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BANG!
One of the rafters slashed down and crashed
against the mesh floor, slicing it open and instantly reevaluating
the group’s priorities. Originally, their agenda involved rescuing
Michelle, and deciding what to do with the mosh pit of corpses
lying beneath their feet. Now they just wanted to get the hell
out.

Later, Ian would tell James that he was almost
glad the place had started crashing down around them. While he
agreed there was something kitschy about the idea of an army of the
living dead, a pile of not-living corpses was disturbing and not
fun at all.

The rafter dragged down a mess of wiring and
insulin, crashing against the iron maiden and cutting a deep gash
in the arm of Elise's lead guitarist.

"This place is coming down," James said.
"Everybody out!"

Cris and Jo helped pick up Michelle, and they
ran for it. All of them made it as far as the front door before
they realized only the backstage's roof had caved
in.

"Oh, Jesus," the guitarist said, holding her
hand to her arm, blood gushing through his
fingers.

Elise was the pragmatic one, the down-to-earth
common sense girl. She immediately ran out into the rain and hailed
a cab, shoving her band members into the back and sending them to
the emergency room. Coming back, she shrugged off her punk-ass
jacket and handed it to the naked
Michelle.

"We'd better get out of here," Jo said. "In
case more of this place is rigged to come
down."

As if on cue, they heard more crashing from
inside the theatre. They fled the place and trudged through the
rain back to Cris and Jo's apartment. Soon Michelle was sitting on
their couch, wrapped in blankets, holding a steaming mug of tea.
She was a young Inuit woman, with short, chin-length hair that was
all one length. She often looked like she was in perpetual deep
thought.

Jo was busy rummaging through a pile of
clothes in the corner. "Glad you're back with us, Michelle," she
said. "You can dazzle us with your incredible wardrobe again. You
can either wear your brown sweater, or your other brown sweater, or
hey—One of your brown sweaters."

When Michelle didn't reply, Jo's face fell,
and she looked away.

Elise stood by one of the windows, looking out
at the rain and staring at her phone. She'd been trying to call the
band, to make sure they were okay. "I don't get it," she said.
"Does your apartment not get reception or
something?"

Cris shrugged. "I don't have a cell
phone."

Meanwhile, James sat opposite them on top of a
pile of papers. For once in his life, he was glad he was
unemployed. Sure, it sucked hauling your carcass around to
interview after interview, and it sucked e-mailing resumes into the
great emptiness that was online classifieds, but it certainly
worked out when you had your world rocked to its core, and you
needed a couple of days to sort it all out. All he could do now was
wait for Michelle to tell them about

Natalie.

Ian sat beside him, his usual energy dialed
down. As they'd marched

through the rain, he had nudged James and
said, "I guess this means all that

witch stuff is—uh, it's
real?"

"Yeah," James had replied. "Or at least some
of it is."

"You know, that's information I could have
used a few hours ago."

"You and me both,
buddy."

Cris leaned forwards on the couch, staring at
Michelle. "Michelle," he said

gently. "I have to ask… what was it like,
being trapped in there?"

Michelle shook her head. "I don't know," she
said. "It's falling away from

me now. It’s like… it's like when you have a
dream, and you wake up, and you

just… like, it just goes from
you."

"But you're back now," Jo said, firmly.
"You're safe.”

Michelle raised her palm, pressed it against
her forehead, looking pained.

"Christ, I am, aren't I? I don't know… When
you're under, you go into this

trance… " She shook her head again. "Nothing
feels real right now."

It was then that she seemed to see James for
the first time. "You're

James Jordan," she said. "I've seen pictures
of you."

Apparently everyone has, he thought. "Yeah,
that's me.”

A edge crept into her voice: "You know, things
were a lot simpler before

you people got involved with
us."

"Sorry?"

"Jo and I were the senior staff at Rosecrest."
She glanced down at the

mug and set it aside. "This tea is
terrible."

She returned her attention to James. "We were
just part of the university.

We'd tutor students and research for profs and
town officials. We’d help write

speeches, that sort of thing. It was
so
normal."
She shook her head. "When

Maggie, Nat and Carol came, it all changed,
and everything became about

solving these mysteries and studying monsters
from the otherworld." She

smiled. "The professor used to call them the
New Wave Detectives."

"You said you know where Natalie is," James
said.

Michelle sighed, her shoulders falling.
"They've trapped Nat in a graveyard

somewhere near the city. I know the name and
the address of the necromancer

they hired to do it. We just need to find the
necromancer and she'll tell us which

cemetery it is."

At that, Ian looked up, "What do you
mean trapped in a
graveyard?"

Cris smirked. "Towards the end, Nat kind of
had this thing where she

didn't stay dead very
well."

Michelle nodded. "So they needed a necromancer
to trap her."

"Oh… okay," Ian said.

"Her name is Jessie Wright," Michelle added.
"She's a professional

necromancer; she'd put up several postings on
Craigslist promising 'No questions-

asked exorcisms, revivals, revenations, and
spirit-walks'. The only

other positive information on the net were
several posts on occult forums, and

those were more of the same, advertising cheap
necromancy. I actually found

an old picture of her, though. Jo, it's in my
documents file; could you bring it

up?"

As Jo went over to the computer, Michelle
turned back to look at James.

"So, James," she said. "Did you rescue
me?"

"Tell you the truth," James said, leaning
forwards. "It was Elise and her

band that saved us."

Elise looked up from her phone, and the ghost
of a smile passed her

face. "I'm going for a walk, fans," she said.
"I need to find a signal."

Michelle watched her leave and then asked,
"What does she do?"

"What, besides the band?" James said. "She,
uh, I think she's a liaison or

something for a food co-op. She drives around
and brings cheap food to

shelters."

"I bet there's not much money in
that."

"No, I guess not."

She snorted. "It makes me sick when educated
white people 'choose' to

be poor like that. It’s like, you’re white,
you’re educated, you don’t
have
to live in

squalor.”

James didn't know what to say to that, so
Michelle asked, "What do you

do?"

Colour crept into James's cheeks. "I'm, uh,
I'm between jobs right now. I

have a degree in library science, so I'm
trying to be a librarian."

Ian nodded. "I'm in the same boat as James.
Studied to be a sound

engineer; now I'm looking for
work."

Michelle smirked. "So both of you chose to be
poor too, I see."

Jo looked up from the computer. "Got the
picture up."

James turned and looked. The picture was of a
sunny playground, and the

girl sitting at a swingset looked like she was
in her early twenties. She was

cute, a red head like Maggie, but small and a
little too thin, like she didn't eat

enough.

Michelle nodded. "Jessie Wright. She's a
professional necromancer. She

runs a chop shop, fixing computers. She's part
of a small motorcycle club. I

was about to go by her shop when I
was—"

James's phone beeped, so suddenly and loudly
it made everyone in the

room jump.

"Jesus Christ," Cris said, holding a hand to
his chest. "You got that thing

set on max?"

"Definitely didn't think I did," James said,
pulling out the phone.

It was a text message from a number he didn't
recognize. It only read:
Is

this James
Jordan?

A chill slowly crept up the back of his neck.
Carefully, he tapped back,
Who

is this?

Another beep, suddenly, this time quieter and
softer. It was another text:

This is Wire. I'm your new dance
partner.

Ian leaned over his shoulder, looking down.
"Bad mojo, you think?"

"Who knows?" James said. "I might have just
made us a target for all

kinds of ghosts and
ghouls."

Michelle closed her eyes, touching her
forehead. "I need to sleep," she

said. Looking up at Ian and James, she asked,
"Are you in with us, or not?"

"In with you?" James
asked

"With the Institute."

"Honestly, if it helps me find out what
happened to Maggie, then yeah, I'm

in."

"Excellent." She leaned back against the
couch. “We will contact you

tomorrow morning."

That seemed to be the cue to leave. As James
and Ian grabbed their

things and went to the door, Cris told them to
call him if anything, and he meant

anything,
happened.

Elise was waiting outside in the rain. She'd
called the band, but the

hospital didn't allow cell phones, so she
hadn't learned much. "Come on," she

said. "Let's find my car. Uh, can I crash at
your place tonight?"

James and Ian glanced at each other. Ian
nodded and said, "Yeah, sure, if

you want."

Elise smiled. "You know—Just to make sure you
guys are safe."

 


***

 

The black shadows coiled inwards toward the
metal gate leading to the

front yard of the house. They touched down
against the concrete and boiled up

into the form of a young man. He opened the
gate and looked up at the

ramshackle house. It was a complete image:
peeling paint and loose shingles,

high, uncut grass and big bushes growing out
of what used to be the garden.

It wasn't much to look at, it was in a crummy
industrial part of town, and it

sucked, but the rent was low. The Heedless
could spew out faerie gold as

much as they wanted, heap gobs of fake money
into people's hands, but the

money had a way of vanishing and falling away.
A rent cheque was something

that couldn't dissolve the moment a landlord
turned his back. That meant

Daniel had been forced to find a place on the
cheap.

He paused at the gate, hearing the neighbour's
dog barking. He smelled

thistles and gasoline, and it reminded him of
the small town he, Elise and

James had grown up in. For all its decay, the
place made him nostalgic.

Through the windows he could see the elderly
couple who owned the

place. They were quiet, often bewildered, and
more than happy to rent their

basement to freaks and weirdoes, so long as
those freaks and weirdoes were

polite and could afford the rent. They looked
up, saw Daniel, and waved. He

waved back.

He walked down the concrete stairs at the back
and passed through the

door into the stale smell of the basement.
None of them smoked, but the place

still smelled like someone had been grinding
cigarettes into the carpet for the

past ten years. He often thought that was a
rule of shitty basements in low-rent

houses. But it wasn't too bad. The carpet was
dark red and the walls were fake

wood paneling and all in all, it was a good
temporary base of operations.

As he stood at the door, someone said, "Gogal
called."

It was Sean's voice.

Daniel's mind was obviously on his work,
because he stood there,

blinking, not understanding. Eventually,
someone leaned into sight, a young,

tanned West Indian man with long dreads and a
sharp handsome face. "No,"

he said. He lifted his thumb and his pinky
finger to his ear.
"Called.
As in on the

telephone."

Daniel nodded. "I
see."

"He said Alice is
gone."

He smirked. "Yes, Alice was shunted from this
plane of existence. Kicked

out of the world."

Sean was younger than Daniel, and often acted
like it. He had joined the

military straight out of high school, hoping
to go out and change the world.

When the military had wanted him to be support
crew up in Alert, he

deserted. He next met up with a group of young
idealists called the Cry Havoks,

but when he discovered that all they wanted to
do was blow up airports, he quit

that too. Now he had fallen in with Daniel and
the Heedless.

Daniel was sure that when Sean discovered that
the Heedless weren't

going to force the world to be a better place,
he was going to quit them too. But

for now, Sean was a useful guy to have
around.

The other tenant was Jared, young, blonde and
beautiful. He had fallen in

with the monsters because he was a monster
himself. It was safe to say that

Jared did not share Sean's political dreams or
aspirations. He was seated,

cross-legged, in front of the television,
playing video games. On the screen a

brown marine was mowing down terrorists. His
tongue, tiny and pink, was

darting out, licking his lips
compulsively.

"What happened with the army?" Sean asked. "I
thought Alice promised

us some zombies."

"There were technical difficulties," Daniel
replied. "Listen, I'm going to

need you two
tonight."

“Yeah?” Jared said, not looking up. “What’re
we doing?”

"Just get your gear ready. I'm going to give
Gogal a ring."

As Daniel passed through the living area into
the dark boiler room, he

paused and looked back. He sometimes wondered
how Sean and Jared

functioned. They were unpredictable,
narrow-minded, terrifyingly talented and

they hated each other's guts. But they worked
well together, yin and yang: the

activist and the psychopath. Daniel couldn't
explain it.

He closed the door behind him, and instantly a
circle of candles lit up

around the center of the room. Within the
circle, grains of ground-up marble

were sprinkled in spirals and swirls. Daniel
smiled, and the shadows

deepened, growing
darker.

"Gogal," he said.

The room reacted instantly. An alien
consciousness manifested itself in

the darkness above the candles, a hideous ego
twisting and regarding him.

The voice was deep and rubbery:
"Daniel.
We are not
happy."

"It's not much of a setback. I'm sure you had
other things in mind than

Alice's silly zombie
army."

"We
thought we had crushed all of Maggie M's little people. We want you
to

bring James Jordan to
us."

"I thought you
might."

"We
will be in touch. But one of the Called found this in the news,
and

thought you would be interested in
it."

A shape out of the darkness. A clipped-out
piece of newspaper fluttered

out of the circle down into Daniel's hands.
The air in the room changed, and the

presence was gone, leaving the room
empty.

Daniel read the paper, apprehension growing in
him. The newspaper

spoke about a hospital somewhere in Northern
Ontario, where a masked

maniac had attacked and injured two doctors
and three nurses. The maniac

had escaped, and Daniel found himself nodding
at that. Of course he escaped.

Maxwell is back, he thought; this isn’t
good.

 


***

 

They didn't talk about what had happened.
James just set Elise up to

sleep on the couch and then, without talking
to each other, he and Ian parted

ways and went into their
rooms.

James's room was a mess. He hadn't been
staying tidy, instead letting

his paperbacks pile up in towers around the
tiny, cramped closet of a room,

and now the only space to sit was a patch of
floor in front of the milk crate that

acted as his desk. He put his laptop on the
crate and sat down. He leaned over

and pushed over the pile of books obscuring
his stereo. Plugging in his

headphones, he set the music to a volume that
blotted out the sounds of the

city outside.

Something was bothering his neck. Reaching up,
he found the silver

chain that Jo had given him: the protection
from glamours. He removed it and

shoved it into his pocket. When, he thought;
when am I going to start living like

an adult? In a clean room in a spacious
apartment?

His thoughts kept returning to Jessie Wright
and to Michelle's comment

about
choosing to be
poor. Well fuck her,
right? James and Ian and Elise, the

three of them, they were still young enough to
be unfocused. And Elise may

have been just as poor as them, but at least
she was doing some actual good

in this world.

The beats coming into his phones were up-tempo
and cheerful, so he

twisted the volume up. He wondered how Jessie
Wright lived, being a

professional necromancer, whatever that was.
Now she obviously was a

woman whose obsession with death had at least
led to a career.

Back when James was hanging out with Natalie
in graveyards, with a mic

and a tape recorder, he didn't think his
morbid preoccupations would lead to a

career. He had gone the way of library
science. And if that meant he was

doomed to be poorer than his middle-class
parents, well, whatever. Books

were awesome. Michelle could go fuck
herself.

He thought about Natalie. She had been a real
live goth girl, possessing

the frail, willowy frame that called to mind
the heroines of Victorian gothic fiction.

She had been smart and educated, and could
talk intelligently about

current events as well as stuff like Anne Rice
and The Castle of
Otranto. In
fact,

James was surprised he hadn't had a crush on
her, with her striped stockings,

and skull pins and Coal Chamber
albums.

But that kind of thinking had been obliterated
by the intensity and

forwardness of Maggie M, who tended to blot
out everything else by her very

presence.

Daniel may very well have had a crush on
Natalie, but it was hard to tell

with him. He had been friendly and talkative
and likable, but had never really

showed any of those kinds of feelings. And now
Daniel was some dark

occultist and Natalie was trapped in a
graveyard. James was almost happy to

leave them to it.

After all, he had always listened to Marvin
Gaye and Otis Redding; he

didn't need dark castles and evil spirits to
be happy. But if Natalie knew where

Maggie was, that meant she was a
priority.

His stereo shut off with a
sudden
wumph,
which made him think a

breaker had been flipped. But his laptop still
had adapter power, and there was

a small red light on the stereo, telling him
it was just turned off. As he lifted his

headphones off, his computer chirped,
loudly.

Something was flashing on his computer screen.
Someone had IMed

him, a username that he didn't recognize and
hadn't accepted into his friends

list. The username was <skullzgirl> and
she had written, <hey
James>.

As exhausted as the day's events had left him,
he couldn't let another

mystery slide. He leaned forwards and tapped
out, <Who is
this?>

His computer chirped.
<this is
jessie>

That snapped him back to the present, bringing
him into focus. He sat

for a second, wondering what to say. Then he
tapped back, <How did
you get

my
e-mail?>

<wire told
me>

Oh yes, he thought; the mysterious Wire, who
seemed to know

everything.

Before he could respond, she
said, <do you want to
webcam>

It took him a second to realize what she
meant. He looked about for the

icon that let him video chat, and
paused.

He typed,
<Sure.>
and clicked the icon.

The screen flashed for a second and the IM
window extended to let the

video box appear. A little light at the top of
his laptop screen let him know that

the built-in cam was working. Her webcam
showed him a desk, and beyond it a

small space covered in computer parts.
Harddrives, video cards, and frames

were piled on filing cabinets, and bright
tubes of neon light lit up a wall of cheap

black shelves covered in more computer
innards.

Something moved in the shadows, and James
realized there was a girl

sitting there among the neon and hardware. She
didn't look like a girl at first,

and as the shape moved towards the camera, he
saw that she was wearing a

large cow skull over her face. Apart from
that, she wore a mechanic's coverall

laden down with a tool
belt.

She reached forward out of reach. The computer
chirped and James

saw that she had written,
<hold on just hooking up
mic>

The laptop's speakers let out a snarl, and
then the sound of ambient

noise. Lights from outside a window in the
background lit up the small space,

turning the girl into a silhouette. As it
passed, she came back into the red and

blue light of her room, a grotesque image with
the skull and dark shadows.

Her voice was very girly, almost nasal. "Can
you hear me?"

"I can hear you," he
said.

"You know, I don't want to scare you off," she
said, leaning back. "Wire

told me we might be friends." She shrugged and
turned about, starting to sort

through some of the junk on the workdesk. "He
told me you were a

necromancer too, and he told me you were
coming to meet me."

"Who is Wire?"

She glanced back at the camera. "I don't
know," she said. "He's a ghost, I

think. Ghost in the machine, right?" She
laughed. "It's so fucked, right? When

he first talked to me, I thought he was—I
don't know, it was stupid. I thought he

was the Net come to
life,
you know?" She made vague gestures in the air,
and

took on a theatrical voice,
"Gained
consciouness. Fuck if I
know, man. But I can

talk to ghosts. And he said you can
too."

"How does he know who I
am?"

"How do you think?" She leaned forwards, and
although he couldn't see

it, he thought she was smiling.
"Spirits
know
things. I've been studying.
Spirit

containment, fr'instance. You know what that
is?"

James nodded. Maggie had mentioned something
about that. Trapping

spirits in jars or vessels, using their power
for one's own. "I've

heard of it."

"Yeah, but did you know
any
container can work? I mean, anything
that's

designed to store something; it can work.
That's how Wire works—server to

server." She reached down to her tool-belt and
brought up a cell phone. "Hard

drives! Y'ever think of
that?"

She put the phone back in her belt. "Listen,"
she said, "do you want to

meet up?"

"Meet up?"

"Yeah, like, tonight. At my workshop. I have
all this work I'm doing, so I'm

staying up. Can't—" She laughed again. "Can't
let the weaknesses of the flesh

drag you
down!
And I think… I think if we pool our heads
together, we could

really figure this stuff out." She gestured at
her phone. "I mean, I've got one

Lender now, but, you know, I figure if
we
both
know our shit, then there's
no

limit to what we can do.
Right?"

James had no idea what she was talking about,
but he realized he

wasn't feeling tired at all. And why bargain
for info on Natalie over a webcam if

he could do it face-to-face? "Yeah," he said.
"Give me your address. We could

meet up, have a beer or
something."

"Fucking right, man.
We're
doing
this."

When he closed the laptop and went out into
the living room, he found

Elise still awake, sitting in the dark on the
loveseat and looking out the window.

"Elise?" he said.

"Hey."

"Are you okay?"

"Not really—I'm just waiting to see if Daniel
will show."

He nodded. He didn't have the heart to say
that Daniel was likely far

away. 'Listen," he said. "How about we wake
Ian up and we three go off for a

drive?"

"Drive where?"

After he told her about Jessie's webcam
session, she woke Ian up

herself and told him to get dressed. James
knew how she felt. Doing

something, anything, kept you from going
crazy.

 


***

 

Jessie's workshop was located in a
neighbourhood that was mostly

computer chopshops, garages, Korean
restaurants and internet cafes. Elise

parked her car on the side of the road and
together the three of them climbed

the three floors to get to her store, located
above two pawn shops.

He knocked on the door. It was a thick door,
with several locks, and they

waited while they heard each lock pulled back.
The door came open, and

smoke poured out of the shop, obscuring the
small frame of the too-thin girl in

the coverall and cow
skull.

When she spoke, James realized she was stoned.
In her little-girl voice,

she said, "You brought
friends,
James?"

"Uh, yeah," he said. "Is that
okay?"

She paused for a moment, and then nodded, the
cow skull dancing up

and down.
"Yeah,
sure, why not? I mean, more the
merrier,
right?"

She opened the door and let them inside. James
was impressed:

besides the computer parts everywhere, a
baseball bat in the corner, and the

gutted remains of a motorcycle, the shadowy
room contained objects that might

actually belong to a wizard. There was, for
instance, a human skull sitting on one

of the shelves, next to a jar of gelatin.
Several ancient books sat on another

shelf. The lighting in the room was vibrant
and saturated, coming from a tiny

projector sitting on the floor. As James
watched, the room became drenched in

blood-red light, and then in deep underwater
blue, then dark green.

"James," Jessie said. "Your friends can find a
seat where they like, okay?" She gestured vaguely. "I want to talk
to you alone, 'kay?"

She staggered towards a door, opened it and
waited beside it, looking at

him. James glanced at Ian and Elise, and
followed Jessie into the small

workspace that he recognized from the webcam
session. Sitting on the desk

next to her computer monitor was a small urn,
from which smoke was pouring.

"Okay," James said, feeling uncomfortable.
"I'm here."

She suddenly grabbed at the desk, as if she
was about to hurl it over. She

was shaking with fury. "James," she said. "I
thought maybe you could, you

know, relate to me. It's not
happening
fast
enough. I’m not getting rid of
the

flesh."

James knew when he saw someone in the throes
of a drug. "Listen," he

said. "Maybe we should sit
down."

"Sometimes I just want to rip it off," she
replied. "Just grab at it—" She dug her nails into the side of her
arm. “I just want to be eternal, you know?
We
could be eternal.”

She turned, and through the sockets in the
skull he could see her eyes.

They were wild, filled with alien passion.
"Did you know I stole Wire's Lender

from him?"

James shook his head. "I didn't know
that."

"I mean—" She took out her phone and opened
it. "Most spirit

containment—right? You need chalk, and you
draw incantations in a circle

around the spirit. But did you know you can
replicate that incantation in code?"

"Jessie—" he said.

"I mean—wouldn't you like that kind of power?
I mean, I
know
about you.

Wire told me about you." She started
approaching him, her eyes bugged and

wide. "You saw it. I mean, that's why, right?
You saw right through this
meat."

She grabbed at her arm
again.

"Jessie," he said. "I was told you knew where
Natalie Taylor is."

She paused, and looked away. She stood there,
silently, staring at the

floor.

James asked, "Do you know who I'm
talking—"

"Oh, I remember her, James. Yeah. They paid me
to chop her up and

contain her."

His mouth dropped open, and he tried to fight
down the revulsion and the

emotions crashing in at him. "You mean—" He
reached out for something to

hold onto, but there was only junk, pieces of
computer hardware. "She's dead?"

"She was already
dead,
James. They just wanted me to make sure
she'd

stop
moving
around."

He looked up at her. She jerked her head,
looking up at the ceiling.

He began to say,
"What—"

She cut him off with a sharp noise. In the low
light, he could see that her

eyes were rolled back in their sockets, white.
"Wire is speaking to me," she

said.

She turned around jerkily, and with
a
wumph,
every piece of electronics in

the room shut off except for the clear
luminance coming from her computer

monitor. She reached her desk and leaned over
the urn, sticking her head over

the smoke pouring upwards and breathing in
deeply. Her hands—and now he

could see how creepily thin she was, looking
at her stick arms and stickfingers—

came up and touched the computer monitor. She
cocked her head, as

if listening.

She suddenly turned to James and said,
"Someone's coming."

She ran to the window and wrenched it open.
She put a leg out onto the

fire escape and looked back at James. "Come
with me," she hissed.

"Jessie," he said. "Tell me where Natalie
is!"

She shook her head. "Wire says it's too late."
And then she was gone,

running up the fire
escape.

He rushed to the window and looked out. The
parking lot was empty, and

he could hear the rattling of the metal steps
as she ran up towards the roof. He

considered chasing her up, but paused when he
heard his phone beep.

Reaching into his pocket, his fingers closed
down on a cold length of

metal. He pulled out the silver chain Jo had
given him. Oh yeah, he thought; I

should probably have this on while I'm out in
the field.

He slipped it on, and instantly a car appeared
in the parking lot. His breath

caught in his throat. Oh my god, he
thought.

He shouldered his way back into the rest of
the workshop. As Elise and

Ian turned to look at him, the front door blew
open, slamming hard against the

wall. Computer parts rained to the
ground.

There were two men standing in the doorframe.
They stepped into the

scarlet light, becoming a young West Indian
man, and a white blonde man.

"This is the place, Sean," the blonde man
said.

"So it is, Jared," Sean said. He looked over
at James, and pointed at him.

"You're coming with
us."

Ian reached over and plucked the baseball bat
from the corner, raising it

over his head.

Seeing it, Jared let loose a giggle, and
grinned maniacally. But Sean just

looked angry. "Please don't," he said. "I'm
serious about this. Don't."

"Elise, Ian," James said. "There's an open
window behind me. Let's go."

"No, Elise, Ian," Sean said.
"Don't
go. The only person going is Mr. Jordan, and he's
going to come with us into our car and then we will drive
away."

Ian stepped forward with the bat. "That's not
going to happen, buddy."


"No,"
Sean said, glaring hard at him. "Stop
that."

"Come on, Sean," Jared said, smiling. "He's
spoiling for a fight.”

"No, we're not going to
fight,"
Sean said. "Because it won't
be
a fight. It'll

just be a bad time for everyone.
Let's
not
have a bad time."

"I'm calling the police," Elise said, pulling
out her phone. She opened it

and shook it, fear crossing her face. "Is
there just no signal in this fucking
city?"

James pulled out his phone, but all that was
on it was a text message

from Wire's number:
Get out of there,
now.
She's
coming.

She?
James thought. Neither of these thugs were
shes.

"Mr. Jordan," Sean said, stepping forward.
"Don't let your friends get hurt.

Let' s keep this nice and
polite."

Ian swung the bat as hard as he could. Sean
ducked it and twisted. There

was a
crack,
and suddenly Ian cried out and fell back into the
shadows.

"Ian!" James shouted. He couldn't see what had
happened. Elise ran over

to Ian and she was swallowed up by the
darkness too.

Sean was now holding the baseball bat. "There?
Happy now? Bad time

for all."

"I'll tell you what," Jared said, something
sharp and steel flicking out into

his hand. "I'll make sure his friends don't
try anything else."

Seeing the knife, James felt his insides turn
to ice. "Wait—" he said.

The windows shattered around them. James
tucked his arms in to protect

himself, feeling glass shoot past him. Sean
and Jared were shouting

something, but he couldn't see what had
happened. Then she was there, in

front of him. She was blonde, and her face was
covered in white medical

bandages so that he could only see her blue
eyes and her bright lips. She wore

a brown coat and that became a whirlwind of
fabric as she crashed into Sean,

turning and hurling him out through the broken
window.

Down she went, into a crouch, and behind her
James could see Jared

circling around, sleek little knife in his
hand. But then James focused on what

was in her hands. He almost didn't understand
what he was seeing, he was so

used to seeing them in books and movies. But
they were real, twin pistols,

semi-automatics.

Jared saw them too and his grin vanished.
"Okay," he said. "Live to fight

another day."

He rushed out the door. The woman turned, met
James's eye, and she

smiled. And even through the bandages, he
could see that face light up, that

model-gorgeous face that had appeared in
magazines over the country the

past few years.

And then she was gone too, a blur, out into
the night.

Silence closed in on them, leaving only the
anti-climactic sound of the city

for company.

"James," he heard Elise say. "Ian's arm is
broken."

James ran his hands back through his hair,
trying to clear his thoughts.

"Guys," he said. "That was
Carol."

When he went to the window to look out, Sean
and Jared’s car was

nowhere to be found. Carol had
vanished.

 


***

 

As Ian was with the doctor getting X-rayed,
James and Elise sat out in the

waiting room. Elise was clicking at her phone
absently, checking her e-mail.

"Well," she said. "We've really gotten
ourselves into some serious shit this

time, haven't we?"

"What do you mean
we?"
James asked quietly. "Those guys only
wanted

me. It was my fault Ian got
hurt."

She snapped the phone shut. "I would agree
with you," she said, "if I had

amnesia and I forgot that my brother's one of
the bad guys."

James smiled. "Yeah, you're right. I guess
there's that."

"That was Carol, you
said?"

"Yeah. I'm not sure what happened to her face.
She was in modeling for a

while there. In fashion magazines. I guess she
was doing it on the side. I don’t

know what she was doing at Jessie’s
shop."

“Maybe same thing we were
doing.”

They sat there silently as the night went on.
Elise leaned forward, her eyes red, exhaustion coming upon her.
James didn't feel tired in the least. All
he

could do was replay in his head what had
happened, what Jessie had said,

how Carol had showed
up.

He might have scared Jessie away from her
workshop, which meant they

might be screwed for finding her again. That
meant Natalie might be left to rot…

"If I give you money," Elise said, "will you
go get us coffee?"

"What, like from the vending
machine?"

"No, like, from a real coffee place.
Whatever's open."

"Will you give me the keys to your
car?"

She stared at him, sizing him up. "Okay," she
said. "But if I'm giving you my car, you better bring back
some
really
good coffee."

"Only the best for
you."

She tossed him the keys, and he left the
hospital, finding his way down to

her car. He drove around, looking at the
stores, trying to find one that was open.

As he was making his second time around the
block, his phone chirped.

He expected to see Elise, or Wire, but instead
the text was from another

number he didn't
recognize: this is
jessie im leaving town i want to meet
with

you again

He texted back,
Call me.

She did, and when he said, "Hello?", she
replied, "You have to understand something about me, James. I only
respect power. And the Heedless are very
powerful."

"So I'm told," he replied. "Where are
you?"

He couldn't let her hang up. He had a feeling
this was his last chance to

find Natalie.

"Wire warned me about that woman,” she said.
“She was coming to take

revenge on me. I'm leaving. I should have left
a long time ago, but I'm leaving

now. I thought we could be
friends."

"We can still be friends. Just, where are
you?"

When she told him, he blinked in surprise. She
was in Westwood, one of

those Neighbourhoods You Don't Go To, and it
was fairly far out. Still, this was

his last chance. "Okay," he said. "I'll meet
you."

As he edged his way onto the expressway, he
went to text Elise, but found he had no signal. How weird, he
thought; I'm downtown. There should be

signal everywhere.

It chirped suddenly, and loudly. It was from
Wire: If you're going to
go see

Jessie, be careful. She stole my Lender.
Girl's strong, but not all
there.

Tell me something I don’t know, he
thought.

He signaled, got off on the right exit, and
flew into Westwood. It reminded

him of something Elise had told him a while
ago. Urban revitalization was a

topic close to her heart, and she'd once said
that "bad" neighbourhoods are

defined not by who lived there but by who
didn't live there. They were defined by

silence and emptiness. You don't tend to get
mugged on crowded streets.

Westwood was just in the sweet spot of the
city where buildings really

started to spread out. He came to a stop at an
intersection along some bushes

that ran along old train tracks. Across an
empty street he saw boarded-up brick

buildings, and a closed-up fried chicken joint
with bars on its windows. In the

distance he could see several ugly tall
apartment buildings standing several

blocks from each other. It was true, James
thought; I've never seen streets this

empty on a weekend.

He turned down a side street where she said
she'd meet him, and he

started watching the sidewalks, hoping to see
her.

He felt the motorcycles before he saw them.
They roared out of the dark,

bright and colourful, dressed like fluorescent
fabrics, the riders laughing and

whooping. They shot past the car, the bright
lights on their bikes streaking

behind them. They just kept coming, passing by
so close they made the car

rattle and shake.

Someone shouted and something smashed against
the passenger side

window, spider-webbing
it.

"Holy
shit!"
James cried.

Immediately he slammed on the breaks, and the
car jolted to a stop. The

motorcycles behind him swerved to avoid it,
and they swept past, bright colours

flashing ahead.

In the darkness, James hunched over the
steering wheel. Holy Christ, he

thought.

The motorcycles had come to a stop in the
distance, gathered at the

intersection at the end of the street. In the
dark emptiness they looked like a

series of lights burning on the
horizon.

He glanced up at the rear-view mirror,
scanning the street behind him for

someone, anyone. But no, the streets were dark
and abandoned. He was

alone.

Ahead, one of the motorcycles turned about,
driving back towards him. It

was lit up blue, from six or seven lights
embedded in its chassis and around its

wheels, making it a bright comet as it zoomed
towards him. It came to a halt a

few feet away from the
car.

In the light flaring up from the bike he could
see the rider clearly.

It was Jessie. She wasn't wearing a cover-all
anymore, only a brown bra

and long slacks. She was heavily tattooed. She
still wore the cow skull and in

one hand she was raising a long staff, its tip
feathered and black.

She's not casting a spell, James thought; you
need chalk and

incantations for that. What is she
doing?

A bright light flared up, blindingly white,
centered on her cell phone, which

James now saw was holstered to her leg like a
cowboy's gun. The light shot

out of the phone and up into the sky and James
suddenly realized what he was

looking at.

It's a spirit, he
thought.

"Jessie!" he shouted.

She screamed at him, "I only respect the
powerful, James!"

He tried to open the door, but it was too
late; the spirit corkscrewed down

into the car and everything became loud and
white. James felt weightlessness

and he realized with horror that the car was
in the air. He grabbed hold of the

chair and tried to brace himself as he smashed
back into the ground. The

impact knocked the air out of his lungs.
Elise's car was too old to have air bags,

and it sunk under the weight of itself, smoke
pouring out from under its hood.

Through the smoke, he saw the bikers riding
away. He tried to get up but

something was pinning him to his seat. He
wrenched at it, and realized it was

the seatbelt. He unlocked it, slung it past
his shoulder and staggered out onto

the street. Heart pounding furiously, he
looked up at the buildings around him.

No lights were on, and no one was coming out
to see what happened.

He turned and looked at the car. He didn't
know much about cars, but one

look at the suspension told him he wasn't
going to be driving it anytime soon.

He let out all his breath at once, feeling
horrible, feeling destroyed. What was he going to tell Elise? What
was he going to tell Cris and Michelle and
Jo?

Elise's car was trashed, and now the only clue
to finding Natalie was rushing away.

Well, he thought; this is my fault for
thinking I'm going up against amateur

night.

His phone beeped, this time only loud enough
for him to hear. He flipped

open the phone and saw the
text: James, it's Wire.
Come to the end of the street

and hurry. They're getting
away.

James found himself running away from the car,
booking it to the end of

the street. Part of him knew it was crazy, but
he didn't know what else to do. He

reached the end of the street and looked up
the intersection at a lone

motorcyclist sitting on a bike. The bike was
black, the kind of black that sucked

light away. The rider was head-to-toe in
black, and the helmet was opaque, a

blank darkness looking at
him.

The voice was male, and warm: "I'm Wire,
James. Get on the back." He

revved the bike. "Gogal was the one who told
Jesse you were with the Institute.

This wasn't my
fault."

When James opened his mouth to speak, the
rider held up a hand and

said, "We can talk about this later, but right
now we have to leave if we're going

to catch them."

It was the urgency of the situation that let
James get on the back of that

bike. Suddenly he was shooting down the slick,
dark streets through the

rushing wind on a bike with someone he didn't
know. When they shot off the

exit and onto the highway, he started praying
he'd made the right choice. But in

the distance, if he squinted just right, he
could make out streaking stars of

colour on the horizon. They were in pursuit of
those bikers, and the way they

were flying past the cars around them, James
figured they were going at a

speed that could catch up to
them.

This is insane, James thought; if we don't
crash and dash our brains out

everywhere, I'm going to expire somewhere at
the hands of maniacs.


"That
spirit that hit the
car!" he shouted.
"Was that the
Lender?"

Wire didn't have to shout to be heard; his
voice seemed to emanate from

the helmet, and James could feel it vibrate
through him: "That's right. It was

mine. I was the one who taught her how to
contain spirits inside computer

code."

"So
now what?" James
shouted back.

"Now I need you to get it back for
me."

Wire was a good driver, and they survived on
the highway long enough to

fly off an exit and drive down dark damp roads
towards a lonely industrial park.

Slowly, the bike powered down and came to a
stop on the side of the street.

James got off the bike, walked to the side of
the road and looked back.

"I can only take you this far," Wire said,
that faceless helmet tipping slightly to the side. "Wright is
hiding out in a warehouse up ahead, and I can't get near
her."

"So what can I do?"

He seemed to think about that. Then he said,
"Well, you're James Jordan.

You're supposed to be good at necromancy.
She'll still be fascinated with you,

even if Gogal told her you were with the
Institute. There aren't too many people

with whom she can relate to. She wants to be
rid of her flesh. "

"And what's your place in all this? Jessie
said you're a ghost."

"I'm just Wire." With gloved hands, he touched
his chest. "I'm one of the

Heedless, just like Alice and
Gogal."

James shook his head. This was all happening
so fast. He looked up the

road and then back at Wire. He swallowed. "Are
you going to wait for me?"

The helmet shook from side to side. "I can't
keep this frame animated for

long. It's too much of an effort. I'll give
you the bike though." He tossed the keys

to James. "Jessie likes motorcycles. You'll
impress her showing up like this."

James looked up. "What do you
mean
animated?"

He chuckled. "You know what the Heedless are,
right? Egos bound to

flesh. When you don't have flesh, you have to
make do. Now go get my Lender

back for me."

With that he lifted his hands and removed the
helmet. A head-sized pile of

sand broke apart and exploded into a cloud.
The body collapsed into itself,

falling wetly onto the street. Mud and sticks
and sand poured out onto the

street.

Jesus, James thought.

He heard music coming from the building up
ahead. Trying not to look

unsure of himself, he got onto the motorcycle
and tried to remember how to

drive one. Feeling out of his element, he sped
down the road towards the

warehouse.

 


***

 

Natalie had said something to him once that
really stuck with him. It had

stuck with him so much that it became the
reason he had left the group in the

first place.

They had just come back from the cemetery,
back from asking questions

into the air and recording any answers. As
they listened to the ambient noise

on the recorder and made themselves believe
that they heard answers from

beyond the grave, James had leaned forward and
asked, "Why do I care so

much about this?"

It was a vague, broad question, and piled into
it were more questions.

Really, it wasn't about caring; it was about
why he was sinking so much time and energy into thinking about
death, and contacting spirits. He wasn't
just

trying question this world of mysticism they'd
applied to death; he just wanted to

know why he was so
goddamn
interested
in it.

"Well," Natalie said, looking up as they all
sat on her bed together. "It's

because we're all afraid of dying,
right?"

It was a really simple answer, and an obvious
one too. Everyone was

afraid of dying, and that was why people did a
lot of things.

James wished it had been something more
profound, more insightful. But

hearing it put like that had brought the whole
deal crashing down around him.

He realized the reason he was sitting in
circles with these people and lighting candles wasn't because of
any real interest in learning about the spirit realm, it was
because of the panic attacks he had late at night when he lay in
bed and thought about all the horrible and sudden ways he could
die.

Part of him felt sorry for Jessie. At one time
she and him had probably

been very similar, reacting to a fear of dying
by wrapping themselves inside the

illusion of control over it. When you could
talk to spirits, when you could

summon them or contain them, then the idea of
death wasn't nearly as scary,

was it? But instead of learning a way to cope
with death, as everyone had to,

she had retreated into that fantasy realm. And
when creatures like the

Heedless came to validate you, how could you
not answer that call?

It made him feel better about being poor with
Ian and Elise. Even if they

had to scrimp and save to make rent, at least
they were all engaging in life.

James had stopped looking death in the eye a
long time ago.

Jessie meanwhile wanted to embrace it. She
wanted to shuffle the mortal

coil and still exist, to make sure that the
ghost inside the machine really was

there. And she had reached out to him
first.

He knew how to deal with her now. His text was
short and simple:
Hi

Jessie. I respect power too. Come outside
and have a talk with
me.

Short, simple, to the point. He made
preparations in the dirt with a long

stick that he found in the woods, and then
climbed back onto the seat of the

bike and let the engine idle. He faced the
door of the warehouse and waited.

Very slowly, in the garish yellow lights in
the parking lot, he watched the

door rattle upwards. He heard engines rumble,
and six bikes roared out of the

warehouse, coming to a stop a few feet away
from him. In the center of the

posse was Jessie, who sat on her bike, cow
skull still on her head.

"What happened to your
car?"
she asked. "Someone trash it?"

Laughter, from her
gang.

"Who cares about cars?" James asked. "Only
thing that matters about a

machine is the ghost inside it,
right?'

Jessie glanced back and forth at the other
bikers, and said, "That wasn't

your attitude
before.”

"Before when?" he
asked.

She paused, silent. He wished he could see her
eyes, but the harsh

yellow lights cast every crack and divvy of
the skull into deep, black shadow.

Finally, she said, "They told me you'd try to
hurt me. That you were the kind of

guy who hurts girls."

"Who told you that?"

Her voice broke up a little, unsure of
herself: "Gogal. The Heedless."

"Oh yeah," he said. "I know the Heedless. If
we want to talk about ghosts

in the machine, well, they seek out the
machines, don't they? They’re spirits

who want to trap themselves in flesh. But
us—We always wanted escape,

right? To be
eternal."

"Yeah," she said suddenly.
"Right?
Yes! That's what I was
telling
you! If we put our heads together, there's no
telling what we could accomplish. We could get rid of all this—"
She began to shake. "All this
flesh
and then we could just
be!"

"And you respect power," James
said.

She shook her head. "I bet you don't even have
a Lender."

"Well, that's why I sought you out, Jessie. I
have a lot to learn."

"Yeah?" Her shaking stopped and she focused on
him. "Well I don't think

you're
tough
enough."

She raised the staff and instantly the spirit
exploded out of her phone,

hurling up into the air with a whooping cry.
It spread bright wings and shot

down at James, glancing away with a shriek
when it touched the circle dug in

the ground around
him.

Over the cries of the spirit he shouted, "It's
a protective circle, Jessie! I'm

not a beginner here!"

In the light cast from the spirit he could see
her eyes. She was looking at

him with something approaching… admiration?
Maybe he was getting through

to her.

“Well,” she said.
“Maybe—“

He hadn't counted on her friends. One of them
roared ahead, neon

blazing up around him, exploding towards
James. That dinky little circle wasn’t

going to keep out a motorcycle, so James
gripped the throttle and shot forward,

trying to get out of the way. He somehow
ducked and pulled to the side, and the

biker shot off the lot into the
ditch.

"James!" Jessie shouted, riding towards him.
He could see concern in

her eyes.

One of the bikers was swinging a chain, flying
across the parking lot at

him. James swerved away from him, but he was
turning towards the three

others. One of them threw a tire iron at
him.

James ducked down, and the iron swept over his
head. He skidded

around, thinking wildly: he couldn't abort
this mission, but if he didn't these

thugs were going to murder
him!

One of the bikers had a thin shank in his
hand, driving up and trying to

bury it into James's liver. James twisted
away, leaning into the direction,

praying he stayed
balanced.

Suddenly the biker gave a cry and flew
backwards off his ride, crashing

against the concrete and rolling away. Jessie
had yanked him off. She threw

out her arm, and the spirit whooped around and
knocked the guy with the chain

off his bike.

James leaned to the side, clipping one of the
bikers. It was a bad idea,

because his bike bucked upwards and he flew
off the back face-first towards

the pavement.

Bright light swept around him and Jessie's
spirit glided him gently to the

ground. He rolled, found the discarded tire
iron and threw it into the chest a

rider approaching from the side, flinging him
from his bike.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jessie
guiding the spirit back up into

the air. Distracted, she slammed into one of
the bikes and dropped her staff.

She managed to regain her balance, and as she
did, she skidded around and

came to a stop, facing
James.

James got to his feet and picked her staff off
the pavement. He heard the

other bikers leaving the party and heading for
the hills, too injured or

uninterested in continuing a fight they were
losing without the help of their

leader.

“You saved me,” James
said.

She sat there on the bike, neon flaring around
her bike, turning the skull

different colours. “I wanted you for myself,
James.”

Her
machine revved furiously, and she raised her
front tire into the air,

before roaring forwards. The spirit cast out
its wings came at James with

deadly intent.

He waited for the right moment and flung
himself to the side, tossing the

staff into Jessie’s front wheel as she shot
past.

The staff jammed between the spokes and the
frame with a sickening

splintering sound. Her bike vaulted up in a
pillar of dust and exhaust, almost

leaping from the ground, bucking her hard into
the concrete, tearing up her skin

and slacks. The spirit shrieked and vanished
into thin air.

James ran across the parking lot to her, as
she lay bleeding and gashed

on the side of the
road.

"James," he heard her
say.

She got to one elbow and reached up for the
skull. She tugged at it, slowly

pulling it off her pale
head.

James felt his heart crawl inside his throat
and die. He could see

bleached bone sticking out among tattered
pieces of skin along her

cheekbone. Her hair had fallen out long ago,
leaving only scraps of skin and

dried blood along her skull. Did the crash do
that to her? No, it couldn’t have.

There would be… there would at least be
blood…

"What happened to you?" he
asked.

She coughed in pain, looking about wildly.
"Early experiments," she

replied. She managed a laugh. "Tried to get
rid of the flesh.”

As she smiled up at him, he reached down and
plucked her phone out of

its holster. She snarled at him, clawing at
him, missing. He backed away.

"I take it Lenders are spirits," he said,
looking at the phone. "They 'lend'

their power?"

"You scrub," she hissed. "You scrubby scrub
piece of shit."

He took the phone's flash drive out of its
back, saw that it was compatible

with his phone, and plugged it into his.
"Jessie," he said. "You respect power Well, I've got the power now.
Where is Natalie?"

She stared at him, mouth working. She looked
like she wanted to hurl

more abuse at him, but all at one her feature
softened. "You know, James, we

could have been a really good team
together."

"I bet."

She glanced up at the building "This is my
warehouse. I used to work

here. When the Heedless came with Natalie, I
took her to a graveyard just over

that hill."

He followed her gaze, and saw that the first
rays of false dawn were

climbing the horizon. He could see the grey
hills and trees beyond the parking

lot. "Don't move," he
said.

He ran over to the edge of the parking lot and
clambered up the hill. Sure

enough, just over the horizon he could see a
low stone fence and a gate. When

he looked back at the parking lot, he wasn't
entirely too surprised to see that

Jessie was nowhere to be
found.

He reached the cemetery gate and walked
through it, feeling cold and

upset and exhausted from so much adrenaline
pumping through him. He

passed crosses and tombstones, and noted that
none of them were well kept.

He had a feeling no one came to this place any
more.

He wondered if Jessie was crawling along
somewhere behind him,

waiting for the right moment to
attack.

He passed the next hill and saw the circle.
Jessie had made it out of

rocks, lining up around a tree stump in the
center.

He staggered forwards, unable to take in what
he saw in front him.

It was, oh god, it was Natalie. She was lying,
chopped up, strewn around

the circle. Her decapitated head sat on the
stump, her raven hair fallen loosely

around her face. Nearby, her grey fingers
stuck up out from the brown grass.

Her legs, her torso, her arms, they were
everywhere. James fought the urge to

vomit as he trudged closer and
closer.

"Oh good Christ," he breathed.
"Natalie."

The head's eyes flashed open. They looked up
at him, and then looked at

the fingers pointing unceremoniously towards
her.

"Hey," she said. "Do you think you could give
me a hand?"

 

—
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