes it a good trick.”

Marlalaughed. “Wdl, hell, that is handy—even | can't do that—but I'd figured on leaving B with you
dl day to learn things. Guess I'll have to find something ese for im to do.”

The Bay Witch cocked her head and, for the firs time, looked at B directly. “He is very attractive.
Would he like to copulate for recreationa purposes?’ She unzipped the front of her wetsuit, reveding the
dde swdls of her breasts, which B could appreciate only on a purdy aesthetic leve.

Marla seemed to be difling a guffaw. “ That's up to him, Zuf.”

“Ah, thanks, but I'm gay,” B said, alot more gpologeticaly than he usudly did. “That was actudly the
firg time since high schooal that 1've had a girl's tongue in my mouth.”

“Oh. Sad.”

B was gay, but he was 4ill a guy, so he put in aword for a friend: “I bet Rondeau would be happy to
come down here for, um, recrestion, though.”

The Bay Witch shook her head. “He cannot bresthe underwater. He would drown. Marla would be
angry.” With that, she dove deanly back into the bay

“Ha” Marlasad. “Even Zufi can't resst you, pretty boy”

“That woman is degply strange.”

“What do you expect? She spends dl her time with fish. She forgets how to talk to people sometimes.
We're lucky we got full sentences out of her today. Then again, on some days, if she's had human
company recently, she could pass for an ordinary weirdo. She's got absolutely no guile a dl, though, no
meatter what. It's a good thing her only politicd rivals are lobsters.”

B nodded. “I definitdy didn't get any sense of hodlility or incipient betrayad off her.” He pinched his
nose closed with his thumb and forefinger and held his breath, but just for a few seconds. It was too
bizarre. “So I'm amphibious now?’

“That's what the lady said, and she doesn't tend to lie Why don't you jump in the bay and try it out?’

“Legp into the sea and try not to breathe? Hmm. | think I'll hold off and try it in Rondeau's bathtub
tonight instead.”

“Huh.” Marlas face took on a speculaive expresson. “You know, I've only just now redized the
sexud possihilities open to aguy who doesn't need to bresthe—"

“Stop, please.” B hed up his hands. “Way ahead of you, don't need to go there.”

“On the other hand, | hope you arent into erotic agphyxiation, because | bet you can't do that
anymore.”



B covered hiseyes. “Please, | beg you, stop.”

“Heh. So modest. Okay, Captain Breathless, youll have to come with me on my errands today.”

“What's on the agenda? Any exposure to hard vacuum? Because I'm totdly ready for that.”

“Maybe if we have time in the afternoon well shoot you into space. | gotta vist the Chamberlain and
tak about some hideous galf courses she wants to build. | want to put low-income housing there instead.
WEeIl argue, and shéll insult my wardrobe. It should be a hoot. Then | was thinking | might pester my
brother.”

B thought of their falled attempts to consult an oracle the night before, and suppressed a shudder.
Marla hadn't found any explanations for the oblivion voice in her studies the night before, but she said she
had other posshilities to run down, and tha he shouldn't worry yet—noise and random satic and
crossed connections were occupationa hazards for psychics. “Itll be good to mest him.”

“Maybe not good exactly. But it should &t least be interesting.”

Jason picked up Rondeau in a black Mercedes tha was so comfortable and climate-controlled it was
like aradlling living room. “Two stops today, Ronnie” Jason said. “Welcome to the crew.”

Rondeau resisted his urge to fiddle with the radio, open the glove compartment, mess with the seat
controls. He wanted to play the game, so he needed to play it cool. He couldn't quite manage sSlence,
though, so he said, “What wasi it like, growing up with Marla?’

“Shewas a pigal. Too hig for that little town. Just like me. Indiana, Ronnie, was not the right place for
us You know, inthe old days, lots of the best grifters came from Indiana?

“Oh? Why's that?’

“It was a crossroads for alot of canivas, and travding carnivas, especidly back in the day, were
pretty much just roving grift machines with popcorn on the sde. The carniva would come to town, hire
some of the loca mud-farmer kids to scoop shit and pitch tents, and dong the way those kids would pick
up afew little tricks. Some of them would decide they didn't want to stare at the ass end of a plow horse
for the rest of ther lives, and they'd go with the carnies when the troupe left town, and from there, on into
alife on the grift.”

“Youve redly made your living al these years by ripping people off?’

Jason spun the whed smoothly, and the car zoomed around a curve and rolled with bardy a bump
over some old railroad tracks. “Never did an honest day of work in my life Grifting is the mogt
gentlemanly of the crimind trades. We don't hit people with iron pipes and ded ther walets. We get
them to give us the cash, of ther own free will. Hel, they beg to write us checks and wire us money, if
we do our jobs right. | get the feding Marlas businessis a bit more, ah, thuggish. She dways did have a
violent streak, even when she was young.”

Rondeau squirmed a little. “I'm not privy to much of her business. | just run the nightdub where she
keeps her office”

“Redly? | heard you were her right-hand man.”

Rondeau shrugged. “We're old friends. She takes care of me, and I'm there for her when she needs
me. |, uh, do get theimpresson her business used to involve a far amount of hiting people. She's a the
top now, though, and she's not as hands-on anymore, | don't think.”

“Judt Sts on top of the mountain, letting money rall uphill, huh? Sweet gig, though | imegine there's Hill
alot of pipe-swinging down in the trenches. It's not the life for me, but to be honest, 1 admire her
willingness to do whatever's necessary to take care of hersdf. | dways have. And I'm glad she got
famous enough in certain circles for me to find her. | didn't redize how much | missed her until we had
dinner the other night. We've got the kind of connection that a few years apart can't destroy Weve
changed, sure, but she's ill my litlle Sster.”

Except for the whole bit where she's been practicing magic for more than a decade, Rondeau
thought, but the presence of the magicd in Marlds life didn't necessarily change who she was—it just
changed the way she did the things she was dways going to do anyway

“Here we go.” Jason parked in front of a long low building with a ruging sgn that declared it a meta



shop, though judging by the boarded-up windows, it wasn't one of those anymore, and hadn't been
awthing a dl for a long time. They got out and waked up the steps to the door, avoiding the
rotted-through riser in the middle, and Jason knocked three times.

After amoment a bolt snicked loudly indde, and the door swung open, reveding a broad-shouldered,
dark-haired man with sweet on his forehead and a grin on his face. “Jason, you bastard, it's about time
somebody showed up to do the heavy lifting.”

“Making good progress, then?’ Jason stepped in past him. Rondeau followed suit, nodding a the
other man, who regarded him without comment or greeting. The ingde of the building was dark and dirty,
an oil-gtained concrete floor littered with bits of broken machinery, and a huge crate squatted in the
middle of the space. The thing was eadly three feet to a Sde, square, made of wood o0 old it looked
petrified, and studded dl over with rusty stedl bolts. There were no hinges or other obvious means to
open it, and the impresson of permanent closure was enhanced by the black iron chains wrapped dl
around it, the links big enough to support an anchor for a medium-sized boat. Various mysica symbols
were hacked into the wood benegth the chains, though they were oddly generic-looking, pentagrams and
the sort of runes you could find etched on polished rocks at New Age bookstores.

“Good God!” Jason said. “We're gonna need a fork-lift to move that thing!”

“Eh, it's only about a hundred and fifty pounds. You said make it big and solid. And watch it with
taking the Lord's namein vain, you asshole” The sweaty man scowled.

“Sorry, Danny.” Jason walked around the crate, nodding appreciatively, prodding it with his toe. “This
is good work. You came through again.” He glanced over a Rondeau. “Ronnie, this is Danny Two
Sants. Danny, thisis Ronnie. He works for my sger.”

“Oh, yeah? You abig spooky magician, too?’

“Jugt ahumble tavern keeper.” Rondeau cocked his head. “Danny Two Saints? Funny name.”

“l never stop laughing,” Danny said.

“Why do they cdl you that?’

“Because I'm so motherfucking pious.”

Jason laughed. “Don't give him a hard time, Danny, he's good people. Danny got that name because
when he was born, his head came out afew seconds before midnight, and the rest of him came out a few
seconds after midnight, so his mom couldn't figure out which saint's day held actudly been born on.
Eventudly she said he split the difference, and that means he's watched over by two saints. Given some
of the shit he's gotten away with, she might've been right.”

“Nothing compared to the shit Jason's pulled.” Danny seemed to warm up a little—because Jason had
vouched for Rondeau? “Having a couple of saints looking over your shoulder's nice, but Jason's got the
devil's own luck.”

“Which two saints?’ Rondeau asked.

Danny laughed. “Mogt folks don't ask that. Peter Chrysologus and Ignatius of Loyola. Why, you
Catholic?’

“Only in the sense of having broad tastes. I'm just nosy. Which is why I'm wondering—what's in the
box?’

Jason crouched by the box and thumped it with his knuckles. “The Borrichius spores.”

Rondeau waited, but nothing more was forthcoming. “What are those?’

“I thought you were into this whole fake mydticd magicd woo-woo shit,” Danny said.

Rondeau shrugged. “I play dong, but I've never heard of the.... whatever spores.”

“That's okay,” Jason said, “because Cam-Cam will have heard of them. I'll make sure of it. And once
he does hear about them, hell be desperate to get his filthy-rich hands on them. Not for the spores
themsdlves, but for the corridors of power theyll open to him. They're a very sought-after commaodity,
you know, rare and expensive, and big-shot wizards will fdl a his feet once they're in his possession.”

“So whered you get them?’

Danny laughed. “Get what ? Imaginary magic shit? From the imaginary magic-shit store. And from the
swest of my brow. That box, which | built from scrap and scratch, has got a welded meta box indde it,
and indde that there's nothing but a ton of padding and a sealed bucket full of sand and seawater, plus a



lead pipe.”

Jason stood up, grinning like awalf in a Tex Avery cartoon. “The sand and pipe and water are an
homeage to a scam some guys pulled in France during the Cold War, the bonbonne d'uranium. They
sold abox of rocks and sand and water to a baron who thought he was buying nuclear materid to help
fight the communigs. It was kind of my inspiration for this” He kicked the box.

“Now we just have to make Cam-Cam want to buy them.”

“So, what, we arrange a medting, let im know weve got them for sale, and... 7’

Danny Two Saints clucked his tongue. “Jason, what'd you bring this amateur in here for? He's going to
blow the whole thing.”

Jason shook his head. “Nah, Ronniés dl right, he's got the grift sense, | can tell. He just needs a few
pointers. See, Ronnie, you never try to sdl a mark anything. Y ou make the mark come begging to buy it.
If somebody cdls you up and says, ‘Have | got a ded for you,” you hang up the phone. But if you hear
about some amazing dedl, and you try to chase it down, and they say, ‘Oh, sorry, thisis very exdusive,
you don't qudify, pretty soon you start shoving wads of cash at them, begging for the privilege to buy in.
That's basc sdlesmanship. Like, a your nightclub, don't you keep a guy out front to let people in, and
make sure he turns some people away?’

“Of course.” Rondeau nodded, seeing the connection. “Nothing attracts a crowd like a crowd. A
nightdub without a long linein front, a dub anybody can get into, probably isnt worth getting into, right?
Being dl-indusveis bad for business”

“See, Danny?’ Jason beamed. “| told you he's got a natural sense for these things”

“How do you make Cam-Cam beg for it, then?’

Jason shrugged. “Word got around | was in town, and that I'm Marla Mason's brother. Maybe |
hinted I'm doing a little work in the family business. Turns out Cam-Cam isabig fan of my sigter, but she
won't give him the time of day, won't acknowledge he exisss—hell, he's never even seen her up close.
He's been trying to arrange a meeting with me for days, and | keep ducking his cdls. He's pretty eager at
this point, so | dropped him a note tdling hm 1'd come around his place this afternoon if I've got a
minute. How'd you like to come with me?”

“Ah” Rondeau dghed. “Marla said it was going to be like that. Tha I'd pretty much be a prop to
make your scam more convinang.”

“l won't deny youll be useful to me, Ronnie. But | wouldn't have brought you in on thisif | didn't think
highly of your potentid. I've got other means of convincing Cam-Cam, believe me. After dl, | just have to
make him bdlieve I'm Marla Mason's brother, and | am—I don't even have to make him beieve alie”

“Quit being offended and start getting rich,” Danny Two Saints said, lighting a cigar with a welding
torch. “We're gonna cut you in.”

Hed get paid, just for being himsdf? Rondeau was good at being himsaf—better than anybody ese in
the world. “Sure. You redly just want me to stand around looking like an associate of Marlas?’

“That's the main thing,” Jason said. “But how about | give you a couple of lines to dip into the
conversation, just to make sure you don't get bored?’

“Wecome to the Heights” Marla got out of the Bentley and gestured at the Chamberlain's mansion.
Though the Chamberlain would inggt it wasn't her manson—she was merdy a servant to the ghosts of
the founding families of Felport who dwelled there.

B whidled. “I've spent a far bit of time in mandons—for a while there, 1 even lived in one—but
nothing like this”

“It was an English country house, brought over here and reassembled brick by brick.” She paused. “I
never understood that expresson. How else are you going to reassemble a giant-ass house? Look at
those gables. And the columnd | hate this place.” She sghed. “Come on, weld better goin.” Marlaled B
up to the door and kicked it inlieu of knocking, as was her custom. She knew it was passive-aggressive,
but didn't care. The Chamberlain and Marla had an unessy rdationship. They would have been enemies,
maybe, if tharr goas werent so complementary—of dl the city's leading sorcerers, they were the two



most concerned about preserving the prosperity and integrity of Felport itsdf. The city wasn't just a place
they lived; it was a lifés work. And, like two women in love with the same man, they inevitably clashed,
despite—even because of—ther shared passon.

The Chamberlain's butler opened the door and ushered Marla and B insde, leading them to the great
house's library, a dark-paneled room crammed with orderly rows of volumes. Any existing windows had
long since been sacrificed to make room for more shelving, which was for the best. Most of the books in
the library were rare, and many were so old they shouldnt be exposed to sunlight anyway The high
adling kept the space from feding claustrophobic, and there was more than adequate lighting in the form
of tdl antique lamps on the floor and short ones on the tables. The Chamberlan wore an degant
black-and-white dress, practicaly casud-wear by her usud standards. Though when the woman rose
from a wooden chair to greet them, Marla noted she was wearing high heds, as dways. Tha done
illustrated the yawning chasm that existed between them. A sorcerer in hedls. How could she run, kick,
fight? She didn't. She had people do those sorts of things for her.

The Chamberlain was beautiful, but she was so sophidticated it wouldn't have mattered much if she
were homdy. “Marla, how nice to see you.” She glided in and air-kissed both Marlas cheeks. “Who's
your friend?’

“My new apprentice, Bradley Bowman.”

A tiny line appeared in the Chamberlain's smooth forehead. “Forgive me. | must have made a
scheduling error. | understood you were bringing him for his megic lesson two days from now. Unless
you've brought him today for a lesson in... sartorid matters? I'm sure one of the valets would be happy
to counsd him.”

She sounded so swest, it was hard to take offense, but Marla dways managed. “Okay, okay, we're
filthy and disreputable. B doesn't get magic lessons today, you're right, he's just tagging dong in an
obsarvationd capacity, to lean how | handle the ddicate act of negotition.” Marla thought of
punctuating that with a nice hearty belch, but decided it would be too juvenile.

“He isnt a lovetaker like your last apprentice, is he, brought to sway me into agreeing with your
ridiculous plans?’

Crap. Marla hadn't redlized the Chamberlain knew her last “gpprentice’ was one of the supernaturaly
charismatic types who could make people agree to anything. Joshua had been her secret weapon in
delicate negotiations. Shame hed turned out to be such an evil bastard. Marla tried for an ary tone.
“Why, does B make your heart go pitter-pat and your panties mdt? | practicaly had to pry the Bay
Witch off him this morning, but no, he's not a lovetalker.”

“l undergtand he is a psychic. Some such have powers of mentd domination, a skill that's in short
upply in Felport these days. | am... understandably suspicious.” She turned to B, who'd been doing an
admirable job of sanding there quietly, afine qudity in an apprentice. “You used to be afilm actor, isnt
thet right?’

B nodded afably “A lifetime ago.”

“Mmm. And you reached your modest levd of fame through non-magica means? No... specid
chams?’

“No, maam. My charisma, such as it is is drictly naturd. Supernatural things kind of ruined my
career—when | started seeing ghosts and mongters, it messed up nmy life. Hard to run your lines on set
when you can see a paraditic demon sucking life energy from your director... and when you actudly try
to get rid of it and everybody thinks you were trying to choke your director to death, it suddenly
becomes alat harder to get more jobs. Evenin commercids”

“l see. Very wdll, he can join usin the discusson. Come dong to my office”

They followed the Chamberlain down a marble-floored hdlway, her heds dicking as they went. B,
bringing up the rear, tapped Marla on the shoulder. “Uh, Marla? There are some ghosts back here”

“l should think s0.” The Chamberlan didnt dow down or look back. “The ghosts of Felport's
founding families dl dwell here, and | am ther servant. The fact that you sense their presence is some
proof of your psychic abilities”

“No, ah... They're here. Lots of them. Behind us. And what they're doing... What | meen to say



Is...”

Marla turned around, surveyed the scene in the hdlway, and blinked. “They're fucking, Chamberlain.
I'm surprised at you. Don't you know throwing orgiesin the morming is gauche?’

A crowd of ghosts—who didn't look like ghodts at dl, but like living people—were tearing off one
another's garments and setting hungrily upon one another, ther pae bodiesfilling the corridor from wal to
wal, their thrashings knocking over a couple of tables and shattering doubtless priceless vases.

The Chamberlain gasped. “ Ghostsl What is the meaning of this?’

One muttonchopped old lech in an unbuttoned waistcoat |ooked up from the two women benegth him
and said, “I don't know how you're doing this, Chamberlain, but keep it up. Care to join us? Weve been
wondering about you for ages.”

Marlalooked closdly, but the Chamberlain's skin was too dark to show a blush. “How do they have
enough substance for this?” Marla said. “I know they're more coherent than most ghosts, and they can
even get alittle corporeal on Founders Day, but having enough substance to push a glass off a table
onceinawhileisafar cry from being... ah... solid enough to manage penetration. They look a lot more
like flesh than ectoplasm, too.”

“l have no idea” The Chamberlain fluttered her hands, and Marla was amazed to see Miss Perfect
Poise a atotd loss. “The founding families have dways expressed a longing to enjoy the gratification of
certain appetites denied them by desath, but thisis the firg time they've managed to do it.”

The three of them regarded the grunting, heaving mass of ghodiflesh for a moment. “It's a hdl of a
sght,” Marlasad at length.

“I, ah, think it might be my fault.” B stared at his feet.

“Oh, right,” Marlasaid. “B hereis an oracle generator, you know, bringing the potentid into actudity?
His presence tends to, hmm, excite any nearby supernaturd particles. He's asgnd booster for magic. It's
never been quite this dramatic before, but then, he's never been around this many redly coherent
ghodties a once. | don't think we couldve predicted it.” Though if | could have, | would've brought
him here even sooner.

“Inthat case, I'm afraid I'll have to ask himto leave.” The Chamberlain's glower encompassed B, and
Marla, and the disporting horde of horny ghogts. “I'll give him his magic lesson at some neutra location,
where he won't be o likdy to disrupt my household.”

Marlathought about digging her hedlsin, but in truth, a bunch of naked ghosts grunting and groping in
the hdlway did condtitute a pretty serious distraction, and there was no tdling what mischief the founding
familieswould get into if they remained embodied—what long-suppressed appetites would they seek to
sidfy next?“Be alittle bitchier about it, why don't you,” Marla said. “It's not B's fault that he's bubbling
over with power. Look a him bubble!”

“You might consider teaching him how to pop those bubbles, or at least keep them under control.
Until then, he should go.” The Chamberlain stalked away toward her office.

“Sorry, youve gotta take a powder.” Marla patted B's shoulder. “Don't worry about it. Hell, seeing
the look on her face was priceless. You can find your own way out? Fed free to take the car and drive
around awhile. I'l cal when | need a pickup. | wanted you to get acquainted with the city anyway.”

B nodded glumly. “I'm sorry. | keep fucking up. If | knew how to turn it off, | would, but this Suff just
happens.”

Marla glanced after the Chamberlain. If Marla kept her waiting much longer, the negotiations would be
ared bitch. “Don't swest it, well work on it later.” She regretted giving B the quick brush-off—the guy
was having a hard time, with his powers going haywire last night, and now this—but if he was going to be
her apprentice, he'd have to get used to it. She wasn't the hand-holding type.

“You're the boss.” He walked away, and the ghosts cried out complaints as their temporary fleshiness
subsided, leaving them with nothing but their old forms of airy nothing.

“Quit your hitching,” Marla said, and the founding fathers scowled at her while the founding mothers
rearranged their spectra skirts. “If you guys behave yoursalves, maybe I'll bring him back next Founders
Day, okay?’ The ghosts cheered her in thar thin voices, and Marla went toward the Chamberlain's
office



B sarted the Bentley and began the long trek down the Chamberlain's winding driveway. “Wdl, you
suck,” he told the reflection of his eyesin the rearview mirror. Being able to cdl up ghosts and mongters
was undenigbly ussful under certain circumstances, but the Chamberlain was rignt—why didn't he have
more control? Control had aways been his problem. His lover had died overdosing on drugs B gave him,
and if his psychic awakening hadn't ended his acting career, his sdf-destructive partying would have done
the job eventudly Since held become aware of the twilight world, hed exerted a lot more willpower,
eschewing even such mild simulants as coffee in order to spare his oversengtive nerves, but sometimes
hefdt he was bardy holding it together. That was why held wanted to be Marlas apprentice—she was
mede of control, and he wanted to learn how she'd gained such maestery of hersdf. But what if such
megtery was inborn? What if B just didn't have it, and would never be more than an apprentice? Hed
spent months under the tutelage of the legendary sorcerer Sanford Cole, but he ill couldn't bring on his
prophetic dreams at will, or make himsdf less attractive to ghogts, or read minds with any rdiability He
couldn't even summon oracles effectively anymore, it seemed, not snce coming to Felport. His magic ill
controlled him.

B knew from his time as an actor that talent done could only take you so far. Eventudly, you had to
back the talent up with more practical cagpabilities. But held only been Marlas sudent for a few days. If
anyone could whip him into shape, it was her. He just hoped she wouldn't resort to actua whips.

B turned the car down the fird mgor street he reached, thinking he might check out the outdoor
Market Street Market Marla had told him about, when the landscape abruptly shifted around him.
Buildings and traffic lights and other cars were replaced by a dense forest of sick-looking trees, dark and
parasite-ridden. Every trunk was riddled with mushrooms in white, green, and yellow, dinging to the bark
like a thousand leeches on a hundred bodies. B braked the Bentley hard, damming to a stop, and heard
blaring and horns and the crunch of meta around him, though he saw nathing but trees leaning under their
fungd burdens. A vison. Somewhere around him there were other cars, shouting drivers, but this vivid
hdlucination hid them from view. Worst of dl, it showed no sgns of subsiding, and second-worst, he had
no idea what the vison meant—he'd dways needed an oracle to interpret those dreams, and now his
oracles were mdfunctioning.

B caught Sght of himsdf in the mirror. His nose was bleeding, which was not unprecedented—he
sometimes woke from particularly strong prophetic dreams with a bloody nose. But there was blood
wdling from the corners of his eyes, too, and as B wiped the bloody tears with the back of his hand, he
fdt horribly morta. Was his death coming now? Did he have some kind of supernatural Ebola?

Something moved in the forest. Trees shivered and ddiquesced into pillars of rgpidly collgpsng dime
asit approached. B couldnt make out details—there might have been a human shape benegth it, but dl
he could see were fans of fungus, gilled mushroom caps, strands of mossy lichen hanging like misplaced
beards. The thing extended an a'm, pointed at him, and said—

Nothing. Before it could speak, the vison vanished—overwritten, pushed out, replaced by blotted
clouds of darkness. He couldn't see anything at dl, and that cursed voice thundered in his head about
oblivion and darkness and the end of everything. B gasped and flaled, sounding the car's horn
accidentaly and grabbing on to the whed in the desperate need to hold something solid. I'm blind. Fuck
me, I'mblind, I'm—

A man's voice cut into B's consciousness. “ Dude, did you have a stroke or something?’

B blinked. He could see again. He turned his head, and the man who'd spoken was knocking on the
Bentley's driver-side window, looking in with concern. B took in the scene outside his windshidd. Two
cars had collided around B, one swerving to avoid B's sudden stop, probably, and damming into a car in
the next lane. Judging by the people standing around taking, nobody had been serioudy hurt—B was the
only one with blood on his face and hands.

“I'm sorry,” B said, ralling down the window. “I'm redly sorry. Is everybody okay?’

“You're the one with blood coming out of your eyes” The guy backed away once B opened the
window. “What the hdll's wrong with you?’



B shook his head. “I don't know, man. | redly don't.” He thought about caling Marla, but did he redly
want to interrupt her meeting? He flipped open his cdl and dided another number ingtead. “Hey, Hamil?
ThisisB. | could redly use that other kind of sympathy, if you've got a moment to spare.”

ou never heard of a hit-and-run?’ Marla said as she entered Hamil's gpartment.

B grunted from the couch. “I thought you were a law-and-order chief sorcerer. | redly should have
hauled ass out of there?”

“No, but police records regarding my Bentley aren't welcome, B. I'll have to make a whole phone cal
to get that shit expunged, and | hate taking to bureaucrats.”

“It's taken care of.” Hamil brought her a drink. “I paid off those involved generoudy, in cash, in
exchange for their discretion.”

She sniffed the glass. “What's this?’

“Scotch, nest. | thought you might need to relax.”

“True enough.” She flopped onto the other end of the couch and took a drink, grimacing. “Even the
good shit tastes bad to me. Why didn't you cal me, B?’

“You were in a meting, and I'd already pissed off the Chamberlain, so | didnt want to make it
worse.”

Marla sghed. “You can aways cdl. | would've probably jus told you to cal Hamil, but Hill, | don't
like it when shit happens | don't know about. What did happen? Hamil said you managed to wreck two
cas”

“The Bentley didn't even get scratched, at leest,” B said.

“Of course nat, it's megicdly protected. You think 1'd ever let Rondeau drive it if it was possible for
the thing to get wrecked? Stop avoiding the question. Why did you make cars go boom boom againgt
esch other?’

“I had avidon. Like a dream, but | was awake, and it kind of... overwrote redity. | could dill hear
the cars and quff around me, | just couldn't see anything except trees, and this thing made of mushrooms
and moss and fungus coming toward me”

Marla grunted. “Was this an ominous vison, or a happy, tasty-ddlicious-truffles-in-our-future vison?’

“Definitdy ominous. 1'd try to interpret it, but every time | cdl up an oracle, | just get that ‘darkness
and oblivion’ quff.”

She leaned back in the couch, consdering. “Think it's a safe bet the two are connected? Fungd
gpocaypse equds darkness and oblivion?’

“It'saworking theory, at any rate,” Hamil said from his giant armchair. “Since Bradley's powers are...
behaving eraticaly, perhaps we could consult some other seer?’

“Sure, but who? Since Gregor died, weve been drictly smdl-time when it comes to future-seeing
around here. Hdll, that's part of why | was so hgppy to get B on our team. Langford is good at divingion
when he knows what he's looking for, but if | brought this to him, he'd just say ‘insufficient information to
proceed.” We need somebody with a deep connection to the mystic. What ever happened to Sauvage's
crazy seer, the one who giggled dl the time?”

Hamil shook his head. “He vanished after Sauvage died.”

“Would you sniff around for him a little? He's not as cute as B, but he's got a line on starry wisdom.
It's not amgor priority, but...”

“Il see what | can do,” Hamil said. “I did hear a rumor, years ago, that he was in Gregor's service,
but Gregor denied it.”



“Gregor was abig fa liar.”

“Indeed,” Hamil said. “But in the meantime...”

“Wereflying blind,” Marla said.

“Oh, yegh,” B said. “And my eyes bled.”

Marlawhigtled. “Fuck, B. Okay, were taking you to Langford. He's the closest thing to a doctor for
megica mafunctions weve gat. If you picked up some kind of mydicd parasite, hell be able to figure it

“I'm so sorry, Marla. I'm supposed to be saving you work, making your life easier, and instead I'm
dragging you down.”

“Eh, Il just work you twice as hard once we get your wires uncrossed. Don't worry” But she was
worried. A seer with bleeding eyes? Tha couldn't be good symbalicdly, and in magic, symboliam
mattered.

* % %

Campbel Campion, lagt scion of one of Felport's oldest families (though not, to his dismay, one of the
founding families), paced up and down his cavernous but sparsdly furnished living room. This was the
moment. If he did thisright, if he made the proper impression, he might finally—

The doorbell rang. Hed sent the maid home, of course—this wasn't a meeting he wanted overheard
by a domestic—so he hurried to answer it himsdf.

Jason Mason was tdl and handsome, if alittle tired around the eyes, and wore a it of immaculate
cut. He radiated confidence and power, and Cameron had no doubt he was a powerful sorcerer in his
own right, in addition to his close familid connection to the dusve Marla Mason. The Hispanic men
danding behind him, siffing the summer damask roses in ther overszed planters, was far less
impressve—he wore a hideous brown suit with wide lapds that might have been fashionable for fifteen
minutesin the * 70s.

“Mr. Campion?’ Jason looked at hiswatch. “I can only spare you afew minutes so ...”

“Of course, please, comein, Mr. Mason, and your... associate?’

Jason glanced behind him. * Oh, thisis Rondeau.”

Cam-Cam—as his mother had dways cdled him and, to his eternd shame, how he automdticaly
thought of himsdf—stood, stunned. Jason and Rondeau—Rondeaul—went past him into the foyer.
Rondeau was said to be Marla Mason's right hand, though Cam-Cam didn't know much e se about him.
He must be a person of tremendous power, too. Cam-Cam ushered them into the living room and
offered them seats, though only Jason sat. “Thank you, both of you, for agreging to meet with me”

Rondeau laughed. “I'm not megting you. Pretend I'm not here. I'm just dong for the ride” He
wandered over to a tdl bookshelf that contained firg editions of H. Rider Haggard novels—one of
Cam-Cam's redliable pleasures—and began thumbing through the volumes. Cam-Cam bit back the urge
to tdl him not to manhandle the books, that they were vauable, but sngpping at the man would hardly
sarve his purpose. His assertive-ness had ruined his other attempts at finding entry into the society of
sorcerers, and he wasn't about to make the same mistake again.

“Rondeau and | have a medting after this” Jason looked at his watch again. “There wasn't time to go
back and get him after, so | had to bring him dong. Now, what did you want to meet with me about? |
have to say, I've never been pursued quite o aggressively.”

“Yes wdl, ... I'm not quite sure how to say this.... | an amean of some means, Mr. Mason.”

Jason raised an eyebrow and took an ostentatious look around the huge living room with its expensive
works of art and antique furniture. “Yes, so it seems. Good for you.”

“My family's money comes from mining, mostly, but I've never had a great interest in precious metds,
50 | leave thingsin the hands of my employees, many of whom have been with the business since before |
was dive My interests... lie esewhere.”

Rondeau wandered over to stand behind Jason's shoulder, yawning. “That's a great story.”

Flustered, Cam-Cam said, “The occult. I'm interested in the occult. | dways have been.”

“The occult,” Jason said blankly.



“Yes Magic.”

“And thisinvolves me how?’

“You're Marla Mason's brother,” Cam-Cam said. “1 know about her. | paid alot of people very good
money to find out about her. 1've never been able to arrange a meeting with her, which iswhy | was so
happy to hear you were in town, and anenadle to atak.”

“You know what about my sster?” Jason was frowning, and Cam-Cam fdt it dipping away. He was
going to be stonewalled again.

“That she's an important person. A powerful person. Theat she's... a sorceress.”

Rondeau snorted. “Cdl her a*sorceress and shelll kick your ass. She's a sorcerer, judt like a woman
who actsisdill an actor, not an ‘actress.” I'm guessing you're not much of afeminig?’

“What Rondeau means to say is, what are you talking about, there's no such thing as sorcery, don't be
ridiculous” Jason's voice was perfectly levd.

“Mr. Mason, | know about... people like you. | don't know why you dl persst in pretending I'm
crazy”

“Crazy people never think they're crazy,” Rondeau offered. “Ligten, Jason, we should go, that guy's
not going to hand over sacks of gold if we disrespect him by showing up late. He's serious people.”
Rondeau looked scornfully at Cam-Cam, who shriveled alittle ingde.

“Okay.” Jason rose. “Mr. Campion, I'm sorry we wasted each other's time, | think you've got the
wrong idea—"

“You need money? Cam-Cam said desperately, fdling back, as dways, on the one thing he could
offer mogt fredy. “You're going to meet, what, an investor? | have sacks of gold. Literdly, even—my
family has gold mines”

Rondeau made a thpppt noise. “You think you can buy us?’

“Rondeau.” Jason looked &t the caling as if doing meth in his head. “You know, that other guy's only
good for hdf, and if we can't afford to buy this thing soon—"

“No,” Rondeau sad. “You know what Marlawould say if we brought in an outsder? What she'd do
?Nuh-uh. Thisisnt some ordinary business ded.”

Jason nodded, but regretfully, Cam-Cam thought. “Y ou'e right. I'm sorry, Mr. Campion, we should
redly be—"

“l can help you. Let me help you. Gold. Currency Anything you need.”

Jason looked thoughtful again. “You know, Rondeau, | redly don't know who €se were going to
tap—Marla doesn't want word about this to spread too far.”

“Sure, but if we take his money, he's an investor, hell think he's got the right to tdl us what to do and
how to do it.” Rondeau shook his head.

“l swear, | won't make any demands, | just want to be involved. I'll swear a sacred oath, with blood,
anything you want. | know real magic exigts. | just want to be part of it.”

“The man says he knows,” Jason said. “If he knows, he knows.”

Rondeau scowled. “I don't think it's a good idea.”

“Il give you everything,” Cam-Cam said. “Cancd your other mesting, I'l supply dl you need, just
tdl me how much, and whét it's for.”

“A dngle investor would be alot smpler,” Jason said. “And we can make excuses to the other guy, he
won't mind as long as we're polite about it.”

Rondeau sghed. “We should cal Marla”

“Nah, nah,” Jason said. “Leave her to me, she's my sdter, | can make her see how this is a good
thing.”

“It's your funerd.” Rondeau shoved his hands in his pockets. “1 guessif he gets out of hand we can
aways erase hismemoary.”

“That won't be necessary!” Cam-Cam cried. The thought of learning about magic, finding redl proof,
only to have it unlearned, was horrifying. “I am utterly discreet and trustworthy.”

“What, you won't tdl your girlfriend, your wife, your mommy and daddy?’

“I have no family left. No close connections. I've dedicated my life to the sudy of magic, as the two of



you have dso, I'm sure.”

Rondeau chewed his lower lip. “Okay,” he sad findly. “Y ou're in, chump.”

Cam-Cam blinked. “Did you cdl me a chump?’

“He said ‘champ,”” Jason said. “He cdls people champ. That's histhing.”

“Yeah,” Rondeau sad. “It'smy thing.”

“Ah. Wdl. Gentlemen. What will | be heping you buy?’

“A big fucking box, and that's dl you need to know right now,” Rondeau said. “I don't care what you
say, Jason, I'm cdlling Marla” He stalked off.

Jason stepped close to Cam-Cam. “Don't mind him. He gets a little touchy. And don't worry. I'll tell
you about the detalls later. Wait for our cdl.” He patted Cam-Cam on the shoulder and departed.

That's it, Cam-Cam thought. I'min.

“You know, | bet we couldve gotten him to write a check for pretty much any number we cared to name
right then and there.” Rondeau fiddled with the passenger-side window in the Mercedes, powering it up
and down, up and down.

“No doubt, but I don't want to take him for a hundred grand, or even amillion. | want it all, and that
takes a deeper game and more finesse and a perfect blow-off. If we'd done a take-the-money-and-run
tonight, he'd just hire some hard guys to chase us down.”

Not if we erased his memory, Rondeau thought, but didn't say it, because Jason didn't know magic
was red, and anyway, Marla would kick his ass if he tried something like that. Apparently scamming
people was more acceptable than Sraight theft, in her eyes—it gave the victims a sporting chance.

“This magic shit's greset, though,” Jason said. “Nor mdly you have to predicate a scam on something
illega—you know, fake stock tips the mark thinks you got from ingder trading, like that, so they can't run
to the cops and tdl on you without implicating themsdlves in a crime. But this magic thing is cop-proof.
Evenif Cam-Cam twigs to the fact that we're ripping him off—which he won't—what's he going to do?
Cdl up the attorney generd and tdl him the money he gave to a couple of wizards was obtained under
fdse pretenses? | guess he could try to get us with fraud, but that would require admitting he was dumb
enough to believe we actudly had magica powers, and nobody that rich and wdl established likes to
look like an idiot in public.”

“Pretty good. So what happens next?’

“We let Cam-Cam stew for a day, then give him our regrets. Tdl hm Marla vetoed our idea, and we
can't take hismoney, after dl.”

“But why pull back? He's so gung-ho now!”

“Buyer's remorse, Ronnie. | guarantee, next time we see Cam-Cam, hell be dl narrow-eyed and
suspicious. People are eadly dazzled in the short term, but give them a night to deep on it, and they
worry. Cam-Cam will start mulling it over and thinking about how he likes his money, and how dl his
past atempts to cozy up to sorcerers have faled. Hell ask us difficult questions, and héll be on high dert
for fisy answers. But if we short-circuit dl the moaning and walling by tdling him he's out, itll take the
wind out of his salls, and reinforce the impression that were on the leve. Pretty soon hell beg us to let
him back in.”

“Thisis more complicated than I'd expected,” Rondeau said. “When do we agree to accept his money
agan?’

“Alas, that decison isout of our hands, as we are mere underlings. It's Marlas cdl, so the best we can
do is set up amedting with my little Sister, so he can try to convince her persondly.”

“Um, Jason, | don't think Marlas going to go dong with that.”

“Ah, but Cam-Cam has never even seen Marla”

Yes he has, Rondeau thought, but his memory of the meeting was erased, so | guess... “Ah.”

“If he meets some woman wearing a cloak in a dark and suitably occultish location, her face shrouded
in shadow and so forth, why wouldn't he think it was Marla?

“Heh. Who do you have inmind to play the part?’



“Nobody. | figured, you're local, you know people, | can tdl you probably have a lot of ladies on
speed-did. Bring me a prospect—somebody who can keep her mouth shut.”

“That | can do. But | have to say, it strikes me as kind of eaborate.”

“Remember that old con | mentioned, about the Frenchman who thought he was buying a crate of
uranium? The guys who scammed him milked him for about two years. All the while they were taking his
money, they made the guy fed like he was in the middle of a spy nove, fighting off the commies. They
grung him dong, and yeah, a scam like that, it's elaborate. That's the kind of thing I'm working on here,
Ronnie. | want to squeeze Cam-Cam long-term. I'm not looking to burn the lot.”

“Burn the lot?’

Jason chuckled. “Old carnie term. If a carnivad was hard up for money, they'd sometimes pull out dl
the stops—cheat more than usud, use every dirty trick they knew to part rubes from their bankrolls, even
outright theft with pickpockets drrculating in the crowd. That's what they cal burning the lot. Of course,
the downside to pulling shit like that is the townspeople get pissed, and they won't be red happy to see
your carnivad, or any carnivd, rall into town anytimein the next few years. If you do return, you're apt to
get your head busted by the locds, induding the cops. So the town is burned, metaphoricaly Get it?’

“Gotit”

“Good. We're not going to burn Cam-Cam. We're going to sring him dong, give hm a lat of thrills
and chills, make him think he'sin some kind of supernaturd action thriller, and then blow him off.” Jason
puffed up his cheeks and exhded aloud spurt of ar. “And him, poor sap, hell just float away when we're
finished, like so much danddion fluff.”

“You sound confident.” Rondeau was both doubtful and admiring.

“I've dways been a confident man, Ronnie.”

“So what the hdl's wrong with im?’ Marla said.

“Hmm.” Langford stared into a wide-screen computer monitor that appeared to display a bubbling
green fluid. “Well see.”

“Wha are you daing a7’

“My cauldron,” Langford said absently. As usud, he wore a white lab coat stained with suspicious
gplotches, sted-rimmed round glasses, and a digant expression. “It's a quantum cauldron. Less messy
then the conventiond sort.”

He tapped at the keys, and B shouted, “Haly fuck!” and jolted in the chair, jostling the odd hedmet he
wore—like ametd colander with bare-wire leads running out to one of Langford's computers.

“Sorry.” Langford didn't even look a B. Marla knew that when he got into the zone, into the flow, he
was bardy aware of his surroundings. B was, jugt a the moment, not a person to Langford, but a
collection of interesting data.

Marla peered over Langford's shoulder at the screen, which had developed some black bubbles now.
“Does this even do anything, or are you fucking with me for a generous hourly rate?’

Langford turned toward her, blinked a couple of times, and frowned. “Would you like to engege in
repartee, or would you like me to finish my diagnostic series? I'm fine ether way My conaulting fee
doesn't vary based on the nature of your demands.”

“Do your work, then.” Marla hooked a stool with her ankle and pulled it avay from a nearby lab
table, gtting down beside B, who was understandably looking a little freaked-out. Langford's lab didn't
ingoire comfort in a patient—it was dl bubbling beakers and tubes, shelvesful of pickled things that used
to be dive, and cages of varying Szes that were mostly, blessedly, empty at the moment. “You dl right?
Marla asked her apprentice. “Being hooked up to one of Langford's contrgptions can be stressful. |
aways get the sense he could switch my brain with a chicken's if he wanted.”

“That's reessuring.” B peered out digmdly from beneath the hdmet. “Is that a Teda coil over there?’

Marla looked at the spark-spitting machine and nodded. “When | bought this new lab space for
Langford—which was not cheap, but he earned it—I threw thet in as ajoke.”

“Marla consders me a mad scientist.” Langford kept tapping keys in a rapid-fire rhythm that Marla



found oddly comforting. “Though | am not mad, and am only intermittently a scientist.” He leaned so
close to the monitor that his nose dmost touched the screen, sad “Ahd’ in a stisfied voice, then leaned
back. “1 see”

“See what?’” Marla hopped off her stool. The screen didn't look much different to her.

Langford drummed his fingers on the table for a moment. “Imagine that Bradley's brain is a program
for reading e-mail.”

“l don't use emall.” Marla crossed her arms. You couldn't effectively thresten someone over email,
was her feding.

“Then youll have to work very hard to imagineit,” Langford said equably. “ So: incoming messages are
stored on a server—that's a big computer, off-gte somewhere, Marla. The email program fetches those
messages, pulling them down over phone lines or cable or awirdess network, to your locd machine”

“Y ou download the messages, right,” B said. Marla glared a him. “What? Y ou're the only Luddite in
the room, boss.”

“Occasondly,” Langford went on, “there's a message on the server that's too large to download, and
the email program times out—essentialy, it gives up on trying to pull down the message. Meanwhile,
new messages arive, but they can't be downloaded, ether, because that enormous message is Stting in
the way.”

“Clogging up the tubes” Marla said.

Langford winced. “Yes. In a manner of spesking. The program keeps trying to download the
message, and it keeps faling, though it may manage to download a truncated verson of the message,
producing alot of gibberish that can't be read.”

“So I've got some huge vison my bran cant handle? B said. “And it's kegping dl my other
normal-sized visons from coming through?’

“Thet's my working theory. The big vison is ariving in garbled form, at best—that's the persstent
voice of doom. Meanwhile, the program—which, I'm afraid, is your brain—keeps crashing. Hence the
bleeding eyes. You can't cope with... whatever's trying to drop itsdf into your brain.”

“Huh,” Marla said. “Aint science grand. What do we do about it?’

“Thisis where the andogy breaks down a hit.” Langford swiveled back and forth on his stoal. “With
e-mail, you can often access the server directly and de lete the offending message. Bt in this case, the
‘server’ is wherever Bradley's mydicd dreams come from, and that is a place beyond my
undergtanding.”

“Soif you can't get to the server?”’

“You can tdl the program to Smply ignore messages over a certain sze. The program will then stop
trying to download that message, leave it on the server, and just move on to the next message. No more
crashing. No more bleeding eyes”

“You can make B's brain do that?”

“Of course” Langford said.

“Without giving him a stroke or lesions? Or the brain of a chicken?’

“Your fath isdl that sustains me. There should be no permanent damage.” Langford spoke in that
bland way that managed to sound completely confident yet totally nonreassuring. “The dternative will
amog cartainly cause Bradley greast harm as more visons pile up, increasing the psychic pressure on his
mind until... something breaks.”

“What do you think, B? It's your brain, so | won't decide for you.”

“l was crying blood earlier. I'm willing to try dternatives. But, and maybe thisis an obvious question...
evenif thisworks, doesn't that mean were ignaring the giant-szed mongter vison pressng down on my
head?’

“Yep.'

“Int it likely to be kind of important?”

“Probably,” Langford said. “Psychics are... resgant to andyss... but broadly spesking, in my
experience, such powerful visons tend to be dther items of vast universd importance—apocaypse or
the like—or ese something profoundly life-atering for the psychic persondly.”



“Great. So whatever it is, wéll be flying blind?’

“Don't swedt it, B.” Marla patted him on the shoulder. “There are hillions of people who go through
their lives and never have a sngle dream that comes true, and who even manage to decide what brand of
toilet tissue to buy without consulting the oracle of the paper products ade firs. Weve got other options
to figure out the nature of this oblivion-threstening danger we might have to face. At least we know
there's something, right? Forewarned is forearmed, even if we're not quite as wel armed as we'd like to
mll

“All right,” B said. “It's not like I'm faced with alot of choices here. Work your magic.”

“You heard him, Langford. Let's flush out those tubes.”

“All right. Be aware, once | remove the blockage, you may be flooded with dl your backed-up
visons And Bradley, in case you should die, I'd like to say I'm a great admirer of your films” Langford
tapped afew keys. The bubbling mass on the computer screen roiled furioudy

Judging by the way B's eyes rolled back in his head, and with him faling out of the chair while shouting
in a strange tongue and al, Marla figured Langford was right about the whole vison-flood thing.

Langford checked B's vitds and arranged him a bit more comfortably on the floor. “He's likdly to be
out for awhile Would you like to see alittle something I made with you in mind?’

“You want to show me gadgets while my gpprentice istwitching in a vison-coma?’

“Youd rather 9t over im and make smdl tak?”

“Good point. Let's see what you've got.”

Langford led her to one of hislab tables, reached underneath, and came back with a pair of steel-toed
boots, not unlike Marlas current pair in shape, though these were made of dark green leather.

“You're a cobbler now?’

“Only incdentaly The U.S. military has been trying to develop footwear and gloves that can enable
wearers to ding to virtudly any surface. In theory, soldiers so equipped could scale sheer wadls as easly
as they'd dimb a ladder. The technology is based on the microfibers that geckos have on their feet, caled
setae, which endble them to dtick to practicdly anything, even verticd sheets of glass Most sicky
cregtures are literdly sticky, with secretions that help them ding, but with geckos, it's dl in the structure of
the skin, tiny hairs that interact with surfaces. It's fascinating, redly, the van der Wads forces—"

“You're going to lose me taking like that,” Marla interrupted. “Synthetic gecko feet is dl | need to
know. So you've done what the military couldn't? Made sticky boots?’

“Wel, yes, though | cheated—I used red gecko skin and sympathetic magic.” He stroked the boots.
“I've got a pair of gloves you could wear, t00.”

“What do | want to dimb wadlsfor?’

Langford shrugged. “I can't imagine. | just thought it was an interesting chdlenge, and now that I've
exceeded my own expectations, I'm bored and looking to sl the results. I'm sure you'd find a good
excuse to go waking on a caling”

“Far enough.” Marla stroked the boots. “Can you put a nesty inetid charm on these, too? The boots
I've got on now can kick through a concrete wal without even stubbing my toe.”

“The magics shouldn't interact badly, so | don't see why not.”

Marla 9ghed. “They had to be green lizardskin, didn't they? Rondeau's going to give me shit about my
fashion sense. Ah, well. I'll just jump on him from the celling for revenge.”

B woke up in a puddle of his own drool, which he decided was margindly better than awakening in his
own vomit, if no less sticky He sat up, groaning, and took stock. He was on a hard little cot in a corner
of Langford's lab, squeezed between a black taxidermy goat and a crude day jar sealed shut with wax.
Marla approached and handed him a bottle of water, which he greedily gulped. “Thanks, boss.” He did a
quick interior survey “| fed... better.”

“Good.” She dropped down to squat on her heds so their faces were on the same leve. “So what's
the news from dreamland?’

“Mushrooms” B said. “Beyond that, I'll have to consult an oracle. | saw lots of things, but I'm not sure



wha mogt of it means”

“Langford says you oughta be able to talk to oracles and get sraight answers again. As sraight as you
ever did anyway.”

“They tend to be crooked as Lombard Street, but as long as I'm not blind or bleeding, | can cope.
Can we find an oracle now? It's the only way to get this taste out of my brain.”

“You sure you fed up to that, iron man?’

“No, but some knowledge is better out thanin.”

“Langford, give Hamil acdl and tdl hm | said he should send you a big sack of money Weve got to
hit the streets—"

“No.” B darted at the dlay pot beside him. It was old, and from far away, he could tell. He could fed
it. “No, | think | can call up an oracle right here.”

Marla backed away “Langford, is that jar a container for some madevolent desert spirit? Some dark
genie from the center of the Earth? Some kind of...” She paused. “I'm trying to come up with a joke
usng the phrase *djinn and chthonic,” I've been waiting years to use that, but | got nothing.”

“Alcohalic jokes are apropos,” Langford said, “though it's not gin in that pot, but exceedingly dderly
wine You sense a soirit inthe clay, Bradley?’

B didn't answer—couldn't answer, because he was thinking too hard, his brain sraining to produce an
oracle.

The pot shivered and rattled and hissed, though the wax sed remained unbroken. An ally smoke
began to coaesce in the air above the jar, with a amdl like a dusty tomb's inner chamber. Two sparks
that might have been embers and that could pass for eyes winked into existence in the cloud's depths. “I
am ll-amo-ta-qu'in,” the cloud said in a raspy sandstorm of a voice. “Master of traps and deceptions,
killer with a poison kiss. What would you ask of me?’

“l had adream,” B said. “One of those dreams. About mushrooms, and a man with the snout of a pig,
and amad dave, and arotting forest, and an empty box, and—"

“I know of thisdream,” Il-amo-ta-qu'in said. “It heralds the coming of a servant of the Mycdium. He
will arrive soon, seeking powerful magic, and willing to strike down any who oppose him. His madness
has aterrible darity that | admire, even as | despise him for being so... moist. He would not survive an
hour in the burning sands of the empty quarter, where even lichen on rocks have been known to die of
thirg.”

“Thank you, ll-a-mo-ta-quin,” B said formdly “How may | repay you?’

“A kiss. | developed ataste for kisses when | killed a prince with one.”

Marla sad, “How are you supposed to kiss a cloud of dirty smoke?” But B didn't hesitate, just leaned
inand shut his eyes, and the smoke closed over his face for a moment, then began to dissipate.

B coughed hard a few times, throat burning, and picked up the water bottle, finihing it off. The water
eased the painin his throat, but some of the oracle's substance remained in his lungs, probably shortening
hislife. Maybe Marla knew a way to make him live longer, to hdp baance things out. That was worth
looking into.

Marla was dready on a cdl phone borrowed from Langford. “Hamil? B had a vison. Theré's some
out-of-towner coming to make trouble, looking for some big magic. No, | don't know what. No, we
don't have aname, either, dl | know is he's a servant of something or someone cdled the Mycdium, and
he's got something to do with mushrooms—"

“A mycdium is part of a mushroom,” Langford said. He kndt by the clay pot, prodding it with a
wooden tongue depressor. “The underground, vegetative part—mushrooms are merdly the fruit of the
mycdium.”

“Langford says a mycdium is like the roots of a mushroom,” Marla went on. “Run this guy down for
me, would you? Fungd magic. Icky Can't be too many big scary practitioners of that. Let me know if
we need to lay in a supply of athlete's foot cream or something.” She snapped the phone shut. “Oh,
goody. It's been like a week since I've had to beat the crap out of some invader musding into my city.
Way to be an early warning system, B.”

“Happy to be of sarvice”



“S0... nothing about my brother indl those visons you had? Just the Fungus Channd ?’

“No, nothing about Jason. But my visons tend to center on mydticd duff, trains to Hel and dead gods
and scary magic, so family matters might be a little outsde my area of expertise. | got mugged last year,
and | never had a dream about that, though | could have used the warning... | think it was just too
mundane to trigger my gift, such asitis”

“You have a brother?” Langford said.

“l do,” Marlasaid. “Don't get any idess. You aren't dlowed to dissect him.”

“When the subject isdill dive, it's caled vivisection.”

Marlarolled her eyes. “To be safe, B, could you cdl up o’ long-ass-name there again and put a few
questions to him about my brother? Ease my mind?’

B shook his head. “It wouldnt work.” He wasn't sure how to explain. “This is the wrong oracle for
that question. It would be like asking a bricklayer for medica advice, or a piano tuner to fix your car's
engine. He's the wrong guy for the job.”

“But a desert spirit was the right guy to ask about mushrooms, which are pretty didinctly nondesert?’

“l don't dam it makes sense, though | think Il-a-mo-ta-qu'in hates squishy wet things, and hate is a
sort of &finity | can try to find another oracle to tdl me about your brother if you like, later.”

“What, another little garbage god? Maybe we should. | wonder if it's symbalicdly reevant that the
oracles who know about my brother are made of trash?’

“We can ask the oracle about that, too. Itll be totaly recursive. But could we get something to eat
firg? I'm ravenous.”

“Sure” Marla said. “You 4ill interested in meeting Jason? Maybe we can dl grab a bite together.
Who knows, seeing him could spark one of those visons of yours. Itll do you good to quit taking shop
for a couple of hours anyway.”

The messenger shut the rear doors of his van, dosing Bulliard in. He considered running for it while the
doors were locked—buit the tickle at the back of his neck changed his mind. He reached back and gently
patted at the nape of his neck, and his fingers encountered the rubbery sponginess of mushroom caps. He
shuddered and wiped his hand on the front of his rather filthy black T-shirt. The messenger had done
courier runs to rain forests and river basins, and had picked up his share of digurbing parasites and
infections in the course of business, but this was the firg time held ever been deliberately infected with
such athing by another human being—assuming Bulliard was human, something it was tempting to doubt.

He went around the van and climbed into the driver's seat. The back of the van was just open space,
the rear seats long ago ripped out, various hooks and D-rings welded to the wdls to help fasten down
whatever strange cargoes he might have to transport. Never anything stranger than this. He looked in
the rearview mirror, but Bulliard was 4ill playing coy. “Why don't you want to let me know what you
look like?”

The shapeless darkness in the mirror swelled and loomed closer. “I do not care if you know whét |
look like. But the Mycdium wishes you dways to remember that your mind is under its control. That
your perceptions are nothing but a courtesy extended to you in exchange for your continuing good
service. Whenever you look upon me and see only darkness, you will know your eyes are not your own,
that your senses and body belong to the Mycdium done”

“So I'm 4ill bascdly hdlucinging, is what you're saying, and the reason I'm hdludnaing is, the
Mycdium is on a power-trip.”

“l am saying you should drive. | am saying we have some distance to go.”

“Acraoss the fresking country. With you as a traveing companion. This is going to be worse than the
vacations | took in the family station wagon when | was akid.”

“You are very insolent, for adave”

“The worst thing you can do iskill me, Bulliard, and I'm garting to think that wouldn't be so bad.”

Bulliard chuckled. It was a wet laugh, like fruiting bodies were burding apart with every sound. “Sly
messenger. | can do so many things that are worse than death.”



“And on that note,” the messenger said, and shifted the van into drive.

ou sure you're okay with driving? Marla asked, hesitating by the passenger door. Just because

she dmogt never drove didn't mean shed forgotten how.

“No, I'm dl right, it's not the Bentley's fault | caused a five-car pileup.” They got in the car and pulled
away from the run-down resdentia neighborhood where Langford's lab was hidden, behind the facade
of aranch house with flaking paint.

“Hand me your cdl, would you?’ she said.

B dug it out of his pocket and passed it over, keeping his eyes carefully fixed on the road the whole
time. “No offense, just curious, but why don't you carry your own?’

“Dont you watch TV? Crimind kingpins don't carry their own phones. Helps avoid wiretaps and cdl
doning and dl that suff.” She flipped his open and began stabbing a buttons. She wasn't entirdy
sncere—she had a cdl of her own, one magicaly rigged to get reception just about anywhere, but she
seldom remembered to keep it charged, and it was currently a worthless paperweight in the bottom of
her bag. Langford said he could make it so the phone never had to be recharged again, but apparently
that would involve ovary-mdting levels of radiaion, which Marla reckoned was too high a price to pay
for convenience. “I can't get over how waeird it is knowing my brother's phone number agan.” She
finished diding, hit the little green phone icon, and listened to the ring.

“Malital | was just about to cdl you.”

“Great mindsthink dike. You up for an early dinner? | want you to meet my, ah, business associate,
Bradley Bowman.”

“Didn' there used to be an actor with that name?’

“Same guy. He'sin a different business now.”

“You never cease to surprise me, Ss. Sure, let's edt, I've dill got Rondeau with me, and | get the idea
he's dways hungry”

They made arrangements, and Marla flipped the phone shut. “Better double back and go over the
west bridge. Jason wants us to meet at some pub near the college, he says the food isredly good.”

“You never did tdl me what caused your fdling out with him.” B spoke in a careful tone Marla
recognized: he didn't want to sound like he was prying, but yeah, he was prying. She considered. B was
one of the handful of people she trusted with her secrets, and wouldn't it be better for somebody to know
about Jason, about what he'd done? Her brother could be charming, and if she was the only one on the
lookout for shady behavior, she might miss something.

“When | was a teenager, there was thiskid a my school with what you'd cal a history of violence. He
hurt a couple of my friends pretty badly and made it clear he was going to come for me next. So I...
made sure that wouldn't happen. | got him before he could get me, and things went too far, and he
wound up dead.”

B whidled. “Marla, I'm sorry How old were you?’

“Fourteen. Pretty much the end of my innocence, not that | ever suffered much from that. Jason was
there for me, though. He helped me get rid of the evidence. He protected me. Pretty good brother, huh?
| think he was even proud. Everything | ever learned about bushwhacking and ambush, | learned from
him. At that time he was fleecing people pretty regularly—nobody expects to get conned by a
fresh-faced seventeen-year-old, and he didnt have those tired eyes then. He was no sranger to the
wrong sde of the law. But hdping cover up a mur-der? That wasn't something hed do for just



“Family”

“Right. So a few months later, Jason cals me up, kind of panicked, and asks for my help. All | had
was a learner's permit, and it was after midnight, but |1 took Mom's car and drove across town to the
address he gave me, in a swanky subdivison, and parked afew blocks avay like he said | should. It was
abig house, turned out it belonged to a deacon a the church, a widower who lived done, kids dl grown
up and moved away. Jason was there... dong with the deacon. His body anyway. Jason had killed him
with a kitchen knife. The guy wasin his underwear and a wife-beater T-shirt, bled out on the linoleum by
the snk.

“Jason was trying to act dl in control, but his eyes had this crazy gleam I'd never seen before, like a
trapped animd. He told me held been working on a blackmail angle for a while—the deacon was quesr,
and Jason got wind of that somehow and started to put himsdf forward as a willing plaything. He got the
deacon on tape taking about what he wanted to do to him, you know? Jason came over tha night to let
the deacon know about the tape and start squeezing him for cash, or whatever.”

“Damn. That's cold.”

“Jason was never overly encumbered with a conscience. Deacons who preach damnation for gays on
Sunday while cruigng teenage boys on Saturday nights don't get a ton of sympathy from me, but they
don't deserve to get murdered. Jason sad it was sdlf-defense, or an accident, or both. Said he came
over, played the tape, and things... got out of hand. ‘Things got heavy’ is how Jason put it. I'm not sure
of the precise chain of events, but the end result was Jason stabbing the guy”

“You don't think it was sdf-defense?’

“How do | know? | didn't see any other weapons, and how hig a threat is an out-of-shape guy in his
fifties againg a tough seventeen-year-old? But to Jason, it was dl very smple. When | had a dead body
on my hands, hed helped me. Now that he was the one with a corpse to get rid of, he expected me to
return the favor.”

“I'm guessing you didn't grab a shove and ask where to dig.”

“I flipped my shit, B. | was dill messed up about the guy I'd killed, full of guilt and remorse and
emotions | couldn't even name, and now my brother had killed aguy? | couldnt ded with it. Plus—and |
told Jason this—my murder had been a matter of life or death, me or him. Jason's had been a matter of
profit. That was different, couldn't he see that? I'd done murder to keep mysdf dive. Jason had doneit to
save himsdf from his own stupid decisons, to keep a mark from besfing to the cops, whatever. But
Jason didn't get the digtinction. He said we were family, we were in it together, and | had to hdp him. But
| didn't. | packed my shit and Ieft town. Jason's little killing spree wasn't the only reason—my mom's
latest boyfriend was getting allittle grabby, and | was afraid | might lose my shit and do something violent
to himif | didn't leave soon—but Jason's little problem was what pushed me over the edge. | It that
night, and my last interaction with my family was a very low-pitched screaming match with my brother in
adead guy's kitchen.”

“Ah. So he didn't take it well.”

“Cdled me an ingrate, and a hypocrite, and worse. Said | was betraying my family by refusng to help
him. Said as far as he was concerned, | wasn't his Sster anymore. Said | better hope | never got mysdf
into shit again, because he wasn't going to hep me dimb out next time. | never thought my brother was a
good guy, exactly, but up until then, he'd dways been a bad guy who was on my side.”

“Wow.” B shook his head. “And now he's back. No wonder you're suspicious.”

“Sure, but—it's been eighteen years. He says he's out of that heavy duff, that it was a youthful
indiscretion, a one-time thing. Honestly, B, I'm sure I've got more blood on my hands than Jason does. |
like to think my violence isin the service of a greater good, and usudly it is, but there are some définite
borderline edge casesin my past where | didn't have motives dl that much purer than Jason's were. He
seems willing to forgive and forget, and I'm trying to show willing, too—letting him pull Rondeau into
hdping him out with his latest scam, like that. HE's my brother. He's a big part of the reason | am the
way | am. | don't know if 1 would have survived as a teenage runaway on the streets of Felport without
the things held taught me. At the very leadt, he deserves a chance to be part of my family again. Maybe |
deserve a chance to be part of his, too.”



She went slent, and B |et the sllence hang there—he was good like that. Marla directed B to take the
next left and pull into the lot next to the Foxfire Tavern, where Jason's Mercedes was dready parked.
After they got out of the car, Marla turned to B. “All right. Time to meet my brother. Don't mention
anything about magic, and, ah, don't let on that you know... that Suff | just told you.”

“Discretion isthe soul of me” B patted her on the shoulder.

He's a good apprentice, she thought. And a better friend.

The Foxfire Tavern was a typicd pub—dark wood, brass accents, vintage beer dgns on the
walls—and Rondeau and Jason were lounging in a booth big enough to gt Sx comfortably, beers dready
before them. Marladid in next to Rondeau and B sat beside Jason. They made a strange foursome—B
in his camouflage coat, Jason in his immaculae suit, Rondeau in a hideous brown outfit, and Marla in
loose unbleached cotton pants and shirt. To an outside observer they would have looked like one of
those wildly mismatched merry bands on a fantasy quest.

“You kids have a good day ripping off morons?’ Marla flipped open a menu.

“I think it was a good learning experience for Rondeau,” Jason said. He turned to B and stuck out his
hand. “I think my sister forgot to introduce us. I'm Jason.”

“Bradley. My friendscadl meB.”

“l hope | qudify for that honor soon,” Jason said. “I've seen your movies. You left Hollywood behind
for alife of crime, hun?’

“More like Hollywood left me behind, and | had to take what | could get.”

“Let's hear it for upward mohility,” Jason said.

After that they dl sat, no one sure what to say, fiddling with their beer mats and looking a their menus
alittle too intently. Marla had no problem with uncomfortable slences as long as she was the one causng
the discomfort, but being uncomfortable hersdf was no fun.

Rondeau rescued them. “Hey, B, the table sarvice in this place is glacid, and Marla said you were
daving. Let's go to the bar and get drinks and make pointed remarks about how hungry you are,
whaddya say?’

“Good boys,” Marla said. “Bring me alemonade”

Left done with Jason, it would have been weird to keep stting quietly, so Marla decided to broach
one of the many subjects sheld been wondering about. “ So, uh, how's the rest of the family? Y ou in touch
with anybody?’

Jason shook his head. “Haven't seen or heard from any of the cousnsin years. We were never dl that
close-knit anyway, I'm sure you remember.”

“l do. Uh, how's Mom?’

Jason rolled his beer glass back and forth between his pams, a nervous habit Marla recognized. “1've
been meaning to tdl you. | wasn't sure how to bring it up.... Mom's gone. Five years ago. Her funerd's
the lagt time | saw any of the rest of the family.”

Marlawinced. “Shit. Shit. I'm sorry, Jason. Y ou shouldn't have had to dedl with that on your own.”

“It was okay | mean, not okay, but | had money for the funera and everything, it wasn't a problem. |
would have told you when it happened, but | wasn't sure how to get in touch.”

“That was one of my unreachable years” Fve years ago shed been a ragged up-and-comer in
Felport's magicad underworld, not the kind of person who had afixed address. “Stll, it was a shitty thing,
you having to face that done, and I'm truly sorry.” She paused. “For everything. For leaving... the way |
did”

“l never blamed you for taking off. Too many of Mom's boyfriends thought you and her were some
kind of package dea—I'd catch them looking a you, and | know you saw it, too. | sure got tired of
secretly besting their asses. It made sense you would leave”

Marlalaughed. “You beat up Mom's boyfriends?’

“Sure, the ones who needed begtings. Of course, Mom's own fine interpersona kills ran off more of
themthan | did.”

B and Rondeau returned bearing drinks.

“Jason just broke the news that my mom passed away five years back,” Marla said. B and Rondeau



murmured condolences, which Marla waved away. “It's okay, | fed bad | didnt go to the funerd, but it's
dl right.” She'd never had a particularly good relaionship with her mother—to be honest, her mother had
basicdly been waking poison—and it was hard to grieve for her now. “She was young, though,” Marla
sad. “What did she die of ? Wasiit... 7 Marlamimed tipping back a bottle.

“Cirrhogs of the liver.” Jason raised his beer glass ironicdly “Guess were lucky neither one of us
inherited the adcohalic gene, huh?’

“Wel, it's not like we don't have other... compulsve issues. We didn't exactly choose safe lines of
work, ether of us so there's got to be some kind of danger-seeking thing going on. Not to get 4l
psychoandytica.”

“Youve got a point. But better chills and thrills than booze and pills. You know the most messed-up
thing about Mom dying?’

“What?’

“She wrote us out of the will. Assuming we were ever in it. Left everything she had to one of her
scumbag ex-boyfriends—I guess the guy she was seeing when she thought to make a will.” He shook his
head. “ She didn't have much anyway, but it's the principle of the thing, you know? Some random asshole
she met in a bar has Grandma's antique slverware. It's fucked up. Family, hun? Ah, but 1 shouldn't bitch.
| doubt we have a monopoly on screwed-up familid suff.”

“Hdl, Jason,” Marla said, “you've been in my will dl dong, even when | didn't own anything but the
shoes on my feet and the bruises on my knuckles.”

Jason blinked at her, and Marla was pleased to see genuine surprise on his face. “ Redly?’

She shrugged. “I wasn't going to give anything to Mom, and you're the only living rdaive | ever gave a
damn about. | figured if | died, and they had to get word to somebody, 1'd just as soon it was you and
not one of the cousins. The least | could do for making you ded with that crap was leave you my dirty
laundry and the |eftoversin my fridge, right?’

“Malita, you've just restored my faith in family” Jason raised his glass to her.

“My parents kicked me out of the house when they found out | was gay,” B said, irring the straw in
hisglass of iced tea. “Then, when | started making money in Hollywood? They appeared on my doorstep
one day and said dl was forgiven. | believed them for about ten seconds, but my dad wouldn't hug me,
and Mom wouldn't ook a me, and pretty soon they were asking if | could help them out with a loan. So
yeeh... family”

“Fuck dl y'dl,” Rondeau said. “Parents? | grew up in an dley eding out of trash cans.”

“All right, Rondeau wins” Marla said. “That's why | never play fucked-up family with him. He's
aways got some story about how his only friend was a dead cat, and it tops everybody.”

“l wish I'd had a dead cat for afriend,” Rondeau sad.

“l had to make do with a dead rat. But | grew up and made a new family. Marla. Bradley A few other
people. My brothers and sstersin arms. Here€'s to the family you choose.”

“Il drink to that,” Jason said, and they dl clinked glasses. “1 know you got stuck with me by birth,
Marla, but I'm hoping we might get to the point where we'd choose each other for family anyway”

“It could happen, big brother.”

After another couple of hours of chitchat and assorted deep-fried finger foods, B started yawning
congpicuoudy Marla poked him. “Lightweight. Why don't you go home and get some deep?”’

“Blessyou.” B pushed his hdf-full water glass away “I know you're going to have me up a some
unhdlowed hour tomorrow.”

“l just want you to be hedthy, wedthy, and wise, B.”

Rondeau checked his watch. “1 should ball, too, see how things are going & the club. Can we take the
car,or....”

“I'l give Marlitaaride home” Jason said. “If that's dl right with you, Ss?7’

“You haven't had enough family bonding, hun?" She munched a cold mozzardla stick, then nodded.
“All right, sure. See you two in the morning.”



B and Rondeau said their farewdls, leaving Marla and Jason facing each other across the booth.

“The food hereisn't bad,” Jason said, “but what do you say we hit some places that are a little more
fun?

“I'm not sure | can handle your idea of fun.” “Have a little faith. Remember those little tricks | used to
show you in the kitchen, or the yard? Didn't you ever want to try them out in red life?’

“I'm not a big fan of recreationa steding, Jason.” He rolled his eyes. “Who's taking about seding?
Seding is boring. I'm jugt talking about, you know, meagic tricks. Bets. Not even hdfway serious money
If you ings, we can play for funses—’

Marlalaughed. Funsies. As opposed to playing for keepsies. She'd forgotten that phrase. When they
were kids and Jason offered to make a bet with her or show her acard or adicetrick or even something
fancy with glasses or matchboxes or peas or wanut shells, sheld dways inssted they play for funses—at
leadt, after the fird time, when sheld lost her milk money betting him that bats were blind. She'd been
about seven years old at the time. She hadn't believed him until he'd shown her the encyclopedia article
about it—not that faking such a thing would have been beyond his abilities, even then. “That's nice of you
to offer, bro. But | guessif we're taking about five or ten bucks a pop from the kind of people who are
dumb enough to make bets with guys they meet in bars, you can play for keepsies.”

“Oh, good. It's just so much more fun when there's money on the line”

The firg bar they went to was a trendy crowded joint with blues on the jukebox and abstract neon
artwork on the wals. Jason bellied right up to the bar, next to a yuppie in sted-rimmed glasses who'd just
ordered a nice glass of scotch. Marla lingered near the end of the bar, watching.

Jason was suddenly drunk. He didnt look like a guy pretending to be drunk, hamming it up—he
looked like a guy who'd started out the night having a good time and had proceeded to have a blitzed
time Everything about him, from posture to body language to voice to fadd expressons, radiated
good-natured inebriation. “Hey, buddy,” he said. “I'll bet you, I'll bet you, | can drink that glass of scotch
without touching the glass” He held up his fingers and waggled them. “No handsl No elbows! Nothin'!”

The guy raised one eyebrow and shook his head. “No way Seen tha one before. You pick up the
glasswith a ngpkin, or your deeve, or something, forget it.”

“Nope.” Jason spoke with the exaggerated seriousness that only a total lush could muster. “No hands,
no nothing, if | touch the glass a dl, with anything, you get, uh...” He groped in his jacket. “Five bucks.
Yeah? Look, look, well get a partid, no, whatst, impartial judge” Marla thought he was going to
beckon her, that she was going to be his hill, but instead he plucked the deeve of a cute young woman
passing by. Jason beamed a her—even in drunk mode he could charm birds down from trees and
panties down around knees. “Hédlo, there, hoping you can settle something for us” He explained the
bet—having neetly skipped over the part where the mark actudly agreed to the bet, Marla noticed, but
the yuppie was going dong with it—and said,”If you think I'm violaing the, whatchameacdlit, spirit of the
thing, you just give the money to him.”

She agreed, and the yuppie put a fiver on the bar next to Jason's hill. Jason made a great show of
shooting his cuffs, waggling his fingers, leaning close to peer into the glass, extending his tongue urtil it
amog touched the liquid insde, then rearing back. “Here goes” He plucked a straw from ingde his
jacket pocket, put one end in hislips and the other in the scotch, and in a couple of seconds had durped
up the entirety of the drink. He winced. “Not the best way to Sp good whiskey,” he said, “but better than
going dry”

The judge awarded the point to Jason, and the yuppie laughed. “1'm going to try that & my next party”

Jason sketched alittle bow. “Tdl you what. Order another, and I'll drink that without touching it and
without using a straw. Same stakes? Y ou il willing to judge?’

“This | gotta see,” she said, and the yuppie bemusedly agreed, glancing at the girl. Maybe he was
hoping that when the drunk fell over, he could start charming her. Jason had certainly provided himwith a
conversation-starter. The yuppie called for another glass, and Jason went through his whole rigamarole
agan, peering into the glass, waggling his fingers—and then frowning. “1 saw this earlier tonight,” he



muttered. “Guy showed me this trick, | swear, he... He... Ah, fuck it.” Jason picked up the glass and
downed it one gulp, over the protests of the judge and the yuppie.

“Youlose” she said, laughing.

“Next time” Jason swayed a little. “I'll get you next time” He pushed a five over to the yuppie and
made hisway down the bar toward Marla

When held sttled in beside her, Marla said, “Well, you broke even, | guess, but what happened with
that second bet?”’

He grinned. “What happened is, | just paid five bucks for a couple of twenty-dollar glasses of whiskey
That was eighteen-year Macdlan he was drinking. Or, rather, | was drinking.” Jason sighed. “Of course,
now he's chatting up the Honorable Judge Hotness there, so maybe he's getting the better end of this
dedl, after dl.”

“You got alady in your life, Jason?’

“Jud lady luck, and | chest on her dl thetime. You got afdla?’

“l don't have time for one. | was seeing aguy earlier this year, but it didn't work out. He tried to screw
me—and not in a good way.”

“Men are pigs” Jason said. “This place is too hoity-toity for my tastes. Want to find something a little
more down-and-dirty?’

“I thought you'd never ask.”

The next bar was a dive gpparently much beloved by students—one of those townie bars that gets
colonized by sdf-conscioudy dumming college kids during the academic year—and Jason did a trick
where he put a coaster on top of a beer glass, then bdanced a cigarette on its end on the coaster, then
put a quarter on top of the cigarette. “Bet | can get the quarter in the glass without touching the glass, the
cigarette, the coagter, or the coin,” he said, and he had a couple of takers. Marla even scared up a
couple of sde bets, as Jason had suggested. Jason bent over the bar, turned his head, and blew a puff of
ar up a the undersde of the coaster, sending the coaster and the cigarette flying—while the coin's
greater weight sent it plunging straight down, to land in the bottom of the glass.

“Anybody want to see another trick? I've got a great one, if the bartender will be so kind as to lend
me an empty pint glass” Burned by their losses, the clustered college kids hesitated, so Marla stepped
forward. “What's the trick?’

Jason took the glass and said, “If we measure with a piece of gring, which do you think is greater, the
cirecumference of the glass, or the height of the glass?’

One of the kids stepped forward. “The circumference. Duh.”

“Spoken like atrue math mgjor,” one of the others said, and everyone laughed.

“How about now?’ Jason took a pile of coasters about an inch thick and put the glass on top of that.
“From the top of the glassto the bar, isit dill less than the circumference?”

“Maybe about the same,” the math mgjor said, squinting.

Jason added another inch of coasters. “Now?’

“Thet's definitdly taler,” he said firmly.

“Care to place awager?’

“You're not dlowed to measure with, like, a rubber band or something,” Marla said. “And you can't
move the glass down off the pile of coasters, ether.”

Jason glared a her for just an ingant—long enough for the kids to notice—then was dl amiles again.
“Come on, we're dl friends here—"

“Nope, I'll bet, but under her terms.” Mah Magjor plopped ahill on the bar.

“Okay, kid. Lend me one of your shoelaces? So you don't think I'm chegting?

After unthreading the lace and trying to hand it over, Jason said, “No, you're the expert, you do the
measuring.”

Mah Maor caefully wrapped the lace around the mouth of the glass measured off the
circumference, then let the gring dangle down the side of the glass... where a Sgnificant amount of its



length rested curled againg the bar. He gaped. “ Shit, shit, shit.”

“Don't blame me” Jason said. “I never got past basic dgebrain high school.” He picked up the money
and breezed out of the bar.

Marla commiserated with the kids for a few minutes, then left hersdf. Jason was around the corner,
amoking a cigarette. “See, not even a con. Jugt a little opticd illuson. Best part of that bet is, if the guy
gets pissed, he can't even chase you, because he's got one shoe off, with the lace pulled out.”

“Heh. You do figure dl the angles, don't you?’

“I love this shit. The old-school suff, you know? The classics. You can learn this Suff out of books
now, off the Internet. It's not like it used to be, but you can ill find takers for just about any bet you care
to name.”

“In barsfull of drunks, sure. Talk about choosing your audience.”

“God mugt love fools, because he sure made alot of them. In bars and out of them. Want a smoke?’

Marla hadn't had a cigarette Snce she was a kid, when sheld smoked them in secret with her friends
behind a barn, but she and Jason were bonding now. “Sure.” They puffed in companionable slence for a
while, though Marla didn't inhde as deeply as he did.

“| liked that,” Jason said after a moment. “Y ou know. Teaching you tricks.”

Marla thought of Bradley's magic lessons, and was amused a the idea of hesdf as a
student—everybody had something to teach somebody, she supposed. “Big brother being a big bad
influence, huh?” “This from the crime queen of Felport?” “It's adirty job, but someone's gotta do it.” “I'm
proud of you, Sis. You redly made something of yoursdf.”

“Doen' look like you turned out so bad yoursdlf, bro.”

“Maybe we didnt become doctors and lawyers, but were not sdling shoes in a strip mdl in
Nowheresville, either. We're living life on our own terms.” “I'll drink to that.”

“Then we'd better find a place that's got drinks. And maybe a game. Have you ever played liar's
dice?” “I've heard of it. Bluffing game, right?” “Yep. | love games where lying is part of the rules”
“Didnt, like, pirates used to play that game?’ He presented her with his most charming, cockeyed grin
yet. “Wedill do.”

he next morning B opened one eye and saw Marla gtting at the tiny desk in the corner, an open

menilafolder before her.

“Sweet dreams, degpyhead? She didn't ook up.

B groaned. “More mushrooms. Not sweet. Earthy. Would somebody tdl the vison dispenser in the
Ky that | get it? Beware the fungus among us”

“Mushrooms are interesting,” Marla said. “Jugt about anything is, if you look at it hard enough, but
mushrooms... very interesing.”

B picked up an darm clock from the floor and squinted. “It's, what, 5 A.M.? Don't you ever deep?’

“Sure. Four hours a night, usudly, though Jason and | rambled around too much for that last night. I'm
good, though.”

“You and Jason are getting dong?’

“Better than | expected we would. Given my position, it's hard for me to find someone to just hang out
and raise hdl with—not that | usudly have time for shenanigans. Last night was kind of like the old days,
when we were kids, only with more booze and profanity.” She paused. “Well, maybe about the same
levd of profanity”

“I'm glad. Y ou could use more people you can trust.”



Marla made a pfft noise. “Just because | enjoyed his company doesn't mean | trust him.”

“But maybe it's a gart.” B got up and rummeaged in his duffd for some fresh clothes. Eventudly held
get unpacked and get settled, and that would be nice, but in a fundamenta way he aready fdt he was
home. Working for Marla was frudrating, dirty, and very likdy dangerous, but it was right. They were
protecting the city, and even if the cty wasn't in his blood and bones the way it was in hers, tha
connection would come, in time. The bad parts of Felport weren't so different from the bad parts of
Oakland anyway—just as dirty and junky and dangerous, abet with fewer stucco houses and a totd
lack of pam trees. He yawned. “Maybe we can deep in tomorrow? Lack of sufficent deep can lead to
psychatic bresks.”

“Psychatic breaks can be useful if the timing's right.” She tossed the folder and its contents onto the
mussed covers. “Give that alook.”

There wasn't much there, a computer printout with a thumbnal bio of a sorcerer named Bulliard,
resdent of some forest in Oregon, with a specid &finity for—

“Thisis our mushroom man?’

“The world's leading mycomancer, gpparently Not that there's a lot of competition, though | gather it
can be pretty potent magic—poison, rot, halucination.

Hamil says Bulliard is probably our impending vistor. If it's not him, it's somebody weve never heard
of, and that's too depressing to contemplate, so let's go with this theory. We don't have a photo, and no
red hisory, not even afirg name. Bulliard could even be an dias. The guy’'s a hermit, eats roots and
bugs, talks to himsdf, shit like that.”

“Then how do we have any information on him?’

Marla shrugged. “Got it from Dee's Peerage. Used to be a book, now it's on disc, sort of a Who's
Who of sorcerers. Hdl, youll probably be in there next year. Nobody knows who compiles
it—presumably some fucker named Dee—or where they get ther info. It's just basic biogrgphicd shit,
but it's hdpful if you're going out of town and want some idea who you're likdy to encounter. Which is
how we know Bulliard worships a giant honey mushroom colony Now, | ask you—do you think a giant
mushroom colony is likey to be sentient, let done possessed of godlike attributes? I'm thinking no. I'm
thinking you might as well worship a cord reef or apile of rocks, and I'm sure there are wackos out there
who worship both. | don't know what it iswith sorcerers pledging dlegiance to weird gods. It happens a
lot. Even when the gods are red, the rdationship sedom ends wel.”

“So we know who we're looking for. What's the plan of action?’

Marla shrugged. “Hamil's cdling people, derting them to be on the lookout. When and if Bulliard
shows up, I'll have alittle talk with him, and if he's not the taking kind, well...maybe his name won't be in
Dee's Peerage next year. Dead sorcerers don't get included.”

B frowned. “If we're just hanging tough, then why did you wakeme at 5 AM.?’

“Magic lessons. Y ou thought your little supernatural head cold would get you out of your chores? Get
dressed. We're gaing to the biggest junkyard in the universe”

“Think fast!” Ernesto hurled most of a carburetor a B's head.

B swore, lurched Ieft, dipped on ally gravel, and landed on his assin the shadow of a pile of wrecked
cars.

“At least the carburetor missed him.” Marla sat in a sagging lawvn chair drinking from a bottle of
Mexican Coke—"the good kind, with sugar, none of that high-fructose shit,” sheld said.

“l guess fdling to the ground qudifies as thinking fast,” Ernesto said. “But | don't think it counts as
thinking well.”

“I'm getting flashbacks to dodgeball in junior high.” B got to his feet, not even bothering to brush the
dirt off his jeans—after dl, the lesson wasn't over, and he would only get dirty again. “Isthis redly—"

“Agan!” Thistime Ernesto threw a hubcap, spinning it through the air like a discus, right a B's face.

Thistime B resisted the urge to dive and instead drew on the techniques Ernesto had spent dl morning
drilling into him. Space was a flexible thing, B knew, and could be distorted by forces as everyday and



ubiquitous as gravity With the right training, a sorcerer could twist space, too—exerting a sort of gravity
of will. B stared at the oncoming hubcap, watching the light glint from the shiny scratches on its edge, and
time dowed down. Since space and time were inextricably linked, the &bility to dter one incorporated the
ability to dter the other ... if you could keep the balance right. He could fed sweat beading on his
forehead—forget waking while chewing gum, this was closer to conducting neurosurgery while juggling
pinegpples.

Only B's subjective sense of time had changed, so his body couldn't move any faster than usud, but his
mind could, and the feat Ernesto and Marla expected from him was a fegt of the mind.

B flexed, the space around him curved dightly, and the dowly spinning hubcap laaly shifted in its
course, describing a parabola around his body, avoiding contact with him entirdly. Normd time dammed
back onto him, and B stumbled, gravity yanking on him harder than usud for a moment and blurring his
visgon, but fuck, hed done it, by the gods, that was sorcery—

An empty Mr. Pibb can bounced off the side of B's head. “Aw, fuck you, Ernesto, no fair.”

The sdvage sorcerer laughed. “When the bad guys start chucking grenades at you, and you need to
make space-time twig like a pretzd to send the bombs back at them, is that gonna be fair? Still, pretty
good, kid, for your firg time. That's how we dodge bullets, you get it? Don't move yoursdlf, and don't
move the bullet, just move the space the bullet travels through. Keep it up and youll be able to do 4l
kinds of neet tricks with geometry”

“Give my apprentice a soda, Ernesto.” Marla rose from her charr. “Fucking with redlity is thirsty
work.” She sauntered over to B, grinning, while Ernesto went into his trailer to get a drink. The trailer
was atiny dlver tin can of athing from the outside, but B had gotten a glimpse through the open door,
and the place was the Sze of a paace ontheingde.

“How big is this junkyard?” B sad. They'd waked a long time after passng through the
wire-and-sheet-meta gates, and B had the feding if he climbed to the top of one of these scrap-meta
mountains, there'd be nathing but junk as far as he could see.

“Hard to say” Marla passed him a handerchief, and B blotted at his sweety face. He was beat, and his
head thudded like someone was pounding a drum ingde it. This made doing sympathetic magic seem
about as strenuous as taking a nap. He was going to deep hard tonight, and he adready dreaded the
certainty that Marla would have him up again tomorrow at the crack of dawn.

“Ernesto's our resident spatid specidist, and he's carved dl sorts of folds and scdlops into the
geometry here. If the whole junkyard took up the surface areait actudly contains, it'd be—"

“Bigger than Felport itsdf. Which makes me a more important dvic leader than Marla here, right?
Ernesto said, emerging from the trailer and handing B an open bottle, which B quickly tipped back. It
was better than the usud quff.

Marla snorted. “Right. Except Ernesto’'s only condtituents are rats and oil-stained apprentices.”

“Wow.” B looked around, alittle unnerved at the yard's weird immengty

“Anybody ever get log?’

Ernesto shrugged. “Not forever, though I've had a couple of gpprentices come sumbling out after two
or three days of drinking puddle water. Some of them come out raving about finding other people in
there, and things that aren't exactly people, but | dont know how serioudy to take dl that. One
apprentice went hiking in with a pack and enough food and water to last a few days, and came back
tdling stories about some kind of dragon deeping on a pile of wrecked ocean liners, but come on.
Dragons? Thpt.”

“l heard about him,” Marla said. “Markov, right? Didn't he go back in, and never come out again?’

“Yep.” Ernesto shook his head. “But | don't count him as lost. He went in with no intention of ever
returning.”

“So you've never seen anything weird in there?” B said.

“l didn't say that. There may have been a short-term interdimensond breach or two, | won't pretend
otherwise, though I've got dl kinds of safeguards to keep anything that comes in from getting out of the
yard. If | didn't, Marlawould have my head on a ftick.”

“Thet's just good daty management,” Marla agreed.



“Last week | found this big old landshark of a car, looked like it was in decent condition, and on the
trunk it said it was a Chryder Wendigo. That's no modd of Chryder I've ever heard of, and | know 'em
al, even the concept cars.” Ernesto shook his head. “1 went looking for it a couple of days later and it
was gone. So, sure, weird suff. But think of the money | save on property taxes! Whenever | need to
expand my operation—which is redly lucrative these days, the way the Chinese are buying up scrap
meta—I just think redly hard.”

“So, ah, your will holds dl thistogether?” B said. “What if something happens to you?’

“Oh, we got binding spells. Don't worry”

“If he didn't have binding spells” Marla said, “dl this stretched-out space, and everything occupying
that space, would collgpse into the real space here, and that would get ugly Hel, theoreticdly, it could
even squash down tight enough to make a black hole”

“I cdl bullshit” Ernesto said. “Maybe if | tossed a few hundred planets in here, or a star, but
otherwise, were a long damn way from the Schwarzschild radius for my yard. Marla just likes
contemplating end-of-the-world scenarios.”

“What can | say? | get hung up on contingencies”

“Y ou've got a contingency for a black hole coming to Felport?’ B found the idea amusng, scary, and
comforting dl a once.

Marla tapped her temple with her forefinger. *Y ou wouldn't believe what 1've got up here”

“Better let the kid get back to practicing,” Ernesto said. “He doesn't seem hdf bad. I've got ten
gpprentices now, and mogt of ‘em can't even rebuild an engine without fucking up.”

“Well, they don't have me for a teacher,” Marla said.

“| see you doing alot of teaching out here today, drinking dl my Cokes and taking shit.”

“I'm teeching B how to delegate, Ernesto.”

“All right, al right. Remember, B, rearranging space is good for more than playing dodgeball, so we're
gonna work on a couple of other things. Redity here is nice and prestretched, so youll be able to do
some cool shit that might not work so wel outsde my yard, get it?” He paused. “You going to hang
around getting in the way, Marla?’

“Nah.” She hdd up B's phone, which sheld pretty much commandeered. “Rondeau sent an ambiguous
text, said he has something to tel me about Jason, but ‘not to worry,” which makes me worry more,
naturdly. Anyway, I'm supposed to meet him in an hour or so. | hope it's not black treachery. | was
darting to like having my brother around.”

“A brother, huh?’ Ernesto said. “Theré's more of you?’

“Not dl Masons are made dike, Ernesto.”

“Let me know if you need me” B said.

“Surething.” She tossed him his phone. “But | wouldn't swest it. I've handled worse things than Jason
will ever be”

Rondeau followed Jason into the living room and sat down in the nice aamchair Cam-Cam had used in
their last meeting. Jason had ingtructed Rondeau to act arrogant and entitled, and Rondeau was willing to
giveit a shot. Jason took the far end of the couch, leaving Cam-Cam with no choice but to St between
them, glancing nervoudy from one to the other. Cam-Cam looked older than Rondeau had firgt
supposed—in the window-light his crow's-feet were vishble, as were the frown lines around his mouth.

There were severd chains around his neck—silver, gold, and baser metds, dl disgppearing into the
collar of histailored shirt. Rondeau suspected the poor bastard was wearing a bunch of amulets, aways
afavorite fake artifact for charlatans to sl to the credulous.

“Gentlemen,” Cam-Cam began, “| have some concerns—"

“I'm afrad | have some bad news, Mr. Campion.” Jason played disgppointment tinged with
embarrassment perfectly “My sgter says we can't involve you in this”

Cam-Cam blinked, straightened, and said, “The money's not a problem. | can—"

“It's not the money, it's you,” Rondeau said. “You're an outsder. Them's the breaks. I'm annoyed,



too. Now we have to shake some other trees and hope money fdls from the branches.”

“Thisisridiculoud | assure you, I'm perfectly trustworthy”

“It's not even that,” Jason said. “It's judt... this is dangerous and delicate business, confidentialy
trafficking a highly sought-after commodity, and some people—"

“And things that aren't people,” Rondeau chimed in.

“—are going to be interested in geding it,” Jason went on. “Marla doesn't want your demise on her
conscience.”

“Sorcerers worry about karma,” Rondeau said. “Be cause karma pays extra-close attention to them.”

“Marla says sorcerers know what they're getting into, and they're prepared to ded with suff that
would drive mogt people insane. I'm sorry, Mr. Campion. You're just, well, amundane. A muggle”

“An ordinary,” Rondeau said.

Cam-Cam clenched hisfigs. “I may not be an initiate, but I've studied magic, from Paracelsus to Grant
Morrison, sacred rites to profane rituds and pointsin between. I'm ready for this”

“A theoretica grounding isnt much comfort when things from behind the stars try to suck your mind
out through your face.” Rondeau tried on alook of contempt. “Shit, you've got no idea.”

“But | want an idea. | want to know. I've been trying my whole life to pierce the vell, to see the true
redity beyond the illusons of the known world. Can't anything be done?’

“Like | sad, it's out of our hands,” Jason said. “It's Marlds cdl.”

“Can |—can | talk to her?” Cam-Cam asked. “Plead my case?’

“Oh, | don't know.” Jason held up his hands.

Cam-Cam narrowed his eyes. “Would a cash donation help grease the whed s?”’

“Oh, this guy,” Rondeau said. “You think were fishing for a bribe? We're sorcerers. Money is nat,
generdly speaking, a problem. | can walk up to an ATM and whisper sweet nothings in its card dot and
have it soitting bills & me until | can't close my walet.” Rondeau enjoyed the speech, even more because
it was modlly true. That was the reason Cam-Cam had never found much traction in his quest to become
intimate with the workings of truly powerful sorcerers—all he had to offer was cash, and red sorcerers
seldom hurt for money, unless they were choosing to be impoverished for ritud reasons.

Cam-Cam didn't deflate. He laughed, though it sounded more like a cough. “Then why did you come
here asking me for money?’

Jason sghed. “Rondeau's right about charming an ATM, but we're taking about big money for this
ded. Thekind of money you can't just filch without people noticing.”

“You can rob some random guy of the cash in his wallet and then erase his memory with magic,”
Rondeau added, “but you can't erase the memory of the entire Internal Revenue Service. Even sorcerers
don't fuck with the IRS.” In truth, sorcerers modly just avoided the IRS, but even Marla had extensve
money-laundering operations to make her cash flow look legit.

Jason went on. “Without getting too heavily into specifics, were gathering funds to purchase a...
certain item... that Marlawould rather not have traced back to her. We're then going to sl thet item to
athird party, and Marla doesn't want to be connected to him at all. Bascdly, Mr. Campion, there's a
war going on between a couple of magicd factions, and Marla wants to hep one of them out. But for
politica and persond and otherwise complicated reasons, she can't be seen teking Sides. This quantity of
money doesn't get moved around without attracting notice, so sheld rather not risk dipping into her
persond accounts.” He glanced a Rondeau, who took up his end of the spidl.

“Were collecting some money here, and some money there, and approaching people like it's an
invesment—which it is, should be a hdll of a return, too—so it's not obvioudy connected to Marla. But
there could be blow-back, Hill, and she doesn't want you to get splashed with acidic monstrous death.”

“I tdl you, | don't care about the dangers, and I'll pay all of it!”

Jason looked at Rondeau. Rondeau shrugged, amost imperceptibly Jason said, “We can ask. Tdl her
we explained the dangers, seeif she'swilling to talk to him.”

“You ask,” Rondeau said. “You're her brother. She won't kill you.”

“All right.” Jason stood up abruptly. “Mr. Campion, well bein touch.”

Rondeau went to Cam-Cam and shook his hand “1 gotta hand it to you, champ, you're braver than |



expected. You've got that red seeker's firein your heart, | can sense it. Maybe Marla will sense it, too.
Take care of yoursdlf.” He went toward the front door after Jason, and they let themsalves out.

Back in the car, Jason grinned. “Tha was good, Ronnie. That was redly, redly good. Now we just
need to find somebody to pretend to be Marla”

“Flece of cake,” Rondeau said. He dready had a very intriguing idea for who should play thet role. At
fird held thought of asking Lorde, usng the fun of the game as a way of getting back into her good
graces and her panties both, but then held had a better idea.

“Regt stop.” The messenger parked the van and rubbed his eyes. Even with the mushrooms on the back
of his neck pumping simulants into his blood, he was exhausted from driving so far for so long, stopping
only for gas every severd hours. Bulliard was not the most pleasant traveling companion. He stank of rot
and body odor, and though he didn't talk much, he was dways back there, rustling.

“No rest. Back on the road.”

“I need to piss, and | need food. Maybe you're happy back there egting the morels that grow out of
your armpits or whatever, but | need a godsdamn cheeseburger.”

An ominous slence. Then: “You are an impertinent dave”

“You're right. You'd better kill me, then.” He turned around and confronted the eye-twisting blot of
darkness that was his master and passenger. “Motherfucker, I've got mushrooms growing into my brain
stem. I'm endaved to, forgive me, the amdliedt, craziest, scariest freak I've ever met. | know my glimpse
of the Mycdium was supposed to convert me to your way of thinking, make me into a zedlot in your
cause or whatever, but here's the thing: seeing the face of a giant mushroom god just convinced me that
some thingsin this world are way too fucked-up to even bear thinking about. | had every expectation of
dying back there in the woods, and | don't hold out alot of hope of getting out of this dive. So either let
me piss and get some food, or kill me and drive yoursdf to Felport, if you can figure out which pedd is
‘g0’ and which oneis ‘stop.””

“l could judt... hijack you, you know. The mushroomsin your brain. They dlow methat power, to use
you, like a puppet.”

“Would your puppet know how to drive a stick shift, sinky?’

“Go, then. But make hagte.”

The messenger pushed down the handle on the van door.

“While you're in there, bring me some food,” Bulliard said.

“Sure thing, boss.”

The messenger washed as wel as he could in the bathroom, trying and failing to get a glimpse of the
mushrooms at his neck. He tugged on one, gently, and the pain that erupted in his head was blinding.
Once he recovered from the agony, he turned up his callar to hide the mushrooms from sght before
exiting to place his order. Returning to the van, he tossed a wrapped sandwich back to Bulliard. “There
you go.”

The sound of paper rudling. “This” said Bulliard, “is a mushroom swiss cheeseburger.”

“That'sright.” The messenger started the van. “I'm a funny motherfucker.”

ala did into the red vinyl booth at Smitty's Diner, where Rondeau was playing drums with a

pie-stained fork and knife. “This better be important. | had to drive mysdf over here, and you know |
hete that. | think | broke the horn from honking it too much.”



“Nice boots.” Rondeau leaned way over to ook under the table a her feet. “What did you do, lose a
bet? Those look like—"

“Like what? Like something you'd wear? Shut it. | like them. So what's the bad word?’

Rondeau shook his head. “If Jason has nesty nefarious quff in mind, he's keeping it to himsdf.”
Rondeau ran his thumb over his plate and then sucked off a gob of smeared pie filling. “I redly like the
ouy, boss.”

Marla grunted. “He's likable. Professiondly.”

He sghed. “Maybe this was a bad idea. Never mind. Forget it.”

Marlarolled her eyes. “ ‘Never mind, forget it'? And now the mark, that's me, is supposed to be
consumed by curiodty and say, ‘Oh, no, please, tdl me,’ right?’

“I'm not as cynicd asyou are, Marla I'm kind of jedlous you've got a brother, honestly, and | wouldn't
mind seeing you two get close again. | think it'd be good for you. Lord knows Jason can actudly keep up
with you, and he's not afraid to give you a little crap, and he can probably absorb dl the crap even an
accomplished crap-flinger like you can fling. Crap style”

“He's cartainly had practice. So, Mr. Reconciliation, what do you want from me?’

“In the spirit of family, how'd you like to help us out with the scam?’

“Oh, it's‘us now, isit? You and Jason, hudlersfor hire?”

“Wha can | say? The guy has drawn me to his very bosom. I'm supposed to find somebody to
pretend to be you, so Cam-Cam can have a mesting. It's part of the convincer—give him an impressve
medting with the head of Felport's magica underworld, so he knows he's involved with serious people.
How funny would it be if the actress was you? Jason would shit.”

“The only reason I'm okay with you guys ripping off Cam-Cam is because he's annoyed the
ever-loving shit out of me every time I've met him. Why would | want to meet him again?”

“Ah, but it's so much more fun when you're running a game on the guy, Marla. I'm having the time of
ny life here. Remember when Cam-Cam showed up in your office and offered to buy you your own
private idand if you'd take him on as your apprentice?’

Marla laughed. “I said I'd show him a good trick, and blasted him in the face with a dose of
forget-me-lots potion. Then we dumped bourbon dl over his head and took him to Mary Maddine
Monroe's brothedl, left im snoozing in the lobby | wonder what he thought when he woke up with no
memory of the previous two days?” She shook her head. “He's got dl that private-jet privilege shit going
on, for sure. Too much money and not enough sense, thinks he can buy anybody.”

“And you hate people like that.”

“Truth.”

“So why not give us a hand taking his money away, so he can never bribe another dley witch into
tdling him your whereabouts? | know he's pestered Hamil and Ernesto in the past, too. They'd thank
you.”

“His memory's been erased so many times | wonder if weve done permanent brain damage,” Marla
mused. “Therés never been a test on the long-term effects of forget-me-lots, though there's some
evidence that it works less effectively the more often it's administered. We did have to give him a pretty
big dose the last time”

“See? By taking away his money, you're saving him from future brain damage! It's win-win. | dill say
you shouldve let im buy you an idand and then erased his memory, by the way.”

“If | wanted an idand, I'd get an idand. Hell, there's Shrove Idand out in the bay. It's technicaly under
the Bay Witch's protection, but she wouldn't careif | used it.

She's only interested in the bits that are below the water-line anyway, the caves and shit under there.”
Shrove Idand, a couple of miles offshore, had once been chosen as the dte for a federa prison in the
bay, a sort of East Coast andog to San Francisco's Alcatraz. Partway through congtruction one of the
caves under the surface had collapsed, killing a dozen congruction workers, and the project had been
abandoned for safety reasons. The remains of the prison complex were dill out there, concrete and rebar
ruins overgrown with scrub pines and full of treacherous sinkholes. Marladd been out there once or twice
to invedtigate reports of thingsliving in the caves, though neither she nor the Bay Witch had been &ble to



confirm or disprove the rumors. “You know,” Marla sad, “if you're going to dazzle Cam-Cam, you need
auitably impressive setting. Just Stting him down with somebody in a bar won't do the job. And even if
it would, it lacks style”

“You have any ideas?’

Rondeau had a sdlf-satisfied amile on his face, and that was almost enough to make Marla change her
mind. But, hdll, Jason was back in her life, and she had to admit, it would be fun. Sheld never had the
chance to play even a bit part in his scams when she was a kid—hed kept her out of that suff, because
she was too young, and he didn't want her to get in trouble, though there were times she'd begged for the
chance to be a dhill or an extra. They'd cartainly had a blast carousing and making bar bets and playing
games the other night—he could do things with dice she would have dmost sworn were literdly magicd.
“I might have one or two thoughts.”

“You'rewilling to play the part of Marla Mason, witch queen of Felport?’

“Fuck it. Okay. You going to tdl Jason?’

“Only if you make me. Otherwise, | think it'd be a nice surprise”

“Let's do it that way. It1l do Jason good to not be five steps ahead for once. Set it up for tonight.
Midnight, dark of the moon, like that.”

“Okay, but where are we going?’

“For aboat ride”

B was swesty, disheveled, and covered in aily dime when Marla came back for him. “How you doing,
kid?" She lounged againg the Sde of the Bentley

B limped through Ernesto's gates, which were festooned with bits of scrap metd and decorated with
old hubcaps. “The guy collapsed a tower of cars on top of me”

Marlawhigtled. “I'm guessing you passed that test, seeing as you aren't squashed like a bug.”

“l made the whole cascade of cars rall around me, walked out without a scratch. Would he have let
medie?’

“l can't say for sure. He knows your death would've led to his own, and it's possible he has a death
wish. But | doubt it. There were probably safeguards in place. | asked him to teach you, not test you to
destruction. That's my prerogative.”

“That's reessuring.” He groaned. “This was a lot more physca than I'm used to. With Sanford Cole,
we modly sat around taking, reading, thinking.”

“Raying canasta, taking about the good old days when men were men and fire hadn't been invented
yet? There's a different vibe out here. You bothered by that?”

“No, maam. | dways wanted to be an action hero. I'm just achy.”

“I've got some duff a home that makes tiger bam look like applesauce. Langford whipped it up for
me, so | wouldn't ask too many questions about what it's made of, but it does wonders for musde
soreness.”

“l won't say no to medicd intervention.” He went around to the driver's sde and opened the door.
“Where to?’

Marla squinted at the twilight sky. “1 guess I'll feed you. Then I'm gaing to make you work some more.
Then, around midnight, we're going to have some fun.”

B groaned. “Segping is fun. How about deeping?’

“No, we're gaing to help my brother run his con. Itll be a blast.”

B dlimbed into the car, and Marla followed. “So you're heping your brother?’

“Wdl, why not? Maybe I've been unnecessarily paranoid. Not that ‘unnecessary’ and ‘paranoid’ are
two words | ever expected to put together. | figure Il extend the hand of sgterly love by giving im some
help with hislatest gig. Well see what develops.”

B grunted and pulled the car from the lot. “And you don't have any... mora quams about ripping off
thisguy?’

“Cam-Cam? You ever heard of blood diamonds?’



“Sure, the minesin Africa that fund warlords.”

“Thet's his family busness. One of 'em anyway. The Campions have been into the Eath-pillaging
busnessfor along time, from back in the slver and gold rush days out west, and their interests range a
lot further than that now. Cam-Cam never met a wildife refuge he didnt want to drill.” She paused.
“Wdl, okay, maybe not Cam-Cam personally. His family's company is a machine that runs without him
paying much attention, | suspect, which is damning in its own way, mind you. Cam-Cam's only interest is
his obsession with magic, and he's made a nuisance of himsdf in the city for years. Take away enough of
his money, and hell stop being a nuisance anymore, right? Maybe we can even scare him away from the
supernatura entirey”

“Okay,” B sad. “I didnt redize we were grifters, but okay”

Marlasghed. “You don't have to help. Y ou want to take amora stand, I'm totaly okay with that. But
beieve me, if you met this guy, youd know he's a fool who needs to be parted from his money,
posthaste. And be aware, this isnt the only shady business I've got a hand in. Mostly those businesses
are based on giving people things they want that society deems illegd or inappropriate, and not so much
on outright stedling, but down at the lower levelsthings go on that | don't question too carefully. If you're
not comfortable with that...”

B shook his head. “No, no, it's okay. | know dl that. I've dways had too much empathy, | guess”

“Part of what makes you a good seer, B. Me, I'm an ass-kicker, and if you have too much empathy
when it comes to kicking ass, you wind up with a sore ass of your own. I'm sure me and you will figure
out how to drike the right balance. Y ou're an actor—think of tonight as a chance to do alittle acting, you
know?’

“Wdl, when you put it that way...”

After they finished eating dinner, B said, “Did you ill want me to find an oracle and ask about Jason?’

Marla stirred her postmed coffee and looked thoughtful. They were in a litle café where the only
notable décor was a vast quantity of towering fernsin giant pots, so it was a bit like egting steek and fries
inthe late Cretaceous. “I know | did earlier, but now it feds... unkind, | guess, to supernaturdly spy on
him. Like afamily should have trust, you know?’

“Sure”

“Ah, screw it, let'sfind an oracle”

B grinned. He fdt a lot better having replenished some calories, and now the muscle ache fdt dmost
pleasant, proof he'd done an honest day's work. He was looking forward to the chance to use his magic
to cdl up another oracle. He liked doing that stuff, now that it worked again. It was avesome.

They went out the front of the restaurant, and then Marla immediady led him to an dley around the
back, where the Dumpsters were overflowing. “ Garbage agan, I'm guessng? Will this do?’

“I'm not sure, let me think—ah. Right there.” He could fed the presence of an oracle, atug like he was
iron and the oracle was magnetic. B flung open the plagtic lid of a trash bin and stood on tiptoe to look
indde. “Hdlo in there?’

“THIEF" the garbage can screamed, and a towering figure of reeking refuse loomed out of the bin. B
caught a glimpse of a mouth lined with teeth of broken glass and eyes made of cantdoupe haves, and
then the gar bage thing snatched him up in rotten-meat arms. He opened his mouth to shout, and the
ginking thing from the can jammed a wad of moldy bread between his jaws. It was dill screaming, cdling
him athief, an oath-breaker, aliar, and B thought clearly, Thisis how | die, eaten by leftovers.

Naturdly, Marla saved him. He wasn't sure what she did, but the thing in the garbage screamed in pain
and Marla dragged B back, wel away from the Dumpster, and propped him againg the brick wal
acrossthe dley B spat moldy bread out of his mouth. Marla stood, legs wide, a dagger in each hand, a
pile of garbage—maybe they'd once been the thing's arms?—scattered before her. “Bring it, litle god.
I've cut up bigger deities than you.”

“l am Shakpana. | will make your flesh et itsdlf.”

“Now that the mutud threats are out of the way, what's your grievance? We can work this out.”



“He did not pay,” Shakpana hissed, swaying like some improbable serpent. “He asked a question,
terms were set, an answer given, and he did not pay. Thereisno baance. Thief! THIEF!”

“Enough aready!” Marla shouted. Without looking back, she said, “B, help me out here. I'm a litile
hezy on the care and feeding of psychotic oracles.”

B rose shakily to his feet. Shakpana rippled and seethed and hissed. “Crap. It's the oracle | asked
about Jason, when tha voice started up and drowned it out. | was so shaky then, so out of it, | never
paid.”

“Looks like thisis your past-due notice.”

B cleared histhroat. “Oh, oracle, please accept my gpologies for my falure to follow the forms. When
| summoned you before, we were interrupted, and—"

“You asked, | answered, it is of no consequence to meif you did not hear the answer.”

“What was the answer agan?’ Marla said.

Shakpana ignored her. “You promised to dispose of my temporary body, to make sure it was
returned to the earth, and you lied.”

“| accept full responghbility for my error. It was unforgivable” And it was. B knew the rules. You had
to baance the books. He'd just been too freaked out by the voice of doom. “I present mysdf now to
make amends. Only tel me what | should do.”

Shakpana swayed. “You are truly contrite?’

“l am.”

“Then... this garbage. All this garbage in the dley It is wasted. It should be returned to the cycle, to
make plants grow, to nourish beasts.”

“You want me to compost... dl this?” B looked up and down the length of the dley. They were on a
restaurant row, and there were alot of Dumpgters there.

“Yes”

“It will be done” B said.

“Then our busnessis finished.”

“Damn it, what's the ansver?” Marla said. “We never heard you, do | need to worry about my
brother?’

Shakpana began anking down into the Dumpster. “Jason Mason,” it wheezed.

A

“Heis...”

“Yeah?”

“Heisaliar.” And with that, Shakpana was nothing but a bin full of garbage again.

“No shit!” Marlaydled. No response. “That was informetive.”

“Sorry,” B said. “If it had gone right before, we could have asked follow-up questions, maybe, but the
oracle isnt willing to cut me alot of dack. | can't beieve | didn't do what | promised before. That was s0
cadess”

“Eh, | figured the connection was broken, too. | didn' redize the oracle went on taking when its voice
was drowned out by that other mystery vison. Shit. So Jason's dill an unknown quantity. Knowing he's a
liar doesn't help much. Tonight I'm going to help himlie”

“Maybe that's dl the oracle means, tha he lies for a living. Jason's a liar, youre tactless, and I'm
beautiful but unlucky.”

“You redly have to sort dl this crap and compost it? Want me to scare up some apprentices to give
you ahand? | cantdl Viscarro | heard there was an artifact in one of these bins held have dl his people
down herein a snap.”

B shook his head. “I should do it on my own. That's the way it works. | don't want to risk pissng off
the oracle further. But...where the fuck can | compost dl this Suff?’

“Let me cdl Granger.” She borrowed his phone again. “You havent met him yet, though you will
soon, for amagic lesson. He's the sorcerer who runs Hudd Park, nature magic, shit like that. He's got a
gant compost hegp there for the gardens, I'm sure you can contribute to it. I'll get him to send a guy with
awhedbarrow.” She looked up and down the dley “Actudly, make that a truck. Therésalot of organic



nastiness back here, B.”

“Thelife of a sorcerer isa glamorous one. At leaest if I'm going to be neck-deep in garbage dl night, |
can hold my breath indefinitdy What time was that thing with your brother?’

“Midnight, but 1 have to get out to the idand before that. I'm thinking you won't be done by then.”

“I'm sorry, Marla, | wish | could hdp—"

“Forget about it. It's extra-curricular. Besides, I'm the one who asked you to cdl up the garbage
oracle again; I'm not going to bust your chops for dedling with the consequences. Il see you in the
morning, dl right?’

“Bright and early, I'm sure. Give me a hand dimbing into this Dumpster?’

Cam-Cam opened the door in his pgamas, and found Jason and Rondeau on his doorstep, each dressed
dl in black. “Come with us, Mr. Campion,” Jason said. “Marlawill see you now.”

“Now? But it's after deven.” His mouth was running on autopilot. He knew sorcerers didn't keep
banker's hours, but he hadn't expected them to come here now.

“And if we aren't on the idand by midnight, she won't wait a minute longer,” Rondeau said. “Grab a
coat. Evenin summertime, it's cold out on the bay”

“|l—what idand?’

“Shrove Idand. She doesn't want to have this meeting in the city proper.” Jason looked around warily.
“Too many potentia spies.”

“l understand. Let me get dressed.”

“Quickly,” Rondeau said, and so Cam-Cam hurried. When he came back downstairs—dressed in
black himsdf, because it seemed best to fit in, adorned only with a few of his more potent protective
amulets—they were ganding by the French doors that led to his terraced backyard, with its bay view.
“Thisway,” Rondeau said. “ She sent a boatman.” Cam-Cam thought he saw him shudder, and fdt a cold
knot grow in hisbdly Was thisa trap? Were they going to send him to a watery grave? But—why? He
was just being paranoid.

They led him down through the back gardens, past the snvimming pool, to the little dock where he kept
hissmdlest boat—the big yacht was berthed at the marina

But they didn't go to his boat. There was a little boat tied up on the other sSde of the dock, with a
figurein avoluminous hooded robe gtting by the tiller. As Cam-Cam drew closer, the figure in the boat
looked up. A pair of huge glowing green eyes, set inhumanly far apart, regarded him baefully from the
black depths of the hood, then vanished when the figure turned his head away.

Cam-Cam balked. “What—what isthis? Who is that?”’

“One of my sger's creatures.” Jason put a hand on Cam-Cam's arm. “Nathing to worry about.
He's...under her control.” Jason stepped into the boat, followed by Rondeau, but Cam-Cam noticed
they sat as far away from the boatman as they could. Cam-Cam followed, legs shaky, and sat down
upon the hard wooden bench.

Rondeau untied the boat from the dock. The tiller-man—if he was a man a al—started the boat's
engine, and they puttered off into the darkness. The bay had never seemed so vast and dark and empty
before. The sky was clear, the stars hard and bright, the moon nowhere visble—wasiit new, or under the
horizon? Shouldn't he know that? Shouldn't anyone who wished to know the ways of sorcery aso know
the current disposition of the moon?

Nervous with the slence and the buzz of the engine, Cam-Cam said, “I went to Shrove Idand once,
when | was a child, before they started building the prison—"

“Be quiet,” Rondeau whispered. “Don't you know how voices carry on the water? You have no idea
what things live out here. Bad enough we're running the engine”

Jason nodded solemnly, and Cam-Cam hunched down, slent. No, he didn't have any idea. He wanted
to, though, and this was his chance, if he didn't screw it up.

After about twenty minutes Shrove Idand loomed into view, a dark shape over the water, blotting out
gars behind. Theidand was an unlovely lump of rock covered in straggly trees. The boat pulled up to the



sgging remnants of the old dock, which decades ago had welcomed congtruction crews and equipment.
The federd government dill owned the idand, technicdly, though they didn't show any interest in doing
anything with it, and neither did anyone ese.

Rondeau climbed out of the boat and tied the rope. “Wak carefully,” he whispered as Jason and
Cam-Cam disembarked. The boatman didn't move. “There are things living in the caves under the idand
that don't like vigtors, and while they're afraid of Marla, | doubt they're afraid of you, champ. Stay
cdose” Rondeau switched on aflashlight and led the way dong a bardly visble path, toward the ruins of
what would have been the prison's adminidrative building. The structure was roofless and exposed to the
eements, but there were 4ill tal unadorned wals, covered in dimbing vines “Waich your step.”
Rondeau pointed out a set of concrete steps leading up to a waled space about the 9ze of Cam-Cam'’s
living room. “Here we are.” He switched off hisflashlight.

“Now what?" Cam-Cam whispered.

“We wait for midnight, and for Marla” Jason said.

Suddenly a dozen torches jammed into crevices and cracks around the room burgt into flaming life,
illumineting the space with flickering light. Cam-Cam jumped and indinctivdly huddled toward his new
associates. He looked around frightfully. “Where's Marla?’

“Up here, Cam-Cam,” avoice said.

Cam-Cam looked up.

Marla Mason, the greatest sorcerer in Felport, reputedly one of the greatest in the world, stood before
him, arms crossed, wearing aflowing black cloak trimmed in a gligening slver. Which would have been
impressve enough.

Even more impressve was the fact that she was sanding Sdeways ten feet up a stone wal, with no
visble means of support, utterly indifferent to gravity, staring down at him.

And she was grinning.

“Were here” The messenger stepped on the brakes and eased the van to a stop on the Sde of the road.
Bulliard stirred behind him. “This is Felport?’ “That's what it says on the 9gn we just passed.” The van
was parked in a grim digrict, nothing but dark warehouses and empty lots, though the lights of tdl
buildings twinkled off in the distance.

Bulliard grunted. “I am unaccustomed to cities” He dimbed into the passenger seat... and the cloud
of darkness that had shrouded him for the entire journey dissolved like black fog blowing away. Bulliard
was reveded to the messenger as agiant of a man, dressed in what seemed to be nothing but mosses and
lichen, hair aforest of matted dirt, beard vast and unkempt. He turned to look at the messenger directly
Bulliard had a plagtic pig snout attached to his face with a dirty rubber band, covering his nose. It was so
ridiculous the messenger wanted to burst out laughing, but he ifled the impulse as best he could—hed
pushed hisluck aready with the mockery, and this seemed like a bad time to get snarky.

The mushroom sorcerer tapped the side of his snout. “I cannot smdl the spores. | can find anything...
but | suppose something as powerful as the spores would be disguised.”

“Drat the luck. Guess we should cdl it alogt cause then, huh? Y ou can catch a Greyhound back to the
forest tomorrow morning.”

“If I cannot find the spores, | will need to search. But | do not know the city well. Which means | will
need dlies willing or otherwise.”

The messenger yawned. “That's great. Good luck with that.”

Bulliard sniffed, a deep snuffling inhaation. “Drive. Drive sraight. | have found someone who can help
=

The messenger Sghed and put the van in gear. “Would this someone be a replacement for me?’

“The Mycdium has let you look upon me directly” Bulliard sounded dmost aggrieved. “In recognition
for your swift travel and steadfast service. Do you not fed honored?’

“Honored? |Is that what thisfeding is? And here dl these years I've been cdling it revulson.”

“Drive” Bulliard growled, so the messenger drove.



ala stood on the wall gazing down at Cam-Cam's upturned, distinctly sheeplike face, confident

that gravity and the bay breeze were doing impressively flgppy things to her cloak. Sheld emptied her
pockets before activating the gecko boots and waking up the wal—having her spare change and keys
fdl out and land on Cam-Cam's nose would rather have spoiled the effect.

She dmogt never got to show off. Thiswas fun. “So you want to work for me, Cam-Cam?”’

“Ah, that is, I'm at your service, Ms. Mason.” Marla decided to take pity on their bent necks, and her
own screaming abdomina muscles. She walked down the wall, then stepped onto the ground, rdaxing a
last—ocking her knees and holding her body out perpendicular to the wal had been a greater drain on
her core strength than she'd expected, despite dl the crunches she did every week. It was worth it for the
dazzled expresson on Cam-Cam's face, though.

Jason, on the other hand, hadn't betrayed a flicker of surprise, ether at finding Marla here in person,
or & her gravity-defying feet. She drolled over beside him, and Rondeau moved over to join them, so the
three formed a semicirde with Marla a the center, dl facding Cam-Cam. “Let me ask you something,”
Marlasaid. “Areyou afraid of vampires?”

“I'm not sure I've ever considered it. Are vampires red, then?’

“All kinds of things are red, Mr. Campion. You redly have no clue. Fucking undead. | hate them 4,
but vampires are the worst. They're so goddamn smug. | want to wipe them out like the vermin they
ae’”

“That seems reasonable.” Cam-Cam was trying hard to maintain eye contact, keep his spine straight,
dl those tricks his daddy had probably taught him about looking strong and cool in business negotiations,
but Marla could see the swesat on his forehead despite the coal air, the little tremor in his hands, the dight
widening of his eyes. He was tense, anxious, afraid...and he was dso excited.

“l wish everyone was as right-minded as you are, Cam-Cam. There's a whole nasty colony down in
Virginia the biggest in America, living underground, an actua organization with leaders and rules and
laws. Like they're something more avilized than mosguitoes in opera cloaks. A long time ago one of
Felport's chief sorcerers Sgned a nonaggression pact with that colony. Sure, we get the occasond rogue
vamp, and I've beheaded and barbecued a couple of those mysdf, but | can't move agangt the man
body directly, for politica reasons. The bloodsuckers are old, smart, powerful, and connected, which
some people think is reason to let them go on living. Or unliving. You know what | mean. If | declared
war on them, that would be the end of me—the other sorcerers would turn on mein a heartbeat as an
oathbreaker and a betrayer. So, since direct action is off the table, 1've been exploring, what do you cdl
it...”

“Covert ops,” Jason sad.

“That's it. Funny, huh? Sorcerers are dready a secret society, and | want to keep secrets from them.
It's that kind of business. Anyway, there's this guy | know—or, rather, | know about—who aso hates
vampires. He cdls himsdf the Aeromancer. Weve been in back-channel communications through blind
intermediaries—literdly and figuratively blind, people who are trusworthy because they'd die if they
werent, get me? The Aeromancer leads a band of vampire killers, sniping at the edges of the Virginia
vamp settlement—the leaders of which, incidentaly, daim they ate the Roanoke colony, the lost colony,
if you can bdlieve that. But the Aeromancer in't even meking a dent in their numbers. Vamps don't have
to brainwash new recruits. They can just take anybody they want and turn them into one of their own. So
the Aeromancer is looking for more efficent means of attack than wooden stakes and flamethrowers.
I've been thinking about how to hep him, but my options are limited. | can't risk anyone discovering my



involvement.”

“Of course” There was a shine in Cam-Cam's eyes that might have been reflected torchlight, but
Marla thought it was the look of a man seeing his lifdong dream come true. It was amost enough to
make her fed bad for what they were doing to him.

“I've found out about an opportunity,” Marla said. “Therés a wegpon—wadll, it can be used as a
weapon—that, in the Aeromancer's hands, would mean vampire genocide in this country, maybe in the
world. But it's expensive, and the guy sdling the Suff isnt swayed by mora arguments. He's not willing to
donate it free to a good cause. | could afford his asking price, bardy, but it would require a lot of
liquideting of assets and shifting of funds, and if | did that, it would get noticed by the other sorcerersin
the city Questions would be asked. It wouldn't end well. So welve been looking for outsde investors,
people who won't be linked to me. Frankly, that's the only reason I've agreed to tak to an ordinary like
you—you'e so far outsde sorcerous circles that nobody would connect me with you.”

“How much does this weapon cost?’

Marla marveed. It was just like Jason said. The chumps begged you to take their money.

On cue, Rondeau said, “Before we get into that, Mr. Campion, you need to know what we're taking
about here. Vampires have gotten a serious makeover in books and movies in the past century or two.
We're not taking about suave guys wearing slly medalions, or hot chicks in velvet who just happen to
like alittle blood-play These are flesh-devouring immorta monsters, and they're about as sexy as a shark
attack. You have to understand, if you get mixed up in this they might come for you. Hear what I'm
saying? Y our role would be to pay for the weapon in question, keep it safe while we make arrangements
to meet the Aeromancer, and then help us transport it to him. Marlas name would never come into it, but
the vamps might get wind of this, so your name might. Jason and | would do our best to protect you, but
we can't make promises. And with vampires, you're lucky if they kill you. They can do worse.”

“l understand,” Cam-Cam said. “The dangers are acceptable. How much will it cost?’

“Ten million dollars” Jason said.

Marla was gratified to see Cam-Cam's furious spate of blinking.

“Thet's... alot of money. I'm not sure | can... Huh.”

Marla turned away, flipping her cloak. “Told you his financids were overestimated.” She put as much
disgugt into her voice as possible. “He doesn't have that kind of liquidity, his money's dl tied up in holesin
the ground and bulldozers and shit.”

“l could get the money, | just couldnt afford to lose it, not dl a once—"

Marlawhirled, frowning & her brother. “ Jason, what is he talking about?”

“We didn't get into details.” Jason held up his hands. “We wanted you to tak to hmfirs.”

Marla sghed. “Were not asking for your charity, Cam-Cam. | hate vamps, sure, but I'm a
businessvoman, too. We buy the spores from my wesgpons guy a ten million, but we sl it to the
Aeromancer for fifteen million. My organization takes two million for our trouble, you pocket your
origind invesment plus another three. That's what we're talking about.”

“That's a thirty percent return,” Cam-Cam said thoughtfully. “ That's quite good.”

“Eh, the wegpons deder owes me a favo, so hes oauting me a
she-once-saved-my-life-and-she-can-take-it-away-again discount. The price well offer the Aeromancer
isdill a bargain. If the spores went on the open—well, not ‘open,” more like secret sorcerous—market,
they'd fetch alot more, probably But my guy's got a conscience, a least by ams dedler standards, and
he knows | won't use the spores for anything too nefarious. In the wrong hands...” She shuddered.

“Theweapon is... spores?” Cam-Cam said.

“Wow, Jason and Rondeau redly didn't let anything dip. I'm impressed by ther discretion. The way
they've been trying to sdl me on working with you, | was afraid they'd aready spilled some secrets into
your lap and were trying to cover their asses. Y eah. Spores.”

“They're cdled the Borrichius spores,” Jason said. “Like any kind of spore, they're tiny and eesly
inhded. There are some famoudy nasty sporesin the world—anthrax. Stachybotrys. Ugly stuff. Tear you
up indde, kill your lungs”

“These Borrichius spores are a biological weapon?’



“Only if you want them to be” Marla said. “They were designed by an herbomancer who'd pretty
much gone around the bend, a guy unsurprisngly named Borrichius, and he made his spores
sf-replicating. Once one person inhdes them, the spores start reproducing, and with every cough, the
infected spews out more spores, which float in the air looking for new hosts.

But the spores don't just copy themselves—they're programmable. A sorcerer with the right skills can
tdl the spores to affect only very specific types of people. Want to kill everyone on Earth with green
eyes, or red hair, or both? The spores can do that. Don't want to kill people? Just want to pardyze them,
or give them hdlucinations, or make them go blind, or make them your mindless daves? The spores can
do tha ingtead. Anyone who inhdes the spores who doesn't fit the template is just a passive carier,
goreading the contagion, but once the spores find ther appointed target... they work fast. Or dow.
Whatever the engineer wants.”

“That's extraordinary,” Cam-Cam said. “A weapon like that...”

“It's awar crime in a bottle,” Marla said. “For tu nately, the spores can be configured to destroy
nothing but vampires, and mass-murdering the undead is more like burning out an infection than killing
people.”

“Once you buy the spores, why can't you just program them yoursdves?” Cam-Cam said. “Spare dl
the cloak-and-dagger Suff?’

Because the cloak-and-dagger stuff is helpful for scamming you, Marla thought, but Jason had
worked out an answer for that, too. “Truth be told, we don't know how to program the spores. It's not
exactly common knowledge. The Aeromancer does, though—he was once Borrichiuss apprentice,
before the old gardener went nutso—and once we get the crate to him, the Aeromancer can make them
work. In the meantime, though, we have to be really careful with the Suff after we buy it. We don't
know what the spores are currently programmed to do. Erase our brans? Make us into ravening
zombies? Kill women, or white people, or guys over forty, or trust-fund babies? No tdling. This shit is
more dangerous than plutonium, but it's wrapped up nice and tight in a magicaly shidded box, where it
can't hurt us aslong as we don't break the sedls”

“How do you know the weapons dedler isnt scam-ming you?” Cam-Cam asked. “That it's not just an
empty box?’

Marla amiled her least-nice amile Cam-Cam paed. “Because,” she sad, “very bad things happen to
people who try to cheat me, and the seler knows that. Now, what do you say? Are you up for it?”

“I'l put up the money,” Cam-Cam said. “But | have one additiona condition.”

Here it comes. So far Jason had predicted Cam-Cam's responses so perfectly that the guy might have
been reading from a script, and she supposed held turn out to be right about this part, too.

“l want you to teach me magic,” Cam-Cam said.

“Il tdl you what,” Marla said. “Help us pull this off, and kill the vamps, and I'l make you my
motherfucking apprentice.”

Cam-Cam shook his head. “That's not good enough. | want—"

“Fuck that. | don't care what you want. Your money isnt the only money in the world, Cam-Cam.
Yesor no.”

He st hislips grimly, and for a minute, Marla thought he might say no. That would be interesting. She
wondered how Jason would make that work, though she had little doubt he would, somehow.

“All right,” Cam-Cam said. “I suppose your word can be trusted.”

“My word is my bond.” True enough. “Help us eradicate the vampires, and | will make you my
apprentice.”

“Agreed.” He stuck out his hand, and Marla shook it.

“Rondeau and the boatman will take you back home. Jason and Rondeau will be in touch to work out
the detalls. For safety's sake, you and | wont tak again until the last bloodsucker runs dry. Good luck.
Try not to get eaten.” She turned, doused the torches with a gesture, and vanished into the night.

But not very far into the night. She hung out in the shadows of the trees while Rondeau got Cam-Cam
moving. After she heard the boat engine start up and buzz away into the distance, Marla sauntered back,
rdit one of the torches with a snap of her fingers, and clapped Jason on the shoulder. “ Surprised to see



me, bro?’

“You, my dear, are the greatest little Sster that ever has been or ever will be. Tha was a command
performance. Chrigt, | dmost believed you were a witch myself. How in the hdl did you manage that
ganding-sideways-on-the-wal thing? That was fucking uncanny It was like watching one of those
remakes of aweird Japanese horror movie. And those torches lighting themsalved Great Suff!”

“All done with wires and pyrotechnics, Jason. Thisis a spooky idand. | use it sometimes when | need
to scare somebody, so I've got it rigged up nice. Whao's the guy driving the boat?’

“Old friend of mine named Danny Two Saints. Jack of dl trades, absolute workhorse of a grifter,
playsdl parts, can get his hands on anything you need, you know the type.”

“Nice touch with the glow-in-the-dark paint on his cheeks. Otherworldly demon eyes. Good stuff.”

“Oh, | thought Cam-Cam was going to shit himsdf when Danny let im get a glimpse of the spooky
eyes. No doubt you're the master of the hoodoo grift, but admit it, I'm coming dong okay, too.”

“You were dways a quick study. | wish | could've worked out some more of the details of this scam
with you beforehand, though. A huge colony of vampireslivingin Virginia?

“The Old Dominion,” Jason said. “What, too much?’

“Eh, big groups of vampires living in harmony don't make much sense ecologicdly. That many apex
predators, eating humans? It's slly You don't find dozens of tigers hunting in the same smdl area—it
takes aton of prey to support even one predator.”

“| can see you've given thisalat of thought.”

“It's my business, Jason. But it doesn't much matter. There's no such thing as vampires anyway So
technicdly, | didn't lie when | made my promise to Cam-Cam. If he manages to eradicate a race of
supernatural mongers that doesn't even exig, he deserves to become my apprentice.”

“You know,” Jason mused, “the apprentice thing could be a good scam, too. Find some rube who
bdieves in magic and charge hm money for ‘lessons.” Grifters do that kind of thing sometimes, find a
mark who wants to become a con artist because they've seen one too many episodes of Hustle, and then
scam them. Somehow they never see it coming.”

“Therés alot of supidity inthe world.”

“From your lipsto God's ears.”

“Wart to ride on my boat back to the city?” Marla said.

“What, you didn't fly here on a magic broom? I'm disappointed.”

“Brooms are for amateurs. Give me a twenty-two-foot Spencer Runabout with a three-eighty

horsepower motor anytime.”

“Thank you for hdping arrange that introduction.” Cam-Cam no longer seemed discomforted by the dark
figure a the tille—maybe he believed himsdf under Marlas protection now.

“No worries” Rondeau was dtempting to segue into the buddy-buddy relationship that Jason had
suggested for the next phase of the con. “Marlas blugtery, but the truth is, you're redly heping us out.
Controlling information flon—not to mention providing protection—is a lot more difficult when you've
got a bunch of people putting up money. A angle investor makes things smpler. And, hey, not a bad dedl
for you, ether.”

“Hmm? Oh. You mean the money | suppose. | don't redly care about that part. It's the chance to
work with her, to learn her secrets.” Cam-Cam smiled—the firgt amile Rondeau had ever seen from him,
maybe the firg to grace his face in along while. “I'm very excited about this”

Rondeau tried not to shift or show his discomfort. Persondly, held take a few million bucks over
learning cantrips, but wasn't that aways the way? Y ou want what you don't have. Cam-Cam didn't think
money was important, because he had dl the money in the world. Once that money was taken away
from him—and the ten million up-front investment was just the start of the cash Jason expected to extract
from Cam-Cam—he might fed differently “Not to pry,” Rondeau pried, “but why the, ah, abiding interest
inmegic?’

Cam-Cam dtared out at the dark water for a moment, then said, “My faher tried to teach me the



fundamentals of the family busness. Mining. It's an unforgiving business, dirty, messy, practical,
hardheaded. Dependent on enginearing. | remember my firg tour of the amdting factory, the noise, the
heet, the obvious misary or vacancy of the workers, and | thought, ‘Isthis dl there is? | knew there had
to be more to life then tearing wedth out of the earth. Mining is... this sounds glly, but... it's not
spiritud.”

Rondeau pondered that. He suspected laboring in a dark crevasse miles below the surface of the Earth
was actudly very conducive to mygicd experiences, if not necessarily pleasant ones. Though he was
willing to accept that hanging out in the business office at a amdting plant probably didn't atune one to
the numinous

“That was the gtart. | read fary tdes and novds about magic, but my red interet was dways in
nonfiction—stories about cryptozoology, UFO abductions, psychic phenomena. | was foolish and
credulous, of course, | believed dmost anything, but even once | became more jaded and skeptica there
was dill a part of me that was desperate to believe. And then, one day when | was about fifteen, my
moather caled meinto her bedroom and camly told me she had recently begun conversing with angels.”

Rondeau whigtled. There were certainly beings that daimed to be angds, but Marla said they were
amog cartainly anything but. “You believed her?’

“She... knew things about me, secret things... | don't think she could have found out on her own, that
no one should have known. | thought she would be angry, but she was forgiving, and loving. She told me
she was dying. The doctors diagnosed her with a brain tumor, which caused tempora [obe epilepsy, and
they said that was the cause of her angdic visons” Cam-Cam amiled faintly. “Of course, then she told
the oncologist the angdls had told her about the &far he was having with a radiologist hdf his age, and |
could see the doubt flicker across his face. From tha point on, | was convinced there were forces
beyond physics and chemigry and finance, and | devoted my life and my fortune to sudying them. My
father was... disgppointed by my interest. But | was hisonly son, and he let me inherit the business when
he passed away, though he begged me nat to run the operation persondly. He was arad 1'd turn dl his
drills to the purpose of finding a passage to the hollow Earth, or sart digging for the underworld.”

“You can't get to the underworld by digging” Rondeau said. “I don't know about anges, but
sometimes people with psychic powers get ther visonsin a weird kind of externd way—a radiant being
whigpering secrets in your ear doesn't seem that far-fetched. And the tumor could have activated some
latent telepathic power your mother had.”

Cam-Cam nodded. “That's interegting. | can't decide if it's more or less interegting than the possibility
of literd angdls”

Rondeau shrugged. “1 don't know about glowing flying hall monitors, you know? The universe, in my
experience, has no underlying mordity. Though there do seem to be consequences. If you do a lot of
damage, damage will be done to you, in the long run. I'm not sure it has anything to do with God, though.
Marla says karmaisjugt alaw of the universe, no more conscious than the laws of thermodynamics, and
just asines cap able”

The boat bumped up againg Cam-Cam'’s dock, and Danny Two Saints, in the guise of the terrifying
boatman, extended his am and pointed: Get Off. Before disembarking, Cam-Cam solemnly shook
hands with Rondeau, who promised to get in touch soon.

Danny piloted the boat away, back out onto the water, and once they were a good distance from the
land, he threw his hood back and lit a cigarette. The glow-in-the-dark paint on his cheeks made him look
like an extraterrestrid clown. After along silence, he growled, “Don't get soft.”

“What?" Rondeau looked up from his study of his hands.

“| see you getting dl pensve and shit. ‘Oh, no, the mark is a human with hopes and dreams and a
dead mom, | fed so bad for fleecdng him’ Forget it. Cam-Cam's rich, salf-obsessed, and fuckin’
delusond, judt like hismom was. You hear me?’

“l do, | just... he'san ass, but he doesn't seem like a bad guy.”

Danny grunted. “My grandpa was a cod miner. The guys who own mines arent good guys. Period.
You want a tde of woe? How about your granddad coming down with black lung, and he dies 4ill
owing money to the company that employed him and killed him?’



“Isthat why you're ripping off Cam-Cam? Because he owns mines, and you want revenge?’
“Nah, fuck that.” Danny flicked the butt of his cigarette into the water. “I just want his money.”

Bulliard sniffed and snuffled dong the street like a bloodhound, down on dl fours, pressng his nose
agang the cold metd discs of manhole covers and pausng at sorm drains. While his tormentor was
engaged, the messenger considered reaching for a nice chunky loose hdf-brick crumbled off one of the
shithale buildings on this street and using it to cave in the myco-mancer's head. That seemed like a good
idea. Practical. But his body wouldn't oblige, the mushrooms growing into his brain regulating his actions
too closdly for that, and the messenger couldn't even work up much rage in the face of the coercion. Part
of that was probably smple exhaugtion, but he feared his brain chemigtry was being tweaked, too, and
wondered, in the way one occasiondly worries about cancer after encountering a suspicious mole during
a shower, what exactly the Mycdium had planned for him. He reflected, not for the fird time, that
medting Nicolette was the worgt thing that had ever happened to him. He wished he could tdl Bulliard
she was the one who'd sent the message about the spores, but the geas on him was too drong for that.
Too bad. Seeing Nicolette tusde with old mossface here would be a trest.

“What are we looking for?’ he asked, as Bulliard pressed his nose againg the thousandth manhole of
the night.

The sorcerer swung his head around and peered up at the messenger without risng from the ground.
“A point of entry And | think thisisit.” He hooked his grubby fingersinto the holes on the manhole cover
and lifted the weight as if it were only an imitation of metd, carved in balsa wood or Styrofoam, then
descended the ladder, going down headfirg like some kind of lizard. The messenger followed more
conventiondly. Bulliard gpparently had no trouble with the dark, scurrying dong the low nasty tunnd at a
rapid dip, while the messenger groped and sumbled dong after him.

After many twidings and turnings, the messenger glimpsed a light, and Bulliard made a strange snuffling
noise of glee. Thelight turned out to be a dusty bulb set in arusty cage over adoor of dull gray metd. At
leadt, the messenger assumed it was a door—it had no handle, and there was no pushbdl or intercom in
gght.

“Dead end,” the messenger said. “How about we go back up top and find a hotd? Someplace with
room service? | could eat a horse. A caribou. Just about anything—except mushrooms.”

Bulliard ignored him and placed the padm of his hand againg the seam where the door met the brick
around it, a crack so narrow a credit card could not have been inserted. After a moment, bright orange
mushrooms began to sprout up in the cracks in the brick, showering down fragments of displaced stone
and mortar as they grew. Bulliard stepped back as the mushrooms sprang up al around the door, their
progression swift as flame dong aline of gasoline, and the metd door made a low strange groan.

Bulliard suddenly surged forward, planting both hands on the door and shoving. The door popped
loose from thewdl and fdl inward. A thin manin a b utton-down shirt, a tie, and a lesther hdmet like an
old-time footbdl player's stood gaping a them beyond the door-hole, then lifted a double-barreled
shotgun to firing pogtion.

The messenger dropped to hisbdly Good to know his motor functions weren't compromised when it
came to basic ass-saving measures. The gun didn't go off, though, and when the messenger looked up, he
saw Bulliard take the gun from the man's hands. Brown mushroom caps sprouted from both the
weapon's barrels.

“Take me” Bulliard said, “to the master of this place.” The man tried to run, and Bulliard reached out
and grabbed the back of his neck. “Don' run, or | will kill you. The Mycdium won't mind.”

Lucky bastard, the messenger thought. Why's the Mycelium have to be so fond of me?

The disarmed man—a servant, an gpprentice?—led them through narrow corridors, and after a few
moments they entered a large space crammed with sheves and lined with vault doors. The room
appeared to be deserted, and the messenger pointed to a low rounded concrete structure tucked
between two support pillars. It looked like a World War Two bunker with a profuson of cameras and
microphones briling above the concrete door, on which the word “Management” was negtly |ettered.



“Viscaro isin there”

Viscarro, the messenger thought. Hell, I've done work for him. Lousy tipper.

Bulliard rapped on the concrete with hisfilthy knuckles. “Hmm. Are you there, sorcerer?”

“l am,” crackled a voice from a speaker near the door. “I don't appreciate being roused from my
sudies. This bunker is rather cramped, but it has the advantage of being impregnable. Do please leave,
or I'll have to deploy the poison gas, and I'm sure to lose an apprentice or two in the process. There are
aways a couple of them lurking about in the night.”

The apprentice who'd led them in bolted away, though Bulliard took no notice. The messenger rather
wished he could skedaddle himsdf.

“Hmm.” Bulliard sniffed at the door. He placed his hand againg it, but no mushrooms sprang up—the
bunker was probably wrapped in fifty layers of magicd protections. “My nose thinks you can hep me.
The Mycdium thinks you can hdp me. Perhaps...we can hep each other.”

“| rather doubt that. Perhaps I'll use mustard gas. The canisters are old, but of a good vintage.”

“l am the deadly dapperling,” Bulliard said. “Poison does not frighten me.”

“For what it's worth, it frightens me!” the messenger said.

“Then convince your associate to leave,” the speaker crackled.

“Sorry, it's more of a master-dave relationship, and not in a good kinky way”

“Tdl me” Bulliard said. “In these vaults. You have... many wonderful things?’

“Wouldn't you like to know.”

“I think | shal.” Bulliard went to one of the great gleaming round doors. He pressed his hands against
the door... and the vaults gpparently didn't have quite the levd of magicd protection the bunker did,
because mushrooms began to burst from the edges of the door, making the metal squedl and producing a
loud pop when the sedl broke.

“Stop!” Viscarro shouted.

“I will not even sted them,” Bulliard said. “Your treasures. | will rot those that rot. | will break those
that break. | will defile those that are pure, and purify those that are cursed. The others, | will shit on.
Some of them | will eat.” Bulliard grabbed the handle on the vault—round like a ship's door—and began
hauling on it, grunting. The metd shifted, just a bit, but noticeably.

A hiss of dead ar on the speaker, then, “What do you want?’

“The Borrichius spores.”

“They are imaginary.”

“Perhaps not. | have reason to believe they arein Felport.”

“That is... interesting. But they're not here, so why are you?’

“Thisisnot my city. | am unsure where to search for the spores. Hep me find them, and | will share
them with you.”

The messenger wanted to say, “Oh, please, if you believe that 1've got some beachfront property in
Idaho to sl you,” but his tongue and lips and breeth betrayed him, and he stood dlent. Apparently
Bulliard—or the Mycdium—was only willing to tolerate so much sass out of him, and not during delicate
moments.

“Perhaps we can reach an accommodation,” Viscarro said.

“We are reasonable men,” Bulliard said. The messenger tried to laugh, but couldntt.

The bunker door hissed and unsedled, and a bald, pointy-eared man in a stained brown bathrobe
shuffled out, carrying a pistol that looked comicdly oversized in his amdl hand. “Whom do | have the
pleasure of addressing?’

“l am Bulliard, a servant of the Mycdium.”

“Thet thing on your nose.” Viscarro's gun hand sagged, and he hurried forward. “It's magicd, it it?’

Bulliard tapped his pig snout. “It helps mefind what | need. What the Mycdium needs. And it believes
| need you.”

“l could use something like that,” Viscarro said. “I need many things The spores are imaginary, but
that thing on your nose isn't.” He lifted the gun again.

Bulliard held out his hand, pam up, and blew. A puff of dust flew from his hand into Viscarro's face,



and the sorcerer dropped to the ground, writhing and screaming, pistol dropped and forgotten. “Rise for
me” Bulliard said, and Viscarro stood jerkily, mushrooms doubtless sprouting from the back of his neck.

The messenger, able to move again, Sghed and gave Viscarro a wave. “Welcome to the Mushroom
Mongter Save Corps. | won' lie to you. It fucking sucks. But tdl, dark, and mossy here just wants to
know where to find the bullshit spores.”

“As | sad, the spores are fictional.” Viscarro's voice grated as if scoured by a sandstorm.
“Borrichius was a boastful liar prone to sdf-aggrandizement. Since his spores don't exist, may | have
control of my body back? You could have set up an gppointment for a consultation with me. Your dave
has a prior business rdationship with me, so that levd of etiquette should have been possible even for
someone facing your obvious chalenges to hygiene and socidization.”

“You know this creature?’ Bulliard turned on the messenger.

“Weve done business. Couldn't mention it before. You know. Gess”

“Your limitations begin to outwegh your usefulness”

“Better euthanize me, then.”

Bulliard turned back to Viscarro. “The spores do exist. | have received a message, tdling me they are
here, inthisaty.”

“A message from—oh. An anonymous message, sent by specid courier. | see. I'm not certain that
endaving the messenger is any more reasonable than killing the messenger, by the way You bdieve this
message is genuine?’

“Why would anyone lie to me? The Mycdium does not like having its time wasted.”

“Youve been living done in the woods too long.” Viscarro shook his head. “ Sorcerers have many
reasons for lying. Some lie just because they like it. But | suppose it's possible the spores are here. I've
seen unlikdier things come to pass. I'm not sure what | can do to help you, though.”

“You know the city's sorcerers. You can make inquiries without arousing suspicion. You will find the
spores. You will tdl mether location. | will take them to the Mycdium.”

“After dividing them with me, of course” Viscarro's eyes were beady, but sharp.

Bulliard snorted. “I think we are beyond such pretense. My mushrooms are in your brain, and your
body ismine”

“Wel. Much good the spores will do you. Once I'm loosed from your thral, I'l kill you. Then I'l add
your pretty pig nose to the vault | keep for souvenirs taken from vanquished foes. It's a very large vaullt,
and quite full dready, but I'l make room.”

Bulliard shrugged. “Once the Mycdium has no further use for you, | will use your corpse as feed for
fungus”

“Oh, youll find me harder to kill than that.” Viscarro amiled a rather horrible smile, full of oddly
pointed, yelowed teeth. The messenger had to admire his chutzpah, and Bulliard actudly looked
uncomfortable for a moment. The messenger was dmost cheered, seeing that... but then Bulliard's usud
blank, focused affect returned. “1 am only a servant of the Mycdium, as you are—but | am a willing
sarvant, and am thus exdted, while you are lomy and base. Your threasts mean less to me than the
chewing of earthwormsin the dirt. Now, dave: where will you begin your inquiries regarding the spores?’

“Itsafool's errand, but asin dl such stuaions, | may aswdl start a the top. Il set up a meeting with
MarlaMason.”

“Youwill do this now.”

“I will do thisin the morning. Asking Marla for a meeting at this time of night would definitely arouse
suspicion.”

Bulliard appeared to ponder. “Very well. But early.”

The messenger yawned. “So where do you keep the guest rooms around here? | haven't dept in

deys”



ise and sparkle, movie star.” Marla prodded B with her boot.

He groaned and rolled over in bed. He was fully clothed, and 4ill smeared with garbage. Marla
wrinkled her nose. “Y ou might want to change your shests. | think you got some dley dime on them.”

“S0... much... disguding.” B sat up and rubbed hisface. “I fed like | just went to bed an hour ago.”

Marla picked up the clock beside his bed. “Oh, maybe two hours, assuming Rondeau can be trusted
about what time he heard you gumbling in.”

“Day off?’ B said hopefully

“Nope. No rest for the weary, or the wicked, or you. You're going to the park.” She sad “park” the
way another person might say “garbage dump” or, possibly, “gulag.”

“Shower? Coffee?’ The hope in his voice was pitiful and endearing.

“Sure, I'm not amongter. Y ou can have ten whole minutes to clean and change, and get coffee on the
way out.”

B crawled out of bed and sumbled down the hdl, toward the bathroom. Marla followed and leaned
agang the doorjamb outsde while he undressed and got into the shower. The spectacle of
unsdfconscious, naked Bradley would normdly have been satifying, but he was covered in
Dumpster-juice, and she had other guff on her mind.

“How was the thing last night?” he cdled from the shower. “The big scam?’

Marla watched steamn hillow and begin to fog the mirror. “Scamtagtic. My brother's chosen line of
work might be low-down and reprehensible, but he's got a gift for it. And Cam-Cam was pretty much as
annoying as | remembered, so my conscience it twinging a bit, thanks. Anyway, the scam ralls on
without me now. | was just the convincer, redly.”

“| ill don't approve, but it's nice you're spending time with Jason.”

“Some sblings play in bands together or join a soft-bdl league or something. We, apparently, rip off
chumps. It's the new family bonding.”

“Whatever works. What's on the agenda today?”’

“Y ou're going to see Granger, the idiot.”

“Hesanidiot?’

“He oughta be. His parents were shlings So were their parents. He's the only hereditary sorcerer in
Felport. His great-great-something-great grandfather was one of the firsd sorcerers here, the nature
meagician who put the beast of Felport into hibernation for a couple of centuries and made the place safe
for colonigs.

He was a0 in charge of the village commons, which, eventudly, became Fludd Park, that ugly green
blight in the middle of my nice concrete-and-asphalt city. The origind Granger was... kind of fanatic
about family Married one of his cousins, or something. Bdlieved magic ability was linked to bloodline,
and cast a el to ensure his descendants would inherit his powers and responghilities. At this point,
those respongbilities mogly entall making sure the duck pond doesn't overflow and the trees don't fal
down or whatever. Which is good, snce | don't think the origind Granger counted on dl the inbreeding
hiskids would do. The current Granger has a seat in our high councils, but he doesn't exactly bring a lot
to the table, except for the boogers he wipes underneath. He mostly just hangs out in the park.”

“So you're sending me to learn something from this guy?’

“He's not totdly usdess. He's a potent nature magician, actudly. And a hdl of a gardener. Just not
much of a conversationdist, unless you find compost redly interesting. After lagt night, I'm guessng you
don't. He can teach you how to, | dunno, whistlein the language of songbirds or harvest magica herbs or



some crap. Who knows. Not redly my area.” Marla had grown up surrounded by cornfields, and had
pent most of the past two decades trying to get as far from flora as she could.

B turned off the shower. “ So while I'm learning at the feet of the master, what will you be doing?’

“It's the damnedest thing, but Viscarro asked me for a meeting this morning. He's actudly coming
here.”

“Our friend the Nosferatu? | got the feding hed been in that spider hole of his for years.” B climbed
out of the shower and started toweling off.

“He came out into the sunlight earlier this summer, actudly, but only againgt hiswill. | think that was the
fird time held seen daylight in decades, if not longer. He comes to council mestings, but they're usudly
after dark. He wouldn't tdl me whét it was about, just that it was important, and he needed to discuss it
with mein person. He knows | hate his dried-up undead guts, so it'snot a socid cdl.” She looked a B's
face reflected in the mirror as he brushed his teeth, and was pleased to see the concern there. He was
worried about her, which was swest, if unnecessary.

“Let me know if it's anything | can hep with.”

“Oh, I will. You can take the Bentley over to the park, if you promise not to cause another multicar
pileup.”

B tapped histemple. “All the bats are cleaned out of my belfry. No worries there.”

“Good. There's a map in the glove compartment. Park near the east entrance, by the statue of the
family of bears. Granger will meet you there. Youll be able to recognize him—hell be the fat dovenly
dude grinning like a moron.”

“Will do, boss. Good luck with the waking corpse.”

Bradley waked into the park, and indantly fet soothed. Fludd Park was a little oass from the honking
horns and crowded sidewaks of nearby downtown Felport, a place of trees, paths, Satues, and neatly
tended flower beds. A wide-shouldered man crouched near a plot of bright yellow-and-white flowers,
hisfingers plunged in the dirt, his waistband sagging to reved far too much butt-crack. “Mr. Granger?’ B
sad.

Theman rose, turned, and smiled. He was ugly as a jack-0'-lantern and just as merry, extending one
dirt-smeared hand in gredting. B shook it, deciding not to be annoyed a the damp earth soiling his hand.
Thewizard of the park said, “Jugt cdl me Granger. Mr. Granger was my father, and my grandfather, and
on and on. I'm the lagt and there's no little ones, so no mister needed for me”

“I'm Bradley. My friends cdl meB.”

Granger got a sad and faraway ook in his eyes. “B, bee, buzz buzz. Some bad wizard is geding the
bees away, you know, dl over. Wild honeybee workers just disappear, colonies die, and then plants die.
A bad wizard. At leadt, | hope it's awizard. Somebody can fight a bad wizard, beat him, make him stop,
bring back the bees. But if it's just the world, just the working of the world that's Seding the bees away,
then | don't know. | just don't know. The poor flowers. The poor trees. The poor everything.” Then he
grinned again. “But the bees here are good, plenty good, | tend them, | do, | keep my little patch of the
forest hedthy.” He dapped B on the back with a hand that seemed as broad as a tennis racket, but it
waan't apainfully hard dgp—Granger seemed like a man who knew his own strength.

B decided he disagreed with Marla. He liked Granger. Maybe the guy wasn't dl there mentdly, but it
seemed more likdy his thoughts jugt ran in directions that were incomprehensble to Marla. She didn't
have alot of patience for the naturd world, but B had dways liked green spaces. B suspected Granger
didn't have a particle of mdice in his whole being... which was aso probably part of why Marla didn't
like him. She distrusted the gentle and the kind. “It looks beautiful here,” B said. “I can't wait to see what
you have to teach me”

Granger made a puffing noise that, perhaps, indicated uncertainty. He tucked his thumbs in his
waistband and whigtled low. “Wdl, now, wdl. Wel wdl wdl. Marla sad | had to teach you a trick.
Something good. | said 1'd teach you how to make beautiful things grow, and she said, *No no, Granger,
no no, that won't do, teach him magic.’ | sad I'm not so good a seeing where tending the land and



doing magic come unmixed, and she said do my best, do what other gardeners can't do, no matter how
green thar thumbs are. So | thought. | thought and thought and thought.” He stood for a moment,
gazing down at the flower bed.

B gazed down with him. After a couple of minutes, he said, “So what did you decide?’

Granger looked up at him, expression strangely searching, as if wondering who B was, and what he
wanted. Then he grinned that face-crossing grin again and said, “I'm going to teach you how to be a
bird.” Granger snapped his fingers, and the trees and Granger himsdf and the whole world rushed away
fast and got very big and tall, and when B tried to shout, he produced only a startled sort of coo, and
when he flapped hiswings—

Oh, shit. B hopped in frantic little circles on the ground. 1'm a fucking pigeon.

“Pretty bird,” Granger said, and B flew away in a flurry of terified fluttering, his bird-body reacting
with panic before his human brain could intervene.

“l have to take agift.” Viscarro dammed his pdms down on the long library table. “You idiot, I'm going
to see the chief sorcerer of Felport, and | must come bearing a gift! Y ou wish me to offend the womean
I'm supposed to be gently interrogating?’

“| do not trust you.” Bulliard crossed hisarms.

“What, do you think I'll try to smuggle her a specid mushroom magician—destroying sword? If you
want her to be angry and suspicious, then, by dl means, send me empty-handed. | can't be responsible.”

“You know, mossface” the messenger said, “it's not exactly unheard of in socid protocols for
somebody lower in a hierarchy to bring a gift for someone higher in the hierarchy | know your socid
sphere islimited to you, the bugs you eat, and the Mycdium, but—"

“l sometimes bring the Mycdium gifts” Bulliard said dowly “Hikers. Campers. Cardless park
rangers.”

“Thisisjud like that,” the messenger said. “Only instead of, you know, dead bodies, Viscarro wants
to take Marla Mason a scented candle or something.”

“She's more partid to jewdry,” Viscarro sad. “That vault there is ful of pretty things. Theres a
particular necklace—"

“No,” Bulliard said. “1 will dlow a gift, but 1 will not let you choose it. Messenger. Go to the vaullt.
Bring back something appropriate.”

The messenger went to the vault, used the combination Viscarro provided to open it, and stepped
ingde as the lights automaticaly camein.

The vault was a treasure cave, walls lined with hooks, shelves lined with stands, dl holding necklaces,
bracelets, rings, brooches, circlets, and tiaras, dl the colors of the Earth, slver and gold and platinum,
adorned with diamonds, rubies, sapphires, black pearls, and more and more and more. He cast around,
overwhemed by the splendor, knowing thet if he filled his pockets here hed never have to work as a
courier again, held be able to pay off all his debts (except the karmic ones), and live in a manson egting
fole gras topped with caviar washed down with champagne forever.

“Quickly!” Bulliard shouted, and, as quickly, the messenger's fantasies shimmered and dissolved. He
chose a necklace at random—a smple siver choker with a large and somehow luminous black stone in
the center—and carried it out.

“Here)” he said, and tossed it to Viscarro, who caught it, looked at it, grunted, and nodded.

“Hne” Viscarro sad. “It will do. Perhaps Marla will like it enough that she will refrain from beating
me for wadting her time with inquiries about imaginary spores.”

“l don't mind if you're beaten,” Bulliard said.

“Heredly doesn't,” the messenger agreed.

B landed inatree... and Granger was aready there, improbably perched on a branch as wide as a park
bench. He was chewing on an apple, and looked like held been wating there patiently for hours, though



B had only flown away from him seconds ago.

Granger wiped juice from his mouth with his deeve, and said, “ Sorry. Too quick? Should have been
dower. Explained more. But, see, you're a bird. The hard part of being a bird is being a bird the first
time After the firg time, your body remembers, your mind remembers, you know how to do it, if you
aren't careful, you can go hirdie in your deep just from dreaming it. But, oh, tofly...”

B squawked impatiently.

“Oh, yes” Granger snapped his fingers again, and suddenly B was dl big again, and fdling out of the
tree—but Granger caught him, amost offhandedly, grabbing him under the armpits and hauling him up to
gt on the branch beside him. B was closer to the trunk, and he grabbed on as tight as he could, hugging
the bole. “Did | do bad?’ Granger said, sounding miserable.

B glanced down. He couldn't even see the ground, which seemed impossible—hadn't he flown to just
an ordinary little tree with a few sparse branches? This tree seemed huge—shouldnt it have seemed
gmdler, now that B himsdf was bigger?

“I—no, you didn't do bad. | was jud... startled. I've never been abird before.”

“Being a bird is great. Hying, when you're a person, is hard.” He shook his head. “Lot of sorcerers
can fly that way, but you have to make gravity angry, hurt gravity's fedings and even then it's not o
much flying as fdling awvay from the center of the Earth. Like skydiving, only backwards. But when
youre a bird...” He flgpped his arms, apparently unconcerned about the vertiginous drop below them.
“It's nice to fly when you're a bird.”

“It... was nice. | think. Once you take away the terrified. But why a pigeon?’

“Couldve made you a hawk. A bad eagle Those get noticed, though. Marla said teach you
something good, something useful. Owls are okay but bad in the daytime. Gulls are okay but only by the
water or the garbage dump. Pigeons? Pigeons are okay fast, okay good fliers, best of dl nobody notices
apigeon, day or night, anytime, pigeons are just pigeons. You can be a pigeon in this dty and nobody
will think anything about it.”

“That makes sense. Keep alow profile. | get it. So, ah, now that I've been abird once, | can—"

“Yes” Granger reached over, grabbed B by the arm, broke his grip on the trunk, and tossed him out
of the tree.

“Fuuuuuuck!” B shouted, but by the time he got to the end of the word, it wasn't so much a shout as a
caw, and he was a bird again. Granger was perched on alimb below him, holding out his hand, pam up,
and B landed on it. Without intending to, he pooped in Granger's hand.

Granger laughed and laughed and laughed. He set B down on the branch, wiped his shat-upon hand
on the branch, and said, “ Okay, change back.”

“How am | supposed to—Oh.” B looked around. He was himsdf again. “Tha was... surprisngly
Granger shrugged. “Like | said. Firg timée's hard. Almost impossible, to do by yoursdf. So | did it for
you. Not the, ah, responsble way? My daddy made me learn to do it by mysdf. | had to watch birds.
Tdk to birds. Live with birds in the trees. Eventudly, | understood. Daddy would say this is a shortcut, a
bad shortcut, teaching bad habits, but it's okay for you, you aren't a Granger, you don't have to watch
out for the park.” He sighed. “Nobody but me to watch out for the park.”

“Are we...even in the park anymore?’

“Sort of. Sort of the park. You know. Daddy cdled them fishbowl worlds....”

“Pocket universes?’ B was thinking of Ernesto’s lessons with twisted space.

“Yes Thisis... next to the park. Above the park. This is where the trees go as hig as they want, as
big as they can, without worrying about water, sun, food, gravity, weight, parasites. Trees tdl as
mountains here. Up higher, there are branches so wide that other trees grow on them. There are
branches as wide as streets. And the sun up there... it's the best sun ever. It nourishes dl. Being
connected to this place, it heps the park.”

“Thisis a beautiful world, Granger.” B wondered if Marla had any idea how ameazing this place was,



the power Granger truly had. Probably not. It wasn't the sort of thing she was likdly to investigate.

“Y ou come here when you want. When you're a bird—only when you're a bird. You can't dimb high
enough when you're you. | like you. You're nice, B.”

“| like you, too, Granger. Thanks for teeching meto be abird.”

“Practice. Be a hird for a little while every day, until it's as easy as blinking, as easy as
stand-up-sit-down. But don't be a bird too long, or youll be more interested in eating bread crumbs than
going to work and brushing your teeth. Not too long, or when you're a person again, you might forget the
rules and just poop wherever you are as soon as you fed like it ingead of going to the bathroom.”
Granger looked at his hand and giggled, a very childiike giggle “You pooped on my hand. You showed

“And you showed me” B said. “So... should we get down now?’

“You can fly down. Just fly down. | want to stay here for awhile. The ar amdls better up here.”

B took a deep breath. Granger was right.

“If | can ever do anything for you...”

Granger looked hopeful, dmost embarrassed. “Would you... could you... ask Marla something? |
don't like to talk to her. She gets mad. She gets impatient. Worse than Daddy”

“Sure, Granger, anything.”

“AsK her if the new nature magician is here to be my agpprentice? I'm the last Granger. No ssters, no
cousns, no babies. The ducks have babies, the bees have babies, the trees have babies, but no babies
for me. But Daddy said, ‘If no babies, an apprentice is okay, somebody to take care of the park.” | will
live along time yet, but there's alot to learn, and this new one should start sudying—"

“New one? I'm sorry, Granger, | don't understand.”

“The sorcerer,” Granger said patiently. “He came lagt night. | fdt him come into the city, a big force of
green, as powerful as me, nearly, maybe more stronger, even, except for | have the park. Not the same
as me—I am trees and leaves and things that fly, mostly, and he is things that crawvl and squelch, | am
canopy and he is undergrowth, not what | would choose, but he's nature, he knows nature, hewill do.”

B blinked. “Is he... this sorcerer you fdt... he's connected to fungus? To mushrooms?’

“Oh, yes” Granger said. “Fungus among us. Fungi. Fun guy!” He frowned. “Maybe not a fun guy”

“Hés... | don't think he's here to learn from you, Granger. I'm sorry. But I'll talk to Marla about
hdping you find an apprentice, okay?’

“That's good.” He nodded. “Good good good. You go, be abird. Don't eat too much birdseed! Don't
poop on anybody who doesn't deserve it!” And he laughed and laughed again, and despite the growing
unease within B over Bulliard's apparent arrivd, it was a good enough laugh that he laughed dong a little,
too.

“Thisisfor you.” Viscarro placed a gift-wrapped box on Marlas desk.

Marla prodded the box with a dagger. It had abow. A pink bow. “Huh,” she said.

“Itisagift, to thank you for agreeing to see me on such short notice.”

“What, isit ful of poison gas? Tha wouldn't bother you, since walking corpses don't breathe. But you
wouldn't be stupid enough to assassinate me after making an appointment to see me. So, wha? Some
dow-acting poison?’ If this was an attempt on her life, sheld be annoyed—B had sensed no traitorous
intent from Viscarro, but his powers had been haywire at the time, so maybe he'd missed something.

“It's not gas, or poison, or mind control, or anything dse” Viscaro perched himsdf on the edge of
one of her guest chairs. “It is nothing but a gift, | assure you.”

Marla severed the ribbon with her dagger, levered up the lid, and tipped the box over on its sde. A
necklace, dlver with a shimmery black stone in the center, did out onto her blotter. “Am | suppose to
wear this? What, isit cursed?’

“It is merdly a beautiful necklace. Wear it, pawn it, throw it out the window, it's your choice. It's
yours”

“Okay. Well. Thanks? This better not be an attempt at courtship.”



Viscarro shuddered. “Such things are of no interest to me, anymore. This is drictly a busness
meting.”

Marlaleaned back in her chair, ill kegping an eye on the necklace. Viscarro didn't give gifts He was
a taker, a hoarder, and wouldn't part with one of his treasures, even a gaudy trifle like this, without
reason. And if it wasn't meant to hurt her in some way, that meant... “So what can | do for you?’

“l have heard... certain rumors... about avauable item that may be in Felport.”

“Why come to me? Y ou chase down antiques dl the time by yoursdf.”

“Conddering the nature of the item, | thought it best to come to you,” Viscarro said.

“Gods, just soill, would you? What are you talking about?’

“The Borrichius spores. If they're here, and for sde, | would like the opportunity to bid on them.”

Marla laughed. “You're kidding, right? Do you want me to bring you Santa Clauss deigh and the
Eagter Bunny's magicd never-ending egg basket while I'm at it?’

“I have dways believed the spores were imaginay as wdl,” he sad diffly. “But | have recently
received... actionable inteligence... to suggest they exist, and arein the city, or will be soon.”

“Y ou took some bullshit rumor serioudy enough to come up out of your dank dark holein person? I'm
surprised at you. Look, | can tdl you with one hundred percent honesty thet | have no reason to believe
the spores are in Felport, or ever will be”

“Very wdl,” Viscarro sad. “1 gpologize for wadting your time. | smply fet compelled to come and
ak.” He stared at her fixedly when he sad “compelled,” and Marla rolled her eyes. What, he thought
she was an idiot? The completely out-of-character gift and his earlier unprompted mention of mind
control were plenty to due her in.

“Hne, whatever, get lost, would you? I've got work to do.” As Viscarro rose, Marla said, “Oh, by the
way, whered you hear this rumor about the spores? | don't like people throwing my name around so
cadedy.”

“It was an anonymous source,” Viscarro said. “But one | had reason to take serioudy”

“Hdpful as dways. I'll see you at the next council meeting. Don't let the door hit your bony ass on the
way out.”

Viscarro departed, and Marla picked up her phone and caled Hamil. “Hey, big guy, | just had a
meeting with Viscarro, and somebody's got their hooks into him. | don't think it's a sraight-up
puppet-master mind control thing, because he was dropping hints to tip me off, but somebody's got
heavy leverage over him.”

“l see. What would you like me to do?’

“Maybe you could drop by his lar, casud-like on some pretense or another, and see if you can suss
out what's going on?’

“| certainly—"

“Wait, wait, the damn phone is beeping a me. Hold on.” She hit a button to switch to the other
line—Hamil had inssted she get cal waiting, “Unless you think there will never be two crises happening
a once?’—" What?”

“Marla, thisis B. | just got through medting with Granger—"

“And I'm sure it was saintillating, but 1've got a Stugion here.”

“I think you have two gSituations, then, because Granger told me Bulliard isin town.”

“Mr. Mushroom? How the hdl would Granger know that?’

“He's a nature magician, and he's got a sense for others of his kind, | guess—he brought it up
unprompted, and there's not alot of doubt.”

“Huh.” Things tumbled and clicked into place in her mind. Viscarro was under someone's control.
Viscarro was asking about her brother's imaginary magica spores. A psychotic mushroom meagician
might reasonably be interested in magica spores. “Y ou know, maybe | don't have two situations. | think
it's probably just one.

Ligen, head for Langford's lab, I'll meet you there shortly.” She stabbed a button again, and said,
“Hamil?’

“Here, waiting oh-so-patiently”



“Never mind about going to Viscarro's place. | just heard that crazy mycomancer isin town, and I'd
lay dollars againg dimes he's the one pulling Viscarro's strings”

“Interesting. Any ideawhy?’

“I, uh ... Fuck. | think it probably has something to do with my brother. He's running a scam, sdling
the Borrichius spores to Campbell Campion. Or anyway, a big empty crate that's purported to hold the
Borrichius spores. Viscarro was here asking about the spores, which makes me think Mushroom Man
somehow got wind of the scam, took it for truth, and is here to sted something that doesn't even exig.”

“l see” Hamil was totdly unruffled. That was mosily why he was her conggliere. “You did anticipate
that your brother would be trouble.”

“I thought he'd be the direct cause of the trouble, not an indirect catalys for it. 1'd like to know how a
mushroom meage from Oregon heard about my brother's scam, since the only confederates Jason's got
who know fuck-dl about magic are me and Rondeau, and | redly doubt it was ether one of us who
tipped him off.”

“There are eyes and ears everywhere, as you wel know. Loose lips and Freudian dips may be
overheard.”

“Truth, but | don't know who'd get any benfit out of Scaing a fungus-worshipper on us”

“Thet is an interesting question.”

“And it's one I'll find the answer to, though | think we should wipe out the big bad guy firg.”

“Would you like me to muster up any troops to hep?’

“Nah, if we go in heavy, Bulliard might get spooked, and if he decides he's threatened, he could make
Viscarro put his lar in ful lockdown, complete with phase-shifting hdf a step into another dimengon.
Wed never get indde then. Better if B and | go in quigtly”

“Undergtood. Do you need anything from me?’

“Cdl Langford for me. I've got awish lig | think he can hep with.”

“Of course. Oh, | redizethisisnt a pressing issue a the moment, but | thought you'd like to know—I
found the Giggler.”

“So the fortune-telling freak lives on? Where is he?’

Hamil told her, and Marla grinned.

“Now grip naked,” Langford said, and B and Marlalooked a each other, then back at him.

“Isthet redly necessary?’ B said.

“I'madoctor” Langford admonished. “Or near enough. But, come to mention it, | have no desire to
aoply this persondly I'll let the two of you work it out between yoursdves.” He put a large lobster-pot
ful of something green, sticky, and reeking on the lab table beside them, dong with a couple of plastic
plate scrapers. “Apply liberally. And completely” He left, shutting the door behind him.

B sniffed the pot, which smdled like tincture of stinky feet. “Thisis gross.”

“That's the sorcerous life. Y ou'd rather get shroomed?” Marla began to undress, and after a moment's
sgh, B stripped, too. Marla was naked fird, and she dipped her hand into the unguent. The goop insde
hed started life as severd tubes of prescription anti-fungd ointment, but Langford had worked his magic
to make it rather more potent. “On the bright side, after putting this on, youll probably never, ever get
athletés foot again.” She rubbed the goop in carefully, on her arms, chest, legs, and every other inch of
hersdf she could reach, induding her face, and even in her hair. B did the same, and Marla was
preoccupied enough that she didn't even leer a him lascivioudy

“All right, apprentice, now you get to do my back. And any other bits | can't reach on my own. Don't
worry, I'll return the favor.”

“I'm pretty sure this wasn't in my job description.” B dathered a double handful onto her back. At
least the suff was dill warm from Langford's aterations.

“l know greasing up rddively young women isnt on your lig of life gods. Just close your eyes and
pretend I'm a burly guy named Bruce.”

“Eader sad than done.”



Once they were both suitably covered, they got dressed again, their clothes gicking to them
unplessantly. “All right. You ready for this? It's gpt to be a fight. I'm guessng Bulliard just has gross
motor control on Viscarro. | doubt well have to contend with Viscarro's magic, and he's not much of a
brawler, so concentrate your efforts on the presumably big and ugly guy.”

“I'm ready,” B said.

“Dont forget those tricks you learned. Some of them might come in handy. But pace yoursdf, dl
right?’

“Of course” He paused. “So... are we going to kill this guy?’

“No, were going to explain the error of his ways and ask him nicdy to leave. That's step one. If that
fals... if itshim or us, sure, well take him out. But | think a case can be made that he's nuts, and we can
reasonably clap him up in the Blackwing Ingtitute. So well concentrate on incapacitating.”

B looked rdieved, and Marla fdt a little flash of annoyance. When people threstened her city—as
Bulliard was, just by his disuptive presence—she was willing to do whatever it took to remove that
threat. B would have to harden his heart alittle if he was going to succeed her someday.

“Let's go pluck atoadstool,” she said.

am-Cam came out to meet them, dressed dl in black and jingling with amulets, carrying a laptop

bag. Rondeau hopped out, took the bag, and stowed it behind the seat. HE'd initidly expected a big bag
of cash, but Jason had explained that ten million bucks, even in hundreds, would weigh over two hundred
pounds. Thank goodness for modern technology. “After you.” He stepped aside to let Cam-Cam st in
the middle of the battered old pickup truck's seat, next to Jason, then dipped back in. It was close
quarters, but Cam-Cam didn't take up alot of space, so it wasn't too uncomfortable.

“Ladt chance to back out,” Jason said. “This is a dangerous business. Profitable, sure, but it's not like
you need the money—"

“It's not about the money,” Cam-Cam said. “I will be known as the man who helped destroy the
nation's largest colony of vampires, won't |7’

“True, for dl the good it will do you.”

“l imegineit will open... certain doors to me. Your sster, for example, will be in my debt.”

“Hes got apoint,” Rondeau said. “Marlds gratitude is some pretty serious coin of the redm.”

“All right, then,” Jason said. “Off we go.” He put the truck in gear and drove down Cam-Cam's long
driveway.

“Not much of acar.” Cam-Cam winced as the shitty shocks bounced them down the hill.

“Less conspicuous,” Rondeau said. “Like our lovdy éttire here” Rondeau took his clothes serioudy,
though Marla said his fashion sense was only appropriate in Bizarro World, so hed been bummed to
dress in the paint-stained T-shirt and corduroy pants provided by Jason, who was wearing much the
same. “A Higpanic guy and some white trash—no offense, Jason—in a busted pickup don't get a second
glance, even in your neighborhood. People just assume were gardeners.”

“We are gardeners,” Jason said. “At least, spores are sort of like plants, right? And these spores grow

money.”

“Where are we headed?’ Cam-Cam asked.

“A back road north of the city, bascaly in the woods.” They didn't have to go far. Cam-Cam lived
near the beaches, dready on the outskirts of Felport proper. They fdl into slence, each with his own
thoughts—Jason doubtless figuring additiona angles, Cam-Cam probably fantasizing about becoming a
sorcerer, and Rondeau just riding a wave of pleasure a what a big scam they were getting away with.



Jason took the truck down a dirt road lined dlosaly on both sides with sagging trees, pulling into a lot
that held the foundation and other blackened remnants of a burned-down house. He put the truck in
park, honked the horn—two shorts, one long—and then lit a cigarette. “Now we wait” He blew a
stream of smoke out the window. “The sdler should be dong shortly.”

After about five minutes a four-wheded ATV with atraler attached came trundiing into the lot from a
dirt trail. The driver wore an opague black motorcycle hdmet and camouflage fatigues.

“All right.” Jason got out of the truck, followed by Rondeau and Cam-Cam.

“Who the fuck isthat? The man in the hdmet's voice was muffled. He pointed at Cam-Cam. “1 don't
know him.”

“Hé's the men with the money,” Jason said. “You redly don't want to object to his presence, believe
me”

The driver cursed. “Y ou shouldve brought the money on your own.”

“Oh?You send your business partners out done with access to offshore accounts and trust them to do
theright thing? | see you're here in person to accept ddivery.”

“This payload is too important to trust with my boys,” the driver said, ill not removing his hdmet. “Alll
right. Let's do this”

Jason nodded toward Cam-Cam, who held the |aptop bag.

“No,” Cam-Cam said. “Let's see the package.”

The driver Sghed, went to the trailer, and unfastened a gray tarp. He threw it back to reved the thing
they'd come to buy.

Thebig crate was even more impressive now than it had been when Danny Two Saints firg showed it
to them. There were chains, in gold and siver as well as dark iron, and the woodcut runes were painted
indark dashes of scarlet and cobdt blue.

“Hmm.” Cam-Cam waked around the traler, examining the crate. “How do | know there's even
anything in there?’

“You quedioning my word?’ The driver took a step forward, making it clear he had a couple of inches
in height and breadth over Cam-Cam.

Cam-Cam didn't flinch. “Yes, | am.”

“It's okay,” Jason said. “Easy to find out. Y ou got the device, Rondeau?’

“Yup.” Rondeau went to the truck, reached under the seet, and took out a polished wooden box with
alid that latched. Until yesterday, the box had held his best flask, a sted funnd, and a couple of meta
dot glassess—the st was a gft from Marla for the date they'd randomly decided to cdl his
birthday—but he'd cleaned the box out a Jason's suggestion. He carried the box over to the trailer, set it
caefully on the edge beside the crate, and flipped the latch.

“This” said Rondeau, “is a divingion wand made by Marla Mason hersdf. Sort of a supernatura
Geger counter.”

The thing in the box had a handle of forked, gnarled wood, with a slvery metd sphere bound to the
end with copper wire. Various dangling chains, ending in slver haf-moons, golden stars, and tiny
crydtds, jingled when Rondeau picked it up.

“You don't mind if we verify the goods, do you?' Jason looked at the driver.

“Fuck you, Mason. I've been doing business with your sister for years. But knock yoursdlf out.”

“Okay.” Rondeau started to extend the wand—then paused. “Do you want to do the honors, Mr.
Campion?’

“How does it work?” Cam-Cam took the wand from Rondeau carefully

“Jugt wave it dowly over the crate,” Jason said. “If the spores are indde—even as wel shidded as
they are, for our protection—the wand should react.”

“All right.” Cam-Cam moved the wand over the crate.

It buzzed and jangled furioudy in his hand, and Cam-Cam nearly dropped it. He drew it back, and it
stopped moving. Cam-Cam reached out again, and again the wand buzzed to life, like a baby's rattle full
of bees. He drew it back, and it stopped again—because Rondeau thumbed the little remote contral in
his pocket. The sphere on the “wand” was just a tea bl from his kitchen, soldered shut, and ingde was



alittle remote control bullet vibrator he'd purchased from the sex shop three doors down from his club.
Rondeau was proud of the wand. Hed made it himsdf, with some tips from Danny.

“All right?’ Jason said.

Cam-Cam nodded. “I'm satisfied.” He handed the wand back to Rondeau, who carefully returned it to
the case.

Cam-Cam opened his padded bag, drew out a dim laptop, and placed it on the seat of the ATV He
opened it up and logged in to a secure banking Site, entering numbers with great rapidity. He turned the
screen around, and the driver—who was actudly Danny Two Saints in disguise—leaned over and
entered an account number. “Y ou can do the honors,” he said, stepping back.

Cam-Cam nodded curtly and clicked the touchpad a couple of times. “There, the trandfer is done.”

The driver held up hisfinger, took out acdl phone, made a cdl, rattled off a long number, listened for
amoment, then closed the phone. “The funds are dl accounted for on my end. Nice doing business with
you.”
“Give us a hand getting thisthing into the truck?’ Jason said.

The driver, Jason, Rondeau, and Cam-Cam dl took hold of the crate and carried it toward the
pickup. “It's not as heavy asit looks,” Cam-Cam said.

“The spores are practicaly weightless, and the meta tube they're in doesn't weigh much more,” the
driver said. “All the rest of this weight is padding and armor and magic to keep the things inert. There's
no tdling what the spores were lagt programmed to do. | don't want to find out. How are you guys
planning to open this safely anyway?’

“Don't worry about that.” Jason did the crate into the pickup.

The driver grunted. “I guess you've got Marlas organization at your disposal, so maybe you won't dl
kill yourslves. I'm going to head for my cabin upstate for a few weeks, though, just in case you do end
up murdering everybody in the city.”

“Your fathin usistouching.” Jason dammed the truck'’s tallgate shut. He and Rondeau tied down the
crate and covered it with a tarp of their own.

“Take care, gents” The driver drove off inhisSATV.

“Okay.” Jason reached under the driver's Sde of the pickup's seat to pull out a pump-action shotgun.

Cam-Cam flinched. “What is this?’

“Caution.” Rondeau took a chrome-plated, pearl-handled handgun from his waistband, and reached
into the glove box for another pistal. “You know how to shoot?” He handed the gun, a ridiculoudy huge
Desert Eagle, to Cam-Cam.

“I, ah, no—why will we need to shoot?’

“Safety's here” Rondeau showed him. “Trigger's there. Switch off one and pull the other, and get
reedy for ahdl of afucking kick if you need to use it.”

“Thisis dways a ddicate moment,” Jason said. “Right now, the dedler has your money, and we have
his merchandise. A certain unscrupulous type of person might decide they want to take their merchandise
back, and keep the money, too. Marla vouches for this guy, but this kind of cash does weird things to
people. Makes 'em behave out of character.”

Cam-Cam hdd the pistol awkwardly, one-handed, while Rondeau made a show of scanning the
perimeter. “But surdy Marlawould seek revengeif he attacked us.”

Jason shrugged. “He could dways say we never showed up. Like | said. It's a delicate moment.”

“Why guns?’” Cam-Cam said. “Why not defend us with megic?’

“Magic is good for lots of thing,” Rondeau said, “but guns are made for killing, and they're a lot more
relidble, and deadly even in unschooled hands” Rondeau looked around one lagt time, then sad,
“Doexn't ook like ambush isimminent.”

“Into the truck, then,” Jason said. “Rondeau, you ride in back with the crate. Cam-Cam, I'll trade you
weapons—you ride shotgun. Keep the window down, and the nose of that gun hanging out.” He passed
the shotgun to Cam-Cam, who looked at it with darm, but got into the truck as directed. When
Cam-Cam was looking away, Jason shot Rondeau a big grin. Yeah, Rondeau thought. This really is
pretty godsdamn fun.



“Keep an eye out.” Jason started up the truck.

Rondeau held on to the sides of the pickup's bed, looking around. They went around a curve on the
dirt road... and found the way blocked by a black SUV with darkly tinted windows.

Rondeau did open the little window at the back of the pickup's cab. “Oh, fuck,” he said.

“Yep.” Jason stopped the truck. “The trees are too close on both sdes of the road, so we can't drive
around. We should back up—"

Someone burgt from the trees on Cam-Cam's Side and rushed the truck. He wore a heavy dark cloak
with a hood and gloves, despite the heat. “ Shoot him!” Rondeau screamed, and for a moment he thought
Cam-Cam would freeze and spoil the whole effect.

But there was a cataclysmicaly loud boom, and the man in the cloak staggered back, fdl... and then
got up again.

“Fuck me” Jason said. “It's not the dedler. It's a vampire. Rondeau—"

“Onit.” Rondeau jumped down from the truck. Cam-Cam was saying something, babbling, redly, but
Rondeau concentrated on doing his moves as rehearsed. He whipped out a crucifix damn near the sze of
a tennis racket—it had belonged to Danny Two Saintss unde the priest—and brandished it a the
hooded figure, who fell back, keening in pain and terror. Rondesu pulled a sharpened wooden stake
from his pocket and launched himsdf at the attacker, knocking him down, and drove the stake... into the
dirt between the attacker's am and side. But from Cam-Cam's panicked perspective, it should look like
aheart-dtrike.

Rondeau got up and prodded the supine figure on the ground with his foot. The dead vampire was
Danny Two Saints again, providing his adeptness as a quick-change artist, though held gotten the SUV
into position as soon as Jason honked the horn before their transaction, so dl he'd needed to do was pull
on the cloak, mask, and gloves. Rondeau tugged at the cloak, and a gout of smoke rose up, dong with a
gink like rotten eggs, and he sumbled back, gagging. “Shit,” he said. “Definitdy a vampire, dl wrapped
up for daylight shenanigans.”

“That smoke—" Cam-Cam said.

“They don't do so wel with sunlight,” Jason said. “They burn. Leave him, Rondeau, and move that
fucking SUV out of the way.”

Rondeau went to the vampire's ride, did a neat three-point turn, and squeezed past the pickup on the
narrow road. He came back and hopped into the pickup's bed again, just in time to hear Cam-Cam say,
“—thought they, | don't know, dissolved into dust?’

“Thisisnta TV show,” Jason said. “Vampires aren't much like they look in the movies. Stakes work,
crosses work, sunlight works... but they aren't sexy, and their bodies don't just vanish when they die.
They rot fagt, though. Won't be much Ieft of that guy by morning. I'd strip him and let him burn up, but
that sink doesn't come out of your clothes or your hair for weeks.”

The gtink, Rondeau had to admit, was a nice touch. The smoke bomb concealed in the cloak had been
Danny's idea, but the stink bomb was dl Jason's.

“Let's get back to your place, Mr. Campion,” Jason said. “And hope this vampire was just following
the dedler, and not specificdly looking for us.”

“Wed better take precautions anyway,” Rondeau said.

“Better safe than exsanguinated,” Jason agreed.

“Viscarol” Marla yeled, hitting the buzzer a one of the many doors to the subterranean sorcerer's
catacombs. “Thisis Marlal Tdl Bulliard | want to talk to him!”

After amoment, a speaker crackled. “I, ah, that is, | don't know anyone cdled—"

“Come on,” Marlasaid. “Isour vigting country bumpkin that dumb? | obvioudy know he's here, so
he may aswdl tak to me”

Ancther pause, then a voice that was not Viscarro's. “Comein.”

The door swung open, and Marla entered, B following. They went down a few hundred yards of
twiding brick-lined hdlways before reaching the centra vault.



Marla noted with interest that Viscarro had inddled a concrete bunker. Possbly held been motivated
by the same desre for increased security that had led her to beef up the protections a her own
gpartment. Viscarro stood near the bunker, beside a young dishevel ed-looking man who seemed vaguey
familiar, and...

“Bulliard, | presume?’ she said.

The mycomancer was a big bastard, with a serious wild-man-of-the-woods vibe, though it was hard
to tdl where his long beard Ieft off and drooping fronds of hanging maoss began. His dothing might have
been animd skins, or vegetation, or Smply layers and layers and layers of filth. He wore a faded pink
plagtic pig snout, which should have been funny, but wasn't. “Marla Mason,” he said, and flung out his
hand.

Something hit Marlas cheeks and szzled. She laughed, wiping a her face. “Nice try, fungi. But
impalite. | came to tak, not fight, but—" She nodded to B, who stepped forward and flung atiny rock a
Bulliard.

The stone hit the sorcerer in the chest, and he staggered back and dammed into the concrete bunker,
hard. B had chipped the tiny stone from amuch larger rock in Fludd Park and bound them together with
sympathetic magic, so the pebble hit Bulliard with the force of a thrown boulder. The boulder in the park
had dmogt certainly flown through the air, too, but it was next to the duck pond, so the only possible
casudties were unwary waterbirds.

“Now that the plessantries are out of the way,” Marla said. “How about we tak business? You're
here for some spores, yeah?’

Bulliard straightened, wincing and rubbing his chest. “1 am.”

“Too bad. They aren't red. So sorry Bye-bye.”

“Youlie” Bulliard said.

“No, | don't. Where did you hear this crap about the spores anyway?’

“Him.” Bulliard nodded to the nondescript young man, who was trying to fade into the background.

“Okay, where did he hear it?’

“Can't say,” the guy said. “Confidentidity The magicd kind.”

A light went on in her head. “Oh, hdl, you're the courier, 1've seen you around. Y ou've done work for
me, yesh?”

“Yes, maam.”

“And now you work for him?”

“It's not a job so much as it's davery,” he sad. “If you could maybe kill m and get rid of these
mushrooms growing into my brain sem, 1'd appreciate it.”

“You redly can't tdl me who gave you the message about the spores?’

“Not without my head exploding.”

Marla considered. “Would your head explode before you finished tdling me, or after?’

“Before. Ddfinitdy before.”

“Hdl. You'd say that ether way”

“Enough,” Bulliard said. “The Mycdium has authorized me to... negotiate” His mouth twisted in
distaste.

“Because you know | can squish you like a dung beetle, no doubt. There's nothing to negotiate for.”

“We can offer hundreds of kilograms of Tricholoma magnivelare,” Bulliard said. “The American
matsutake. Its value varies, but it often sdlsfor ningty dollars per kilogram in Japan.”

Marla snorted. “Y ou're taking about less than a hundred grand. For the Borrichius spores? That's not
even close to a reasonable offer.”

“You misundersand. The Mycdium offers this as an annuity, in perpetuity. The mushrooms are rare
and vauable, but it istrivid for usto produce them. Will you accept this offer?’

Jason probably would, she thought—but while it was possible to trick someone like Cam-Cam, she
couldn't deceive Bulliard, not when it came to spores. He practicdly was spores. She sighed. “L ook,
Bulliard, you've been had. There are no spores. It'salie A trick. A scam.”

“l don't believe you,” Bulliard said. “The Mycdium doesn't believe you. The spores are vauable. Of



course you would lie to protect them.”

“Sure. I'm not, but | would, you've got me there. But, ether way, you're not leaving here with them.
You can pack up your shit and leave town, right now—after you release Viscarro and the courier here
from whatever nasty control you've got—or you can stay and get turned into mulch. Totaly your choice”

“Thereisathird option,” Bulliard said. “I could make you into fertilizer for the Mycdium.”

“All right, then.” Marla unsheathed her dagger of office. “Let's dance.”

Bulliard rushed them, and so, improbably, did Viscarro, moving with spidery speed. Marla planted
one foot and whirled for a roundhouse kick at Bulliard's face—aming for that stupid pig-nose—but he
dodged aside with surprising dexterity Viscarro was tangling with B, and Marla fdt for him—fighting that
gy mugt be like fighting a mass of living coat hangers, and Viscarro couldn't fed pain—but he appeared
to be holding his own okay. B was armed with a length of pipe wrapped in gaffer's tape to make a grip,
and Marla had laid some inertid magics on it, so the pipe hit hard. Marla dashed out at Bulliard with her
knife and diced into something, though whether it was flesh or fungus or daothing she couldn't tel. Her
hands were gticky from the fungicide, but it didn't hurt her grip on the knife, and even though Bulliard was
big and fast, she knew she could take him. Kicking ass was what she did, while the mycomancer
probably depended a lot more on shoving mushrooms into peoplée's brain slems. She darted forward to
meake another strike—

Something exploded againg the back of her head, and everything went black.

B saw Marla go down. The courier smply walked up behind her and smacked her in the back of the
head with a heavy ceramic pot. B cursed, swung his pipe a Viscarro's knee, and heard a stisfying
crunch. Viscarro went down, and tried to stand up again, but the knee wouldn't support him, and he gave
up—or, rather, Bulliard gave up on puppeting his body around. “Damn it, Bowman,” Viscaro
complained. “I'm dead, | can't heal from that kind of injury, Il have to take the leg off and get a
prosthess.”

“Sorry,” B said automaticaly, and backed away Bulliard and the courier were gpproaching him, trying
to flank him, and Marla wasn't moving. Was she dead? She couldn't be dead. HEd seen her take much
harder hits... but only when wearing her magicd purple-and-white cloak, which could hed nearly any
injury. She didn't wear the cloak anymore, fearing the cost of its magic, and he didn't know how much of
abesating she could soak up on her own.

At the moment, though, B had to worry about his own skin. “Bye-bye, birdie” he said, and turned into
apigeon just as Bulliard dove for him.

As he spun and flew toward the high domed calling, he saw Bulliard sumble, and the messenger
looked around in confusion. The change had been quick enough that B wasn't sure they'd even seen him
become a bird—they might think he'd disappeared. He flapped over the courier and cooed, wishing he
could crap on cue, but gpparently birds didn't have sphincter control. The courier looked up, curang, and
B changed back into human form, dropping dl his weight onto the man's head and knocking him to the
ground, where his crumpling body conveniently broke B'sfdl. B rolled off him jugt in time to see Bulliard
looming over him, reaching out with hands the Sze of cast-iron skillets—

B took a breath. Focus, Focus, Focus, he thought, and time dowed. He carved up space-time,
opening a hole in the inches between Bulliard and himsdf, a gulf, a chasm, atiger pit... aportal. Red time
reasserted itsdf, and the mycomancer lunged... and vanished, disappearing into the floor. B didn't have
the kil with manipulating space to create a pocket-dimenson to hold him, though such a pinched-off
prison would have been wonderful a the moment—abut he could do something dmost as good.

Bulliard had fdlen into the floor, but he fdl out of the caling, tumbling from vaulted space above,
bouncing off the bunker, and landing in an ungainly and unmoving heap on the floor.

B sumbled toward Marla. Hed tired himsdf out before they even came here by making a sympathetic
connection between the little rock and the boulder in the park, and now, in addition to that, he was
disoriented from being a bird, and his head pounded from cutting up space-time. He kndt by Marla,
nearly pitching forward on his face in the process, and shook her.



Marlas eyes opened, and she groaned. “Anybody get the street address of that building that hit me?’

“Thought. You. Dead.” B's vison was blurring alittle at the edges.

“My head's harder than that.” She sat up and looked around. “Damn, B. You did this?”

“Yes” He dumped over, yawned mightily, and closed hiseyes. I'll just rest for a minute. Just for a
minute.

After eesng B down to the ground, Marla went to Bulliard, kndlt, and checked for a pulse. There was
none. She rolled his body over—he was lighter than she'd expected, much of his bulk made up of layered
clothes and caked-on grime—and pried open his eydids. Pupils were nonreactive. No dgn of breath
from his nodrils. No rise and fdl of his chest. She poked the point of a dagger into the fleshy part of the
sorcerer's thigh, and not only did he remain unmoving, the wound didn't bleed much—barely even ocozed.

She went over to Viscarro, who was sghing long-sufferingly on the floor. “All right, corpsy, let's get
those shrooms out of you.” Hold dill.” Marlacut a Viscarro's neck with her dagger of office. “This knife
issharp, itll decapitate you if you aren't careful. That wouldn't kill you, but | bet you'd hate being a head
on ashdf somewhere. You never struck me as the Orpheus type.”

“Jug hurry, before Bulliard awakend”

“l wouldn't worry about that. There” She held the tiny mushrooms, caps and stems, in the palm of her
hand, where they szzled and withered on contact with her fungicide. “You sure thisis dl of them? |
could...” She shuddered. “I could srip your carcass and check the rest of you, see if youve got
mushrooms hidden in more ddlicate places.”

“That won't be necessary,” he snapped. “I'm keenly aware of my own body and dl the parasites
attached thereto.” Viscarro rubbed the back of his neck, which was nicked and gouged. “Damnit. | need
anew leg, and there are holesin my neck.”

“Youre welcome. | didnt sever any nerves, so quit your bitching” Marla was no surgeon, but
Viscarro didn't fed pain or bleed, so cutting out the mushrooms was easy She looked at the unconscious
courier. She didn't dare try to cut the mushrooms out of him—he was living flesh, not a lich, so he would
bleed, and sheld kill him, likdy as not. Sheld have to get Langford to work on him under anesthesia
“You got a prison cdl for these two?’

“Oh, yes. A torture chamber aswdl.”

“Eh, Bulliard looks dead, s0 I'm guessing torture is probably moot.”

Viscarro cursed. “Your apprentice made Bulliard fal from the ceiling. Drat. 1'd planned on paying him
back for his rudeness”

Marla looked up. That was a good thirty-foot drop. Held probably snapped his neck on impact. B
would fed guilty for killing the man, probably, but shed make sure he got over it. If the mycomancer
redly was dead. “I'd rather be safe, though. I've known a few sorcerers who were quick even though
they looked awfully damn dead, present company included. Put Bulliard's body somewhere secure,
would you? Just in case he's playing possum. I'd hate for him to open his eyes and come at me like the
end of a chegp horror movie”

“I'll find a nice deep hole for him, don't worry”

“Bvenif he'sredly dead, | want Langford to check him out, make sure he's not carrying some kind of
bio-hazard on his skin or anything. And don't stedl the pig nose. | know megic when | see it, but | want
to get it checked out before we do anything with it.”

“Can | have it when you're done?’ Viscarro sad.

“If it's not anything | need. Can't you show a little gratitude for us saving you and ending your
endavement?’

“I'm one of the city's sorcerers,” Viscarro snapped. “Saving meisyour job. | don't thank garbagemen
or dogcatchers, ether. I'll have my apprentices put these two away.”

“Okay. No torturing the courier. He's no more responsible for his actions than you are.” Which didn't
stop her from harboring just alittle bit of resentment toward the guy hersdf. He'd hit her hard, and she
was alittle worried she had a concussion.



She went over to B and nudged him with her foot, but he only snored. Poor kid had tried to do sx
impossble things a once, and that would take a lot out of even a seasoned pro. “You mind if B keeps
s1o00zing here? He pushed himsdf hard, without enough training, and he's going to have to deep it off.
He's apt to wake up ravenous, too. Can you feed him?’

“| suppose my apprentices eat, so there's likdy food somewhere. I'll make sure they see to his needs.
Y ou're paying for my new prosthetic leg, by the way”

“Take it out of next month's tribute. And give me a receipt.” She looked around, meking sure she
didn't have any double vison, and decided she was probably capable of soldiering on.

“Where are you going?’

“Couple errands.” She sighed. “1 was going to have B cdl up an oracle for me, so | could find out who
told Bulliard the Borrichius spores were in Felport. But B's down for the count.” She chewed her lip
thoughtfully “Still, he's not the only source of otherworldly information in town, is he? I've got other
options. Shit, | need to cdl my brother, too, tdl him to finish up his business with the spores tout suite,
just in case there are any other out-of-towners coming—"

“So the spores are red?’ Viscarro said.

“No, never mind, it's complicated. Take care, Viscarro. I'll come back in a couple hours to see how
B's doing, and send someone to work on saving the courier and autopsying Bulliard.”

“Oh, good,” Viscarro said sourly. “More vigtors”

The messenger woke in adim place, and sat up, groaning. His head hurt, his back hurt, his shoulders
hurt, his teeth ached, and a some point he'd hitten his tongue. Now he was in a dm cinder-block cdll
with a metd door, and Bulliard was beside him, sprawled indegantly on the floor. The messenger
crawled, winang, to Bulliard, and prodded him. “Hey, mossface, look & the fine mess you've gotten us
into now.” Bulliard didn't move, and the messenger grinned. “Are you dead, Bulliard? Gone to the great
honey mushroom colony in the sky? Wdl, if you're not, let me take this opportunity to make sure you
are” He reached out for Bulliard's throat, intending to squeeze until he fdt the windpipe collapse—but
he couldn't even make himsdf touch the mycomancer's skin. “Oh, fuck,” he said. The mushrooms in his
brain sem were 4ill controlling his movements. Was it just redlly good magic? Or was Bulliard less dead
then he appeared?

“The Mycdium will not be pleased.” Bulliard opened his dirt-colored eyes. “Hmm. A cdl. | had hoped
they would smply bury me, or place mein a less secure room, upon finding me dead.”

“You don't sound dead. | know how dead sounds, and it doesn't sound like you.”

“Hy agaric,” Bulliard said. “A beautiful mushroom. Amanita muscaria, beloved of shamans, bringer
of visons. The Norse used it to indte berserker rages—| have used it for that mysdf. But it can dso
cause unconsciousness, and symptoms that mimic death.” He sat up. “I was not sure | could win the fight
directly. So | chose to deceive our attackers and bide my time”

“Gregt plan. Now we're locked inacdl.”

“Yes But | was not dead. | was ill, but | was listening. Marla Mason said that she wished to warn
her brother. She was afraid he might be in danger, if others came looking for the spores.”

“Oh, shit. You think her brother has the spores? | didn't even know she had a brother.”

“l have no doubt he is a great magician,” Bulliard said. “But he will not expect me to come for him.
People seldom expect attacks from the dead.”

“Gresat. But how do we get out of here?’

“Like this” Viscarro opened the door. He leaned on an old-fashioned wooden crutch. “There's an
escape tunnd here to the right, it will lead you to the surface.”

The messenger blinked. “Why aren't you locked up in a cdl with us?’

“Marla bdieved she cut dl the mushrooms out of me, thet | was free from Bulliard's influence. And she
did cut themdl out... at least, the onesinmy neck. The ones at the base of my spine, however, she was
unaware of, and | found mysdf inexplicably unable to tell her.”

“The Mycdium believes you gave a message to Marla Mason, warning her of our presence,” Bulliard



sad. “The Mycdium advocated tighter control of your words after that. | did as my god bade me”

“Hne. | trugt thisfulfillsmy obligations to you? Can | be free now?’

“| prefer to keep you in reserve, though | don't care how you occupy yoursef, as long as you reman
here, and do not attempt to hinder me”

“So noted. How do you intend to find Marla Mason's brother? | didn't even know he existed until
recently. His haunts are unknown to me”
Bulliard tapped the Sde of his pig's snout. “When | know what | am looking for, | can aways root it

ondeau's phone rang. Marla, cdling from her office. “I gotta take this, guys it's the boss.” “Give

her my regards,” Cam-Cam said, cool as you please, and Jason said, “Send my love” They went back
to their discussion of the next day's plan, a road trip to meet with the Aeromancer's representatives. In
redity, Danny Two Saints would be lying in wait to ambush them again on the way, spailing the ded and
fresking out Cam-Cam, who would be led to bdieve his life was in danger, and that they needed to lay
low for awhile to keep the heet off and so forth. But if Cam-Cam could put up the capita to hire some
particularly vicious mercenary vampire hunters as protection—actualy other confederates of Jason and
Danny's—they might be able to try againin aweek or two... It was dl part of the plan to keep sringing
Cam-Cam dong and bleeding him for more money Rondeau was sort of dizzied by the scde of the
operation, which was redly only beginning, but like Jason said, this was no three-minute pop song of a
con they were writing here—it was more like an opera on the scale of Wagner's Ring Cycle. Before it
was over, they'd have Cam-Cam terified held been turned into a vampire, paying serious money for a
miradle cure; they'd send him on atrip to South America to meet with a legendary (and entirdy invented)
vampire king-in-exile, who would demand tribute before discussng the weaknesses of his brethren;
they'd have him paying a rogue priest to turn his whole estate into sanctified ground, and the water in his
pipes to holy water. Jason said it could go on indefinitdy Jason had ideas.

“Hey, Marla” Rondeau walked into the forma dining room, well out of earshot of Jason and ther
mark. “We're over a Cam-Cam's.”

“| figured. Look, tdl Jason he's got to wrap this up quick, and do the blow-off.”

Rondeau blinked. “What? We're just getting sarted!”

“Take what you've got now and end it. | know that's not what Jason has planned, but my brother can
improvise with the best of them.”

“Okay.” Rondeau pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut. “Okay, boss.” He knew
she had a good reason. She wouldn't ask him to do this otherwise. But... “Mindif | ask why?’

“B and I—mosily B—judt killed a sorcerer named Bulliard who came to town looking for the spores,
that's why. Somehow word got out, and serious people are taking my brother's bullshit seriously. There
could be more bad guys coming, and | don't want Jason to get hurt—I kind of like having the guy
around.”

“Hdl. | like him, too. | didn't say a word to anybody, Marla, | swear. Maybe it was Cam-Cam, |
don't know—"

“No, it wasn't Cam-Cam, or Jason or his crew, either. Whoever sent Bulliard the message used a
gpecid cou rier, the kind only sorcerers use. It wasn't me, and it wasn't you—I'm not even asking, |
know it wasn't you—so | don't know who the fuck it was. Jason and | talked abouit it a couple of times
in public, so somebody mus have overheard. I'm going to find out who it was and have a tak with them,
too. The kind of talk you do by punching.”



“Do you need my hdp?’ Rondeau said. “With anything?’ Working with Jason to scam Cam-Cam was
ahoot and a hdf, but it looked like that fun-time train was pulling into the lagt dation anyway, and Marla
hed just reminded him he had real responghilities. “I should've been there with you and B, fighting this
ouwy. I'm sorry Shit.”

“Hey, | gave you permission to moonlight. I'm not pissed a you—if we'd needed you, you better
bdieve I'd have cdled. Right now what | need you to do is keep my brother from getting killed. Tdl him
to blow Cam-Cam off. You got a big chunk of money aready, right?’

“Wedid.”

“Tdl Jason that'll have to do for now. Well find him another pigeon.”

“I'l do my best.” Marla hung up on him. Only after she was off the line did he redize he had no idea
what to say to Jason. He couldn't say, “Sorry, there are bad magic-widding murderers coming for us”
because Jason didn't believe in magic. Which meant Rondeau was going to have to come up with a lie
thet Jason would believe.

He put his phone away, took a deep bresth, and went into the living room. “Hey, Jason? Can we tak
in private?’

Marla caught a bus to the finandd district and went into the lobby of a skyscraper with darkly mirrored
glass walls. The security guard at the front desk saw her coming and immediatdy picked up a phone and
whispered into it. He rose, amiling, and extended his hand to Marla. “Ms. Mason, such a pleasure to see
you, can | get you anything to—"

“I'm going up to see Nicolette.” Marla went around him toward the elevator.

He sidestepped into her way. “Ah, Ms. Jordan is otherwise engaged at the moment, but if you'd be
willing to—"

“Move or lose a foot.” She was dill wearing the green gecko boots, not her nasty enchanted
steel-toed boots, but she could shatter an ingtep without magic. She stomped forward, and he danced
back.

“You can go right up,” he said quickly, and hurried back to his phone as she stepped into the elevator.

Marla eyed the mirrored walls as she rose. Turning an devator into a deathtrap would be a pretty
good way to assassinate her, she supposed. She'd better think about some contingency plans againgt that
eventudity. Nicolette was a chaos magidian, drawing power from uncertainty and disorder, and as such,
she couldn't be trusted to do anything—not even to act in her own best interest. Marla never dropped
her guard around the woman, and did her best to avoid her, but she had need of her assets now.

The top floor of the skyscraper was a penthouse gpartment, and the eevator doors did open onto a
locked door. Marla hit the intercom button and said, “It's Marla. | need you.”

Nicolette's voice, without a hint of static on the intercom, said, “I thought you were bringing your
gpprentice the day after tomorrow?’

“No apprentice, just me. | need your services. Or the services of someone in your service.”

“Isthis one of those ‘for the good of the city’ things again? It's been a bad year for that.”

“Jugt open the fucking door, Nicolette, or Il have to open it mysdf, and then youll have to buy a
replacement.”

“Comeonin, I'minmy office”

The door clicked open, and Marla stepped through, into a jumbled disaster of a living room. This
goartment had once beonged to Nicolette's old mentor, a diviner named Gregor, who'd been executed
for his crimes againg Felport afew months previous. Nicolette had inherited his estate, and it had been a
very tidy estate indeed, since Gregor was a notorious minimdist perfectionist control freak. His gpartment
had been spare to the point of Spartan, but Nicolette had... done some redecorating. The place was
wrecked. Marla couldn't even identify any furniture, though there were certain lumps suggedive of
couches and amchairs. The place was full of suffed animd heads, dusty empty picture frames, hideous
kitschy lamps, bolts of mildewed fabric, and what appeared to be the engine block from a bus. The
beautiful floor-to-celling windows, which looked out on the city and the bay beyond—one just lighting up



and the other becoming a void of rumbling darkness as night fell—were defaced with spray-painted
markings that looked like greffiti tags merged with runes. Marlas gpartment was no showpiece, but it
was just messy with neglect, not actively trashed.

Oh, wdl. Necromancers tended to incdude skulls in their décor, and pyromancers were patid to
flambeaux, s0 it made sense that a chaos magician would decorate with wreckage. Too bad the place
amdled like fish sauce and burned wiring and industrid astringents.

Marla caefully navigated the trash heaps, wary of tetanus, down the hdlway to wha had been
Gregor's office. This room was rdatively neat—just an amless dressmaker's dummy lying in the middle
of the floor, and ragged strips of wallpaper dangling from the wals—and Nicolette was insde, stting a
her computer, blue light reflecting on her narrow birdlike face. “Be with you in a minute” she sad. “I'm
tranderring cash from one of my offshore casinos. This online gambling Suff is the shit. Suckers rall in
from dl over the world, and you don't even have to cheat them, just trust in their basic inahility to do
math.”

Marla grunted. She wondered if Jason would like running a Ste like that, and seeing money run in like
water rushing downhill, or if he needed the dement of the grift to keep himsdf interested. “Don't see how
it helps the locd economy so much.”

“You get your cut, boss lady, and | trugt you rall it back into the community and dl that.” She leaned
back and cocked her head. “What can | do for you?’

“Monger came to town. | killed him. But | have some follow-up questions, and he's in no dtate to
answer them.”

Nicolette hmmed. “Mongter, huh? Those are usudly ‘its’ not ‘hims’™”

“One of those fiend-in-human-flesh type Stuations” She shrugged. “It's not important—he's been
contained. But | need some extra-sensory perception to clear up afew nagging little questions.”

Nicolette shook her head, the charms woven into her bleached-white dreadlocks bouncing and
jigaling. “1 may be livingin a seer's tower, but you know I'm not a seer mysdf. Hel, | get my buzz from
uncertainty. Not sure why you came here. Isn't Bradley Bowman supposed to be a psychic?’

“B overexerted himsdf today He's resting. But my errand can't wait. You have something | need,
Nicolette”

“What, did you hear about my divining spiders? I'm working on them, getting them into shape, but
they're more for pattern-matching than actudly answering questions, and they're along way from being
ready to—"

“l need to see the Giggler, Nicolette” Marla watched the chaos magican's face closgly. She was a
sudent of faces, and knew the truth of a person's fedings often flashed, involuntarily, across their
expressions, for as little as a fraction of a second. There were forty-four facid muscles reated to fear,
uncertainty, anger, and midrus, and Nicolette moved a large percentage of them in very tdling
configurations, for just an ingtant. Then dl was smooth again.

“The Giggler? | don't—"

“Sure you do.” Marla unsheethed her dagger of office and cut aloose thread dangling from the hem of
her shirt. She didn't put the knife away when she was done. “The Giggler. Crazy motherfucker with a gift
for tdling the future. Went on a rampage years ago, cut the guts out of a bunch of sorcerers to read his
faein thar entrals. People cdled him the Bdly Killer. Thisringing a bell? | knew Sauvage kept the guy
dive to use as a little pet oracle. Your late and unlamented boss stole hm away dafter Sauvage
died—didn't think | knew that, did you?—and you, my dear, inherited him.”

Nicolette didn't bother to hide her expression now. Her eyes were flat dits of hate.

“l know.” Marlatried to put the semblance of genuine commiseration into her voice, though she was
loving this. “It's a bitch to find out one of your secrets isn't so secret after dl. What good is a hole card
when everybody knows what you're holding? Don't worry, I'm not enacting any eminent-domain bullshit,
you're welcome to keep the Giggler. | don't want respongibility for his upkeep anyway, the guy eats like a
legion of pigs. | just need access to him right now.”

“You wont tdl anyone d<e I've got m here?’

“Nah, we're good.”



“All right.” Nicolette rose, beckoning Marla. “Guess | don't have alot of options.” They went back to
the eevator. “Not much good having a fucking oracle if he cant tdl me quff like this is coming,” she
complained.

“That's the problem with oracles. Y ou have to know what questions to ask, and how to ask them, and
how to interpret the answers. My new apprentice is a hdl of a seer, but it's dill no good if you don't
know exactly whet you'e trying to find out. Vague questions get vague responses. So what do you use
the Giggler for?’

She shrugged. “I don't consult hm as much as Gregor used to—you know | like surfing the
uncertainties. But he's good for derting me to upcoming stock market fluctuations”

“Oh?Isthat dl?” Marlawas anused. The devator arrived and they boarded.

Nicolette inserted her penthouse key, turned it, then pressed the basement button twice. “Wdl, he dso
gets me blackmail materid for people | need to lean on.”

“That's more like it.” Marla grinned.

“What do you need to ask him anyway?’

“I'm not abig fan of repeating mysdf. Y ou can hang out while | question himif you don't have anything
better to do; youll hear it then.”

They rode to one of the building's secret subbase-ments in slence. The eevator doors opened onto a
dm concrete hdlway festooned with greffiti that seemed to squirm and writhe away from the eye.

Nicolette preceded Marla down the hdll, and Marla wrinkled her nose. She had a high tolerance for
gench, but it was pretty rank down here. “Giggler!” Nicolette said. “Weve got a vistor!” They went
through an open door into the Giggler's chamber.

“Wow, he's got the same interior decorator you do.” Marla looked around & the concrete cdl, which
looked like a collison between a garbage truck and a white eephant sde.

“Hefinds patterns in trash—he started out reading entralls, after dl, so thisis a step up in the hygiene
department. Gregor used to try to keep the place cleaner, but | just go with the flow.” She leaned againgt
the doorjamb. “He'sin there... somewhere. Go ask your question.”

“Did you bring presents?’ The Giggler emerged from beneath a pile of cheap Mexican blankets
smeared with peanut butter and—M arla hoped—chocolate. The seer had greasy black har, snot caked
on his upper lip, and eyes like a couple of holes punched in nothing.

“No presents.” Marla crouched to look him in the eye, from a judicious distance. “Just my presence.
You remember me?’

“You saved my life” The Giggler tittered, a high-pitched, irritating noise that made Marlas back-brain
shudder.

“Insofar as | didn't kill you when | had the chance, | guess | did. Want to return the favor?’

“Your life doesn't need saving.” The Giggler had ady look on hisface.

“That's good to know. | need some questions answered.”

“Yes, you do.” The Giggler dithered the rest of the way out of the covers and onto a chair-sized heap
of garbage bags and Bubble Wrap, which popped and squeaked under his weight. He settled into it like
aking on his throne, his pink bathrobe rumpling around him. “Persond firgt, or business? Your brother,
or the beast?’

Marla blinked. “Ah. Y ou're such a good seer you saw what my questions were going to be?’

The Giggler tittered again. “Which, which, which?’ he said. Or maybe “Which, which, witch?’ It was
hard to tell.

“Felport comes fird.” She did want to ask about her brother, though shed just about decided to trust
him, at least as far as she could throw him. She wouldn't mind a little outsde confirmation of her indincts,
but finding out who had brought Bulliard to town—and if there were likdy to be more outsde
intrus ons—was the more pressing issue.

“Your brother is no danger to the aity,” the Giggler said.

“Also good to know. A sorcerer named Bulliard came to my dity, late last night or early this morning,
looking for something—but you know that.”

The Giggler nodded sagely—or as sagdly as possible, given the dried booger dangling from his chin. “I



know everything, but you dill need to ask.”

“Right. Someone told Bulliard to come here, sent him an anonymous message. | need to know—who
did it?

“She's right behind you,” the Giggler said. “ She has a hammer.”

Marla didn't think, just dove and rolled, scattering empty cracker boxes and old shoes as she did. She
popped back up as Nicolette's dedgehammer struck the concrete floor where Marla had been.

“See? Your lifeisnt in danger.” The Giggler giggled.

“You sent the message to Bulliard?” Marla drew her dagger again, with rather more purpose this time.
She should have been gratified to know her suspicions about another traitor in her midst had been
correct, but it was cold comfort. Maybe if shed brought Bradley to Nicolette first, he would have
sensed something, and this could have been avoided. Just bad luck. “What the fuck? How did you even
hear about the spores?’

“Spoies everywhere, boss. Eyes everywhere. You know how it is” She glanced a the Giggler.
“Ingrate. After dl I've done for you.”

The Giggler showed his stubby ydlow teeth. “I will dways have a pot to pissin and a seat to St on, for
0 long as| live, so hdp me gods.”

“Didn't see thiscoming, did you?" Nicolette snatched a charm from her hair and tossed it toward the
Giggler.

Before the charm—it looked like a tiny yelow glass pinegpple—hit him, the Giggler let loose a deep
and weary Sgh. “Of course | did,” he said.

Then the pinegpple expanded and exploded into a thousand needle-thin spines, piercing the Giggler's
face, chest, arms, and hands, and deflating the Bubble-Wrap throne. As he sagged and sank, the Giggler
sad, “Took you long enough,” and closed his otherworldly eyes.

“Now, that's just wasteful. He was a good seer.” Marla kept her eye on Nicolette's hands. The
charms in the chaos magician's hair represented hours of dedicated enchanting, each one a nasty spdll,
though it was hard to tdl what any of them did—porcdain skulls, a glass eye in a wire cage, a jade frog,
awisdom tooth trailing roots.

“He betrayed me” Nicolette shrugged. “It's no good having someone that untrustworthy in your
organiztion. I've got you outgunned here, Marla You didn't come expecting a fight, and this is my turf.
Let'stry to reach an undersanding.”

“The only thing I'm interested in understanding is why? What's the angle? Y ou wanted Bulliard to stedl
the spores for you? But he didn't even know who you were.”

“Giving that kind of weapon to a nutcase like Bulliard is bound to increase the net chaos in the world,
Marla, and that's only good for me. Plus, having hm come to town, somping around, fucking things up
for you, that makes things messier in Felport, and that's definitdly to my advantage. The more things
tumble down here, the higher | rise. You're way too orderly for my taste. You make the trains run on
time when I'd rather have afew of them derail every now and then. It's not so complicated. | am what |
am, and what I've dways been.”

“How can | tolerate somebody like you in my organization, Nicolette?’

“Point. But I'm opposed to organizations in principle anyway. And imagine the chaos around here if
you were to suddenly disappear.” She snatched a charm from her hair.

“Urizen Protocol,” Marla said loudly, and Nicolette froze like a statue, one hand tangled in her hair,
the only sgn of life a high thin scream—like the sound of a teskettle just darting to boil—isuing from
between her clenched teeth. Marla went to her and gently pried the faceted blue charm out of the chaos
magician's hand.

Then she drew her dagger and sawed off dl Nicolette's dreadiocks, one by one, deposting them
caefully in a plagic grocery bag she found near the Giggler's corpse, padding the charms with
bloodstained shreds of Bubble Wrap. “Sorry for the Samson-and-Ddlilah thing, hon, but the pardyss
wont last for long, and | need to get you neutrdized.”

Nicolette's throat worked, and her lips parted enough for her to say, “What have you done?’

“You murdered your last boss, Nicolette—on orders from me, but ill. | never trusted you. So | hed



my friend Mr. Beadle—you know him, obsessive-compulsive little guy, has an dfinity for sraight lines
and right angles and law and order and everything you aren't?>—do me a favor. He posed as a window
washer and put some nice gold-inlad binding spiras dl over the outsde of the building for me, very
subtle, and dl keyed to my code phrase. Y ou're bound up right now in a cage of orderly forces; it won't
hold out againgt you for long, but, well, long enough. You didn't serioudy think 1'd let you into the highest
coundls of the aity without some kind of insurance, did you? An attack dog is ussful, but you gotta have
a shotgun near to hand in case the thing turns on you someday. One question—is Bulliard the only bull
you set loose in my china shop, or are there others coming?’ Nicolette didn't answer. “Come on, now.
Y ou need dl the leniency you can get. Speak up. Are there other nasty surprises coming?’

Nicolette said “No.” She couldn't technicdly hiss a word with no essesin it, but she did her best.

“That's a comfort.” Marlafished around in the many pockets of her black cloak until she found a little
sachet of sandalwood and chamomile. “I'm tempted to just hit you in the back of the head with that
dedgehammer you amed a me until you go unconscious, but Dr. Husch gets mad when | bring her
brain-damaged patients—"

“Husch?’ Nicolette hissed—she might have been darmed or appdled, but snce she couldnt move
mog of her facid muscles, Marla couldn't be sure.

“I'm having you hauled off to the Blackwing Indtitute. If Dr. Husch decides you're crazy, well lock you
up there. But if she decides you're competent, well... ether banishment or execution.” She sghed. “I'll
have to hold a fucking meeting with the other leading sorcerers to determine your fate, Snce you're one
of us. | hate meetings. I'm much more a rule-by-fiat type, but you gotta make alowances.”

“You can't—"

“Night-night.” Marla threw the sachet a Nicolette's face. It bounced off her nose, and Nicolette
glared, grunted, and then dropped into a deep and magicd deep. Marla took her under the armpits and
sad “Arioch Protocol” to disable the order spdlls. Nicolette's waght came dumping down, and Marla
lowered her to the floor. The chaos magician should deep for a few hours, so deep she wouldn't even
dream.

Marla patted Nicolette down and found a cdl phone—her own phone was charged, for once, but only
because it was plugged in and stting on the desk in her office. She couldn't get reception in the basement,
but the degping and the dead would keep, s0 she carried the sackful of charms to the elevator and rode
back up to Nicolette's gpartment, then called Hamil and told hm what had happened. “Better send some
guys over to bundle her out of here, and make sure Mr. Beadle comes dong, too. | took her charms
away, but Nicolette's dangerous just by hersdf, especidly in a Stuaion this disorderly Oh, there's a
corpse to cleen up, too. Good job finding the Giggler, but he's not going to do anybody any good
anymore” She cdled Rondeau, and went draght to voicemal, and then tried B, but got the
same—Rondeau was, she hoped, busy convincing her brother to drop his scam, and B was probably
just deeping.

It was dl over but the cleanup. She'd get Nicolette squared away, then ded with Bulliard's corpse.
She could bein bed by midnight without even hustling much, if she wanted.

Marla sghed, sat down cross-legged on the stained concrete floor, and began sorting through
Nicolette's charms to seeif there was anything worth comman deering.

As night began to fdl, Bulliard paused in his suffling down some random dley and said, “We require
trangportation. Marlds brother istoo far to reach quickly on foot.”

“How about a motorcycle with a sidecar?’ the courier said. “That would be sweet. Or, | know, a hot
ar baloon!”

Bulliard went to the end of the dley and pointed to a battered old truck parked besde a sagging
wooden fence. “Hotwire thet for me”

“Sorry, big guy, | was never a car thief. | wouldn't know where to begin.”

“You are usdless. | can't understand why the Mycdium won't let mekill you.”

The courier flashed back to his glimpse of Bulliard's god, that terrible, knowing face that wasn't redly a



face. He ill wasn't sure if the thing hed seen was redl, or a mere hdlucination—whether Bulliard was
deluded, or truly in service to something terrible and inhuman. It wasn't a question he liked to dwdl on.
The courier was afan of pizza, weed, beer, and waiching sports on televison. This crap was way outside
hismenta comfort zone. “If | got a vote, I'd vote for releasing me, but whatever. Find us a car, and I'll
drive you. What, you want me to do all the work?’

Bulliard stomped out of the dley, onto a street. The courier had no idea where they were—he'd never
gpent a ton of time in Felport, just coming in and out on a few ddiveries—but it didn't look like a nice
part of town. A low-rider vintage Chevy Impaa convertible with four guys insde came cruisng down the
street, mudc thumping brutal bass, and Bulliard stepped in front of the car and hed up his hand in a
stop-right-there gesture.

The car dowed and stopped, and a couple of Hispanic teens jumped out of the backseat and
sauntered over. “ Check this motherfucker out,” one said. “A mountain man.”

“l require your vehicle”

“I require your walet,” the guy said, and the others laughed.

Bulliard hit him so hard he flew back and landed on the hood of the car, groaning.

The other two bounced out of the car, one with a knife and the other with a tire tool, and the driver
glanced at the courier, who held up his hands. “Dont worry about me, bro. He's the one with the anger
management problem. But you're better off just tossng him the keys and teking off, trust me.”

“Fuck that,” the driver said, but nervoudy, glanang at his friend, who was no more sure than he was.
They took afew steps closer.

Bulliard smply walked around them to the car—they backed away waily a his approach—and
opened the driver's door. “Come.” He gestured to the courier. “You will drive”

“Get the fuck away frommy car!” The driver went at him swinging his tire iron, and Bulliard disarmed
hm and chucked him bodily toward the gutter. He gestured again, impatiently, and the courier darted
around the lagt two guys, mouthing “Sorry.” They backed away, eyes wide.

Bulliard held the door open for him, and the courier dipped in. “Sweet ride,” he said. “I'll try to leave it
somewhere rdatively intact, dl right?’

“Wewill drive this back to the forest, once weve acquired the spores,” Bulliard said, dimbing into the
backsest.

The courier snorted. “Right. Because this car sure isn't congpicuous. It's got flames painted on the
sde, mossface. They'll report it stolen, and the cops will stop us, and youll kill the cops, which will inturn
bring more cops. Even you can't withstand a blizzard of bullets, am | right?’

Bulliard grunted. “Very well. We will acquire more subtle transport when our business is done.”

“Cool. Hey, guys, you want to get your friend off the hood? Otherwise hell fdl off when | sart
moving.”

The two came forward and lifted their friend away “Well fucking kill you, man,” one of them said, but
not very confidently

“Promises, promises.” The courier put the car in gear.

ondeau had no idea what he was going to say to Jason. Bullshitting a professond bullshitter was

going to be tough. “Itll just take a minute”

“No,” Cam-Cam said. “No more private conversations that don't include me. |Is that understood? I've
put up the money, weve acquired the spores, and | am a full partner now.” The chain-wrapped crate
wasin the middle of hisliving room, and he stared &t it as he spoke, like a religious fandtic gazing upon a



haly relic.

“Theman'sright,” Jason said. “We'rein this together. What's up?’

“Ah, but it was acdl from Marla, and it's, you know... sorcerer Suff.”

Cam-Cam lifted his cam, serious eyes to Rondeau. “Then | definitdy indst on being included.”

Rondeau sghed. “Wdl, okay. A sorcerer from out of town heard about the spores somehow, and
came to sed them.” Cam-Cam sat up draighter, and a look of annoyance flashed across Jason's
face—he thought Rondeau was improvising, and Jason had made it clear that improvising was drictly a
no-no at this point. “Don't worry, Marla took care of him. But unfortunately, this means word got out
about the spores being in town, so wed better be on our guard.” He glanced a Jason. “Your Sster
wants us to speed up the transaction with the Aeromancer, and get the spores out of town ASAP.”

“If you could give me just a second to discuss this with my associate.” Jason's voice was pleasant
enough, and if Rondeau hadn't known, he never would have guessed the grifter was furious.

“No,” Cam-Cam said. “I told you, no more shutting me out. That's the whole point, I'm in now.”

Rondeau looked Jason in the eye, wishing for telepathy. “ Marla says we need to wrap this up, Jason.
It's not my cal, it's hers. I'm sure she has a good reason.”

Jason appeared to get it—at least, he frowned, and looked thoughtful. “This is a delicate operation.
She should know we can't rush things. There are lots of arrangements left to be made.”

“Nevertheless, she wants us to make those arrangements with dl due haste.”

Jason pondered, then shook his head. “No. Can't do it. Not without risking the whole misson, and I'm
not comfortable letting a bunch of vampires run loose just because Marla got spooked. Well proceed as
planned.”

“But Marlasad—"

“Marlaiant running this op,” Jason snapped. “ She runs the city, but she doesn't run me. Il talk to her
about it later, dl right? You can cdl and tdl her that.”

WEel, hed given it his best shot. Marlawould have to play the heavy and make Jason drop this... but
what if bad shit happened in the meantime? He opened his phone and cdled Marlds office, but there was
no answer, and when he tried her cdl, he got nothing but voicemal. He talked as if she were on the line
“Marla, Jason says things are too ddicate to—I told him. But you said you neutrdized—oh. Shit. Shit
shit shit. Okay. Yes, okay, you gaot it.” He shut the phone. “Marla says she has reason to believe were in

imminent danger, and we need to get us, and the spores, to a safe location.” There were safehouses dl
over the city, but he was thinking of his nice cozy club, particularly the secret conference room hidden in
a broom closet in the back. That room had magic-deadening capabilities, rendering the spells of mogt
sorcerers usdess, and if some big bad out-of-towner did manage to track them there, they wouldn't be
ableto do alot of damage.

“Thisis dreadful,” Cam-Cam said, but he looked more excited than anything else.

“Thisis... unexpected,” Jason said. “1 don't think—" His phone rang, and he answered, then frowned.
“Cam-Cam, do you know anybody who drives alow-rider Chevy Impda convertible?’

Rondeau thought it must be Danny on the phone—he was supposed to lurk around the grounds and
fake another vampire attack later on.

“No, | don't think s0,” Cam-Cam said. “Who are you taking to?’

“Weve got eyes everywhere” Rondeau was trying to keep up his end of the scam, but he had the
feding things were about to crater, and fast. Something was happening, and it couldn't be good.

“Fuck!” Jason said, eyes widening. “They just—somebody just took out the guard at your gatehouse,
and they're coming up the driveway now.”

“Panic room,” Cam-Cam said, in adisinctly unpan-icky voice. “Hep me with the spores.”

Rondeau and Jason both looked a the box. If something was attacking them, they didn't have much
interest in carrying an empty crate, but the show must go on. “You go ahead and get the room open,”
Jason said. “Weéll bring the box.”

“It'sjust down this hdl, to the right.” Cam-Cam hurried away.

Jason and Rondeau crouched and lifted the box. “What the fuck is going on?’ Jason grunted as they
rose with their burden.



“Somebody heard about the spores,” Rondeau said. “A big bad someone. They're coming to sted
them. Marla took one guy out, so this mugt be another. And there might be more. That's why she wanted
usto wrap this up, before we got hurt.”

“The things aren't even fucking real.” Jason's whisper was harsh and disbdieving. “Sure, Cam-Cam
buysit, but people with weight believe this megic shit?’

“You'd be surprised.”

“So where's my sister now? Shouldn't her organization be protecting us?’

“She's dedling with her own issues,” Rondeau said.

“But | can cdl her condgliere... when | get my hands free”

“Thisis ridiculous” Jason said. “A beautiful play like this, blown because some morons can't tdl
fantasy from—"

“Come on,” Cam-Cam cadled from the end of the hdl, and they followed. The room hdd a few
bookshelves, but one wal was solid sted, with an imposng door standing open. Indde was a
well-gppointed, if smal, room, with a cot, a hdf of rations, and a bank of surveillance screens.

“Sweet,” Rondeau said. Jason grunted and backed into the panic room, Rondeau following, and
Cam-Cam pulled the door shut behind them. As they set down the box—which didn't leave alot of room
ingde the panic room for them—Cam-Cam turned on the screens.

One showed a convertible parked in the driveway, empty. “They're in the house” Cam-Cam pushed
buttons and flipped through views. Abruptly, the screen showing the living room went dark, but it was
jugt the lights going out, not a camera mdfunction. “They cut the power,” Cam-Cam said. “But the
cameras are on a separate circuit, and this room has its own generator.”

“Cdl your man,” Jason said, and Rondeau nodded.

His cdl phone didn't work. “Uh, I'm not getting any reception—"

“These are three-inch-thick sted wadls. Of course you aren't getting reception,” Cam-Cam said.

Rondeau swore. Why couldn't he have a sweet magicd cdl phone like Marlas, which got reception
practicdly anywhere? Probably because he used to have one, and logt it, and Langford had refused to
wadgte time building him another.

“Here, use the landline” Cam-Cam gestured, and Rondeau picked up the handset.

“It's deed.”

“That'simpossible. It's secure, the line is heavily armored.” Cam-Cam picked up the phone, stabbed
a the buttons a few times, then shook his head. “It must be... sorcery.”

“Right, because that's more plausible than a technicd difficulty,” Jason said. “Fuck. So we're trapped
inhere. Okay. But at least whatever's out there can't get in here, right?’

“Right.” Cam-Cam nodded. “It's impregnable. | had an acquaintance who suffered a home invason a
few years ago, and after that happened, | had this room inddled. Besides, | hit the darm when we closed
the door, so the police should be coming soon.” He frowned. “But, you know, it's not a silent darm, and
it should be making quite a racket.”

“It seems not.” Rondeau started to say that sorcerers were redly good at neutrdizing things like
phones and darms, but didnt like to contemplate the nasty look Jason would probably give him. “1 think
we should assume we're on our own.” Rondeau also doubted this room would keep out a determined
sorcerer. Sure, it was tough, and it would probably dow the bad guys down, but wielders of magic had a
way of making openings where they were needed.

“Where are they?’ Jason said, leaning over the screens.

A young man dressed in black ambled into Sght of the camera trained just outsde the panic room's
reinforced door. The room was dim, lit only by moonlight through the windows, but he looked to be in
his twenties, with messy hair—not a particularly imposing sght. “Can, uh, you guys hear me?’

Cam-Cam pressed a button beside a microphone. “We can. What do you want?’

“Me? The sweet rdlease of death, a this point. But my, uh, let's say ‘employer’ wants the
whatchamacallit spores. Y ou probably oughta hand them over.”

“Go to hdl!” Jason shouted, and the guy winced.

“Okay. Nice knowing you. Not that | know you... never mind.” The guy stepped back, and



someone—or something—else entered the room. It was shambling, bearlike, and hardly looked human.

The thing—the sorcerer—drew close to the door. “There are no magicd wards here” it rasped.
“Only stedl. Not even slver or iron, but sted. Thiswill be but the work of a moment.”

A horrible squeding sound came from the door, which vishly shivered in its frame. Cam-Cam opened
acabinet and took out a pistal, and Jason drew a gun from his own waistband. “What the hell,” he said.

“Sorcery,” Rondeau said smply He didn't have a gun, but he had other weapons, and he wasn't
thinking of his butterfly knife—which, againg whatever this guy was, would be as usdess as Jason's and
Cam-Cam's guns.

Jason looked at him and frowned, and then the door tore loose with a horrible wrench and the gtink of
burning metd. Jason raised his gun and squeezed off a couple of shots, shockingly loud in the enclosed
space, but they didn't appear to make much of an impresson on the thing in the doorway Rondeau
figured it was a person, somewhere under the matted vegetable matter and fungd reek—Ilike something
from under a rotten log—but it was hard to be sure.

“Where are the spores?’ it said.

“In the box,” Cam-Cam said promptly “Take it, with our compliments.”

The sorcerer shoved hisway in, and they al pressed back as far as possible to make room. Jason was
daing at the sorcerer, then a his gun, and then back again. The sorcerer—was it Bulliard, not quite as
dead as Marla thought?—grabbed the box by one of its chains and dragged it out into the wider space
outsde the panic room. “This must be very well warded,” he said, bending down and shuffling. “I sense
nothing inddeit at dl.”

Rondeau and Jason exchanged glances.

“These chains are not magica. These runes are meaningless” Bulliard tore apart the chains like they
were rotten twine. He began tugging on the well-bolted lid.

“Don't open that!” Cam-Cam shrieked. “The spores, there's no tdling what they're programmed to
do, they'll kill usdl!”

“All of you, perhaps.” Bulliard paused in his efforts and looked a them. “But | have nothing to fear
from any spore.” Brown mushrooms popped up under his hands, dong the seams of the crate, and the
wood rotted and burgt. Bulliard tore open the crate like a man ripping apart a dinner roll, and pulled out
the welded metd box indde. Evidently frustrated, Bulliard dammed the box againg the exterior wal of
the panic room once or twice, and one of the welded seams popped open. The sorcerer dipped a finger
under the crack and pulled, ripping open the box and sailling the contents onto the floor.

“A lead pipe,” he said, looking at the items at his feet. “A bucket.” He kicked the five-gdlon bucket,
knocking off the tightly sealed plagtic lid, and sand and water poured out.

“Also some packing peanuts and Bubble Wrap,” the sorcerer's associate—apprentice? dave?
herald?>—said chearfully “Hdl of a haul, boss.”

“There are no spores here” Bulliard kicked through the ruins of the crate Danny had so carefully
fabricated, and loomed in the doorway of the panic room. “You have wasted my time. You have
wasted the Mycelium's time” He extended his filthy hands, mushrooms sprouting from his pams and
fingertips, and advanced into the panic room.

“You guys are fucked,” Bulliard's assstant said.

B was having a dream.

He was a bodiless floating entity, unable to control his movements, looking down on the world. Below
was a forest of mushrooms towering high as buildings, their caps as broad as the decks of arcraft
carriers and curved like domes, red and white and green and orange, sending up a collective gink of rot
and sweetness and meaty scents, mingled into a disgusting aromatic méange. As B swooped down past
the caps, in among the high slems, nodes of bluish and greenish bioluminescence sparked to pae
brightness, illuminating the ground below.

Rondeau wandered in the forest benegath, lost, clothes torn, blood running from wounds in his chest,
sumbling and cdling out. B tried to go to him, to help his friend, but he may as wel have been a bit of



danddion fluff in the wind, floating without volition. Rondeau sumbled and fel, anking into a thick peaty
meass that closed over him like tar in a pit. Suddenly B was there, inches from Rondeau's Snking form,
trying to reach out for him, but with no hands, he couldn't. Rondeau sank into the reeking mulchy earth,
and was logt to—

“Darkness,” whispered a voice, but it was a whisper in timbre and not in volume; in valume it was the
voice of a god, perhaps the voice of Bulliard's god, the Mycdium. “Oblivion. Darkness. Oblivion.
Darkness. Darkness. Darkness.”

B sat upinadark place the Sze of a closet, trembling, hungry, exhausted. But that dream, it was one
of those dreams, a message from wherever his messages came from, and he didn't need an oracle to
interpret it, at least not the broad outlines—Rondeau was in danger, and B needed to save him.

He stood up, eyes adjugting to the gloom, and found himsdf in what seemed to be acloset... or a cdl.
Where was he? What had happened? Hadn't they won?. He went to the door, where there was no
knob, only awindow blocked with ametd grate, and he pounded, shouting, “Hey! Let me out of herel”

“Ah, young master Bowman,” rasped Viscarro from outsde the door. “Youre awake” The door
creaked open. Viscaro was in the hdl, leening on a crutch—except it wasn't a crutch, but a
long-barreled rifle

“Why did you lock me up?’

“I reman under Bulliard's influence, though he is not exerting direct control, and | find mysdf
temporaily at liberty. Marla cut out the mushrooms a my neck, but there are others, at the base of my
soine” Viscarro hed out a hunting knife, hilt toward B, and B took it. “Cut them out of me before
Bulliard decides I'm il ussful.”

“How did Bulliard even get away?”

“l told Marla | would lock him up. Then, when Marla was gone, | let him go. | haven't been mysdf
today. Now, please, the mushrooms?’ Viscarro hop-turned around, lifting up his shirt to reved a cluster
of pae pink mushrooms sprouting at the base of his knobby spine.

“Dol, a...”

“Take as much of the flesh as you mug;, and try to pull the mushrooms out carefully—the roots are
wormed into my spind column, tapped into my nervous system.”

B kndlt, cutting. “I don't have time for this. My friend—"

“Isin danger, yes, of course, I'm sure, but if you don't do this, and Bulliard reasserts his control over
me, youll never make it out of my lar dive, Mr. Bowman.”

B worked intently, ending up with a few shreds of dead flesh and four intact mushrooms with traling
roots.

“Taoss them on the floor, please” Viscarro hed a can of lighter fluid—where had he gotten that from?
B complied, and Viscarro squirted the mushrooms, then muttered some phrase under his bresth, and the
flesh and fung caught merry fire, shriveling to blackness. “Very nice. That's dl. You can run dong.”

“Wheream |? How do | get out?’

“Thet depends on where you need to go.”

“|—" He paused. “Fuck. | don't know.”

“Thatisasnag.”

“l need an oracle”

“| gather they come when you cdl.”

“Yes, but—" He turned, and turned about, and went down the grimy hdlway, shoving open the door
to another cdl, where iron shackles dangled from the wall. The shackles were empty... but there was a
scatter of old ydlow bones on the floor. “Theré's something here” B said, that dreamy feding seding
over him. He drifted into the cdll, saring at the bones. “Hey there”

“Hey,” sad the dead man in the cdl, fragments of bone risng up to float in his otherwise ghogtly
form—a couple of fingers, a few fragments of spine, the orbit of an eye socket. He was haggard, a
portrait of a starved man drawn in pale blue smoke.

“Fascinating,” murmured Viscarro from the hdlway behind him, but B hardly noticed.

“l had one of those dreams,” B said.



“l know. Your friend isin danger, from an unexpected source.”

“What can | do?’

“Rondeau will dig, if you don't go to him”

“Butif I go, | can save him? Hell live?’

“That's right.” The dead oracle lifted a ghodly cigarette to his mouth and drew deep of the smoke,
which was exactly the same color as his body. “If you go fast enough.”

“Where?’

“A mangon, on a hill, with a view of the bay and the city You can get there quickly, as the pigeon
flies—down thishdl, up through the firs drain in the caling, then fly north by northeast for five minutes,
look for the big estate with the Spanish tile roof.” The ghost paused, bones bobbing, then said, “And the
convertible Impaa parked out front.”

“Gotit. Can |—"

“Kegp asking questions, and it won't be fast enough. Just so you know.”

B nodded. “Okay What kind of payment do you require?’

“That son of a bitch behind you. He locked me up here. Left me to die dowly”

“Dirty thief tried to stedl my treasures,” Viscarro said. “The apprentices know the rules. Don't fed bad
for him.”

“The payment,” B said. “Come on, you said timeis short, what do you need?’

“Stab Viscarro in the throat for me” the ghost said.

B soun and drove the hunting knife hilt-deep into Viscarro's throat. The force of the blow knocked the
subterranean sorcerer back, and he dropped his crutch and hit the floor of the hdlway.

The ghost laughed, and then the bones clattered back to the floor with a sound like tumbling dice.

Viscarro moaned and sat up, pulling the knife out of histhroat. “You grazed my voice box.” His voice
was wreckage and sandpaper.

“Sorry,” B said. “Cdl us even for the fase imprisonment.” He became a bird and flew awvay

Bulliard came at them, Jason fired his usdess gun again, and Cam-Cam sarted shaking his fake amulets
and chanting some nonsense he probably thought was a charm of protection or banishment. Rondeau
reelized he was going to have to step in. Marla didn't want Jason to know about the existence of magic,
but a sorcerer with the charm of Charles Manson and the persond hygiene of Peter the Hermit had pretty
much blown that.

Rondeau Cursed. It was his dbility of last resort, a power of unclear origin—some sorcerers bdieved
he was mispronouncing the words of creetion, or had tapped into the primd language of incantations, or
was inauting naturd order in the fundamenta language of the universe. However it worked, the Curses
had unpredictably destructive results, which generdly didn't damage the speaker—but might harm
anyone or anything sein the vianity.

The results of this Curse were particularly disastrous, perhaps because Rondeau was in extremis. The
house shook asif in an earthquake, and Bulliard sumbled, faling back and tripping on the remains of the
crate, landing on his ass... justintime for alarge chunk of the celling to come crashing down on him.

“Damn,” Bulliard's assgtant said. “'Y ou know, he got dropped from the celing earlier today, and now
you dropped the caling itself on him. No wonder this dude livesin the woods.”

“Who the fuck are you?’ Jason brandished his weapon.

“I'm a young man who's eager to meet your bullet,” the courier said. “Because, due to the fact that I'm
not running away and whooping with joy, | can confirm that Bulliard isnt dead. Bullets didnt kill
him—did you think a hunk of caling would?’

Bulliard sat up, groaning, showering plaster as he rose. “1 will kill you dl.”

“Whoa, now,” his assstant said. “You'e pretty beat up, mossface. That skinny dude has some kind of
good majo, too—when he said whatever he said, | fdt the heat way back here. And what, exactly, are
we fighting for?”

“The spores.” He shook his head. “Buit...Marla spoke truth? The spores do not exig?’



“What is he taking about?” Cam-Cam said. “Why was the crate empty? Were we—did the deder
trick us?’

“That mugt be it, the dedler—" Jason began.

“It's over, Jason,” Rondeau said. “Don't you understand? This guy will kill us to get the spores, or
torture us to find out what we know. Shit. There are no spores. It was a scam, Bulliard. We were
running a game on thisguy.” He gestured to Cam-Cam. “You got some bad in-td, isal.”

“l see” Bulliard brushed himsdf off. “That is... troubling.”

“Give us your keys, dude,” the assistant said.

“What?’ Jason hed his gun hdf up, hdf down, unsure whét to do.

“The keys to that pickup—come on, toss 'em over. I'd hate for things to get ugly when our, ah,
negotiations are going so well.”

“Better do it, Jason,” Rondeau said.

Jason dug out his keys and flung them to the assstant, who caught them adroitly “Much obliged. Sorry
for the mess”

Bulliard started away, then stopped and turned back. “The Mycdium does not gpologize to mortals,
but... give Ms. Mason my own regrets. She told me the truth, and | did not believe her. Tdl her, if she
finds out who gave me this fase information—who wasted my time, and the Mycdium's time—and she
wishes my assistance in meting out appropriate retribution, | will be happy to oblige”

“Congder the message ddivered,” Rondeau said.

Bulliard withdrew, dong with his assstant, who gave them alittle wave on the way out.

“That was bracing,” Rondeau said.

“You piece of shit,” Cam-Cam said. “You lying piece of shit, how dare you do thisto me?’

Jason ignored him. “All this... magic... It'sdl real?”

“Its not all red,” Rondeau said. “The spores are tota fucking bullshit” He paused. “Likewise
vampires”

“You and Marla...you scammed me?’ Rondeau couldn't tdl if Jason was amused or furious

“Not sure you'd cdl it a scam, snce we didn't want anything from you. Marla just wanted to protect
you, keep you from getting hurt.”

“You don't protect someone by gving them less informaion.” Jason's eyes were hard, dead
things—definitdy not amused, then. “If 1'd known the red lay of the land, | could have worked this
differently | could have—"

“Taken mefor more?” Cam-Cam grabbed Jason's shoulder and tried to spin him around. Cam-Cam
was smdler than Jason, though, <o it didnt have much effect. “Ripped me off more efficiently? You
arent even an initiate in the mysteries? Nothing you told me was true?’

“Sorry,” Jason said. “You were just a pigeon. 1'd hoped to pluck you a lot more thoroughly, but I'l
settle for those tail feathers | took off you today.”

“You guysdl right?” Danny Two Saints was in the doorway, dressed dl in black, face streaked with
dark facepaint, awaking shadow. “Sorry | didn't step in before, but | had the feding | was outgunned.”

“You bieve this shit, Danny?’ Jason said. “Sor cer ers, dl that, it'sreal.”

“Hey, if you bdievein God and hisangdslike | do, it only makes sense to beieve in the devil and his
minions. There are people with powers. | told you about my grandmother with the evil eye. | didnt take
Ronnie for, whatever, a black magic kind of guy, but who knows?’

“Fucking magic,” Jason said, affronted.

“Anyway,” Danny said, with the ar of someone broaching a difficult subject. “Looks like weve played
out this string. We got a nice sack of cash out of it. | say we blow this guy off.” He nodded toward
Cam-Cam.

“You won't get away with this” Campion said. “I'm arich man. | have resources. I'll hunt you down,
and see tha you suffer.”

“l know you would,” Jason said, dmogt kindly “But we won't let you.”

Jason lifted his pistol and shot Cam-Cam twice in the chest.

“That's done, then,” Danny said.



Rondeau stared at Cam-Cam, who only gasped once or twice after he fdl, blood weling up from his
chest like water from a spring, then dowing as he went 4ill. “Y ou—you killed him.”

“Not our preferred form of the blow-off,” Jason said. “But an acceptable method that's served us well
inthe past.” He looked meditatively at Cam-Cam's corpse, then sighed. “I guess youll have to tdl Marla
about this”

“Um,” Rondeau said. He occasondly did stupid things—trusing Jason was apparently one of
them—but he wasn't a supid man. “No way. I'm standing here, I'm an accessory to the crime, | can't tdl
anyone without incriminating mysdlf, right? It's our secret. Marla never has to know.”

“That'sright,” Danny said. “Hesright, isn't he, Jason?’

“When you'e right, you're right,” Jason said.

“Sill,” Danny said. “Even s0.”

“BEven s0.” Jason pointed hisgun at Rondeau, and pulled the trigger.

Rondeau had never been shot before. Bang hit in the chest with a dedgehammer might have been
comparable—or perhaps swvalowing a bomb. All sensation in his legs indantly vanished, and he fdl, an
agony of ripping and tearing filling the upper hdf of his body. His heart was like a terrified animd in his
chest, backed into a corner and fighting for its life. Staring at the calling, his vison began to go white a
the edges, and there was a drange heat on his skin. The blood running out of him, he supposed.
Someone seemed to be turning aknifein hislungs, too. A hot knife. After a few eternd seconds, though,
the pain began to recede and everything became srangely distant.

| will take Jason's body when | die, Rondeau thought, camly. Knowing the immortdity of his
mind—or soul, or psyche, or whatever—had aways been a comfort to him, and made him cocksure and
reckless. He hadn't anticipated the pain of dying, but he knew, for him, dying was not an ending, but
smply a doorway. He would pass through that door, dimb into Jason's head, and shove out the man's
poisonous soul. Then he would raise Jason's gun and kill Danny Two Saints. Having a plan made him fed
better. Almogt serene.

“He's bleeding out,” Danny said. Rondeau was surprised he could hear so clearly, that conversations
could go on in the wake of the gunshot's tremendous noise. “But he's not dead. Want me to put onein his
head?’

“Nah,” Jason said. “It would spoil the scene. We need to stage the bodies, make it look like
Cam-Cam shot Rondeau, and Rondeau shot Cam-Cam. Provide a good convincer for the CSl types.
You got that covered?’

“Yeah, yeah,” Danny said. Rondeau fdt a gun shoved into his hand, and his arm lifted, and his finger
mashed againg the trigger until the gun went off. “One shot in the wal, powder on the hands” Danny
sad, hdf to himsdf. Rondeau tried to hold on to the gun, to use it on Danny, but it fdl from his loose
fingers He heard himsdf moan, digtantly.

“Now for Cam-Cam. Give me your gun, Jason. Y ou know, Cam-Cam had a gun, probably registered
inhis name and everything, you should've shot Rondeau with that.”

“These weren't laboratory conditions, Danny Y ou play the hand you're dedlt.”

“Truer words.”

“Sorry about that, Ronnie” Jason nudged Rondeau with his toe. “But if word got back to Marla that |
offed Cam-Cam, sheld... think ill of me. And that would spail things. | need her to trust me, at least for
one more move.”

“Speeking of which, since things are fucked dl to hdl here, how fast do you want to move on Part
Two?’ Danny said.

“Tonight works for me”

“You aren't worried about, you know... she's a witch? Sorceress? Whatever the fuck? She might be
hard to bump off.”

“Not redly. I'm her brother. She won't expect an attack from me. Ronnie here can do some spooky
shit—or he could, before hislung started collgpsing—but | got the drop on him just fine. It's dl about the
dement of surprise. I'll cal Marla, break the bad news to her about her friend dying a Cam-Cam's
hands, shell be consumed by grief, etc.”



“Gotcha,” Danny said. “ She's sad, you can makeit look like a suicide. Well put out the word she was
fucking Rondeau here, they were closer than anybody thought, she couldn't live without him, yadda
yadda”

“Not... hurt... Marla,” Rondeau said.

“Sorry for that, too,” Jason said. “But her being dive stands in the way of me inheriting her fortune, so
something has to be done.”

“It's not often a mark sets hersdf up that way,” Danny said from somewhere off to the right. There
was another gunshot. “Putting you in her will? She's asking to get her ticket punched.”

“l was as surprised as you were, but she just has fath in brotherly love, Danny She'sinmy will, too, as
far as that goes. If she was 4ill dirt poor and didn't have anything worth inheriting, she wouldn't have a
thing to worry about. But snce she's rich, well...”

“Guess that's the downside of success” Danny said. “Okay, were dl set here. You were careful
about prints?’

“You know | was.”

“Then we should be dl right, | think. We should blow before the cops get here. Even way up herein a
house on a hill, somebody must've heard that commotion. Careful going around Ronnie—don't step in
that blood puddle. Footprints, we don't need.”

“You don't think helll survive for the paramedics, do you?’ Jason said.

“Unless he's got a couple more gdlons of blood than the average guy, he won't last another ten
minutes”

“Why?" Rondeau mouthed, hoping to keep them here until he died, and was free to ded Jason's
body.

But Jason only said, “For the money, stupid,” and then they were gone.

radley flew, and even in hisanxiety and worry for Rondeau, there was a joy in flying and being a

bird, even a humble pigeon. He flapped and rode currents until he saw a likdy manson below, a
sorawling estate ringed by a high wall, and there, a circular drive with a convertible parked by the front
door. B landed on the hood of the car—it was dill warm, the engine running—and transformed into
himsdf. The sudden return of his full weight staggered him, and he did from the hood and sat on the
asphdt drive. He was very tired. HE'd done too much today, pushed redity around more than was good
for him, and his mind and body were crying out for rest. But before he could fdl down and deep, he
needed to help Rondeau. It wasnt fair, but there it was. Y ou ate what the world brought to your table.

B got to his feet undeadily and lurched toward the open front door of the mangon. Indde was
darkness, and he dmaost whispered a charm to step up his night-vison, but he might have more pressing
needs for magic soon, and he didn't dare waste any of his feeble reserves of energy His eyes would
adjust.

There were many rooms in the manson, but he followed the terrible sndl of gunpowder, the terrible
sound of dlence. In a amdl room, scattered with wrecked bits of wood and metd, lit manly by the
moonlight through the windows, he found two bodies, and one of them was Rondeau, his face dack,
blood dl over his chest.

B went to his knees beside Rondeau and touched his throat, where a pulse staggered dong like a
drunk on the edge of collapse. “Rondeau, can you hear me?’

Rondeau's eyes didnt flutter open; they snapped. “B,” he said, voice thready as his pulse.

“It's okay, Il get Marla, I'll get hep. Youll be okay” B was no doctor—he'd never even played one



in a movie. Rondeau looked bad, but sometimes even minor wounds looked bad, didn't they? People
bounced back from dl sorts of things, and with the attention not just of doctors but dso of magicians,
Rondeau would have a better chance than most.

“Dying,” Rondeau said.

“No way” B tried to sound upbesat. “I consulted an oracle, and it said | would save you. So don't
swedt it. The universe has spoken.” B wadded up his jacket and pressed it agang the wound in
Rondeau's chest, where blood was 4ill lesking out. He fumbled one-handed with his phone, trying to
think who to cdl—Marla, Hamil, 9117 He'd never fdt so hdpless, watching his friend breathe shdlow
and ragged, dearly close to bregthing his last.

B had learned to turn into a bird, to live without breathing, to drag the past into the present, to bend
space itsdf—but why hadn't he learned anything useful? To hed wounds. To turn back time. To keep
the people he cared about safe.

Before B could did his phone, Rondeau grabbed his wrigt with surprisng strength.

“Listen,” hesad. “I'm dying. Run.”

“What? |—"

“RUN!" Rondeau shouted, an effort that clearly took dmost everything he had left, and suddenly
Bradley understood. Hed come to save Rondeau... and now Rondeau was trying to save him.

Bradley stood, tried to turn into a bird, didn't have the strength, and settled for running away.

He tripped on a piece of chain and sprawled face-first on the floor, just in time to hear Rondeau's last
long exhdation. He pushed himsdf up, wondering how long he had, if it was seconds or minutes or—

But he didn't have any time, of course. The oracle had told him Rondeau wouldnt die. Bradley just
hadn't asked the right follow-up questions. It was dl about knowing whet to ask. He'd received hints, but
hadn't understood them. The voice of his own doom had been overwheming, so strong held been unable
to bear it, so srong he'd banished it from his own mind.

Bradley's world dissolved. Hed suffered from migrane headaches when his psychic powers firg
manifested, marathons of agony complete with hdlucinatory lights and thought-destroying pulsations of
pan. This was far worse. Pain, light, something dien in his head tumning and gnawing and dawing and
biting, and then the light receded. He couldn't fight. There was no fighting this. He was lost. He wondered
if the thing in his head—the thing that had been his friend, once—could hear histhoughts. He thought, It's
not your fault. He thought, You can't help your nature. He thought, | did save you.

Then he thought nothing.

Darkness. Oblivion. As promised.

After the Giggler's corpse was taken away to Langford's lab and Nicolette's snoring form was hauled off
to Blackwing, Marla left Nicolette's building—scraich that, the currently untenanted building—and
pondered her next move. She hadn't esten yet. Dinner would be good. She wondered if Rondeau and
Jason were done gaining therr ill-gotten gains. She figured she might need to talk Jason down from being
redly pissed off a having his scam unceremonioudy ended, and she might as wdl get fed while she got
ydled a. Nicolette's phone was 4ill in her pocket, so she cadled Rondeau, and Jason, but nether
answered, and neither did B. He might dill be deeping, but... she cdled Viscarro's direct line to check.

“Marla” he said, hisvoice strange and labored. “I've been trying to reach you. | have information.”

“So spit it out.”

“Bulliard is not dead. He was merdly pretending.”

“Oh, fuck. Did he escape?’

“Not escape exactly. | opened the door to hiscdl for him.”

“You did what?’

“l was dill in his thrdl. There were mushrooms |eft, in the base of my spine, that you did not cut out.
For tu naidy, some time after Bulliard left, Bradley Bowman regained consciousness, and cut the last
mushrooms out of me.”

“Shit on a biscuit. Where's B now?’



“| gather he had a vison of some kind. He summoned an oracle, which told him only he could save
Rondeau's life, and then... flit. He turned into a bird and fluttered away.”

“Where did he go?’

“Out a sewer grate and north by northeast, though beyond that, | couldn't say. Someplace within a few
minutes of flying for a pigeon, apparently.”

Cam-Cam'’s mansion. If B was going to save Rondeau, that was the likdiest place—Rondeau didn't
spend much timein the northeast part of the city otherwise, being more a south-of-the-river kind of guy.
“Goddamn you, Viscarro, you're more trouble than you're worth.”

“You're supposed to defend the city from insane interlopers, Marla. It's not my fault you fel down on
the job. In fact, | understand Bulliard's presence is rather because of you.”

“Tou-fucking-ché, you waking corpse.” She snapped the phone shut, then immediatdly caled Hamil.
“Shit has impacted fan a Mach 1. Bulliard—’

“Was just spotted leaving the city crouched in the back of a pickup truck,” Hamil interrupted, “driven
by his endaved courier associate. Do you want us to give chase?’

Marla, rarely indecisve, had to think for a moment. “Send someone to follow him a a discreet
distance. Someone expendable. If Bulliard's done something bad, we might need to get our hands on
him, but if he's just tearing out of town because we kicked his ass so bad, | say let him go.”

“All right. Hold on, Marla, | have acdl on the other line—’

“Damn it, Hamil, don't you put me on hold!”

“Itsacdl onmy private ling, Marla, and snce I'm dready taking to you, that means there are only a
hendful of peopleit could be, dl certainly worth anwering.”

“Okay, tekeit”

The phone clicked, and Marla paced back and forth on a corner, black cloak flapping, torn between
hauling ass to Cam-Cam'’s mangon and waiting to see what Hamil's mysery cdler had to say fird.

He clicked back over. “It was Bradley. He sounded... jumbled. Apparently he just came from
Campbdl Campion's mandon. | don't know what went on there, but B said you should meet im at the
club, that it's vitdly important he speak to you right away. He's there now. He said it's a matter of death.”

“Life and death?’

“Heonly said ‘death,”” Hamil said, and Marlafdt something in her heart go cold.

“Okay. Send some guys up to Cam-Cam'’s and see what's happening. 1'd better go see B.”

“l hope it's nothing too serious,” Hamil said.

“A matter of death? How could that be serious?” Marla closed the phone.

* * %

When Marla arived a the club, B was in her office, gtting in one of the mismatched chars on the
vigtor's Sde of her desk, halding his head and weeping. Marla, mentdly preparing hersdf for the worg,
put her hands on his shoulders. If anything, that made him sob harder. “B. It's Marla. | need you to tdl
me what's happened.” She paused, not wanting to say it doud, but forced hersdf: “Did something
happen to my brother? Or to Rondeau?”’

“Oh, no.” His voice hitched with restrained sobs as he lifted his face to hers. “Rondeau's just dandy.
And Jason, Jason's fine, Jason's just exactly how he's dways been.”

Marla moved the other chair so she could face im and sat down. She'd never seen B like this—his
tropicd blue eyes seemed to look over some inner wasteland. “Then what's wrong? What happened?’

“l dways thought it would be like taking a stroll,” B said dully, looking & something far away “I
thought, when my mind left my body behind—my host behind—I would look around, pick a new body,
wak around the place, kick thetires, saunter in, and take up resdence. But Marla, ah, Marla, it was 0
much worse. It was like drowning. When my body died, | was forced out, and suddenly | had no lungs,
no heart, no flesh, no bones—but | was so afraid. How is that possible? | thought fear was about the
body, that's what you dways say, fear's just the glands and hormones talking, you can control it. But |
couldn't contral it. | floated up, | saw my corpse, and then... and then...”

He broke down again. Marla stared at him. “B. | don't understand. Was this avison you had? One of



those dreams?’

“l grabbed on to him,” B whispered. “I saw him there, the only warm body close by, and | just
grabbed on. When people are drowning, they panic, don't they? Sometimes they even drown the people
trying to rescue them, they grab on and pull them under. That's what | did. He came to rescue me, and |
pulled him under. | lost him in the depths.”

Marla reached out and took his hands. “B, what do you—"

“I'm not B!” he shouted, jerking away his hands. “I'm not B—don't you understand, B's dead, | killed
him, | sole hislife.” He stood up, walked to the wall, and punched it, hard.

Marla stood up, her dagger in her hand, tears wdling in her eyes. “No. No, no, no. You arent tdling
methis”

He turned to face her. “I am. | did. Marla...I'm Rondeau. I'min B's body, but I'm Rondeau.”

Marla crossed the room, dammed him againg the wall, and pressed her forearm againg his throat.
Theknifein her other hand waited, ready for whatever she chose to do withit.

“Marla” B—or Rondeau, the mongter she'd dways caled Rondeau, wearing her apprentice's body
like a suit—gasped around the weight againgt his throat. “1 wish you could kill me. But then I'd only take
your body, and I'd go insane from the guilt of it, Marla, |1 would, so please don't.”

Marla stepped back, and B—no, Rondeau, she had to remember he was Rondeau—did down the
wadl, gtting.

She had to get hersdf under control. She took a deep breath, exhded, took another, and said, “Tel
mewhat happened. And if you lieto me, Il know, and I'll hurt you.”

“I wouldn't lie to you.” He stared a the ar before his face. “Though you might not believe me. And
you can hurt me if you want. | deserve to be hurt. B had a vison that | was in danger. He was right. |
was shot. | was dying. He came to hdp me, but | knew | didn't have long to live. | told him to run, but he
didn't understand &t fird. By the time he did understand, it was too late. My body died, and whatever |
am floated up out of me and looked for anew hogt. | didn't have a mind then, exactly, Marla. Or, | did,
but it was logt under the fear. You know how people become when ther lives are in danger, when the
veneer cracks and the animd takes over, and they do whatever they mugt to survive, no matter how
horrible. That's what | did. There was no one around, no potentid hosts, no one except B. And he...”
He shook his head. “Bislog.”

“Youre a monder,” Marla said. 1 dways knew, in the back of my head, what you were. You stole
the body of some starving street kid, you stole his life, but | never knew that kid, so | didn't have to think
about it. Maybe | even thought you did the kid a favor, saved him from alife of misery and violence, gave
him release from his pain. But this... You didn't do Bradley any favors. You murdered him.”

“If 1 could commit suicide without killing someone ese, | would,” Rondeau said, and she'd never heard
him sound more serious.

Marla didnt want to beieve him. She wanted to beieve he was a cdculaing monger, a psychic
parasite who used and took without regard for the human co<t... because then she could givein to her
rage, she could kill him, and it would be a righteous thing.

But shed known him for too long. And held known B. Rondeau and Bradley had been friends. Hell,
they'd even been lovers, briefly, on a prior trip to Cdifornia She believed Rondeau regretted taking B's
life

But just because Marla bdieved him didnt mean she could forgive him, any more than she could if
he'd accidentdly run B over with a car.

She sat down in a charr. “You need to get out of my sght, Rondeau. Take a long vacation. Come
back when... Don't come back. Not until | cal you.”

“| can take a boat out, by mysdf onto the bay,” he said. “Onto the ocean. If | go far enough out, and
jump in, maybe I'll drown, and if there are no people around, maybe...”

“Dont risk it. There could be a scuba diver. Guy in a shark cage. Somebody passing overhead in an
arplane. You could never be sure. And who knows. You might just float, blow on the wind, until you
find a new hogt. Y ou're probably unkillable” She laughed, harshly. “We used to think that was a feature,
not a bug.”



“Il go, Marla... but | need to tdl you more first. About how | died. About who killed me”

“l assume the scam went bad,” Marla said. “I assume Cam-Cam redized he was bang played, and
got violent. Guys like im aways have gunsin the house—they think they have so much to protect. Am |
right?’

“Close. But wrong. Marla... You wont like this”

“That's good. 1'd hate to change the tone of the evening.”

“Thet sorcerer, Bulliard, wasn't redly dead.”

“l heard.”

“He tracked us somehow. He busted in on us—Jason, Cam-Cam, and me. He tore open the crate,
the big crate that was supposed to have the Borrichius spores ingde, and when he found out it was
empty...”

Marla looked up. “He killed you? Did he hurt Jason? He mugt have, you didn't take his body. Shit,
Rondeau—’

“No, | sad Jason's fine. When Bulliard found out there were no spores, he was pissed, but | Cursed
him and drove him away. | guess he didn't see anything worth fighting for at that point, so he just left. But
when Cam-Cam redized held been scammed, that we'd been playing hm dl dong.... Marla, Jason shot
him”

“In self-defense.” She didn't phrase it as a question.

“No. Cam-Cam was pissed, but not violent. Jason gunned him down. Cold blood. He said it wasn't an
elegant blow-off, but one that had served hm wdl in the past.”

“Fuck.”

“Then Jason shot me, Marla. The old me, my old body. He and his friend Danny Two Saints staged
the bodies, made it look like Cam-Cam and | killed each other. They left, and a couple of minutes later B
showed up, and, well, you know what happened from there.”

Marla rubbed her temples. “Okay. Damn it. Jason said he was done with that heavy shit, but | should
have known better.”

“Hes your brother, Marla. Of course you wanted to believe your brother.”

“Dont you try to comfort me, you body-snatching piece of shit.” She stared at him, trying to burn a
hole through him with her gaze aone, and he looked away

“Jason dso sad he wasn't redlly init for the money, that he just grifted because he loves the game, but
that's bullshit, Marla. It's dl about the money. He and Danny talked, while | was lying there bleeding.
They're planning on killing you.”

“That doesn't make any sense. What's the angle? They think you're dead, there's no reason for them
to worry about me finding out the truth.”

“You told Jason he was the sole beneficiary of your will. He wants to collect.”

Marla scowled. “That's just stupid. | don't have anything. What, he wants my hegps of dirty laundry?
| don't even have a savings account! Everything | have belongs to the office of chief sorcerer, not to
me—" She stopped.

“Jason doesn't know that,” Rondeau said, which was, of course, just what shed been thinking. “He
didn't even know magic existed until earlier tonight, when a sorcerer attacked us. And just because he
believes in magic now doesnt mean he understands the socio-politica dructure of the council of
sorcerers here. He knows you're a rich crime boss, probably figures even if you're hiding some of your
ill-gotten gains in secret accounts and false names and front companies, your legitimate assets are il
worth plenty”

“Hesmy brother,” she said.

“Your brother is a murdering shit.”

“Takes one to know one.”

“No argument here, boss.” Rondeal—gods, but he looked like B, her B, who was supposed to be
her successor, who was supposed to hdp keep her temper in check, who was supposed to bring some
softness and diplomacy to the operation—stood up. “I'l go now. I've got my—I've got B's cdl. Cal
when you want me. Or don't cdl at dl.”



“Maybe I'll ask Langford to find away to kill you for red,” she said.
“Maybe you will,” he replied, and went away into the night.

“I'm 0 sorry, Marla” Hamil poured her a brandy, which she accepted. She wasn't much of a drinker,
but there was a time and a place, and this was both. They sat in overstuffed armchairs in Hamil's
beautifully appointed library, and Marla wondered if she could 4ill cry, or if that capacity had dried up
out of her. “Bradley was avery promisng prospect, and | know how you fdt about him.” He paused. “I
do wonder how you're feding about Rondeau now.”

“Thet's one of the quegtions, isnt it? | dways knew what Rondeau was capable of, but | never redly
thought through the implications. He was just my unkillable sidekick. If someone got the drop on us and
put a bullet in him, why, he could just stedl the shooter's body and turn the tables. | used to think he was
my ace in the hole, but now he feds more like a stick of old dynamite sweeting nitroglycerin—he could
go off a any time. What if we're together somewhere and he chokes on a chicken bone? Has a sudden
heart attack and, pop, lights out? If I'm the person standing next to him, what's to stop him from stediing
my body, and shoving me ... wherever he shoved B?’

“We made certain assumptions,” Hamil admitted. “We thought he could choose which body he would
take over next. None of us redlized the experience would be so... primd for him, so driven by panic. He
only possessed one body before this one, and apparently the circumstances of that possession were
different—Rondeau has few memories before taking over that little boy in the dley, just of drifting in the
ar. Perhaps that time he had just been born, however he was born... or hed just arived from whatever
place or plane he came from. We were drawing conclusons from insufficdent information. Rondeau is a
deep mydery, even to himsdf, but our day-to-day familiarity with him served to obscure that fact.”

“A deep mysery with the potentid to kill anybody unlucky enough to be near him. | don't know if |
can work with him anymore, Hamil. Even when | get over just flat-out being pissed, and the fear that |
might be his next unintended victim... he looks like B. How can | work with the guy when every time |
look a him, I'm reminded of how he killed one of my best friends in the world?” She finished the brandy
and set down the glass, gently, so she wouldn't bresk it. “In away, | logt two friends tonight. And my
brother. | fed responsible for the desth of Cam-Cam, too, since | helped set up Jason's godsdamn scam.
When it comes right down to it, everything that happened tonight is my fault.” She sighed. “I think I'm so
pissed at Rondeau because I'm pissed at

myself. It's been abad day.”

“Spesking of your brother... what are your plans?” She shrugged. “I wait. Hell cdl. You better
bdieve hell cdl. I'l see what he says, I'l meet him, and... I'll ask him some questions. What | do after
that depends on his answers.”

“Let me know if | can do anything, Marla”

She abruptly rose. “Nope. Thisis persona, obvioudy. Not city business. I'll ded with it.”

“If not as your condgliere, then I'm here for you as afriend.”

“Y ou might want to reconsder that. Being my friend doesn't work out so well. The only thing worse is
being my family” She gathered her black cloak about her and went to wait for her brother's call.

The door to the bedroom opened, and Rondeau tensed, but it was only Hamil. “Marla just left.”

“Oh.” Rondeau put down the monograph held been reading—there wasn't a lot of literature by
sorcerers on the subject of body-stedling, and nobody did it the way he did, but Hamil had dug up what
info he could. “Is shedill... 7’

“Yes Sheis”

“Thanks for taking mein. | didn't know where dse to turn.”

“You know I've dways had a fascination with your true nature, Rondeau. The chance to interview you
about your experience was ussful.”

Rondeau grunted. Hamil was the one who'd arranged the magicd surgery for Rondeau to get a new



jaw dl those years ago, after Marla ripped off his origind jaw to use as an oracle. Hamil hadn't done it
out of the kindness of his heart, but in exchange for the chance to sudy Rondeau for a while. They hadn't
found out much about his true nature or origins, though. “Glad to be of service” Rondeau couldnt get
used to his voice—it didn't sound like his own, but it dso didn't sound like his memory of B's voice, he
was hearing B the way B sounded to himself. He tapped the monograph. “This thing says | might retain
aspects of the old body's persondity. Is that right?’

“It's atheory So many things are glandular, hormona, driven by the flesh, by muscle memory.”

“I'm shit with a knife now—I tried. B didn't know how to handle a blade, and | know intellectually,
but in execution, I'm dumsy. | haven't tried Curaing, because | don't want to wreck up the place, but |
bet | logt that, too. Also... I'm pretty sure I'm gay now. I've been thinking about boobs, you know, and
about my girl Lordel, and nada. Could be I'm just depressed, but | don't think so.”

“It's certainly possible. You may dso have Bradley's... other abilities”

“Thevigons, you mean?’

“Among other things”

Rondeau sighed. “I guess | could ill be of some use to Marlg, if that's true. If shell have me. Do you
think she will?’

“I'm unsure,” Hamil said. “But | begin to think your plan might have some merit. That it might ease the
trangtion.”

“Yesh?’

“Yes. | can give you the name of a skilled illusonig. He can make you look like—well, like Rondeau
agan, permanently. So that when Marla sees you, she won't be reminded of Bradley.”

“Youthink I can just pick up my old lifewhere | left off?’

“Weve exerted our influence with the police. Y our body has been removed from the crime scene, and
offiadly, Campbel Campion was the victim of unknown assailants in a home invasion. If you go through
with theilluson, no one needs to know that Rondeau is dead, though Bradley will, unaccountably, have
vanished.”

“Gods. Where're my, ah, morta remains?’

“In Langford's freezer. He'd like to dissect it, and seeif the brain shows any anomdies, due to its long
occupation by... whatever you are.”

“Guess| don't get a say in the matter.”

“| think you should pick your bettles.”

“Right.”

“The illuson will not be easy on you. Your old body was tdler than Bradley's, more thin, and the
illusory body you see in the mirror won't match your new physica redity—youll bump your shins and hit
your head and migudge spaces for quite awhile, I'd imegine, before you adjust.”

“A few bumps and bruises are asmdl price to pay. Set it up.”

“All right. About that. .. other thing.”

“Yeah,” Rondeau said. “Work on that, too. Find away to bind me to this body forever, so this never
happens again.”

“It may not even be possible, but if it is... Y ou would give up immortaity? Y ou're sure?’

“If thisisimmortality,” Rondeau said, “then give me death.”

alasat in her office, waiting by her phone. The dub was quiet—shed shut off the music, shooed
out the customers, and sent the DJ and bartenders home before hanging a “Closed Until Further Notice”



dgn on the door, scrawled in black Magic Marker on a piece of cardboard and secured with duct tape.
Marla didn't read, or pace, or chew her nals or organize her desk. She just sat, and looked at the
triple-locked bottom drawer of her desk, and tried not to think.

The phone rang a couple of hours after midnight.

She picked it up. “Hdlo, bro.”

“Hello, 9s” Jason sounded tired. “I'm sorry | didn't cal sooner. Things... got ugly. | guess you must
have heard.”

“l heard.”

“I'm sorry. I'm so sorry It's my fault Rondeau... That Rondeau died.”

She considered. “How do you figure?’

“l brought him into this. | wanted to teach him the grift. | didn't expect things to get heavy This guy
came out of nowhere, Marla. Like a wild mountain man, impossibly strong, bullet-proof. I've never seen
anything likeit.”

“Hisnameis Bulliard. HE's gone now. Left town.”

“That's good, | guess. When he found out there weren't any spores, | thought he was going to kill us.
Rondeau's the one who drove him off, | don't know how—I guess maybe you know how.” A moment, a
slence he probably expected her tofill, but she didn't. “Rondeau was redly brave, Marla. He saved our
lives. And then Cam-Cam, fucking Cam-Cam... once he redized he was being conned...”

“He pulled a gun. Rondeau shot him, he shot Rondeau. That's what the cops say”

“Wdl...He pulled a gun, he shot Rondeau, and | shot Cam-Cam. But my buddy Danny helped me
deage it to look the other way, so things wouldn't get... you know, any more complicated. | know it was
ashitty thing to do, and I'm sorry | hope you understand.”

Clever boy. If sheld thought the scenario was a little fishy, Jason would have just gone a long way
toward assuaging her doubts. If she hadn't heard the truth from the corpse's mouth. “No, | understand,
I'm not upset.”

“S0o...Magic, huh? Y ou might've told me.”

“l was judt trying to protect you, Jason. The way you aways protected me.”

“| get that. But ill.... It'salot to wrap my head around. If | hadn't seen some of that shit with my own
eyes, | wouldn't have believed it.”

“l guess you know what | am now.”

“l guess| do.”

No, she thought. No, you really don't.

“Warnt to come have a drink with me? Tak things out? Raise a glass to Rondeau? You and me were
just getting close again, and | don't want this bad suff to drive a wedge between us. Plus, | should give
you Ronnie's share of the take, so you can make sureit goes to... whoever should get it.”

“That sounds right. Where?’

“You know that bar where we dl had dinner, the Foxfire Tavern? | rented it out tonight for a private
after-hours party, was planning to celebrate our success. | know it's no time for celebrations, but come
over, well get adrink.”

“When?’

“I'm a my hotd, give me twenty minutes?’

“Sure. See you then.”

“I love you, Marlita I'm sorry again.”

“l love you, too, Jason,” she said, unsure hersdf whether or not she was tdling the truth.

She looked at the locked bottom drawer of her desk, and decided against opening it. Not yet.

Marla couldnt risk waking through the front door, or even snesking in through the back, so she
teleported to the bar. Teleportation was dangerous, and could trigger migraines, and there was a good
chance of dying every time you tried it—there were things lurking in the interstices between universes,
and they were hungry, and they had claws. Marla considered the possihility of dying to be a plus rather



than aminus Beng eaten by things from the in-between would spare her alot of pain and heart-sickness.

Unfortunatdy, she made it there dive, gppearing beside a potted plant near the ladies bathroom.
There was a Sngle long tear in the back of her black and Slver cloak, where something in the sparkling
darkness had reached out and snagged her, but no other damage.

There were afew lightsonin the bar, dim, and she heard voices. Jason was there dready, of course,
gtting in a booth, taking to his accomplice, presumably Danny Two Saints.

“Do you want, you know, a heartfelt gregting or anything?’ Danny said. “Last words, like that?’

“Nope. Easer if you just bushwhack her as soon as she comesin.”

“Not going to try to fake a suicide? | kind of liked that idea. Elegant.”

“Sure, but it's alot more trouble, and anyway, she's a arime boss. If she pops up floating in the river,
nobody will think twice about it. Just a gang thing.”

“True” Pint glasses clinked. “Her€'s to the path of least resstance.”

Marla hadn't redlly doubted Rondeau, but she'd hoped, somehow, he was lying, trying to throw guilt
off himsdf and onto her brother. But it was true. 1t was dl true. She quietly removed her cloak—she
couldn't have it flgpping—and walked up a wal usng the gecko boots, padding slently againg gravity,
and worked her way spiderlike dong the dark, beamed caling until she dung over their booth, directly
above Danny Two Saints. He was garting to go bald on top. She reached into her pocket for another
deep sachet... and then, ingstead, reached into another pocket for one of Nicolette's chams. She had
severd in that pocket, wrapped individudly in bits of tissue, and wasn't even sure which one she'd
grabbed. Maybe Danny would be lucky Or maybe whatever charm she chose would be so bad it would
kill Jason, too. Then she could tdl hersdf it had been an accident, mere chance—maybe even fate,
though she didn't believe in fate any more tonight than she ever had before.

She unwrapped the charm without looking and dropped it onto Danny's head.

The resulting plash was farly hideous—Must have been the red paintball—but did Jason no harm
beyond splashing im with blood and other things. He didn't scream, just shouted a curse and jumped out
of the booth, looking around wildly, but not looking up. From his point of view, Danny had smply
exploded.

Marla had hoped overkill violence would cheer her up, but the hole she was in was far too deep for
thet.

She fished out the deep sachet and tossed it a Jason, who dropped like a narcoleptic drunk. Marla
spoke the word to make her boots ungtick and dropped, turning in the ar to land in a crouch. Marla
checked Jason's waistband and took away his gun, and the knifein hisjacket pocket, and the knife in his
other pocket, and the gunin his ankle holster, and sghed. The whole thing depressed her. She went back
for her cloak—no reason to cause trouble by leaving her daothing at the scene of a messy death—then
picked her brother up in an over-the-shoulder carry. She contemplated the walk back to the club, and
thought, Fuck it. She teleported again.

Her cloak was pretty much entirdy ripped off her back by the entities in-between, leaving just a few
ragged shreds dangling from her neck like the cape of a postmodern comic book anti-hero, but she was
unscathed, and, amazingly, Jason was, too. She wasn't having any luck tempting the uncaring universe
into killing her tonight.

She carried her brother to the room that had belonged to B, dumped him on the bed, and locked the
door behind her—not manudly, but with a spell. A battering ram couldn't have opened it. Marla pulled
over achair, sat down near the foot of the bed, and watched her bloody brother deep for awhile

Marla took another sachet from a pocket in the remnants of her cloak, a pungent mix of bergamot and
geranium, and hurled it a his head. The wakefulness spell jolted Jason upright as if held taken a shot of
adrendine to the heart, and hefdl off the Sde of the bed and went sprawling on the floor in his shocked
fird movements.

“Hey, bro,” Marla said.

“Hey, Malita” he said, riasng dowly from the floor. “What's happening?’



“l know what you did, Jason. You know | can do magic, but you don't get it. | know things. | can—"
Her mouth went allittle dry “I can speak with the dead.”

“You can't trust the dead,” he said promptly. “The dead are jedous fucking liars.”

“l know what happened. How you shot Cam-Cam.

How you shot Rondeau. How you planned to kill me, to inherit my fortune” She shook her head.
“Therés no point in trying to bullshit me. We're past that.”

“Okay. So were past it. What now? Y ou do to me whatever you did to Danny?’

“That depends entirdy on the outcome of this conversation.”

“Oh, s0 there's something | can say to make you spare me? Just tdl memy line, sis, and Il say it with
guso.”

“l just want to know—"

Jason went for something in his jacket. Marla was across the room in a flash, pulling his fingers back,
tearing away the knife he/d had conceded insde. Marla bounced him off the wall and returned to her
chair, halding the knife, which was wickedly serrated. Jason leaned againg the door across the room, not
even looking sulky, rubbing his hand.

“How many goddamn knives do you carry?’ she asked.

“When I'm planning to kill my sigter, the wicked witch of the East Coast? As many as | can. What's
that line from the Bible? * Thou shdt not suffer awitch to live ?’

“Now you've got rdigion?’

“My friend Danny, the one you just murdered? He figured you must be in leegue with the devil to do
the things you do. Seems plausible to me”

“It's atheory. Since when do you have anything againg deals with the devil ?’

“Why didn't you tell me?’ His eyes were wide and beseeching, and Marla was stunned by the sudden
openness of his expresson, by the painin his voice. “You found out something like this, you found magic,
and you let me keep going dong as | dways had, grubbing and grifting, when there was...when there
was wonder out there in the world?’

Marla shook her head. “Won't play. You were planning to kill me before you knew megic was redl.
Try agan.”

He relaxed, dl that naked pain vanishing in an ingant. “Ah, wel. Worth atry. You redly want to know
why, Marita? Why | planned to kill you, my own sister, my by-God flesh and blood?’

“I redly do.”

“Because you're nobody to me” he said, with rdigh, as if hed been waiting a long time to say it.
“Once we were family, and we looked out for each other, but that was a lifetime ago. My sster was a
litle girl with stedl in her soine and venom in her tongue, and she was loyd. But that night you left me to
my own devices, stuck with a dead body and nobody to help me out, abandoned me after dl I'd done
for you, that was the night you stopped being my sister. You gave it up, you washed your hands of me,
and | returned the favor. In the years sSnce then—not too far off from twenty years, Marla, and that's a
lot of years—you've only gone farther away. Y ou aren't my family Danny, he was my brother, he proved
himsdf again and again. But you? Y ou're a stranger who happens to bear a passng resemblance to my
litle Sster, but as far as I'm concerned, my sster is dead and gone. What's more, you're a rich stranger.
And what | do to rich drangersis, | take ther money. | pick a mark, and | use whatever | can agang
them—if they like gambling, | become a gambler. If they like art, | become an artist. If they like red
edtate, | become a developer. If they want ther long-lost brother back... | become their long-lost
brother. And if, when it comes down to the blow-off, | have to kill them, c'est la fucking vie.”

“Guess that explains it, then.” She could remember times in her life when shéeld fdt hollow, and tired,
and wretched, but never quite so completely as she did now.

Jason wasn't done. “Fuck, Marlita, you're a sorceress.”

“Sorcerer,” she sad absently. “It's like actors, it's sexist to say ‘actress.” Same with us”

“Rondeau mentioned that. Before | killed him. Y ou might as well be an dien, as far as I'm concerned.
Are you even human anymore?’

“I think inhumeanity runsin our family Why did you kill Rondeau?’



“Becauseif | hadn't, he would have told you | killed Cam-Cam, and you would have stopped trugting
me, and then | would have had a tougher time meking you dead. That's dl. Nothing personal. He was a
nicekid.”

“He was. He was my brother.” She was thinking of B, instead of Rondeau, but that was too much to
explain, and she wasin no mood for explaining.

“Then were each short a fucking shling after tonight's events, arent we?’ His eyes were narrowed,
and she saw hate looking out at her. She thought it was the firgt genuine expression sheld seen from Jason
snce he came to town. “Want to cdll it a draw?’

“No, | dont.” She teleported out of the room, back to her office, and once more, was disappointed
when she didn't die dong the way. Nothing even scraped her with aclaw thistime,

Sheld made her decision, so she began the laborious process of unlocking the bottom drawer of her
desk. It was essantidly amagicd bank vault in miniature. Viscarro had made it for her, and nothing short
of a nuclear strike could have opened it without her say-so. She kept two things ingde it. One was the
jewe that contained Viscarro's life

The other, she thought, is the thing that contains my brother's death.

Marla didn't teleport back into the room. After three times aready, she was going to have a teleportation
hangover tomorrow so bad sheld wish for desth—just like now, but for new and different reasons. She
didn't want to risk becoming logt in the in-between. She'd made a decison, and now she had to follow
through.

She opened the door. Jason was lounging on the chair Marla had been using.

“Nice cloak,” Jason said. “Very... virgind.” “Thanks” Marla drew the white cloak around her. It was
only white on the outsde. Inside, the lining was the purple of an ugly bruise, or of dyes made from
poisonous flowers. Technicdly, it wasn't actudly a cloak. It just looked like one. What it was, she
couldn't have said, exactly, except that it was old, and malevolent, and dy, and had plans for her. Things
like that—objects with minds of their own and powers untold—were usudly caled artifacts by sorcerers.
Other sorcerers were jedous she owned such an atifact, and many coveted it. In that respect, Marla
thought they were idiots. “1 have to kill you, Jason.”

“The feding's mutud, dear.”

She shook her head. “But | don't think | can do it. Y ou're my brother. You're one of the big reasons |
am... theway | am.”

“Tomy everlaging shame.”

“Dont be crud,” she said oftly.

“Dont betray me. Oh, wat. That's dmog twenty years too late. Oh, wdl. Life is ful of
disgppointments.”

Marla took a breath. With a menta command, she could reverse her cloak, and the purple lining
would switch places with the white exterior. Clothed in the purple, she would lose her conscience, her
moras, her regrets, she would become a murderous thing, and would not hestate to rip Jason apart.
Sheld promised hersdf she would never use the cloak again, because the tall it took on her mind was too
great, and because it was too dangerous, but there was no other way she could bring hersdf to murder
her own brother. “I'm sorry, Jason.”

“Oh, moment of truth? Can | have some last words?’

“Of course”

“Jud one lagt word, then: *bang.” ”

Jason suddenly had alittle gun, and he shot her in the scomach. She went down, blinded by pain. Gut
shots were the worst. She curled up on her Sde, drawing her knees to her chedt, trying to protect the
part of her that had aready been pierced. Jason had pulled the knife from the lining of his coat, but she
waan't sure where the gun came from—maybe some apparatus up his deeve?

It'd popped into his hand like a magician's bouquet of dlk flowers. He'd played her. Jason had never
expected to stab her with the knife—hed just wanted her to think shed discovered his last secret



weapon, thwarted hisfind trick. Got me again, bro.

“Say hi to Danny when you get to hdll,” Jason said. “He was a rdigious man, but let's be honest, guys
like us don't get into heaven.” He looked at her with cold disnterest, and she knew there was nothing she
could say to gir the stone of his heart. He raised the pistal again.

She closed her eyes. She didn't want to watch her own brother shoot her in the head.

Marla woke amost two hours later, weak, with blurred vison, and a headache that was probably equd
parts teleportation and head-shot related. She breathed a dgh of rdief anyway—shed had some fear
Jason would dump her body somewhere, and that she might lose the cloak in the process, which would
have been the end of her.

She sat up, trembling, and unhooked the Slver stag beetle pin that hdd her cloak to her throat. The
cloak had heded he—the white sde could repair dmogt any injury, given time, gpparently even
skull-and-brain-shattering gunshots—but she didn't want the thing on her shoulders anymore. Two lumps
of misshgpen lead lay on the floor where sheld been |eft for dead. Keep sakes.

Jason knew she was a sorcerer now, but he dill didn't understand what that meant. Marla's kind were
hard to kill. Apparently Jason's kind were hard to kill, too. She had to admire him. She was adso
beginning to think she might be able to hate him—which meant, next time they met, she might not need
the cloak in order to finish him off.

She dragged the cloak back to her office and stuffed it into the bottom drawer of her desk. After
fdling heavily into the chair, she reached for the phone—but there was no one she wanted to cdl.
Clawing open the top drawer of the desk, she opened a bottle of powerful painkillers, dry-swallowed
three pills, and crawled back to Rondeau's spare room, into the bed.

The mussed covers dill smdled like B. They dill smdled like Jason. They were smeared with bits of
Danny Two Saints blood. It seemed afitting bower.

“Will you go after Jason?’ Hamil said. “I daresay we could divine his location. You're related by blood,
50 | could create a sympathetic link—"

“Hell turn up.” She sipped a cup of the strong Turkish coffee Hamil favored. After two days, her
headache was mogly gone. They were in the front room of the Wolf Bay Café, Stting a a window,
watching summer fade outside. “Or he won't.”

“If you'd like, I can have someone... take care of him. So you won't have to ded with it.”

“Jason's my problem. He was never a threat to Felport itsdf, so it's not right to bring the city's
resources into it. It's a persond matter.”

“Fair enough.”

Without looking up from her coffee, she said, “Is Rondeau okay?’

“Hes... aswdl as can be expected. | heard from him yesterday. | check in. Would you like me to
gvehim a message from—"

“No. | don't have anything to say to him.” Yet.

“l know it doesn't seem like it now, Marla, but thingswill get better.”

“I know they will. Il make them get better.”

“What do you mean?’

“I'm going to bring B back to life”

Hamil set his cup down gently. “Marla. Necromancy doesn't bring people back—not redly. Even if
you can conjure his spirit, it won't be the same. Death changes you. You of dl people know that.”

“I'm not talking about necromancy.”

“Then what?’

“I know people, Hamil. And things that aren't redly people. And they owe me favors. I'm going to cdl
themin.”

“Do you think that's wise?’



“Wise? No. But necessary.”

“Home again.” Bulliard sat down in a dearing that looked much like every other dearing they'd passed,
plucked what appeared to be a poisonous toadstool, and munched it with relish.

“What the fuck am | ill doing here?’ the courier demanded.

“I have no idea” Bulliard talked with his mouth full. It was disguding. “The Mycdium desires your
presence.”

“That's just greet.” The courier, filthy and exhausted after the long drive—across the fucking country
twice in less than a week, that was no way to live, even for a dave—sat down in the underbrush.

| am vast, whispered a voice in the courier's head, and the fungd magician sat up—he could heer it,
too. If one part of meis destroyed, | live on. But | have no such redundancy among my followers. |
begin to think this is a mistake. Bulliard has ... limitations ... | had not expected, and needs
assistance.

“No, magter.” Bulliard rose to his feet. “I need no help, especidly not from this—’

“Thpt,” the courier interrupted. “You couldn't even drive. You couldn't even, like, order a sandwich.
You're hopeless” He paused. “Not that I'm making a case for my indispensability, here”

You failed. Both of you failed. The spores are not here.

“l was deceived, magter.” Bulliard put his hand over his heart. “1 could not bring you the spores,
because they do not exis.”

Nevertheless, | am displeased. You will be reprimanded.

“Madter, please, don't—" Bulliard didn't get any further before he started to gag and claw at his throat.
Hefdl to the ground and convulsed.

“What the fuck?" The courier scrambled back.

Hewill not die. | have only allowed the poison in the mushrooms to touch him lightly. But as for
you...

“Strike me down,” the courier said, dodng his eyes.

So the Mycdium was red. It wasn't just old Buly tadking to himsdf. The discovery was not
comforting.

You faled, the Mycdium said. Why then should | reward you? No, you will remain here, and
serve me in those matters where Bulliard cannot. | may occasionally need an ambassador into
human lands. You will serve that purpose, and others. In the meantime, your presence will be an
ongoing punishment for Bulliard... and for yourself....

“You've got to be shitting—"

Slence, the Mycdium said, and the courier didnt hesitate to obey—not because of any meagica
compulson, but because he'd found a whole new fidd of despair beyond what hed assumed were his
own absolute limits

Thisis what | propose, the voice of the Mycdium, the largest organiam on Earth, whispered. Serve
me willingly, and gain my strength, and exalt me, and be exalted.

The courier considered. “Do | have a choice?’

Serve unwillingly, and in misery.

The courier Sghed, and looked at Bulliard's dill-twitching form. “If | say yes, can | give this fucker a
kick?’

The Mycdium's answer was, perhaps, coolly amused, or maybe the courier was just projecting. You
may.

The courier stood, drew back his boot, and planted a kick in the fungd sorcerer's ribs, grunting at the
impact. “Fuck.” He limped away. “ Stubbed my toe” He sat on a log and considered his options. “Same
shit, different day.” He plucked a poisonous mushroom. “So how do these taste anyway?’

Marla opened one of her unsecured desk drawers and picked up a little siver bell. It was precious, and



deep magic, in its way, but it wouldn't work in anyone else's hand, so there was no reason to keep it
locked up. She rang the bell.

A pale, beautiful man with long hair and rings on dl hisfingers came in from a door that ceased to exist
as soon as he passed through it. He amiled, a bit distractedly—hed probably been busy. He usudly was.
“Marla, dearest, what can | do for you?’

“I have afriend. | had afriend. He died afew days ago.”

Death's expression became more focused, and concerned. “I'm so sorry Would you like me to
arange amedting?’

“No. | want you to restore him to life”

Death whigled. “Marla... There are precedents, of course, one can go into the underworld and
retrieve aloved one, but the costs are more than you can afford to pay”

“Even for me? Dont | get... specid privileges? Given our history?’

“Y ou're asking this from me as a—a favor? In light of our persona rdaionship?’

Marla didn't want to make presumptions on this man, who wasn't a man, but who was very important
to her, and especidly important to her future. But this was for B, and she knew that if she was the one
who'd died instead of him, B never would have stopped trying to bring her back. “That's right.”

“What's his name?’

“Bradley Bowman.”

Desgth's eyes widened. “Ah, yes, him. He went to the underworld, once, when he was dive—years
ago.” He frowned. “Buit...he's not there, Marla. Nowhere inmy redms. Y ou're certain he died?’

Marla closed her eyes. “There were... specid circumstances. His body is dill waking around, but
there's adifferent mind ingdeit.”

“l don't know where his spirit went, Marla, but I'm afraid | didn't daim it. If his body 4ill lives, but his
mindislog...” He shook his head. “Heis beyond my reach.”

“He might just be gone” Marla said. She began to cry She couldn't help it. Rondeau had shoved
Bradley out of the circle of life and death entirdly, conagned him to darkness and oblivion. B didn't even
et to go to hell—hed just ceased to be.

“l should go,” Death murmured. “Cal me, anytime, and I'll come.”

“I'm sure I'll be seeing you soon enough.” She waved him away

She went to Genevieve next, peding two dozen oranges and piling the pedlsin a heap and breething deep
the scent of citrus, her eyes closed. When she opened her eyes, she was in the courtyard of Genevieve's
palace in the sky—though it wasn't the sky of any world Marla or anyone ese on Earth could look up
and see.

“Marla” Genevieve stepped into the courtyard, her carame-colored har wild, her violet eyes
concerned. She was a psychic, and more—a reweaver, capable of dtering exisence itsdf to suit her
wishes, cagpable of dreaming new redlities into being. Genevieve's powers were so vast and dangerous
that she'd voluntarily absented hersdf from Earth, to a pocket universe of her own crestion...but she and
Marla kept in touch.

“I need your hdp, Gen.” Marla extended her hand, and Genevieve touched it briefly She wasn't much
for physcd affection, which suited Marla. She didn't have to explain hersdlf, either, because Genevieve
could read her mind, and that suited Marla, too. “Youve brought people back from the dead
before—Mr. Zedand, and St. John Augten.”

Genevieve widened her remarkable eyes. “Not really, Marla People | know very well—people
whose minds | know wel—I can create congtructs of them. But it's not redly them, you know. Not
exactly.”

“They can think, they beieve themsdves to be red, and that's good enough for me” Marla sad
stubbornly.



“They can't even leave my paace, Marla. They don't have enough redity to survive in the world
outsde”

“Better that B live here, where | can vist him, than live nowhere.”

Genevieve shook her head. “1 never even met him. | couldn't possibly—"

“Helivesin my mind, Genevieve. Can't you get into my mind and find dl you need? You can have full
access, with my blessing, ransack my memories, drag it out of me, do whatever you have to—"

“Marla, | can't. It would be like making a photocopy of a photocopy, don't you see? He might ook
like B, but ingde he would be... dl wrong. Full of blank spaces, and worse yet, places I'd filled in with
my best guesses. He wouldn't be your friend. He wouldn't even be a...a picture of your friend. He
would be a shadow puppet. An abomination.”

Marla crossed her arms. “Y ou won't do it?’

“If you ask meto, | will.” She shuddered. “Are you asking me to?’

Marlaremaned tense for a moment, then dumped. “It redly wouldn't be any good?’

“No. It would be bad. I'm so sorry, Marla. | wish—"

“Dont worry about it. Give Zedand and St. John Austen my love. Could you send me home now?’

Marla spent the next day curled up on the futon in her living room, saring a the celing, and thinking.
Sheld killed a god, once. Sheld successtully invaded the underworld. Sheld bested the creature who
clamed to be the king of the dves, in adud. She'd saved her city more times than she could count on her
fingers. Surdly, surdly, she could do something about this.

??27
She thought of a way It might destroy me, she thought. It might even destroy the universe. But
what the hell. Nothing ventured, right?

Rondeau opened the door, expecting an orderly with alunch tray. He was saying in amudty little cottage
on the grounds of the Blackwing Inditute. The cottage had belonged to the groundskeeper, back when
the Inditute was a mangon, and Dr. Husch was letting him Stay there for as long as he needed.

Marla was on the doorstep. “Shit,” she said. “You look like you agan.”

He couldn't look her in the eyes. That was no surprise. He couldn't even stand to look at himsdf in the
mirror. Staring at her green boots, he said, “It seemed like the thing to do.”

“But you're dill in B's body, under that glamour. And Hamil says you probably have his powers.”

“l... think I do. I can see things things | couldn't before—ghogts, | think... and weirder Suff.”

“Y ou can summon oracles? Open paths where there are no paths?’

“l don't know, Marla. If you need me to, of course, I'll try.”

“Great. Get your shit. We're catching a plane out west.”

Rondeau blinked. “Where are we going?’

She looked a him with scorn and contempt. “To fix what you did, if we can.” Her expresson
softened. “To fix what we did.” She turned and started waking across the vast green grounds, then
cdled back, over her shoulder: “To bring B back to life”

Rondeau took a step outside the door. “Y ou found away? Y ou redly found away?’

But Marla didnt answer. She doesn't need to, Rondeau thought. Marla dways found a way No
meatter what it cost.

Thanks go fird to my loving spouse, H. L. Shaw, for infinite quantities of support, for acting as a



sounding board, and for being my biggest fan. | received invauable feedback, friendship, mora support,
and/or dl of the above from Greg van Eekhout, Susan Marie Groppi, Michad Jasper, Jay Lake, David
Moles, Cameron Panee, Lynne Raschke, Jenn Reese, Anne Rodman, and Scott Seagroves.

My editor, Juliet Ulman, supported the crazy ideas | had for this book, and wouldn't et me get away
with being lazy or taking the easy way out. As dways, my agent, Ginger Clark, made sure everything ran
amoothly; film rights agent extraordinaire Holly Frederick made some wonderfully unexpected things
happen; my copy editor, Pam Feingtein, saved me from the tiger pits of continuity errors and logicd
gaffes and my cover artist, Danid Dos Santos, wrapped it dl up in a gorgeous package.

As a longtime fan of caper movies and books about grifters, | can't possbly mention everything that
influenced this book, but I'l hit a few of the mgor works | discovered or revidited in the course of my
research. Infilm and TV, the con artist movies of David Mamet, The Sing, and Hustle dl loom large; in
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