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A little ways into the future…just far enough.

















But the darkness pulls in everything—shapes and fires, animals and myself, how easily it gathers them! Powers and people—


and it is possible a great presence is moving near me.


I have faith in nights.


—RAINER MARIA RILKE

















CCA INTERNAL MEMORANDUM [EXCERPTS] EYES ONLY








From: Dr. Helman


To: General Forsythe


Re Subject: Gabriel Bleak


As per your request, here are a few highlights from our case file on Gabriel Bleak. Some of these notations stem from our observation of the subject in childhood, while others relate to his service (US Army Rangers, see his Service File attached) in Afghanistan. He is now a civilian working intermittently as a tracer of bail jumpers.


He was one of the first among the young subjects in our prototype study to show a clear-cut response to the new release of AS energies (“AS” is a new term: apparent supernatural) as a result of the diminution of the [words excised from file for security purposes]. Bleak remains one of the most impressive. We suspect that there are entity-based forces who may have moved him into place for a key role in their agenda. He seems unaware of this possibility and, as a civilian, uses his paranormal capabilities largely for personal gain.


Bleak seems to have the ability to manipulate certain of the planet’s inherent energy fields, and to use same to communicate with UBEs, e.g., so-called “ghosts” and certain other entities inhabiting the Hidden, though this does not appear to be a consistent capability. The inconsistency may be explained by the fluctuation of the intensity of his power. While he is not precisely telepathic he does seem to have an extraordinary level of “psychic feel” sensitivity, and, according to one unconfirmed report, may well be able to psychically sense an observer any time he is being observed, even if it is done through a concealed camera. If Bleak is being observed, he can see himself through the eyes of the observer, and sense certain general facts about the observer; e.g., their gender, their level of hostility. We suspect he has other AS skills, including extraordinary offensive capabilities, but these have not been confirmed.


He may indeed be one of those people chosen to unite with a symmetrical Astral Other, a union which could produce an especially powerful PES (psychic-energy-symmetry) pulse, that might be useful, or dangerous to our interests, depending [redaction].


As our failure to usefully connect with him while he was with the Rangers demonstrates, Bleak is a problematic subject. His psychological profile suggests he is prone to dogged independence, sudden changes of direction in life, and, when provoked, proactive aggression. Caution is urged….




 


CCA Auto-Insert Terminology Footnote:


A consciousness-inflected energy field connecting all life on Earth, the Hidden is, according to a supposed ShadowComm website (shut down by CCA), “the medium that provides a living environment for a spiritual ecology; for the disembodied: ghosts not yet gone on to reincarnation or the higher planes, elementals, predatory spirits, the evolved spirits that served the Light. If you have the gift to contact it, the Hidden provides a medium for summoning; for psychically affecting matter.”
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PROLOGUE






“Don’t you just feel…different today?” Gulcher said to Jock.


“I dunno,” Jock rumbled. “Bottled up in here, I dunno how I feel.”


Troy Gulcher looked up at the clock in the aluminum mesh on the wall of the lockup. They even try to cage time, he liked to say.


The guards for Securimax Cell Block 5, a New Jersey high-security penal institution, were most of the time behind the glass of the bulletproof booths looking down on the cellblock from the second-floor tier. Gulcher could see their silhouettes up there, but you couldn’t see their faces most of the time, what with the light being behind them. Like being watched by ghosts.


Jock, a tall, blond man with a heavy jaw and Aryan Army tattoos—real name Rudolph Simpson—and Gulcher, a stocky, dark man with a short black beard, heavy black brows. Both convicts were in coveralls, prison yellows, standing by the Ping-Pong table. Just toying with the paddles. Jock bounced the ball under the paddle, but didn’t try to serve it.


It was almost lights out. Pretty soon the guards would tell them through the public address to “put paddle on table” and go back to their cells; it being Monday, three guards would come to each cell, unlock them one at a time, doing a quick check to see if anyone had managed to make some pruno or tucked away some other contraband.


Same old same old, for almost a year now. No movement on getting Gulcher transferred to State Medium Security, where it was so much easier, roomier, a man could hustle some drugs. “You shouldn’t have busted up that security guard’s shins,” his court-appointed lady lawyer had told him. Snooty bitch. Like to get her alone, once he was out. Have her out of that pants suit lickety-split.


Restless. Nervous. “How about serving that fucking ball, there, Jock?”


Jock shrugged and served and they batted it listlessly back and forth till it bounced from the table and Jock went to chase it down. Gulcher waiting tensely.


Gulcher was feeling more than his usual restlessness. Something in the air about to bust open like a lightning storm. Ought to try to explain to Jock again. But it was hard to explain the hunches he got.


Gulcher and Jock had become allies, since the Jersey guys came into the cellblock; Chellini and Doloro, trying to throw their weight around. “When you get out, this t’ing’s going to get you, you don’t gimme what I want in here,” Chellini said. “Cigarettes, whatever.” This t’ing? Gulcher doubted that fat bastard Chellini was really a made man. If he was, he would probably have had a better lawyer. Doing any time to speak of just for stealing a car, with the jails so crowded, meant you had a bad lawyer. It was strange Chellini had ended up in high security for stealing cars. Maybe it was his record. Maybe he’d pissed off the cops. Or maybe he was a plant, made a deal with the warden to catch the others with contraband.


“You really don’t feel something, like, in the air?” Gulcher asked softly, as Jock came back with the Ping-Pong ball.


“I dunno, Troy, hey, could be I do feel funny.” Jock paused, bounced the ball on the table. “Could be they put something in the dinner, one of them experiments they do on prisoners.”


Jock was prone to paranoia. Craziness in your block boys was one of the things you put up with. Gulcher sighed and glanced up at the clock again.


“Don’t wait,” a voice whispered. “Don’t waste what…” The voice faded before it quite finished.


“What’d you say?” Gulcher asked, looking sharply at Jock.


“Didn’t say nothing,” Jock said, returning the look, eyes narrowed.


“Thought I heard a…”


“Long ago, you called my name. The wave has risen. Now you can hear my reply. Reach out…use the red vitality…don’t wait…”


There it was again. A whispering. Something about calling a name? A wave “risen”? Red vitality?


Someone whispering—not Jock. But no one else was standing close enough. Just the two of them standing at the Ping-Pong table. Whose voice was that? Sounded like it was coming from right behind him.


Gulcher looked—nobody there.


Whispering…but what was the voice saying? Couldn’t quite make it out. “You didn’t hear somebody whispering?” Gulcher asked.


Jock frowned at him. “You fucking with me? ’Cause I don’t like that.”


“The wave rises…let it guide you…”




Was that what it was saying? The wave rises, let it guide you? And there was a feeling with it….


The whispering went with a rise in that strange, restless feeling. Like years ago. He’d never forgotten it. Started with that Aleister Crowley book he’d got, as a teen, from that crazy-stoned old friend of his Pop. Old dude with the long white hair, used to run with Charlie Manson. That strange feeling Gulcher got when he’d read the book. Not understanding all of it…. But when he’d drawn the diagrams, called the “Names of Power” listed in Magick in Theory and Practice…


Nothing definite had happened that night, years before; just that feeling of something unusual in the air. A tingling that seemed to want to talk to you. But—nothing that you could actually see. Next morning, 5 a.m., his father had got himself paralyzed. Slid his Harley under a truck. Which was a good thing for his son, a “blessing”—as that old drunk Father Lawrence liked to say—because it meant no more beatings from the old man and because it meant that eventually Gulcher could get his pop alone, with the old son of a bitch stuck in his bed. Could take his time ending the old prick’s life. Smothering him good and slow. Which Gulcher did within six months of the accident.


Now, in Securimax Cell Block 5, the feeling grew and grew in his chest, as the whispering got louder and louder. A good feeling. Strong! Like when he did Dexedrine to get through a night of jacking trucks, getting them over the Penn border. You got a rise, a sensation of power inside, like no one could sneak up on you, no one could bust you, no one could stand in your way.


Another voice from nowhere—but this was the guards, talking through the PA. “Okay, guests of the State, back to your cells for inspection, chop-chop.”


Gulcher tossed the Ping-Pong paddle onto the table and they walked back to their cells, each just a little bigger than a motel bathroom. Usually you had to share, but here in Securimax, Jock and Gulcher each had a cell, side by side. The cell doors were open but they’d be automatically closed in a few minutes, once the cons were inside.


The whispering again. “The wave rises, no longer is it held back. Open and be guided…” And something else lost in the echoes of Chellini and the other ginney shouting at one another from their cells. “Shut up so I can hear,” Gulcher muttered.


What exactly was the whispering telling him to do? And why was the light going purple in here? Was he having a stroke, or what? Maybe he should ask to go to the infirmary. Fat chance. Not something they granted without his being practically dead already.


He stepped into his cell, found the plastic comb. The guards worked hard on not giving you anything you could use as a weapon on someone else, or yourself. Toothbrushes were short and soft, there were no springs on the bed, no toilet seats, and on and on. But he’d been working on the end spine of this comb, scraping it against a rough spot on the metal frame of the door, and he had it pretty sharp. Wasn’t much of a weapon. He hadn’t been sure what he was going to do with it. Till now.


“Don’t waste any time,” the whispering said. Gulcher could hear it more clearly now. “The wave is rising. It won’t continue forever. Do it.”


He sat on the bunk and took the spiky plastic end spine of the comb and bent it a little outward from the other spines, gritted his teeth—and jammed it into his wrist. It took a moment to punch through. Had to press hard. Then—he sucked air through his teeth as pain jolted through his wrist and blood squirted out, a red so dark it was almost inky. He hadn’t hit anything major, just a bunch of smaller vessels, but it was more than enough blood for his purpose. He yanked out the plastic spine, then climbed in close to the wall over his cot, dipped the index finger of his other hand into the blood on his wrist and started drawing. Just letting the feeling guide him, like the whispering said. It felt good to do that. And he always did what felt good.


First he drew a rough circle, in blood, on the wall over his cot—a circle about two feet in diameter—then words within the circle, following it around its curve, inside. “The writing on the wall,” he muttered. “Read the writin’ on the wall!” An expression he’d heard from that Juvenile Hall judge, old Judge Kramer. Gulcher chuckled, as he wrote, remembering that.


He didn’t know what he was writing till it was there on the wall. He just let it be guided. But Gulcher remembered some of the names—Names of Power, they were called—from the books he’d read as a young man. He figured they’d been stored away in his head, somewhere. MOLOCH was one of them. He found he was writing them inside the circle.


Gulcher heard the door of his cell clang shut behind him, the lockdown triggered by the guards, but he ignored that. He knew it wouldn’t matter.


“Hey, Gulcher!” Jock shouted from the next cell. “You’re right, I feel weird! I’m, like, hearing shit too! Voices!”


“Listen to them, Jock!” he shouted back, as he dripped blood on his right hand, from the wound, covering the whole palm, the fingers.


“Now, apply the mark of your hand to the interior of the circle, to complete the connection,” said the whisperer.


He pressed his bloody handprint into the circle. The words, the lines, the print, all dripped, but you could make it out anyway. It was an intact image.


“Gaze on this symbol,” said the whisperer, “reach out with the power you feel now, connect, take power from us…. Use it as you see fit.”


Gulcher stared…


And felt the power descend on him. He felt overcharged with it, like he might explode if he didn’t release it. He backed away from the bed, turned to the door, put his hand on it. Seemed to see the mechanisms that held it shut, inside the wall. Saw snakelike figures in there, ethereal snakes with faces, writhing, waiting for his command. Told them to push here, and here…


The door slid open. Followed by all the doors of all the cells in Securimax 5. An alarm started hooting, earsplittingly loud.


Gulcher stepped out and looked around—wondered why the air was so cloudy. It was like they were in a steam bath. But it wasn’t steam, it was something else. Like it was the vapor of life itself. Like it’s the stuff ghosts are made of, he thought. Like that, but spread out, choking the air. And he saw faces form in it; faces forming and falling apart…and forming again.


The siren howling…and the men howling as they writhed on the floor.


And one vaporous face seemed to dominate the others—a bigger face that kept stock-still in the air as the others rotated around it with a slippery, nauseating motion. Like one of those faces you see carved on the squatting statues stuck on the roofs of old churches. What did they call that? A gargoyle. But big, this face. Big as a basketball backboard. Big. Looking at him, its horny lips moving. “The air serpents are yours. Formless familiars. Take territory. I will guide you to the place where I can take strength; where I can grow…and in time I will send more of myself, to your side.”


“Who are you?” Gulcher demanded.


“Your god, who blesses you,” said the face, then it broke up, melted away. But Gulcher felt it still watching him; still just as much there, even if it was invisible. “Call me Moloch as some did once, whose children burned in my grasp.”


“Gulcher!” Jock was yelling. “What the fuck’s happening!”


The guards were running in, their faces tight with fear.


The man-faced serpents were writhing in the living steam—were made of it, and something else—and Gulcher shouted, “Kill them!” and the man-faced serpents darted at the guards and entered into them. And the guards clawed at themselves and began firing their weapons at one another.


And they fell convulsing, yowling with pain and psychosis, as Gulcher led Jock up the stairs to the now open metal door.















CHAPTER


ONE






A humid New York summer day. And someone was following him.


Gabriel Bleak always knew when he was being followed. This time, he could feel the tracker about half a block back. He sensed it was a woman, blinking her eyes in the hot light searing off the windows of the high Manhattan buildings. She was hurrying through the crowd to keep him in sight. He couldn’t read her mind—but, as long as her attention was fixed on him for more than a few seconds, he could see what she saw. Attention itself had a psychic energy, a power he could feel, could connect to.


It was hot and humid, it was July in the city, and the corner of Broadway and Thirty-third was thronged with people, all hurrying along. Bleak sometimes felt as if the people were giving off the heat on a day like this. As if the summer heat rose from the body heat of the shifting, elbowing, insistent crowd; the humidity was a by-product of their sweat, their countless exhalations, their sticky, thronging thoughts.


Bleak figured that illusion troubled him because he could feel their lives around him.


He didn’t feel any hostility from the woman following him, and none of that telltale psychic pulse that would indicate she was part of the Shadow Community. So he would take his time evading her.


Bleak stopped to wait for a double-decker tourist bus to pass in front of him. Japanese, French, German, Iowan faces looked down at him from the roofless top deck of the bus; the Statue of Liberty’s face, painted hugely on the side, slid ponderously past, and it was as if she were looking at him too.


The bus passed, and Bleak pressed on through its cloud of exhaust, holding his breath. Dodging a taxi, he made it to the farther corner. Yankee Hank’s Bar was up ahead. He’d slip in there, see what move she’d make when he cut the trail short.


The fingers of his right hand balled into a half-fist as he conjured a bullet of the Hidden’s force; drawn from the energy field coating the world itself, the power pulsed down through his arm as raw energy flow, coalescing into a glimmering bullet shape within the forge of his fingers. He cupped the bullet in his right hand, close against his hip, so no one could see it. Bleak could see it though, if he looked. He felt it pulsing there, hot and volatile, a mindless compaction of life itself—in this form, potentially destructive. He would throw it only if he had to. If he didn’t use it against his enemy, he couldn’t reabsorb it, he’d have to release it into the background field—which would draw attention to him. It was bright outside, no one would see it in his hand, but in a dark room, the energy bullet would show up, as if he had a little ball of fireflies trapped in his fingers.


Bleak was aware, suddenly, that the woman following him had an apparatus of some kind in her right hand—an electronic device. She would glance at it, then hide it in her palm, cupped against her side—echoing the way he was hiding the energy bullet. He got a glimpse of the gadget from his flickering share of her point of view. Looked like some kind of handheld EM detection meter…only, it wasn’t. What was it? A weapon?


He turned, used his left hand to open the bar’s door—his right still cupping the energy bullet—and went into the suddenly cool air-conditioned room, a dark space shot through with the light of beer signs and a couple of red-shaded dangling overhead lamps the color of banked embers. Baseball souvenirs on the walls. ESPN baseball was a rectangle of bright greens and whites on the flat screen over the bar. The bartender, a man with short, curly red hair, long sideburns, was one Seamus Flaherty, who nodded at Bleak when he came in. Bleak was a familiar face here. He sometimes drank himself into a safe numbness in Yankee Hank’s, when his sensitivity to the Hidden became too much to bear. He spent a good deal of mental energy separating out the material world and the Hidden; trying to stay focused, not get lost.


Bleak had learned to compartmentalize. This is me, in the world that ordinary people share; this is me taking part in the Hidden. That didn’t always work. Then he turned to beer—and a few shots to go with it.


Seamus didn’t know about any of that—couldn’t see the bullet of energy glowing in Bleak’s hand; it was below the level of the bar as Bleak walked by the three men on the middle stools. They were arguing about a game.


To Seamus, rinsing a beer glass, Bleak was just a medium-height, lanky, relatively young man with sandy hair who always seemed two weeks overdue for a haircut; brittle blue eyes; a man not quite thirty, in an old Army Rangers jacket, jeans, big black boots. Pretty much the same outfit most anytime, though Bleak changed the tees under the jacket. Bleak had a collection of fading rock-band T-shirts. Today he wore the Dictators.


The drinkers in the bar didn’t take much notice. Yankee Hank’s was decorated with New York Yankees paraphernalia—dusty jerseys, fading autographed balls, curling baseball cards—and if you were a Yankees fan, these days, you pretty much stayed drunk, either because they were doing great or doing badly, depending on what week it was. The drinkers were slurring drunk, not sodden drunk, but they didn’t notice much except the little drama on the sports channel.


As Bleak walked by, Seamus called out, “Thinking of starting up our softball team, this summer, Gabe, you in?”


“Sure, man, if I can pitch!”


Seamus gave him an affirming wink and Bleak strode on to the back room, empty except for Yankees posters and neon beer signs, two large red-felt pool tables, and restroom entrances in the farther wall. He toyed with the idea of going into the men’s restroom, waiting his tracker out. But if she was really hunting him, she wouldn’t let the men’s room sign stop her.


He walked over to the other side of a pool table, turned toward the door, hesitated there, trying to think it through. If she wasn’t Shadow Community, who was she? She could be a fed. Maybe Central Containment.


Bleak decided he wanted to know whom she was working for. And what the instrument in her hand was.


He couldn’t see her, now, because she’d lost sight of him. He only had sight of her, psychically, when she had him in sight. He waited.


The energy bullet had lost some of its power through the attrition of time, but it was still hot in his hand. Holding it there for that long, he might get a slight burn on his skin. Still, he pulsed a little more power into it, building it up to full strength.


Over the noise from a television ad for a men’s perfume absolutely guaranteed to attract women, he heard Seamus ask someone what he could get for them. It was her. Bleak thought she said a glass of chardonnay, but he couldn’t hear it clearly, then she asked a muffled question, and Seamus said, “The ladies’ is back there, miss.”




She was still tracking him. But whoever she was, she was staying undercover about it.


His grip tightened around the energy bullet, compressing its charge a little more. But he kept it out of sight below the edge of a pool table.


She walked in, then, a pale woman with bobbed raven hair; she wore a conservative dove-gray dress with a matching jacket, red pumps, matching red-leather purse over her left shoulder, nails the same color. An expression you’d expect on a prosecuting attorney added hardness to an otherwise appealing, heart-shaped face; pursed full lips. Her paleness wasn’t unhealthy, it was like something he’d seen in Renaissance paintings. She was a head shorter than Bleak—but there was no sense that she was intimidated. She stopped just inside the billiard room, standing there with her feet well apart. He noticed she had her purse open. He could just make out the top of a gun butt in there. In her right hand was what looked like one of those devices carpenters use to find metal studs hidden in the walls. Only it was more complicated looking, sleeker. And as she came closer, she held it low enough so that he could see its little LCD screen. Where a tiny red arrow was pointing right at Bleak.


The gun butt convinced Bleak there was no use in playing it cute. “It’d be better if you left that gun in your purse, miss,” he warned, keeping his voice gentle but raising his hand, opening his fingers enough so she could see the energy bullet shifting through orange, red, purple, violet, incandescent blue, yellow; back to orange, red, purple. “And that other thing you have pointed at me—mind telling me what it is? I mean, it’s only fair.” He smiled. Hoped it was a disarming smile. “If I had a creepy little device pointed at you, I’d tell you why.”


She stared at the energy bullet cupped in his hand, fascinated, her eyes widening fractionally. Her voice surprisingly husky, she said, “Okay. You’re the real thing. Gabriel Bleak, you are required to come with me—and right now. The federal government requires your presence.”


He looked closely at her. When she’d said, The federal government requires your presence, he’d sensed ambivalence. She was a strong woman, and she could make an arrest. But she didn’t quite believe in the job. She wasn’t completely one of them. She’d do her job. But he could hear the doubt in her voice; see it in her eyes. Too bad he had no time to persuade her to let him go. Other agents would be not far away. And they’d be here soon.


Bleak shook his head. “Like to help you out. But last time the government ‘required’ me, things kinda…didn’t work out.”


He tossed the energy bullet from his right hand to his left, as if one hand were playing catch with the other. The flaring, hissing passage of it startled her—she took half a step back. He grinned.


“Easy with that thing,” she snapped. “Just—get rid of it. Trust us and it’ll be all right. I can’t guarantee your safety if you don’t surrender.”


“Mind telling me, for starts, what happens if I go with you?”


“I was just told to get a…a confirmation on you. Then I bring you in. I don’t know any more than that.”


She delivered the disclaimer believably. But Bleak could feel dishonesty the way someone else might feel a sudden cold breeze. She’d been honest right up to I don’t know any more than that. He looked into her eyes—and felt himself held there. An indefinable familiarity hummed between their interlocked gazes, in that long moment. As if he knew…not her face—but something inside her.


She glanced over her shoulder, showing a flicker of irritation—and not irritation with him.


He tossed the energy bullet back to his other hand. It made a sizzling sound passing through the air. “Expecting someone?”


She looked at the glow of power nestled in his hand. “Put that thing out and just…come along. We’ll talk, Mr. Bleak. All right?”




“Love to have a drink with you, if you had a different profession, miss. I might even have gone with ‘just come along.’ But…just ‘come along’ with a government agent?” He shook his head. “I’ve got work to do, for one thing.”


“You’re a skip tracer, from what I’ve heard. You can do that anytime. We don’t need to be in any kind of…of confrontation, here.”


“Sure, okay, but—come to think of it…” He tossed the energy bullet up so it hissed and spiraled, caught it in his right hand. “You haven’t even shown me ID. They make up badges for your department yet?” He smiled. There was something about her…


She grimaced, glanced over her shoulder again.


“Someone slow to back you up?” Bleak added thoughtfully, “You’re not NYPD or FBI. I’d have had their badges stuck in my face till I was blind…so that leaves CCA, right?”


She looked at him flatly, then tilted her purse so he could see the badge clipped to the inside flap: HOMELAND SECURITY, CENTRAL CONTAINMENT AUTHORITY. “CCA agent Loraine Sarikosca. So you know about CCA. Not many are aware it exists. Lot of you people know?”


“I think I read about it on the Internet somewhere.” Truth was, all the ShadowComm knew. A few had escaped and told their stories. And the Hidden disclosed a good many secrets.


She gave a small shake of her head. “The Internet. I don’t think so.”


“Way it is now, anybody can be detained. So I guess I won’t ask what authority you have. But”—he tossed the energy bullet from his right hand to his left—“what excuse do you have?”


“What?” She seemed startled. As if she’d been wondering herself.


“What rationale? What excuse? To just take people away.”


Her eyes followed the energy bullet as it went back to his right hand. “There is a…a national security directive…having to do with extraordinary paranormal capabilities. The risk to the public…the possibility you could be of…” She broke off, licking her lips.


“What were you going to say—about the possibility? That I could be useful?”


“We’ll talk about it in the car.”


“Will we?”


Bleak saw the uncertainty in her eyes—and saw it locked away, a moment later. Her eyes going cold.


“Yes,” she said, her voice flat. “Now…I’m going to ask you to make that little fireball of yours go away. Here—I’ll turn off the detector. Even steven.” She clicked the device off with a flick of her thumb, put it in the purse as casually as a woman putting away a cell phone—but her hand came out of the purse with the gun.


Bleak knew the gun was coming and was already releasing the bullet with a snapping motion—like a man snapping a whip. The energy bullet sped from his hand like a spinning meteor, straight at her rising gun-hand, whistling faintly as it went. She shouted in surprise and pain as the packet of energy struck her snub-nosed .38 square in the cylinder, sent it flying from her singed fingers—its metal glowing red-hot, trailing smoke.


“Get down!” he yelled, rushing around the pool table to tackle her, the two of them going heavily to the tiled floor. The gun clattered against the wall—and exploded, as every bullet in the gun went off, detonated by the energy charge, bullets cracking into the ceiling and the floor, the room acrid with gun smoke. She tried to pull away…he thought he felt her heartbeat, for a moment…hoped she knew he was trying to save her life.


“What the fuck!” yelled Seamus from the next room.


Bleak had an impulse to see if Agent Sarikosca was okay—he liked her nerviness, and he knew she was just doing her job—but he made himself get up and dodge into the men’s room instead.




“Come back here, dammit!” she yelled, behind him. So good. She was okay.


“Call nine-whuh-one!” one of the barflies yelled, in the background, as Bleak turned, slammed the door shut, then shot a burst of energy from his hand to melt the metal of the lock. Not enough to hold it forever, but it’d slow her down. A moment later the door creaked as someone on the other side slammed it with a shoulder. “Call nine-whuh-one!” shrieked the barfly again, muffled now.


Two booths on the right, urinals left, sink and window straight ahead. He shook his head, looking at the glazed-glass window over the sink. Painted shut, and anyway too small for him.


But he heard her out there, talking on a cell. “Yeah, just get in here—he’s blocked the door somehow—” Then an aside to Seamus: “I’m sorry, sir, this is federal business, you’re going to have to stay out of here…. No, sir, there’s no fire, just a small explosion…. No, sir, I’m not hurt, now you’re going to have to…”


Bleak walked over to the sink, examined the wall. Touched it with the palm of his hand. Maybe.


Thump! as someone slammed into the door. Grunted in pain. Slammed it again.


And there were more agents coming.


Bleak sighed. It seemed he’d used up this bar. Seamus wasn’t going to be happy with him.


Nothing to lose. He put his hands on the wall above the sink, closed his eyes. Drew energy from the background field, channeled it through his arms…


He stopped, aware of a spiritual scrutiny. Deep contact with the background field exposed any disembodied entities handy; it revealed the Hidden. And someone was there.


Bleak opened his eyes and found he was staring at himself in slightly reflective window glass over the sink—and saw that something…someone…was behind him, looking over his shoulder. A set of disembodied eyes. A face was filling in, around them. Looked like a teenage boy, maybe eighteen. Just old enough to get into a bar in New York. He could even make out the acne, because that was how the ghost thought of itself.


A drug OD, Bleak suspected. The ghost might have been here for years.


“You ought to let go, kid,” Bleak said. “You’re stuck here. You’re dead, see.”


The kid shook his head, at first like someone shaking their head “no,” then faster and faster, till his face was a blur, as he receded, his denial becoming a retreat through space itself—and Bleak closed his eyes again, focused the power he’d drawn, directed it into the wall above the sink, felt the plaster crack and shudder and give way. Something clanged noisily to the floor.


Bleak opened his eyes to see a rough oblong hole, a gap three feet high in the wall, the sink broken down on the tiles, water gushing from a pipe, wetting his boots.


He heard the door breaking down behind him—


He reached out, caught the still-hot edges of the wall, wincing at the contact, put his right foot on the pipe, and levered himself up and through, out partway into the alley behind the building. Running footsteps behind him; someone grabbed his left ankle but he twisted free, got to his feet in the alley. A car was just pulling in twenty-five yards to his left, one of the dark blue, compact natural-gas hybrids favored by the CCA. Bleak thought about invoking help from the disembodied, but he didn’t want to incur debts if he didn’t have to. He started to the right, looking for a way out—but it was a dead end. Trash cans against a brick wall.


He turned back toward the car rolling slowly, inexorably toward him. Someone was hurrying up behind the car—a blond man in a suit, an agent in wraparound mirror sunglasses, raising a pistol. Someone behind him yelled, “Keep your head down, Arnie!”


“You!” shouted “Arnie” from behind the car. “Hands up! You’ve assaulted a federal agent! I’ve got every right to take you down! Hands up, do it now!” He was aiming his pistol over the top of the car.


Bleak backed up, coalescing another energy bullet in his right hand.


Agent Sarikosca appeared at the alley’s mouth, behind Arnie, her mouth open. She’d been running. She glared past the blond agent.


“Bleak! Put your hands on the wall, give it up! I promise you won’t be harmed!”


“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” Bleak said, looking up toward a fire escape. No, out of reach.


The car was bearing down on him…and stopped, rocking on its shocks, about thirty feet away.


He thought he might be able to hit the sedan with a compacted energy bullet to make the engine explode, but if he did that, he’d probably kill the guys inside. And he didn’t want to kill anyone if he didn’t have to.


He knew what surrendering to the CCA could mean. Maybe the stories about its prisoners were just rumors, but he thought it wiser to believe them.


“I’m counting two and I’m opening fire!” Arnie yelled.


That made up Bleak’s mind for him.


Heart thudding so loudly he seemed to hear it echo in the alley, Bleak snapped the energy bullet toward the agent—aiming it so it’d whip close to the man’s left ear. Scare him into screwing up his aim. The agent yelled, ducked aside from the meteoric energy bullet, fired his weapon as he stumbled. A bullet cracked past Bleak. He’d heard that sound often enough in his life to know what it was.


Still recoiling from Bleak’s energy bullet, Arnie stumbled back—


Bleak ran straight for the car coming at him. As he went, he reached out to the planetary field, felt it concentrated between the narrow walls of the alley. A pretty strong water source must run under the pavement. That helped.


He stretched out his arms wide as he ran, caught the energy in his opened hands, compressed it with the extension of his senses, molding it into a shape formed by his mind.


The car’s driver and passenger were opening their doors, getting out with guns in hand—but Bleak was running up an invisible ramp in the air. Right over their car.


“Son of a bitch!” the driver shouted—he was another set of sunglasses in a suit—as Bleak ran through the air above the car, creating more of the invisible ramp ahead of him as he went. He waved the ramp away just as he passed the trunk of the car on the far side, and the support vanished from under him. He dropped down to a crouch behind the agents as one of them, the driver, got out of the car and turned, fired at him, the bullet cutting the air near his shoulder.


Then Arnie was there, right in front of him on the sidewalk, raising the gun. Bleak used more standard combat skills, Ranger hand-to-hand. He set himself and kicked out, connecting with Arnie’s wrist. Arnie yelped in pain, grimacing, as the gun spun away. Agent Sarikosca came from behind her partner, tried to barricade Bleak, but he dodged past her, like a quarterback with the football, and kept going, leaving her and Arnie behind.


Running, Bleak sensed someone he knew on the sidewalk ahead. Wondered if it was coincidence. It was Pigeon Lady: an elderly woman no more than five feet tall, who seemed to live in a perpetual flurry of pigeons; a droppings-white watch cap pulled over her spray of gray hair; she wore layers of bird-spackled wool, whatever the weather, stuck with fallen pinfeathers. And she wore pigeons like more clothing, something like thirty of them whirring and cooing about her, sitting on her head, her shoulders, her arms, whether she was feeding them or not. Her seamed face turned toward him; her watery eyes took him in, running past. Nodded distantly to him, turning to see men with suits, sunglasses, and guns five strides behind him. Feds, aiming at Bleak’s back.


The pigeons erupted from her in a volcanic cloud of flapping blue and gray, making whickering sounds in their flurrying, to fill the air just behind Bleak. They flew at the faces of the CCA men; flapping wildly, blocking all sight of the agents’ quarry, for several long, precious moments.


Carried on the psychic wind of their wings, Bleak heard thoughts, other people’s thoughts he could never ordinarily have heard. He was not usually telepathic—not like that. Mostly he could only hear the minds of the dead.


Run, cross the street, Bleak, the Pigeon Lady thought. We’ll keep them back.


Someone else thinking, What the hell’s up with these birds? It’s like that Hitchcock movie…the damn things’re too close to my eyes…the smell, the feathers—


Where’s he gone?


There—I’ve got a shot at him!


“No, Drake, hold your fire, you’ll hit civilians!” Sarikosca shouted, as Bleak sprinted up Thirty-fifth toward Broadway, running full out, suddenly aware of the humid heat. As if he were running upstream through hot water. He drew his power from the living environment around him, but the process took something from him too—had taken a great deal for that last little gag, running on the air—and he was feeling it. And thinking, “Drake” she said? Drake Zweig from military intelligence? It would be a natural jump, from Army Intelligence to CCA. Maybe Zweig had ID’d him. He hoped it wasn’t that particular prick.


Bleak saw the female agent at the corner, with Arnie just behind her. Trying to block him off. He took in a deep breath and cut to the right, dodging around a wheezing fat woman with runny eye makeup and a bearded man in a turban; ducked behind a disused mailbox, then cut between two parked taxis and ran into traffic, right in front of a bus. He sprinted past the front of a big city bus a whisker ahead of being run down, the bus blaring its horn—then he turned to follow it through the intersection, running along beside it. Traffic was heavy and the bus was moving only as fast as he could run.


Bleak used the bus’s bulk to hide behind as he crossed Broadway, aware that a round-mouthed little girl was ogling him from a window just beside his head, her pudgy fingers pressed to the glass. He waved at her and she waved back, then, wheezing, he angled off into the thick crowd on the sidewalk, cut into a department store…and lost them. For now.


 


“WE LOST HIM,” SAID Drake Zweig, coming back to the car in the alley. “Dammit.” Zweig was a short, middle-aged man in a gray suit tight over his barrel chest. He wore his gray hair in a kind of oily pompadour, to give him height; wide face, eyes set slightly too far apart, his mouth almost lipless. He had large hands—there was a story he’d used those big thumbs on the eyes of detainees, back in Iraq, years ago, when he’d worked for the CIA at Abu Ghraib.


“What about the detector?” Arnie asked, ruefully rubbing his bruised wrist.


“Out of range—he must’ve slipped off to a subway. Caught a lucky train.”


Loraine Sarikosca was standing by the car, spraying her burn with analgesic, then winding a bandage around her hand. She wanted to tell Zweig he should have taken her advice, brought in four more cars for this guy. She just wondered why it’d taken so long for her backup to show, in the bar. Had General Forsythe told them to hold off—see how she handled it alone? It was quite possible.


“I can confirm the ID, all right,” Zweig went on. “Gabriel Bleak.”




Arnie tilted his dark glasses back on the top of his blond head, revealing pale blue eyes. “Hot as hell out here. So, Drake—how you know this Bleak?”


“Let’s take it to the car,” Loraine said. She knew Zweig didn’t like her talking as if she had rank on him—only, she did have rank on him, so he could stuff it. She didn’t want them airing this on the street.


They all got in, Loraine in the back behind Zweig, Arnie beside her. Zweig’s partner, riding shotgun, was Dorrick Johnson, an African-American agent who rarely contributed more than a cynical shake of his head to any conversation. But Dorrick had good judgment. Such as the good judgment to put on the air-conditioning as soon as Zweig got the car fired up.


“How’s your hand, Loraine?” Arnie asked.


“It’s okay, just a little red.” It hurt like a bastard but she didn’t want to be taken off the job. “Your wrist?”


“Throbs. Doesn’t seem broken. If I run into that guy again…”


“Keep a professional attitude, Arnie, okay? Forsythe wants them intact.”


Zweig just then got around to answering Arnie’s question, so it sounded like a non sequitur. “Bleak fucked with me on intel, of course, in Afghanistan.” Zweig snorted. “He was Army Rangers. Supposed to be a tough bunch. But he was such an old lady about the civilians.”


“Some ‘old lady.’” Arnie said ruefully. “Almost blew off Loraine’s hand. And he made us look like dicks.”


“Used magic,” Zweig snorted. “Didn’t have the stones to use a gun. I don’t really see the advantage of this weird-ass trick of his. Making a gun blow up.”


“Think about it,” Loraine said, gingerly touching the bandaged hand. She winced. “He shoots me, that’s a real clear crime. He makes the gun explode with a power the court doesn’t recognize as even existing, he just says, “What, so your gun went blooey, why is that my fault?” No weapon, nothing the police can hold him on, really. No forensic evidence. He doesn’t have to reload the thing—seems to pull it right out of the air. It’s always there, even when he seems disarmed. And then there’s the psychological effect—I was pretty startled, I got to admit.”


“We’re feds. New rules, we can take him in, don’t need ‘evidence,’” Dorrick pointed out. Dorrick was new to CCA—which was itself fairly new. Dorrick was a transfer from FBI. Not his choice.


Loraine nodded abstractedly. “We don’t need evidence if we can get him without the police being involved—not always possible, from what I hear.” Her mind mostly on wondering if the agency had brought the other detectors into the area, as she’d requested. They were testers—only a few prototypes existed. Bleak might still be close by.


She’d been standing so close to him—why didn’t she just tackle him? Would he really have used that energy bullet on her, directly? She wasn’t sure. She suspected he probably wouldn’t have. But she wasn’t sure why she felt that way.


I won’t ask what authority you have…but what excuse do you have?


The words haunted her. She’d asked herself the same thing, more than once, since signing on with CCA. And somehow he knew that.


There was an official rationale, of course. ShadowComm types were breaking a law that almost no one knew existed. Something you were told about once you were detained: a law against using paranormal abilities—the real thing, ShadowComm abilities, not the usual fake psychics and pseudowitches. Specifically, it was forbidden to use ShadowComm powers except in a contained and controlled government context. Otherwise, the government claimed, you were doing the equivalent of experimenting with plutonium in your garage. Thought to be that dangerous. Especially since the phenomenon started popping up all over, during the last thirty years. And who knew what political orientation any ShadowComm had? Suppose they were anarchists—or Jihadists? Too big a risk.


But still, the question bothered her. Could the “containment” be justified? They were officially at war—always, always at war, with the Pan Jihad—and detaining ShadowComm, till they could be retrained, was a bit like the internment of Japanese-Americans in World War II. But even so…


Her cell phone buzzed. She reached for it, and its vibrating corresponded unnervingly with the throbbing in her burned hand. “Sarikosca.”


“Loraine, the police are at the bar.” It was Dr. Helman, at CCA’s Washington, D.C., office. His low voice almost like a man parodying an affectless monotone. He seemed to consider it a classy detachment. She pictured him, a chunky little man, perhaps forty-five, with slicked-back, dark black hair and black eyes and old-fashioned, professorial suits, probably polishing his wire-rim glasses on his tie—usually a broad silk tie with hand-painted lilies and mums on it—as he spoke into a rather old-fashioned Bluetooth earpiece. She found him odious but he was her boss, and as expert as anyone in their most peculiar area of expertise. “We’re sending people in to cover it for you, you won’t have to go back in there.”


“That’s good.” How would she have explained it to the cops? “We screwed up. I guess I screwed up. He got away. But…I got a good look at him.”


“Oh, we have confirmed the ID. We know all about Mr. Gabriel Bleak. I was hoping you’d meet face-to-face. Did you…well. We’ll discuss it later. I want a full report on your encounter with him. Everything—every last thing.”


We know all about Mr. Gabriel Bleak. She opened her mouth to ask if she was being sent on assignments without a full briefing. Then she closed it again. You never got full briefings, at CCA. Which was typical of intelligence services—sometimes it had been like that when she’d worked at the DIA. But CCA struck her as particularly “Chinese boxes” oriented: every shut box always contained another. The agency’s primary mission seemed to have another one tucked away inside it. Theoretically the CCA existed to prevent supernatural destabilization of the country—and to use specially talented individuals to deflect threats to the USA. Terrorists with WMDs were hard to detect—but with the supernatural on your side, you might catch them.


Only, sometimes she thought there was another mission she hadn’t been told about.


“How’s the hand?” Helman asked.


“It’s just a minor burn.” Close enough to true.


“Good. Because you’re going to be busy. Today, see if you can find Bleak, pick up his trail. This is straight from General Forsythe—Bleak’s a priority.”


“Why Bleak especially? There are a lot of other possibles out there.”


“The general was adamant. We find him or we find another place to work.”














CHAPTER


TWO






Brooklyn, the same day.


At the worn end of the day, they sat on the wooden steps of the old man’s back porch, behind his frame house on Avenue J, drinking a homemade ale.


“You are not going to pick up the dog?” Cronin asked, in his faint German-Yiddish accent.


“No, Cronin, you’ll have to keep him a while longer, if you can,” Bleak said, holding his glass of beer up to the failing light.


“Was not good, keeping a dog on a cabin-cruiser boat.”


“He stayed with Donner part of the time. But I can’t leave him over there—I have to move the boat. Or maybe abandon it.”


“Abandon? That is your home, that boat!” He shook his head. “Ach. Gabriel, you are like a grasshopper with the jumping, your way of doing.”


The beer had a strong, thoughtful aftertaste. Cronin had brewed it himself—Bleak sometimes called him Der Brewmeister, to which Cronin would only reply, “Your German, as ever, is atrocious.”


“Just watch the dog for me, please, Cronin, I’ll be back at some point. I don’t think the feds know about you, but if they come, tell them anything they want to know, don’t try to protect me.” The bowed planks of the porch steps overlooking the overgrown backyard creaked whenever they shifted their weight. They could hear kids shouting, throwing a baseball on the street; jays made raucous sounds in the maple tree at the back fence, as if they were replying to the creaking boards.


“Too much jumping, Gabe. You talk like they’re the Nazis, these people. This is not like that…you cannot know how bad that was.”


“I know it’s not that bad. Not yet. But…we did suspend a good many basic rights after the last attack.”


The old man shrugged. “Not as bad. You must trust me when I say, not as bad.”


“I do trust you. You’re the only one I trust. That’s why I’m leaving Muddy with you.”


Muddy Waters was Bleak’s middle-size, mottled mutt, his legs stubby, his body long; no one quite sure of the mixture. Maybe some dachshund, some Jack Russell terrier. Bleak could hear the dog snuffling around the side of the house.


Cronin seemed thinner these days, to Bleak. He knew the old man would never admit being seriously ill. Old Cronin sat there in his T-shirt and oil-stained dun-colored trousers, a mason jar of ale between his two hands, gazing out over a maze of fenced-off backyards—he’d been trying to fix the lawn mower, in his leaning shed of a garage, when Bleak arrived.


Bleak whistled and the dog came bounding around the corner, almost disappearing in the long grass of the yard, his snout visible as he poised to look quiveringly up at Bleak, whom he loved unreservedly. “Hey, dog—you stay with Cronin, he’s gonna feed you more than I do.”




“Probably that is so.” Cronin chuckled, scratching an age-spotted wrist. The same wrist that had the blue numbers on it from the concentration camp, tattooed on him when he was a small child.


Cronin was the widower father of Lieutenant Isaac Preiss, who’d died on patrol with Bleak, in Afghanistan. Cronin was almost Gabriel’s father too; and old enough to be his grandfather. They’d fallen into the roles, each a substitute for the other, quite easily, when Bleak had come to see him after his discharge. Come, ostensibly, to bring Cronin stories of his son’s time in the Army Rangers.


Bleak had thought about telling Cronin that he had seen Isaac Preiss—that he had seen him since Isaac’s death. But there was too little comfort there because Isaac’s spirit, dimly seen, as if it were calling from a long ways away, had been trying to tell him something. To warn him. But Bleak wasn’t sure what the message was. Isaac had been conscious enough to move on to the next world—had gone beyond “the veil,” unlike the confused, muttering ghosts that haunted this world. Most spirits beyond the veil could rarely speak from their side to ours. Not easily. So-called mediums were such liars.


And Cronin knew only a little about what Bleak could do. What he had been able to do since that day when the dead had initiated him, one October, many years ago, back in Oregon, at the age of thirteen.


“I wish it was last summer again,” Bleak said impulsively. He’d had a girlfriend, Wendy, last summer; he’d played softball with the bar team, and Wendy, and Cronin, had come to the games. Playing softball, bowling, playing pool—those things anchored him in the mortal world; kept him from drifting, mentally, into the Hidden. Helped him maintain that vital compartmentalization. And it felt good to be out in a park on a warm day, feeling all the parts of his body working together; the satisfaction of throwing a pretty good pitch. Once, though, in a rushed moment trying to stop someone from stealing a base, he’d thrown a ball to a ghost playing shortstop. Hadn’t realized it was the ghost of a softball player; the ghost had a glove and everything. Embarrassing. Of course the ball had gone right through the glove. To the living players, who couldn’t see the ghost, Bleak had just thrown the ball wildly wrong. But still…it made him wince, thinking of it.


“No good to think of the past, and wish for it, this an old man learns,” Cronin said. “But that was good, you playing in Central Park. You were happy. You don’t see that girl anymore? Nice girl.”


Bleak shook his head. “No.” And he didn’t want to talk about her. “I’d better go.”


“But where do you go, now? You will call?”


“Sure. I gave you that cell phone. Just keep it charged. No one but me has the number. I’ll call that. Not the landline.”


“Sometimes I think you’re hallucinating, boy,” Cronin muttered, shaking his head. “You have to hide, all the time. And for what?”


“You want me to show you again?”


“No. No! I don’t want to see that again. Not…no. When my time comes, God will show me, you are not to show me. That is the commandment, the mitzvah, to wait for God to show Himself, His way. More beer? This is a masterpiece for me, this beer.”


“Still got half a glass. I’m trying to drink less.”


“Moderation in all things, this is smart.”


“To hell with moderation.” Bleak drained his beer and stood up. “I’ll put this in the sink. I’ve gotta go.”


“But where?”


“Honest, it’s best you don’t know. And I’m not a hundred percent sure.”


“You think you can run from them, who run the whole country?” Cronin stood, his back audibly creaking. He only came up to Bleak’s collarbone.




“Only for a while. I’ll make some kind of deal with them, maybe. When I come back, I’ll cut your grass for you.”


Cronin smiled sadly and Bleak saw the old man had lost another tooth. The corners of his small brown eyes crinkled. “Sure. I fix the machine, you will cut. And we will drink beer.”


 


A FEW HOURS LATER. The sun was just down; the buildings of Manhattan, across the river, were wearing the last glimmers of sunset like Day-Glo caps on their rooftops. Bleak stood in the screen of trees, in Hoboken, and tried to make up his mind.


There was a marina in Hoboken, New Jersey, near where Riverview Drive meets Harbor Drive. It’s across the river from the Westside Highway, and Greenwich Village, Lower Manhattan. Most of the time, Bleak lived in the marina, in a tired, old thirty-five-foot Chris-Craft fiberglass cabin cruiser. Unregistered, so he couldn’t be traced to it. Technically you weren’t supposed to live in the marina either, but he had a friend, Donner, an old stoner who ran the place from his combo office and studio apartment overlooking the docks, and Donner pretended he didn’t know Bleak lived there. He valued Bleak’s chess game—Bleak could usually be counted on to lose, in the end, even though Donner was smoking pot while he played. But then, Bleak didn’t try very hard to win.


Looking at the marina, now, from the screen of trees in the park across Harbor Boulevard, Bleak didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Didn’t see any police cars, didn’t see any obvious CCA agents over there. But they knew who he was. They’d been tracking him. So they might know where he lived, registered or not. They could be waiting in his cabin cruiser. Or watching from the small yacht tied up in the next berth. They could be a lot of places.


And he felt something. A faint sense that someone close by was thinking about him—and not Donner.




He was cautious enough to keep a small metal boat tied up, little more than a skiff with a one-cylinder, barely functional outboard motor, about a quarter mile downstream on the Hudson. There was enough gas in that little vessel to get up to the cabin cruiser, check it out from the water where they might not see him coming. He’d feel them for sure, if they were in there, once he got close enough.


He looked around, before leaving the park, though he knew they hadn’t spotted him. If anyone was looking at him in any fixed and purposeful way, he’d have felt it.


 


IT WAS ABOUT EIGHT o’clock when Bleak got the boat out from under the crumbling pier downstream, started it upriver, hugging the Jersey shore. It seemed to take a long time to push against the current up to the marina. He stayed inshore, in the long shadows of the buildings with the sunset behind them.


The boat rocked in the wash from a barge. He was tired and didn’t want to end up rowing. Now and then the boat’s putt-putting engine missed a putt, like an old man’s failing heart. And he wondered how long Cronin would be around for him.


The river oozed past. The field of the Hidden whispered.


Usually he kept his consciousness of the Hidden bottled up. But being out on the river, in the slow, contemplative living stream, his senses tended to flow out of him, to widen, to reach out…


Until finally—a face looked up at him, from just under the dark surface of the river.


He was used to seeing them out here. Lots of guys had been dropped into the river, disposed of, weighted but alive when the water closed over their head. Funny to see the clean-shaven man in his suit, complete with a wide, checked tie; his hair smoothed back, his features quite intact, his prominent nose not nibbled  by fish. His eyes looking at Bleak from under a thin sheet of dirty water. But he wasn’t a corpse; only a confused ghost.


“Pal,” Bleak said, “that tie is way out of fashion. You’ve been under there too long. You gotta get to a mall.”


The man’s mouth moved. No bubbles came out of it, no sound.


“Can’t hear you, bro,” Bleak said. “Just let go and drift with the stream. Your body’s long gone. Just drift, and once you get far enough from the spot where you died, someone’ll tell you where to go next.”


The man sank away, emanating disappointment. Bleak remembered another river ghost, a couple years back, when he’d been out in his cabin cruiser. The perfectly preserved body of a chunky, bald man in a jogging suit, maybe from the 1990s, talking to him. Unheard. He had decided to see what this one had to say, and he’d tuned in to its mind—to its mindless muttering, really. An uncomfortable, tiring, risky process. And he’d heard, “Tell Buddy I’m going to pay him off, he don’t have to do nothing. I’m gonna get all the shit for him. My wife took it and sold it in L.A., it’s gone, but I’m gonna get some more, I’m gonna replace all seven ounces, he don’t have to do nothing. Tell Buddy I’m going to pay him. Tell Buddy…”


“Buddy already did you,” Bleak had tried to tell him. “Or somebody sent by Buddy. You’re already dead. Hey, if you’re gonna be a ghost, try to remember yourself slimmer and, like, in a better outfit.” Bleak sometimes tried to kid the ghosts out of their self-centeredness. But they clung to it—though their fixations kept them ghosts.


“Tell Buddy I’m going to pay him off, he don’t have to do nothing. I’m gonna get all the shit for him. My wife…”


Feeling headachy and sick to his stomach, Bleak had cut the connection, like hanging up on a phone call.


Remembering the jogging-suit ghost, Bleak shook himself, looking around to reboot his mind. He was really good at keeping bad memories at bay. It was a skill a combat vet learned.


Bleak looked up from the river, saw that he was about to reach the marina. His cruiser, the HMS Crackbrain, was a wedge of darkness against the backlights of the marina, rocking gently on its mooring. He saw no one on it. Felt no one watching him, not from anywhere.


He cut the engine, put the oars in the oarlocks, and rowed the rest of the way. He was sweating despite the evening cool on the river. He could see lights on at Donner’s place, overlooking the dock, ashore. More than one light on. But if Bleak went up to Donner’s place, asked him what he’d seen, he might involve him. If he was under surveillance, they might take Donner in as some kind of accessory, or even a suspected Shadow Community rogue.


Bleak shipped the oars and let the boat drift up to the dock, near the prow of the cabin cruiser. He sat quietly in the inky darkness of its shadow, both hands holding the rope that held the cruiser to the dock, and closed his eyes. He extended his senses into the Hidden, enlarged the field of his awareness to take in the Crackbrain—and immediately sensed someone in the boat. No one should be there. He’d locked it, and no one else but Donner had a key.


Whoever this was, it wasn’t Donner. But a faint fibrillation of familiarity tingled from the person in the cabin cruiser. And something else. Whoever it was…


Was wide-awake. Tensely aware. And waiting for him.


Instinct told him to get away from the dock—from any CCA backup that might be waiting nearby. And do it quietly.


But Bleak tied the metal rowboat to the line dangling from the aft of the cabin cruiser and clambered up the built-in ladder, into the larger boat. He paused on the slightly rocking deck, near the cowl for the inboard engine, listening. Nothing but the sound of a distant siren from the city, the lapping of small waves on the fiberglass hull.




He moved down the steps to the door of the cruiser’s cabin—and saw that the door was slightly open. He stepped back, curled his right hand, built up power—the river helped, immediately, as running water always did—and readied himself to create an energy bullet.


The door suddenly popped open. A willowy figure came sinuously through, her eyes glowing with power.


He stared. “Shoella!”


A tall, slender black woman, her hair bristly with dreadlocks. She glared at him for a long moment—then gold teeth gleamed amidst a broad white smile.


“Bleak. Where yat? Pigeon Lady told me what happened today. If they’re onto y’alls, maybe they onto us.” She was a mix of Creole and other New Orleans strains; had a soft Cajun accent, though she’d been living in the North for almost ten years.


He released the energy bullet and shrugged. “If they’re onto all of us, maybe they’re following you, Shoella. Maybe they followed you here.”


She shook her head. “We both know when we being followed. But cher darlin’? I made up my mind. You got to meet with our people…and decide whose side you’re on.”


She came a step closer, into the light from the marina. Shoella was a little older and taller than Bleak; she was almost storklike, six foot one, bony, with ropy dreads past her collarbone, a green-and-red silk Chinese mandarin jacket, a wraparound skirt of red silk, high-top, dark green sneakers, jangling copper bracelets. A sardonic expression on a faunlike, cocoa-colored face of indeterminate age. Bleak didn’t know her well, though a flirtation had existed between them—at times it had seemed to break through flirtation to something more. He figured her for somewhere past thirty-five. Except for her tallness, she was not the exotic woman some expected to meet. If she was summoning ancestral spirits, or using the strange birdlike familiar that followed her, though, she took on a different aspect. She seemed to grow in bulk and density, and gravitas.




Just now she was strolling up to the railing, to gaze out at the oozing-slow water, her bracelets jangling, singing softly to herself. Watching a barge pushing by way out on the river. Its wake slowly, inexorably worked its way over to them and lapped on the pylons.


“What I want to know,” she said, “were they just after you, or they after all of us? What do you figure?”


“Right now, I’m trying to figure out how those high-top sneakers go with all that silk. Does, though. The feds are after all of us, Shoella. You were right about that.”


“Then it’s time to call a meeting.” She made an odd twitchy gesture at the air, and in response a strange cry, and a flapping sound, came from above.


Bleak glanced up, saw a darkness shaped like a large bird—a very large bird—descending toward them. Something dark, big as a large seagull, settled on her shoulder. The Bird That No One Knew, some in the ShadowComm called it. Shoella called it Yorena. Referred to the familiar as a she though it was doubtful the creature had real gender.


The bird was dark crimson. Very dark. She was flecked with jet and a lugubrious yellow, sprayed across her belly; her beak was like a falcon’s. An ornithologist had seen Shoella with the familiar and had begged to examine the creature, but when he’d stepped closer, Yorena viciously attacked him, bloodied his cheeks, and drove him away.


She wasn’t exactly a real bird; she didn’t eat or leave droppings. Sometimes she shed small feathers, but if you put one in your pocket, the molt was gone, soon after, like a piece of ice.


“Time to call a meeting,” Shoella repeated, to herself now.


She whispered something to Yorena and the familiar took to the air, in a dark flurry of purpose. Shoella muttering, “And laissez les bons temps rouler.”
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