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James watched Natalie pull herself back together piece by
piece, her ruddy stumps knitting into one another with tendrils of
sinew. When she was whole again, she sat on the rock; just sat
there looking at the grass.

James had to admit she didn’t look too bad for a zombie,
really. Her black hair fell around her shoulders in tangles, and
her eyes had deep bags under them, and her dark lips were cracked.
But besides that, and besides having skin the colour of a purple
bruise, and ugly red scars lining where she had been cut up, she
looked fairly intact.

James shrugged his coat off and handed it her, watching as
she pulled it over her small shoulders. They sat silently as dawn
bled slowly over the horizon. Finally, she looked at him with dark
eyes that didn't reflect the light.

"You look tired," she said.

He shrugged. "I've been up all night."

Birds began to sing and wake up. A flock of geese flew
through the sky, and James could hear them honking. In the distance
he heard the roaring of trucks driving along the
highway.

She cocked her head, her hair falling to one side of her
face. "Why are you here?" she asked.

"Jessie told me where you were,” he said.

"How do you know who Jessie is?"

He shook his head. He felt like there was floss stuffed
between his ears. His eyes were heavy, and he had to force himself
to concentrate. This conversation felt wrong; they were saying the
wrong things. "Hold on," he said. "What about you? You're dead,
but—not dead?"

"I think the term is undead,” she said. She lifted her
arms, stretching. With the movement, the reality of her nudity
settled on him all at once, and he flushed and looked away, hoping
he hadn’t weirded her out by staring.

She rubbed at her eyes. "So are you my rescuer?” she
asked. “How'd you get caught up in all this?"

Frowning, she added, "Or, are you like Daniel, playing for
the enemy?"

He said, "Sort of a long story."

He stood up from his seat on the rock and looked back
towards the parking lot. He remembered that Elise and Ian had no
idea where he was, or what had happened to Elise's car. The car
was, of course, totaled, wrecked by Jessie the
necromancer.

"Let's get out of here,” he said.

When she stood, he felt a pang of irritation when he saw
that she was a few inches taller than him. He knew he wasn’t the
shortest man on the planet, but sometimes it sure felt like
it.

"Look at that!" she said, moving her arms up and down. She
took a few wobbly steps forward. "I'm back together
again!"

She stepped out, sprang back and pirouetted, nearly
tripping on one of the stones. Recovering herself, she grinned at
James with dull teeth. Then she went serious, focus snapping into
her expression. "James," she said. "What are you doing
here?"

He felt too tired to answer questions. He rubbed at his
face and shrugged. "I told you… " He trailed off and looked at her,
and then at the ring of stones behind her.

"What was it like?" he asked.

"What was what like?" she said.

"Being here. Just a head and a bunch of body
parts."

"Um." She bit her lower lip and looked back at the tree
stump in the center of the ring of stones. "Hard to describe,
really. A lot of it was like sleeping. Or meditating."

Something occurred to her and she looked up with concern
in her eyes. "What about the others? Are they all
right?"

"What others?"

"Cris, Michelle, Jo."

He smiled, feeling useful for once. "Last time I checked,
they were doing fine."

They trekked back to the parking lot, and James found
Wire’s motorcycle where he left it, scratched up but relatively
undamaged. For a moment, he thought maybe Jessie had sabotaged the
bike, but it started up fine, roaring to life. Natalie got onto the
bike behind him, and leaned forward, wrapping her arms around him.
She smelled like fresh earth, or rainwater.

“When’d you learn how to ride a motorcycle?” she
asked.

He shrugged and said, “I used to live in a small town out
in the middle of nowhere. Lots of my friends had bikes. They let me
ride them sometimes.”

What a night, he thought.

He roared out of the parking lot back onto the road,
making his way back towards the highway.

 

***

 

Elise, meanwhile, was somewhere between furious and
exhausted. The hospital had discharged Ian sometime in the small
hours of the night, and James hadn't shown up yet with her car. As
they'd walked home, Elise had called James over and over, with no
luck. Finally, as Ian sat on the couch back at his apartment, he
gingerly held his slung arm against his chest as Elise stood near
the window, watching the sun come up. She angrily rapped her
fingers against the windowsill.

"Are you going to kill him?" Ian asked.

She looked back and said, "You mean, if he didn't get into
a horrible accident and die? Like, if he comes through that door
right now, totally fine, looking fit as a fiddle?"

"Well, because, if you are
going to kill him, I need to know, because the first of the
month is coming up and I need someone to cover half the
rent."

As the pigeons flocked to the windows of their apartment,
and as the first rays of morning streaked across the rooftops,
Elise's cell phone began to ring. She and Ian hadn't fallen asleep,
but they'd sunk into a kind of trance during their vigil and the
phone call jerked them out of it.

She answered the phone and said, "What is it?"

Ian watched her closely as a series of emotions crossed
her face. She looked up at him and said, "It's James."

"Is he okay?" Ian asked.

But Elise wasn’t talking to him any more. To the phone,
she was barking, “No… no, I can barely hear you… you have
who with you? You shouldn’t be on the
phone if you’re driving… what?”

Then she looked at the phone again and said, “It cut
out.”

Ian decided to crawl into bed. Elise stayed out in the
living room, watching the morning come out. As she was thinking
about toppling onto the couch, her phone rang again.

It was the police. They'd found her car.

She went out to the station, and she wasn't home when
James finally came in with Natalie.

James was thanking his good fortune that he somehow made
it home alive, driving on a motorcycle with a half-naked zombie on
the back of the bike. No one had pulled them over, no one had
noticed.

He selected clothes from his closet and watched as she
ducked into the bathroom to change. He staggered into the living
room and tried to make the couch up as much as possible for her to
crash comfortably.

Finally, he lurched into his own room, maneuvered his way
through the mess and fell onto his bed. Sleep collapsed in on him
almost instantly.

When he opened his eyes again, the shadows made by his
blinds had climbed several feet up the wall. He felt a sudden rush
of movement, a memory of falling off the motorcycle and almost
smashing his face up over the concrete. He tensed up, sucking in
his breath.

He was surprised to feel a cold arm against his side, and
hair fallen against his neck. It was Natalie, lying against him,
breathing softly, her breath chilly against his skin. He could
smell earth, the smell of the outside. He could tell by her
breathing that she was asleep.

He settled in next to her and closed his eyes again,
feeling her lack of warmth. He wasn't sure how much time had passed
when she said, "You're warm."

"Hm?" His brain, still sleepy, managed to parse what she'd
said. "Oh,” he said. “Yeah."

He turned over onto his back and stared at his ceiling.
The unspoken question of why she was in his bed hung between them.
He lifted her arm, and looked at the ugly red scar connecting her
forearm to her elbow. He traced his finger along its raised edge
and asked, "How did this happen to you?"

"They chopped me up,” she said. “With an axe.”

“But why aren’t you dead?”

“I am dead.” She frowned. "Can we talk about something
else?"

"Okay." He sat up in bed, and wished his room looked
better, looked more grown-up, like he’d actually done something
with himself in the time they’d been apart.

He looked at her. Her features were sharper than he
remembered, and she looked older, mostly from the dark bags under
her eyes.

"Tell me," she said.

"Tell you what?" he asked.

"Tell me everything. Tell me what you were doing there,
today, in the graveyard."

He looked down at the floor, gathering his thoughts. He
told her the whole thing, starting from the night he found Cris in
the hallway. When he got to the part about taking the Lender from
Jessie, he got up and set his phone onto his stereo.

He stared at it, expecting it to leap. Jessie had kept the
powerful spirit in an SD card in her phone. Now it was in his
phone.

When he'd picked the phone up, it had felt warm, alive in
his hand, as if it had a pulse.

"What do they want?" he asked, looking back at her. "The
Heedless, I mean. What do they really, really want,
exactly?"

She sprawled out in his bed. In the half-light coming in
from the blinds, she looked dead, like a dead girl lying on his
sheets. "Power, obviously," she said. "I don't know.
Direct control of humanity. But, they're not strong enough to take
on world powers by themselves, so they try to enlist ancient
spirits from the otherworld."

"But you and Maggie stopped them."

"Yeah, last time." She sighed. "And we thought that'd be
the end of it, but as long as the Heedless stay on this planet,
they're going to keep trying and trying."

"So what can we do?"

She smirked at him. "Well, as someone who tried to stop
them and got killed for it, I can tell you: I'm not
sure."

Silence then, between them. There was a question hanging
on his tongue, but he was afraid to ask it.

Finally, softly, he asked, "Is Maggie dead?"

She shook her head. "No, she's just trapped.
Imprisoned."

"Do you know where?"

"Not exactly, but I know where to look."

He wanted to ask more, but she closed her eyes and looked
peaceful.

"Do you sleep?" he asked. "I didn't ask you that
before."

Without opening her eyes, she smiled. "I
sleep."

"Do you eat?"

"Sometimes."

"Want me to make breakfast?"

"Sure."

 

***

She stood by the kitchen counter sipping coffee while
James made pancake batter. She stared into the mug, and then
brought it to her lips, her eyes closing.

James watched her. She wore one of his dress shirts and a
pair of khaki shorts. She didn't look too bad, but James always
liked it when women wore his clothes. His shirts were usually
fitted so this one hung on her well, even if it was a little
small.

After a moment she said, "This doesn't feel
real."

"Being here?"

"Not being in the graveyard."

"Yeah, I can imagine."

She looked up suddenly, setting her mug on the counter.
"Wait," she said. "What about Carol? Where's
she?"

"I saw her last night. Her face was bandaged and she had—"
He didn't know how to put this without it sounding too strange.
"She was armed. With guns."

"Then she's out of the hospital?"

"I wasn't in contact with any of you, remember? I don't
know what's happened at all. She was in the hospital?"

"Because of Maxwell—" Natalie reached up and gestured to
her nose. "Maxwell cut up her face."

A chill coiled down James's spine. "Who’s
Maxwell?”

“Maxwell was Carol’s boyfriend. He’s her ex-boyfriend now,
obviously. He was a model too, and he went—he
is—a little crazy.”

“Getting chopped up, getting your face cut… You guys sure
know how to live, don't you?"

Ian lurched into sight and stood in the doorway, arm in a
cast and slung around his shoulder. He stumbled past Natalie, eyes
bleary and red. Dumping coffee into a mug, he looked up at James
and said, “Good, you’re alive.”

"Good morning, Ian," James said, glancing pointedly from
him to Natalie

Ian staggered to the other side of the kitchen and leaned
up against the wall. He was almost too tall for the apartment; the
tips of his bright red hair almost touched the ceiling.

"You should probably stay away from Elise for a while,” he
said. “What time did you get in?"

He finally saw Natalie. He straightened suddenly, eyes
shooting open. "Oh goodness," he said.

Natalie smiled and said, "You must be Ian."

"Yeah," he said slowly. "I guess I must be."

"I'm Natalie."

"I guess you are." He looked down at his coffee, and then
up at James, blinking sleep away. "So… I guess… you brought Elise’s
car back? You know she’s never going to loan it to you again,
right?"

James laughed bitterly. "No, man, the car's—" He made a
sweeping motion with his arm. "The car's
totaled."

Ian's eyes widened. "Elise is going to bury you
alive."

"Couldn't help it." James shook his head. "That Jessie
girl hit me with some kind of spirit—I swear, the car must have
launched ten feet into the air. It was terrifying."

Natalie looked up. "Do you have a phone I could
borrow?"

James thought about his cell phone sitting in his room, a
vessel for some kind of untold power. It had worked fine when Elise
had called him earlier, but he didn't want to take any more chances
with it. He asked Ian if he could loan his phone to her.

"Got to let the girls know I'm alive," she said. "Such as
I am."

As James made the pancakes, he wondered if Elise's
insurance covered things like this. He hated being unable to pay
her back.

He hated this version of him, this Deadbeat James. He
hated being poor. Pancakes might as well have been breakfast, lunch
and dinner.

But getting rich wasn't priority one, was it? Priority one
was finding Maggie.

Natalie looked down at Ian's phone and pursed her lips.
"Great,” she said. “No answer."

James remembered when he called Maggie's mother,
remembered her weeping on the phone with him.

To Natalie, he asked, "Did you want to call your family or
something? Let them know you're alive?"

"But I'm not alive, James," she said. "What am I supposed
to tell them?"

From inside his room, he heard his phone ring.

He was frightened of that phone. He wasn't sure what to do
with it, or how to control the spirit inside it, and he was a
little afraid it might spring out of the phone at any
time.

After all, he wasn't sure if he had to put wards onto the
phone, or cast any incantations, or anything. The phone might be
completely unprotected.

But it was still ringing, and when he went into his room,
he saw that it was an unknown number, and not the ones that Wire
and Jessie had called him from. He picked it up, and flipped it
open. "Hello?"

It was a girl calling from CMS, Cypher Management Systems.
James had e-mailed them his resume a while ago, and they were
calling to see if he could come in for an interview later that
day.

He had to reach out and steady himself, grabbing his
windowsill. A job. Not a library job, but a job nonetheless. It was
an out, a genuine ticket out of squalor and worry. He'd be able to
afford the rent. He'd be able to afford groceries. He could stop
borrowing money from his parents.

He told the girl he'd love to come in for an interview.
She told him where and when.

He put the phone back down, before it could do
anything.

"What was that all about?" Natalie asked from the
kitchen.

He told her. As he did, he realized he had to get together
an outfit suitable for an interview. That was going to be tough.
Although he owned a lot of clothes, he hadn't really had the time
or money to keep up with laundry.

All his decent outfits were likely crushed together at the
bottom of a grimy hamper in his closet. It was time to
improvise.

One of his nice shirts seemed all right at first, but when
he put it on, the smell of dirty laundry radiated off of him like
steam. In the end, he had to pick a shirt that was a little too big
for him, its collar a little too starched, and the whole thing just
a little bit ugly.

He hated shirts that weren't fitted. Looking at himself in
his mirror, he looked like someone had hit him with a shrink-ray,
and he was vanishing into his billowing sleeves. Christ.

The cleanest pair of dress pants he could find didn't fare
much better. They were too big in the crotch, and he had never
hemmed them, so they were baggy and unappealing. As he put on a
tie, he looked at himself in the mirror and thought,
I look like I'm going to my first job interview
ever.

He had to have better clothes somewhere.

The door opened slightly, and Natalie stood there,
watching him. "What are you doing?"

He was sorting through the piles of clothes in his closet,
hurling shirts and trousers aside. "I'm trying to find a decent
outfit," he said.

He heard Ian call something from the other end of the
apartment. Natalie turned, listening to him, and then
chuckled.

"What'd he say?" James asked.

"He says you're obsessed with clothes."

"I'm not—I'm not obsessed
with clothes."

James heard rustling paper behind him, and he knew Natalie
had found his stacks of GQ and Men's Health.

She smirked at him, picking up one of the issues. "When
did you become such a yuppie?" she asked.

He stiffened, offended. "I'm not a yuppie," he said.
"Maybe I just like dressing like a grown-up, all right?"

He sounded angrier than he meant to be, and when she
shrugged and left, he inwardly kicked himself. Jerk, he
thought.

He followed her out to apologize, and found her in the
washroom, leaning up against the glass of the shower stall. Her
face was creased with anxiety, and he knew it wasn't
because of him.

Softly, he asked, "You okay?"

She shook her head.

Quietly, she said, "On the night when Maggie sealed away
the dark god, I didn't make it."

"What does that mean?"

She smiled slightly. "It means I died. As in, I was
dead."

"Oh."

"I woke up a few days later.” She lifted her pale hand and
touched it against her stomach. "There's an insect inside me. One
of the Heedless put it there, and it's locked into my spine. It's
what's keeping me from… staying dead.” She shrugged and stared at
the bathroom mirror. “It's not fair, really, to die and then have
to deal with being dead. It's counter-intuitive."

"How did it happen?" he asked.

"How did what happen?"

"How did you… how did you die?"

She grimaced. "I was thinking about that, actually. Just
now. I'm a little proud of how I went. I'd always assumed I'd die
in embarrassing, undignified ways, like accidental carbon monoxide
poisoning, or something." She laughed and drew back one of her
bangs out of her eyes. "I got my skull cleaved in. Just as Maggie
started the spell to put down the dark god. "

"Jesus." James felt scorched, ashamed that he was fretting
about clothes. It made him feel small, superficial.

After a moment, he asked, "How did it work? The bug, I
mean. Do you have to drink blood?"

"Like a vampire?" She shook her head. "I'm not sure
yet."

She reached forward and touched his hand, saying, "Thanks
for getting me out of the graveyard, James."

Her hand felt icy cold in his. "No problem," he said.
"Natalie, when can we go find Maggie?"

"I think she's underground,” she said. “But… I have my
notes. I just need them, and a map, and we can find
her."

She asked if it was okay to borrow his clothes for a
little longer. She had to head out, make sure her things were still
in storage, and go and meet up with the rest of the New Wave
Detectives. She needed to be ready if they were going to go find
Maggie.

"Where did that name come from, anyways?" he
asked.

She was about to leave when he’d asked her. She turned to
look at him, and the golden light came in through the windows and
lit up the back of her dark hair. In the half-light on her face,
James was struck by her beauty, even in death. She smirked. "It was
my idea," she said. "We were trying to get a band
together."

"A new wave band?"

She shrugged, the sunlight still wreathing her with a halo
of fire. "It was supposed to be,” she said. “I guess we were better
detectives than we were musicians." She lifted her hands, twiddling
at the air in front of her. "I was keyboard."

And then she was gone, and James stared at the door,
feeling something stir in his stomach. Nervousness? Anxiety? He
wasn't sure.

Ian came into the room with a flyer in his
hand.

"Ian, my man," James said, "our problems are half
over."

"Half over?"

"Half over, if I get this job."

"And the other half?"

"The other half is you finding a job."

Ian glanced down at his broken arm. "I thought my job was
getting my ass kicked."

"A second career never hurt anyone." James flung out his
arms. "Give me your honest opinion: how gross do I
look?"

Ian shrugged. "I dunno. Speaking of clothes, I think we
should all go do something tonight."

"Well, I don't want to speak for anyone else, but I'm
broke."

"Today's your lucky day, then!" Ian sent the flyer
spinning through the dusty light, landing in James's
hands.

It was a brochure for the newest exhibit at the Barr
Museum of Fashion and Sartorial History. On the debut of the
exhibit, admittance was pay-what-you-can.

“And we can pay very little,” Ian said.

"What's the interest in the museum?" James
asked.

"It's incredibly cheap."

"I thought that place was under construction."

"How do you know that? What’s
your interest in the
museum?”

"Sometimes I read the news, Ian. It’s a good
habit."

"Well, not all of it is
under construction. For example, there's this exhibit that we’re
going to see."

"Well, let's see how the day goes. If this
interview goes badly, pay-what-you-can might still be too
much."

 

***

 

Daniel felt like a crazy person.

Arriving at his rented house, he quickly checked up and
down the roads, checked the back of the yard, and scanned the trees
lining the mucky dirt field between the yard and the industrial
park. You could never be too careful with Maxwell. Even in the
middle of the day, the psycho could be hiding right outside your
door. Even the Heedless were afraid of him.

And now that Gogal had told Daniel that Maxwell was back,
he didn’t want to take any chances.

Confident that he couldn't see any knife-wielding,
mask-wearing crazy ex-models, Daniel made his way down the steps
and entered the basement.

Time stood still in basement apartments. There were two
tiny slivers of windows in the whole place. Otherwise the only
light came from the lamps and the ugly fluorescent lights. It gave
the place an alienating timelessness. It didn't matter if it was
day or night: the apartment always looked the same.

Something was different though. Sean and Jared seemed to
have switched personalities. Instead of laconically stretched out
on the couch, Jared was a tightly coiled bundle of rage and nerves,
his blonde hair a mess. The overturned television on the floor
meant that the furniture wasn’t getting out of this
unscathed.

Meanwhile, Sean was seated on the floor in meditation,
legs crossed, his dreadlocks settling on his shoulders. The only
sign of life in him was the swelling and the bruises along his neck
and face.

He had come back to the apartment with gashes all over
him, from when he'd gone through the glass in Jessie's window. He
was bandaged up now, and temporarily at peace.

"Gentlemen," Daniel said. "I've come bearing
gifts."

He swept into the tiny kitchen and put the bag of
groceries onto the counter. The kitchen was barely a kitchen,
another artifact of the upstairs-couple's lazy attempt at
renovating the basement. There was a microwave, no stove, no sink,
a small patch of tiling, a counter, and a tiny refrigerator. Daniel
had been surprised that there were even a few cupboards tossed in
with the deal.

They had to get water from the bathroom, and they used a
hot plate to cook meals.

Jared knew better than to lash out in anger at Daniel, so
it was no surprise to Daniel to hear Jared stalk off to his room
and slam the door.

Sean asked, "Any news?"

"You'll never guess," Daniel called from the kitchen.
"Gogal went out and investigated the graveyard. Natalie's
missing."

"I meant news about last night."

"Oh, about Carol? No, nothing. She's very good at hiding."
He finished putting the milk and eggs into the fridge and came back
into the living room. "Could you pick the television up? We're
going to have an incoming message from your girlfriend."

At first Sean glared at him, and Daniel almost expected a
petulant She's not my
girlfriend, but when the enormity of what was
said sunk in, Sean quickly picked up the television and put in back
onto the stand.

Carefully and methodically, Daniel placed small stones in
a circle around the television. Looking back over his shoulder, he
said, "Sean, get Jared."

Sean banged on the door to their room but Jared refused to
answer.

"Jared," Daniel said, just loud enough.

Quietly, the door opened and Jared joined them, looking
angry. "What does she want?" he asked.

"What does she ever want?" Daniel said, tapping the
television three times. "To give us guidance."

The television, tuned to static, flashed to a cool grey.
The grey was endless, a sea of empty air.

Slowly, a woman in a flowing white dress floated into
view. Her skin and hair were a bright white, and her hair tumbled
around her, as if she were submerged in water. Her eyes and lips
were an icy blue.

"Darlings," she purred.

She was Imogen, and she was the main reason Sean stuck
with them. Sean was a little in love with her, even if he wouldn’t
admit it. To him, she represented an ideal leader, aloof and
beautiful, fair and just.

"Sean," she said, her voice coming through the TV speakers
clearly. "What happened? You look injured."

Sean had a genuine smile on his face. "I'm all right,” he
said.

"It was Carol," Daniel said. "She's back."

"That's understandable," the voice from the TV cooed.
"Great causes like ours always have enemies. Some people simply
have minds too small to share a big vision."

Daniel realized why she had contacted them. His heart beat
faster and he could barely contain his excitement. "What do you
know?" he asked.

"There is a reliquary in the Barr Sartorial Museum. It's
in the new exhibit. It came here likely because of the nexus, but
the important thing is that it contains one of the fragments of the
Cur Magdul."

Daniel laughed out loud, turning about and striding away
from the television, filled with emotion. "Brilliant!" he said.
"Does Gogal know about it?"

The hint of a conspirator’s smile played on the edges of
her lips. "I suppose we can tell him about it when you have it,
Daniel."

"We're back in business, Imogen!" he said. "Life is
starting up again."

He turned to the two young men standing next to him.
"Boys, we’ve got some work to do tonight."

"Daniel," Imogen said.

Daniel pulled himself together, brought his energy level
down to a point where he could keep calm. "Imogen," he
replied.

"To complete the Cur Magdul requires a sacrifice of one of
our own."

Daniel frowned. If Imogen was suggesting taking on one of
the Heedless, it could prove problematic. Tackling someone like
Gogal or Alice on their own turf would be hard enough, but the
Heedless tended to come to each other's aid.

Imogen gave him a knowing look. "You know who I mean,
don't you?"

Realization, suddenly. His mouth opened slightly. Of
course, he thought.

"I do," he said. Then, after a moment, "Okay. I'll get him
for you."

 

***

 

James hadn't been to a job interview in a long time, and
now he wasn't sure of the language of it. He tried to keep it in
his head, tried to remember the usual questions.

He didn't have to leave the apartment too early, but he
wanted to make sure to be there in time. He couldn't actually
go into the office too early;
that smacked of desperation, and that was a fast-track onto
the No-list, but he could find a coffee
shop nearby and wait it out.

It happened just as he was going out of his apartment. He
had paused on the front step, and he didn't see his attacker until
she had thrown herself into him.

She smelled like cigarette smoke and hair product, her
arms going around him, and her legs lifting up behind her, so that
all her weight fell on him. It was Elise, a streak of spiked hair
and ratty jeans "Oh my god,
James," she said.

He staggered backwards under her.

She leapt back and looked at him, relief spilling onto her
face. "When I saw my car, I thought the worst
things—Dude, I'm so glad you're okay."

A small shape appeared on the steps behind her shoulder.
It was Cris, looking odd as usual, wearing a blue Nehru
jacket.

"I kept calling you after I saw the car,” Elise said. “But
your phone was dead, or something. So I called Cris, because I
thought maybe you'd gone over to see that crew. And then I called
Ian, and he told us about Natalie, so Cris wanted to come
along."

Cris was grinning from ear to ear. "I
knew you were the real deal, man," he
said. "From the first minute I set my eyes on you. Where is she? Is
she at your place? Can we go see her?"

As James explained that Natalie had taken off, Cris’s face
fell and he sighed, and muttered, "I wish the family wasn’t so
splintered." After a moment, he added, "She could have called
us."

"Elise," James said. "The car. Is the
insurance—?"

"I don't know," she replied, shaking her head. "Not sure
what I'm going to tell them yet. It looks like a bomb went off in
there. I guess I could call it a collision. I'm not sure. Maybe you
could tell me what happened?"

James didn't know what to say. He felt like he'd failed
them somehow; he'd been irresponsible with Elise's car, and he
should have tried harder to find out what Natalie was
going.

Before he could say anything, Elise had finally had enough
time to take in what James was wearing. "What do you have on?" she
asked.

"I have a job interview,” he said. And then, by way of
explanation, he added, "It's an office job."

Elise frowned at him, disapproval shining in her eyes.
James looked the part of the wageslave.

It's not my fault, he thought. It wasn't fair, either: Ian
was just as fastidious about his wardrobe as James, but his piles
of band shirts and slimfit jeans hewed closer to Elise’s ideal of
DIY bohemianism, so he didn't bear the brunt of Elise's
disapproval. James looked like he was about to take part in the
hated consumer culture, but what could he do? And it wasn't like
Ian grabbed just anything from
the vintage stores; he looked through the racks just as carefully
as James did. He was still just as much a consumer.

Elise raised an eyebrow and said,
"Professional."

"Hey,” James said. “Clothes make the man."

"I can agree with that," Cris said. "Appearances are very
important."

Elise and James glanced at him. He beamed back at them and
said, "I actually want to ask you guys back to our
apartment. Michelle's found something and
right now James and I are the only field agents."

James felt himself smiling at
that. "Field agent? Am I an official Rosecrest member
now?"

Cris shrugged. "Aren't you?"

James shook his head. "Maybe. But I can’t
come.” He gestured to his clothes. “Interview.”

Soon James was across town, feeling out of his element as
he walked up the concrete steps towards the revolving doors set
into the base of the enormous skyscraper.

He liked this part of downtown in small doses, surrounded
by people and cars, dwarfed by the towers on all sides. Everyone
around him was well-dressed, sleekly enclosed in Italian-cut suits
with peak lapels, or fitted, attractive skirts and
blouses.

In one of those bizarre coincidences that life seemed to
have, the tower where CMS was located stood directly across from
the Barr Museum of Fashion and Sartorial History, its banners
showing eighteenth century suits and dresses, only heightening the
district's emphasis on clothing. Half the building was under
construction, laced with girders and lattices.

James felt poorly dressed, irritated with himself, a dweeb
among the crowd.

It was better inside the tower. CMS was located on the
second floor, and the cost-effective grey of the cubicles and
fluorescent lights made James feel less at sea. No one looked
glamorous among the furry, cheap carpeting and flickering
lights.

The interview, however, was very, very strange.

Interviews are usually a lot of things: it's coming up
with engaging and interesting answers to questions, it's asking a
lot of the right questions to appear interested and memorable, it's
appearing personable but malleable.

This interview had none of that. The HR guy behind the
desk looked pale and stressed, barely giving James a glance. The
questions were so short and meaningless that James realized that he
wasn't getting the job. This was a non-interview, a formality.
Something had made this guy uninterested in hiring James before two
words were even exchanged. For the rest of the interview, James
slowly felt disappointment, almost approaching despair. This had
been a waste of time and money coming out here.

But as the interview came to its short and brutal close,
the man asked, "So, when can you start?"

James was so surprised that at first he just sat there,
not able to speak. Then, fumbling, stuttering, he told him he could
start tomorrow. For the first time in their conversation, the HR
guy smiled. He shook James’s hand, and James left the building
flabbergasted.

He escaped the tower out into the sunlight and felt
triumphant. Still, there was the nagging doubt: That hadn't been an
interview.

There had been small talk, awkward silences, and then,
somehow, he had a job. What was that all about?

He stood there, feeling small. He sat on one of the steps
and called Ian, wanting to know if he was still interested in
braving the museum.

After a short wait, Ian arrived with Cris in tow, who had
hung around their apartment waiting for Natalie.

And so it was that they pushed through the crowd into the
museum, and realized that they were not entirely among
friends.

It was Cris who saw them first, and he quickly nudged
James in the side. James followed his gaze and saw them across the
lobby, two familiar faces. It was Sean and Jared, heading down a
side hallway and passing through a door marked NO ENTRY.

There was a security guard standing outside the door, and
he didn't give them a second glance. They were using
glamours.

"Great," Ian said. "Here's a chance to break my other arm.
You want to follow them?"

James shook his head. "Something tells me the guards will
see us."

"That's a good point. I hate this magic crap."

“Still, we should find out what they’re doing. Maybe we
could charge, run through the door before he can stop
us."

"You can, maybe." Ian gingerly touched his cast. "You're
the one who has the mumbo-jumbo."

"You're bigger than I am, though. That guard’s, like, half
your size."

"Yeah, in height. He’s twice as wide as me. Plus, I'm
one-armed. I'll be the one armed man in a punching
contest."

"Yeah, well, I'll be the tiny man in a punching contest.
He’ll step on my head."

While they bickered, Cris was staring in the direction of
the guard and the flat grey door. He chewed on his lower lip, and
then whirled about to beam at them. "I have an idea!" he cried.
"I'll distract him!"

Before James could say anything, Cris flung himself
through the crowd towards the security guard, running as fast as he
could.

Please don't hurt anyone, please don't hurt anyone, James
thought.

As Cris passed in front of the guard's vision, his foot
slipped out from under him, and he twisted, falling loudly onto the
ground. He let out a blood-curdling scream that stopped everyone in
their tracks.

Now everyone was distracted, staring at the whimpering kid
on the ground, who doubled over, holding his foot, face contorted
in pain. The guard came tramping over, picking up his walkie-talkie
and asking for a paramedic.

"I think it's broken," Cris wailed.

People had that concerned, unsure look on their faces.
They wanted to gather in, and look useful, but they didn't want to
crowd anyone. A woman broke off from the crowd and knelt by Cris,
saying she was a doctor, and could he move his foot?

Cris ignored her question, instead looking at the ground,
tears in his eyes. "I—I—I think there was water on the floor. The
floor was wet."

The guard's eyes narrowed, and he searched the floor,
looking for the rogue puddle.

Heart pounding, James threaded his way through the crowd,
found the door, and made it inside without anyone calling him out
on it. The door shut tight with a seal, blocking out the noise from
the lobby, and leaving him draped in silence and
darkness.

He stood in a wing of a museum that wasn't open to the
public, or maybe it was an exhibit hall that was only being used
for storage. Either way, the only light in the room was from dim
bulbs set into the ground, pointed at the display cases.

He crouched low, reaching into his pocket and getting out
his chalk. Protective circles wouldn't do much against Sean and
Jared, but they'd be able to halt any supernatural nonsense.
Hopefully it wouldn't come to that: all he wanted to do was find
out what they were up to.

His fingers brushed his phone, and he wondered if the
Lender would come to him if he needed it. He thought about the way
it had trashed Elise's car; it'd be a pretty huge feather in his
cap if he could turn that kind of power onto Daniel's
thugs.

He crept along the cases, trying to stay down and out of
sight. He glanced up and peered through the glass of a display case
that contained a mannequin in late 16th century
courtwear.

Someone was standing there. He flinched and ducked down
again.

But no, he was wrong. Looking up, he saw only another
mannequin. There were dozens of them, standing in the center of
their display cases, wearing ancient clothes. An enormous poster
set up next to one of them explained tenth century sartorial laws.
For an absurd moment, he thought about disguising himself in one of
the costumes, mannequining his way through the exhibit
hall.

"Hey," someone next to his ear said.

James was proud of himself that he didn't scream. Instead
he leapt a few feet into the air, and turned around, heart
pounding. Grabbing Cris, he yanked them both back down into a
crouch. "How did you get in here?" he asked.

Cris grinned. "Well, the guard got me to go sit down while
the medic came, and I asked him to get me a glass of water. I was
weeping and so pathetic, he probably went just to get away from
me." He looked up at one of the display cases. "Cool, check out
that doublet."

"And then you snuck in?"

"What? Oh yeah, and then I came in here. He'll probably be
so glad I'm not there when he gets back. I was being a real
asshole." He looked back up. "I wish a lot of this stuff would come
back into style. Don’t you think capes should come back into
style?"

James looked down at himself. He looked like a parody of
an office worker, baggy dress shirt and oversized slacks. All he
needed was a tie to complete his transformation into an absolute
dork. Between his clothes and Cris's Nehru jacket, complete with
Chinese machete, they could likely pass off as mannequins already.
Example one: 21st century office tool; example two: 19th century
Hong Kong.

He imagined both of them standing stock-still, mimicking
mannequins, as Sean and Jared stumbled past, unaware. He almost
laughed.

"Okay," he whispered. "Come on."

They passed through into the next hall and halted, mouths
open. Even in the low light, the display cases sparkled. They
hadn't just come into the medieval exhibit, they'd arrived in the
Idealized Medieval section, a greatest hits showcase of arms and
armour.

James knew museums often fudged the word
medieval in order to make exhibits more
accessible, and that was why a shimmering, gorgeous 17th century
set of Italian armour was in a display case across from a polished,
10th century German coat of mail. There were no dirty peasant
clothes here, only courtly hose and jackets next to brilliantly
shining suits of armour. They were so clean looking that James
figured they had to be replicas.

They heard talking, and James instantly grabbed Cris and
yanked him down to a crouch behind the Italian armour. No one
appeared at the other end of the hall, so they relaxed.

"Do you know how to make a glamour?" James
whispered.

Cris wiped his forehead with the back of his head. "Used
to,” he said, shrugging. "I've forgotten."

"How do you forget something like that?" James
asked.

Someone appeared at the far end of the hall, so they shut
up.

It was Daniel, dressed in black, wandering up the display
cases, a dangling metal ball hanging from a chain in his hand: a
pendulum identical to Cris's.

"It's hard getting a bead on it," Daniel called back
towards the other room. "Doesn't seem to want to come
out."

He paused by a set of mail. His mouth opened, something
like recognition coming into his expression, and he looked into
James's direction. Something black and wispy started to writhe
around his neck. "James?" Daniel said.

But James knew Daniel couldn't see them, not really, so
when Cris began to slide his machete out of its sheath, James
touched his arm and shook his head: Not
yet, he mouthed.

But soon, if Daniel kept approaching them like this, his
head cocked, mouth spreading into a predatory smile.

"Daniel," a voice said.

Sean had appeared at the far end of the hall, his wiry
frame wreathed in shadow. "I think we might have found
it."

Daniel seemed reluctant. His smile fell, and he stared at
James's hiding place for a few long seconds before finally turning
and walking back.

"Something wrong?" Sean asked.

"I think I might be losing my mind," Daniel replied. "I
thought I sensed someone."

Together they vanished into the next exhibit hall. James
let out all his breath at once.

"They're looking for something," Cris whispered, "… at the
Museum of Fashion?"

“They’re probably not looking for wardrobe ideas,” James
replied. “Besides, all Daniel wears is black, anyways.”

"C'mon," Cris said, getting up.

James hesitated. Sean and Jared were scary people, and he
had no doubt that they could wipe out the two of them, and hide
their bodies somewhere in the museum.

In his head he had the grisly image of them shoving James
and Cris's bodies into the display cases, which would make a great
opening for a detective story, but would be an awful way to
go.

But Daniel was here. Daniel wouldn't let his goons
kill, would he?

"Quit daydreaming!" Cris hissed at him.
"C'mon!"

James followed him, trying not to think about any horrible
consequences. They crouched by the walls, peeking out into another
hall of mannequins and display cases.

In the center of the room, Daniel had a small acetylene
torch in his hand, scorching an ashen circle into the carpet. He
began to draw symbols inside it. His two henchmen were nowhere to
be seen.

If he thinks I'm here, James thought; he'll probably have
the two of them waiting for us. We better wait and not doing
anything rash—

Before he could say anything, Cris swept out the machete
and strode into the room.

Nothing happened. No powerhouses flew out from the side to
tackle Cris, no sudden violence. Still, part of James was terrified
that he was going to have to watch Cris die in front of
him.

"Holy cow," Daniel said, as Cris stood there in front of
him. He looked genuinely surprised. "I feel like this is a prank.
Are you really here?"

If sudden violence did break out, James thought; this
isn't a great place for it. The display cases were large and close
together, placed in a way that wouldn't allow for a lot of kinetic
movement.

Not for the first time, he wished Maggie had taught him
the kind of witchcraft that came in handy in dangerous situations.
If that even existed.

Cris wasn't saying anything. He had a small smile on his
face, and he began bouncing back and forth on his feet.

"I wish I knew you were coming," Daniel said. "I would
have brought a net or something."

Then it happened: from the top of a display case, Jared
leapt at Cris. He landed, ducking Cris's initial swing, and shot
forwards, knives flickering in his hands.

James looked around for a weapon. A few of the mannequins
in the cases had swords, so he shoved into one, pushing it over
onto the ground.

No good: this was good glass, and he didn't break when it
landed on the soft carpeting. James lifted his foot and brought it
down as hard as he could. No deal there, either. These cases
weren't made to break easily.

But they were made to open, weren't they? He heaved the
glass case onto its side and yanked at its hinged opening, until he
managed to get it open. The sword and shield in here weren't heavy
at all, maybe twelve pounds in total, but smelled of
age.

He knew he shouldn't be battering about ancient artifacts
like this, but what could you do?

He rushed towards Cris and Jared, and got his ass kicked
for his trouble. He wasn't even sure what happened. One moment, he
had Jared in his sights, and the next Sean was there, a blur of
limbs and movement, hammering into his chest and arms. The sword
clattered to the ground, and the shield only stayed with him
because he had slung his arms through its straps. He fell back
against the wall, coughing and sputtering.

He had a horrible sense of mortality and his own
limitations. Had Sean had a knife in his hands, James would be
bleeding out right now.

Cris, meanwhile, wasn't James's brand of pansy-ass, and
Jared was starting to sweat, backing up. Cris was balletic,
airborne, spinning. It was all Jared could do to keep the whirling
kid from chopping his hands off.

Sean watched this out of the corner of his eye, but never
took his attention away from James. "Stay down, okay?" he said. "I
don't want to have to do anything permanent to you."

James was breathing heavily. Permanent? He was still
trying to get over what Sean had just done to him. His arm had
cramped up, and his side was in pain, making it hard to
breathe.

The fight between Cris and Jared was over. Cris shot
through the air like a dervish and Jared went flying back into a
display case, knocking it over, his knives spinning up into the
dark and down into the carpet.

Cris landed and faced Sean, his machete up and
ready.

"Jared, come on," Sean said. "Tell me you can do better
than this."

Jared fell over onto his side and coughed out, "I'm having
an off day."

"I think it's karma, man, getting back at you for being
such an enormous asshole."

Jared muttered, "Sean, after this is over, I am going to
stab you."

"That's big talk, coming from down there on the
ground."

"Guys," Daniel said.

Sean and Jared fell quiet. Daniel crossed the floor and
stood in front of James. He reached out his hand to help him back
to his feet.

"James," he said, smirking. "I
knew you were here."

He glanced at Cris, and something like concern flickered
across his face. James wished Daniel was easier to read; he was too
mercurial for his liking,

The concern turned into confusion. "What are you two doing
here?" he asked.

"Oh come on, Daniel," James said, gingerly holding his
side. "I could ask you the same question."

"Well, I have a good reason to be here." Daniel turned
back and walked over to a display case containing a blue French
military coat. "Jared, get up, won't you?"

Jared scrambled painfully to his feet and approached the
display case. From his coat he produced a third knife, and opened
the case, slashing at the jacket and tearing it.

James glanced at Cris, who glanced back at him. Cris
shrugged; he didn't know what was happening any more than James
did.

"The Cur Magdul," Daniel said, as Jared reached into the
seams of the jacket, searching. "Hidden these long years." He
looked at James, smiling. "It has the instructions for summoning a
long dead spirit."

Cris cried out in shock, but James found he didn't feel
much. Those words were too alien, too shrouded in fiction.
Summoning a long dead spirit—what did that even mean?

"Isn't that what the Heedless tried before?" he asked.
"But Maggie and the rest stopped them."

"How could we forget?" Daniel replied. "The Heedless tried
to summon the Hex Malthuse into our world, and Maggie bound it away
forever." He spread out his arms, smiling. "But what do we do when
something doesn't work? Do we forget about it? Do we destroy our
work, our research, and refuse to ever try again? Or do we correct
our mistakes?"

"So what, then?" James asked. "You get rid of the New Wave
Detectives, and then call another spirit?"

"Why not? I mean, really, why not? We can't conquer the
world without the help of a powerful ancient spirit, so we get rid
of our earlier problem, and we do it over."

Jared yanked out from the jacket a tiny, yellowing scroll,
and handed it to Daniel, who took it reverently.

"A bigger problem," Daniel said, "was that we don't know
how to communicate with these spirits. But the ancients did, the
druids, the mad monks, and some of them even wrote the instructions
down. Problem is, who knows where to find these lost texts, right?
Well—" He patted the blue military uniform. "—Sometimes these
things are shipped to us. The last owner of the Cur Magdul was a
general for Napoleon. He hid it in the fabric of his sleeve. And
now?" He tucked the scroll into his pocket. "C'est maintenant a
moi!"

"Awesome," James said. "Now what?"

Cris had changed. He was now scowling, teeth clenched,
machete up. He was crouched, ready.

"We have to take Cris now," Daniel said. "You can come
with us, James, if you like."

For the first time, James realized just how big of a
mistake it was to follow Sean and Jared through that door. Maybe if
he found a fire alarm, he could yank it and cause a big enough mess
that—

As Sean and Jared approached, Cris hissed, "Come any
closer and I chop your fingers off.”

"Please don't do this," Sean said. "Not today. I don't
want a fight."

Cris responded by slicing upwards at him. Sean ducked the
swing, and Cris threw himself into the motion, spinning and sending
a vicious kick out. Sean caught Cris's foot, and yanked, sending
the kid clattering to the ground.

"See?" Sean said. "It's pointless."

"Stop!" James shouted.

"Yes, exactly," Sean replied, not looking away from Cris.
"Listen to your friend. Stop."

James still had the shield and it was a hefty weight. He
hurled it as hard as he could at Sean, who wasn't looking at him or
paying attention, but who still managed to catch it easily and
gracefully.

It was enough of a distraction. Cris swept up to his feet
and ran with James as they took off together the way they
came.

"We should split up!" Cris suggested.

"No, let's not!" James snapped, grabbing the kid by the
sleeve and yanking him down through a side door marked EXIT. They
banged through the door out into a concrete staircase.

James glanced downwards. The landing beneath them was
covered in construction materials, tarps and piping, blocking sight
of any further exit. He had a sinking suspicion that they'd made
the wrong decision to go through this door.

They took off up the stairs, as Daniel's goons burst
through the door. James was running with all cylinders firing,
adrenaline firing through his veins, feeling like a charging
furnace. But he couldn't keep this up, and every door they passed
was blocked by construction equipment. Obviously this stairwell
wasn't in use. Well, just another bad decision to add to the list,
he thought.

James had never been chased like this before, had never
been in a situation where failure to keep it up wasn't an option.
They shouldered their way through a door into a disused office. It
was a damn obstacle course, and he and Cris had to bounce over
desks, turn over chairs, and skid around corners. An EXIT sign was
a beacon of hope, and James fell into the door so hard he felt like
he could have almost smashed through it.

Another stairwell, and this time going down was an option.
They hurled themselves down, leaping six steps at a time. But
things were falling apart for James physically, and every breath he
took was like acid. And when Sean and Jared leapt from the steps
above and landed softly on the steps ahead of him, he was just
about done.

Out came the cell phone. He thought furiously back to
Jessie, trying to remember if she did anything, any hand gestures,
or incantations, to get the Lender to burst to her hand.

"Come on!" he shouted at his phone. "Help us!"

But of course, nothing happened.

Jared was shaking his head, murder in his eyes. "I don't
care what Daniel says; I'm going to shut this guy up."

Neither he nor Sean seemed out of breath. In fact, Sean
just sounded exasperated, turning on Jared with a glare. "Let's not
hurt anyone if we don't have to, okay?” he said. “Let's keep things
sane."

"Sean, you just don't know how to have fun."

Behind James, Cris was breathing heavily, trying to get
his machete out. James wasn't sure what was going to
happen.

There was a loud noise.

It was a banging sound, and it took them all a second to
register that it was a door from beneath them slamming
open.

At the same time, James's cell phone rang, loudly. James
flipped it open and said, breathlessly and loudly,
"Yes?!"

It was Natalie, and she said, "James, are you
okay?"

"No, I'm not okay. I'm trapped in a staircase at the
Museum of Fashion, and Daniel's goon squad is going to stab me to
death. Get help!"

Silence, and then: "I've got a pendulum with me. I'll find
you."

"What? No! Natalie, call the police! Call—"

He trailed off as he, and everyone on the staircase,
turned to look at the figure now standing at the bottom landing.
The landing was shrouded in shadow, so he couldn't quite make out
who was there. For a second, though, he was convinced it was
Carol.

And why not? The last time Carol had shown up, she had
worn a brown jacket just like this mysterious figure
did.

But, as he watched, adrenaline shuddering through his
body, and pulse hammering at his ears, he knew it wasn't Carol.
This person was too tall, too wide at the shoulder, too crazy
looking.

He heard Cris wheeze out, "Oh, Jesus, no."

The person in the jacket stepped out of the darkness,
becoming a tall man wearing a wool mask around his head. The mask
had no eye holes, or mouthhole, but instead had two pieces of coal
stuck into it for makeshift eyes, and beneath these were pieces of
coal arranged to create a grotesque grin.

James looked down to see the long knife the man was
carrying. A chill took over him.

Sean and Jared exchanged glances. "Oh come on," Jared
said, "who is this
psycho?"

“Takes one to know one, huh, Jared?” Sean
asked.

The masked man didn't say anything, instead only walking
forwards slowly and steadily, as if he was unaware of the two young
men blocking his way.

Sean grimaced. "Why do we have to deal with this sort of
thing?" he said. "It’s never just easy, is it?"

"This guy is just more cannon fodder," Jared said, his
murderous grin slicing across his face. He began to crouch low.
"It's like a gift."

"Don't go overboard," Sean replied. "We're not here to
make murder cases for the police."

"Hey asshole!" Jared shouted at the approaching man. "I
have two knives here and I like to use them. That’s twice the
knives you have, bucko, so I want you to be ready for them. Are you
ready? Okay, go!"

Turns out the masked man was
ready. He caught Jared's knifing arm by the wrist, squeezed
and yanked him forward. He twisted and did
something, and Jared cried out and went
limp. Sean reacted instantly, springing forwards. He crashed into
the man and they tumbled back down the stairs into the
shadows.

"We need to run," Cris said, eyes wide. "We need to
run now."

"Who is he?" James asked.

"It's Maxwell," Cris said. "Carol's
ex-boyfriend."

"Yeah, all right. Let's run."

This last bit came at the right time, since it was Maxwell
rising out of the shadows, not Sean or Jared.

James and Cris took the stairs three at a time, huffing
and puffing past locked doors and construction material. This has
to be a nightmare, James thought; a psycho on our heels and no
exit.

He had to stop, and did, leaning against the railing of
the stairwell. A streak of pain had taken over his side and
shoulder, and he felt like he was going to throw up everywhere. He
heaved and wheezed; it felt like his entire body had come apart and
every individual muscle could just slip off and fall onto the
ground.

"James!" Cris shouted.
"No, no, no, we have to keep running."

"Oh my god, you're not human," James managed. "And
honestly, I think we're stuck in another dimension. The stairs are
just going to keep going on forever."

"James, we have to go."

"Why? Why is everyone trying to kill us?"

"Mostly he's trying to kill me."

"You?"

"Maxwell? Yeah." He straightened up and loosened the
machete off his shoulder. "I don't think I'll be able to fight him
off."

"Are you even… are you even out of
breath?"

"I'm in good shape."

"Yeah,
apparently!"

A deep shadow appeared on the far wall over the stairs,
and James knew Maxwell was coming to get them. "Why does he wear
the mask?" James asked.

"I'm not sure. I think something happened to his face. He
used to be a model."

"Like Carol, right?"

"That's how they met."

"Did you know him… when they were dating?"

Come on, he thought to
himself; catch your goddamn breath, find your second wind. My
kingdom for an energy gel.

"No," Cris said, shaking his head. "I only met him in his
post-psycho phase."

"Ah."

As the shadow grew bigger on the wall, Cris began to slide
his machete out of its sheath, a cold determination etching his
face. In an instant, Cris seemed older, less flighty, more
about-to-meet-his-death. It was that sight that forced James to
keep going. He grabbed Cris's arm and shook his head. "No," he
wheezed. "Let's run."

They got about three feet before a sonorous, warm voice
rang out over the stairwell: "James, wait."

James paused on the stairs, feeling his legs fill with
acid and lead. Stopping now would only make it harder to keep
going, but he was nothing if not a big believer in diplomacy.
Turning, he saw Maxwell at the other end of the stairs, looking up
at him.

"Where are you going?" Maxwell asked, that deep voice
filling the air.

James, of course, didn't have an answer for that, so he
didn't reply.

"There's only the roof," Maxwell said. "And that's under
construction."

"What do you want,
Maxwell?!" Cris shouted.

Maxwell ignored him, instead keeping his gaze fixed on
James. "Do you think I want to hurt you?" he asked, touching his
chest. "Why would I want that?"

"I'm not sure," James replied. "Honestly, I don't know
that many knife-wielding psychopaths. I don't really have a sense
of how you guys operate."

"Oh." Maxwell didn't move, didn't seem to breathe, or
scratch or shrug, or do any of the things people do when they stand
in one spot. "Psychopaths. Monsters. At least I'm human,
James."

"Is that crazy language for 'I'm crazy'?"

Maxwell chuckled. "Oh, I'm sorry, does that mean you don't
know what he is?"

At this, Maxwell actually moved, pointing straight at
Cris. James frowned, but noticed how Cris reacted. Cris never
struck James as the kind of person who could keep his feelings to
himself, and the number of emotions and looks of fear that swept
across his face pretty much laid it all out in the open.

But it wasn't like James was going to take that bait. "I'm
sorry, I don't speak crazy-talk. You'll have to try that on someone
else."

Maxwell began walking forwards up the stairs, slowly.
"James," he said. "Trust me."

James fished into his pocket frantically and yanked out
his cell phone. He held it out in front of him and said to it,
"Please. Please help me. I need
your help now."

The phone just sat there, silent and uncaring.

Instead, help came from below in the form of pounding
footsteps, rushing up the stairs. It was Sean, bleeding from a cut
in his head, and angry as hell. Maxwell turned, grabbing at him,
and they fell back against the corner, grappling. Maxwell's knife
dropped, skittered along the steps.

This is our chance, James thought. He leapt at them,
grabbing for Maxwell, and as he did he heard Cris shout, "James!
No!"

If Cris was a so-called monster, then what the hell was
Maxwell? He certainly wasn't normal, because he shrugged Sean off
and hammered into James with the kind of speed normally associated
with machines. James recalled what had happened to him when he'd
tried to fight Sean, and saw a pattern. Maxwell clobbered into his
chest, impersonal and mechanical, as if he was just doing something
that had to be done, and James retreated backwards, trying to get
away. Maxwell connected with his jaw and everything went white and
red for a moment.

Holy shit, he thought; I'm getting my ass kicked.
Again.

As Sean leapt onto Maxwell from behind, Cris locked his
arms underneath James's armpits and dragged him back up the
stairs.

"James," Cris said. "Jesus."

"Thanks for the support, coach," James
muttered.

Cris shouldered open a door that miraculously opened, and
wind thundered into them. As James staggered to his feet, he only
had flashes of what was around him. Gravel under their feet. Beams
of steel, stretching out over a high drop. The evening sky, rapidly
becoming the night sky. We’re on the
roof, he thought.

"How did he find us?" Cris asked, looking about. "He must
have been following me. Or you. Or somebody."

"Remind me to stop picking fights with people."

His cell phone rang, and he grappled for it, trying to
open it with trembling fingers. "Yeah?" he said.

It was Natalie. "James,"
she said. "I'm at the museum. I found Ian,
but where are you?"

"Roof," James said. "I'm on the roof."

Something crashed into him, and he went sprawling onto the
gravel, the phone bouncing away and landing on one of the steel
girders. He shifted and found Sean toppled onto him. Maxwell had
thrown him out onto the roof, and was now walking towards him, that
ominous knife still in his hand.

Sean rolled off and scrambled to his feet. "I’m not a big
fan of this guy," he muttered.

James looked about for his phone and said, "Is
anyone?"

He got to his feet and faced Maxwell, holding his hands
out in front of him, palms up. "Listen," he said. "What do you
want? You said for me to trust you. If you want me to come with
you, I will, if you leave the others alone."

"Not here for you,
James," Maxwell said, pointing his knife at Cris.

"I don't get it!" James snapped. "Daniel wants
Cris, you want
Cris—!"

As Maxwell kept approaching, James charged in front of
him, hands still up.
"Wait—!"

Maxwell swept out with the knife, and James leapt back at
the same time, the tip of the blade cutting a gash in the bridge of
his nose. As blood trickle down either side of his cheeks, James's
mouth dropped open. "Okay," he said. "So talking's not an
option."

Things got scary. Maxwell darted forwards, slashing the
air, and James and Sean backed up, scrabbling to get away. As they
were forced to back out onto the narrow girders, James thought,
Okay, Carol, now's the time you should sweep in and save
us.

But of course she wasn't going to. And now, sprawling out
on his back, with several stories of a drop behind him, he wasn't
sure he was going to make it
either. So much for him being a Rosecrest field agent.

"This is getting humiliating," Sean said, crouching on his
girder, glaring at Maxwell.

James rolled over onto his side and stared down at the
enormous drop. That was a big mistake. He immediately turned onto
his hands and knees and shakily got to his feet. "At least you guys
have all that martial arts training," he shouted. "All I have is a
piece of chalk."

Sean stood straight up, the wind whipping at his dreads,
tugging at his clothes. "This isn't a problem,” he said. “I can
take him. I'm good at pretty much one
thing, and that's fighting people."

James looked over at Cris. "Who taught this douchebag how
to fight anyways?” he said. “I thought he was a male
model?'

Cris shook his head. "He's the one who taught Carol her
moves. I don't know."

Sean sprang forwards, fluttering through the air, knees up
and full of grace. Maxwell shot out the hand that didn't hold the
knife, catching Sean by the throat and stopping him in his tracks.
Maxwell must have been incredibly strong, James realized; he didn't
even back up under Sean's weight, only hurled the smaller man back,
where he bounced off one of the steel girders and went sliding for
oblivion.

"Jesus Christ!" James shouted, leaping.

He wasn't sure what suicidal impulse led him to leap
girders, but for a moment he was airborne over several stories full
of gravity, and then his feet landed on the metal and his arm was
shooting out to grab for Sean.

He got a hold of the fabric of Sean's jacket, and the
man's weight yanked him right off the girder. He screamed exactly
once and a jerking movement nearly ripped his leg from his waist.
Cris had grabbed a hold of his pants. Sean dangled beneath him,
throwing out his arms so the jacket wouldn't slip right off
him.

"We're terrible at this, aren't we?" James
cried.

"This is nonsense," Sean shouted. "This has never happened
to me before, I swear."

"What usually happens?"

"I'm really good at fighting
people."

Cris tried pulling up at James, but the baggy-ass dress
pants started to slip, and with a cry, he stopped pulling. James
looked up at him, and saw the long shadow of Maxwell slip over
Cris's head.

"What now, Cris?" Maxwell asked, his deep voice cutting
through the roar of the wind effortlessly.

"Oh god, please don't kill me," Cris said, fear crossing
his features.

It was worse than that, James thought; if Maxwell stabbed
at Cris, Cris was going to release them just out of reflex. To
Sean, he said, "I can't believe I'm going to die, wearing these
clothes, outside of a fashion
museum."

"Are you always like this?" Sean asked.

With a bang, the roof door opened, and all four heads
turned to see Natalie and Ian appearing on the gravel portion of
the roof. Bright relief burst on Cris's features and he shouted her
name.

"Natalie!" James shouted. "Are you going to save
us?!"

But Natalie didn't look confident. She was staring at
Maxwell in horror, and then looked around wildly, finally selecting
on a scrap piece of construction metal for a weapon.

"Natalie," Maxwell said. "You know that's not going to
stop me."

"You should just get out of here," Natalie said. "I
haven't seen Carol in a long time."

"I'm not here for Carol. I'm here for him." He pointed the
knife at the back of Cris's neck.

James twisted and shouted at Ian, "Ian! See my cell phone!
Get it!"

Ian pursed his lips. "I'm not sure I'll have time to call
the cops, James."

"No, not the cops! It has a spirit in it!"

Natalie's eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open. "What
spirit, James?"

"A Lender!" James screamed.

For a moment, no one moved. Then Maxwell lunged for
Natalie, moving with a horrible desperation. But Natalie plucked
James's cell phone from the gravel and it was all over. To James's
eye, she didn't say any spell, and it just happened at once. The
blue spirit exploded out of the phone and shot up over Natalie's
shoulder, spreading its bright wings. As it swung back around and
up Natalie's arm, it filled her with a glow, sweeping her hair up.
She was wreathed in white flame, and James realized just how out of
his element he truly was. Here he was thinking he could play around
with magic, and help find Maggie. But he had no idea that these
women could command this kind of raw power. He was the one goofing
around, and at that moment, as she turned to look back at him, he
knew just how much more seriously he was going to have to take
this.

Natalie thrust out her arm, and the Lender caught Maxwell
in the stomach, carrying him up, up, up into the air and then
releasing him, to let him tumble away into darkness. The spirit
flew down beneath Sean and James, filling their vision with light,
and then around the construction beams above. It completed its
circle and then shot down to Natalie, landing finally inside
James's phone.

"That was a Lender," Sean said.

"It could have done that twenty minutes ago," James
muttered. "Could have really saved us some time."

And then Ian and Cris were working together to pull them
up back onto the roof. They stood there for what felt like a long
time, breathing heavily and working out the kinks in their sore
muscles.

It was James who spoke first, "So is Maxwell flattened on
the sidewalk somewhere?"

"I doubt it," Natalie said, sounding grim. "He's survived
worse."

"How did you know how to use the Lender?"

"Because I'm a New Wave Detective, baby. I may be dead,
but I still know how to trounce the baddies."

"Yeah," Ian said, nodding. "I think you just gave me an
erection."

Cris was the first one who broached the Sean problem: "I
think you're outnumbered."

For a moment, James thought Sean was going to break out
into violence anyways. "Hey," James said to him. "Live and fight
another day, right?"

Sean thought about that. "It's been a humiliating day," he
said. "Okay. We'll cut our losses, but you know, next
time."

"Is that your way of saying 'Thanks, James,
for saving my life'?"

Sean smiled. "No, of course not." He rested a hand on
James's shoulder and James flinched, jumping. Sean waited for him
to get his composure and said, "Thanks for saving my life,
James."

And then he was gone, vanishing through the roof access
door. Cris sighed deeply, turning and walking to the roof's edge
while James filled Natalie and Ian in on what had
happened.

"The Cur Magdul," Natalie said, looking over at Cris. "No
wonder they were trying to snatch him."

"I'm confused," James said. “What does Cris have to do
with any of this?”

"The Cur Magdul is an incantation,” Natalie replied. “It
lists the instructions to bring another elder god from the
spiritworld into this reality. The Hex Magdul, who is supposed to
be really nasty."

Cris cocked his head, listening. "Yeah," he said. "And
that means they'll want to sacrifice me."

"You?" James frowned, and walked towards the kid, kneeling
down next to him. "Why are you so important?"

"Because… " Cris grimaced, staring off into the distance.
"All this, what you see, the handsome face, the hair, the skin,
it's all just a shell." He smirked. "Like you said, clothes make
the man."

Realization dawned. James's mouth dropped open. "Cris…
"

"Yeah," he said. "I'm one of the Heedless."

What a day this has been, James thought.
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