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Though I spent a great deal of that November keeping to myself – as I usually do when the anniversary of the twins’ disappearance rears its terrible head – I remember Troy sending Buster to me, for certain. I didn’t get to formally meet Annick until the next month, at the last good party we had before Globalight Industries truly started to spread its shadow over us. Looking back at it all now, I should have seen the pieces all coming together, shouldn’t I? But hindsight is always twenty-twenty.

Respectfully,
N. Forsythe
Head Archivist
The Organization
Aviario, CT
December 2023
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“The town of Aviario feels like it should be a real place. (With) just enough description to set the atmosphere of each new location, the town feels like a character in its own right.” 

~ R.R. Willica, author of the Darkness Falling trilogy



From the Desk of Buster Heywood

“A. K. D'Onofrio hits the ground running here ... This is a gripping and satisfying read that I'd recommend to anyone who likes strong characters, thrilling plots, a setting as alive as the characters, and/or who knows what it's like to feel unheard. Trust me, those who fall into that last category will especially find something here for them.”

~ Phineas, user on Goodreads.com



In The Cards

“D’Onofrio has crafted a tightly plotted story of fun characters in a town full of possibilities. Well done! We need a sequel very soon!" 

~ L.M. Bryski, author of Book of Birds



The Proper Bearing

“Nick’s journey from wallflower to his place at the end is compelling and enjoyable. (D’Onofrio has) captured English life and dialogue very, very well.” 

~ Timothy Savage, author of Davey’s Savior
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I have to begin by thanking Bonnie Therrien for the gift of Annick, who grew out of a conversation on a summer hike many, many years ago. Thank s for being patient while I waited for the right time for her to show up. 

I also owe immense gratitude to C.C. Silverwolf and Alphonse Crow for being my sensitivity readers and helping me ground Annick in real-life context.

The other people I owe thanks to for this novel are just as much to blame for its extremely delayed release date. Who knew that having social circles could be so hard on a novel? 
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And to the team at the day job: thank you for making it so easy to leave my work at work so I can come home and do all the other crazy stuff I do... especially Sue, champion of the work-life balance.











[image: image]

For Kelly Bennett, the real Dee Heywood.
And for Bonnie, with apologies to Annick for not
being able to bring a horse along after all.
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Chapter One
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For the second time in his life, Buster Heywood found himself stopped in his tracks by a pair of shoes. The bubble-gum pink sneakers were hanging by their laces from a power line overhead, their white rubber soles still almost pristine. He tilted his head, squinting through his glasses as though it might help him figure out how they got there, or why. A sudden buzz from his pocket tore him from the tiny mystery, and he turned his attention to his cell phone.

(Just got to Journey. You en route, buddy?)

Buster shook his head and smiled to himself as he swiped his finger across the touchscreen a few times. 

(Just left, Cameron. See you soon.) 

Putting the phone back in the pocket of his jeans, he made his way down Arrow Street past piles of fallen leaves. Above his head, the last tenacious colors of fall clung to the trees: russet and nutmeg and scattered points of yellow. The crisp smell of them was fading from the air, and on a deep inhale, he caught the first hints of winter frost. 

The streets of Aviario were almost empty, now that most of the nine-to-five working class were home. The streetlights’ yellow glow was not quite necessary yet, but it cast a shine on the piles of leaves at the edges of the sidewalk. A few houses down, one woman was already wrestling false cobwebs off from her porch railings, fighting to keep them from clinging to the sleeves of her sweatshirt. Her neighbor, a portly middle-aged man, propped a ladder up against the side of his house, a lasso of Christmas lights slung over his shoulder, and Buster gave a soft hum of amusement at the study in contrast.

He hesitated at the fork in the road, contemplating which way to go. Arrow Street was quicker, but it led down through Collane Park, and over a less well-maintained road which he wasn't quite happy taking so late in the day. The alternative was not only longer, but it took him straight past the house which had once belonged to Loren Jarvon: a path he'd tended to take on the days when he'd been in much better spirits, or with Cameron and Julie. Though Buster wasn't one to believe in ghosts, the empty house, still for sale, felt haunted just the same..

"All roads lead t' Rome," a calm, low voice said behind him.

Buster yelped and spun, one hand going by instinct to his hip, to empty air, to the pocket of a coat he wasn't even wearing.

"Easy, Quickdraw." The man grinning at him from his perch against a light post was familiar, but a shock he wouldn't have asked for, even on a good day. It was as though he'd stepped out of a time machine: he still wore the same ragged jean vest covered in patches and buttons, a cigarette dangling between fingers decked out in chipped orange nail polish, feathers of blonde hair streaked in blue and green hanging in his eyes.

"The Spanner," Buster said, ice water trickling over his skin.

"You remember me. That's sweet." He ashed his cigarette and Buster watched it fall, hoping it wouldn't turn the dry leaves at their feet into tinder. "Let's walk. We'll go the long way home."

Buster held his breath as The Spanner fell into step beside him, leading him down the gentle slope and curve that would bring them past Loren's house. "You ... I didn't forget how you helped me make that alibi. I still owe you. What do you want?"

"That's downright bloody rude, you know. Thought someone who worked for Town Hall would have a little more finesse. I've heard stories." The Spanner took a drag off his cigarette and blew out his words on a cloud of rugged smoke. "Some people say you're doing what Loren Jarvon promised to do, with none of the scandal and even less of the credit."

"I - I don't want any credit. I just want to see things get better."

"Folk say that soon enough, there'll be no place left for respectable scumbags in Aviario. You're going to have a fight on your hands, friend."

"I'm not your -"

"Think about that real hard, Buster James Heywood, formerly of Deptford, New Jersey, where his parents still live, but not his sister Deirdre, who owns Mindscape Studios in New York City."

Buster’s heart nearly stopped, and he choked on the evening air, aware of just how quickly the last of the sun's light was vanishing from the sky. A few blocks away, he could see cars starting to arrive at the bottom of the hill, and it gave him a modicum of courage."I have people expecting me tonight. If I don’t show up, they’ll come looking for me. Besides ... you wouldn't."

"Well?" The Spanner paused to gnaw on his thumbnail, eyes narrowed in thought, as Buster asphyxiated an arm's length away. "No. But that's easy information to find if you know where to look. And the more desperate some people get to keep their territories, the more they might start looking. There's a pretty intricate machine out there you're playing against. Might not need it to run so smooth, would you?"

Buster took a moment to let his pulse return to normal, focusing on the pins that scattered the Spanner's jacket. To Be Honest, I'm A Liar was front and center, along with a large yellow smiling face straight out of the 60s, Wearing Buttons Isn't Enough, and a tiny brass railroad spike up on the corner of his collar. Next to that was a round silver pin: a yin and yang, split by a lightning bolt perpendicular to the barrier of black and white. Every detail he noticed seemed to contradict the one before, and he was no closer to having a better picture of The Spanner's intent. "Are you offering to help me?"

"Might be."

"How do I know you're telling the truth?"

"Keep walking. The longer we stay still, the more we'd get overheard."

Buster complied, but let the Spanner lead, focusing on the tattered Union Jack safety-pinned to the back of his coat. "I keep walking if you keep talking. Stay in front of me."

"There's the smart lad that killed Loren Jarvon. I was wondering when he'd show up. You're sharp, Heywood. Don't miss a trick. I've heard that from some people, too. And my employer could use someone like you."

The comment caught him off guard. "Y-your employer? I thought you were freelance."

"S'what he likes folk 'round here to think. But no. I work for an Organization that keeps things balanced. You're an accountant. You get the importance of that, I think."

"I'm not working for anyone else. I work for the Town." "This'd still be helping, mate."

"Again: I'm not your friend," Buster snapped. "Loren Jarvon was the first man to take advantage of me like that, and he was the last. I don't care what your employer needs, tell him I said no."

"You're a stubborn little stick of a man. Listen. The Organization does good things. I'm not its only face, alright, and I'm probably its ugliest. Most of them are bleeding hearts, same as you. But sometimes you need to do something bad to do something good. I'd think you'd know that better than anyone." The Spanner ground to a halt, and Buster realized they'd stopped dead in front of Loren's empty house.

"You bastard," Buster hissed. "I don't care how good your employer's intentions are. Don't you rub this in my face. I've had a hard enough time getting over ... over what's on my hands." He realized he was rubbing his hands together and shoved them in the pockets of his blazer. "You ... you go back to your boss. And you. Tell him. No! If I see you again, I'll call the police. And we'll see whose word they believe: a criminal, or a town employee."

The Spanner dropped his cigarette and ground it out under the heel of a Doc Marten. "Suit yourself. But the first sign you get of something strange, of something you can't explain ... you just think about telling me that. And if you change your mind, if you decide you're in over your head with this town, you go to the antique store in South End and tell the man behind the counter Crowley sent you." With that, he strode off the sidewalk and into Loren's side yard. By the time Buster thought of a response and tried to follow, he was gone: not a trace of another human being in the yard or the road beyond. With a shake of his head, Buster tried to dislodge the strange encounter from his mind and quickened his pace to a brisk walk, hoping he wasn’t keeping Cameron waiting long enough to worry.
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The long, spiraling stairway that led to Janus' office was far less intimidating on the second climb, Officer Troy McLaren decided, keeping his head tilted back as he climbed to admire the weathered, exposed beams and brick walls. Every few steps, a board creaked underfoot, but the ancient mill was far less neglected within than without. Troy had to give it to them: the Organization knew how to keep itself hidden well in plain sight. He never would have guessed that some of the most powerful and mysterious people he knew did their work behind soaped-up windows and walls covered with creeping vines and graffiti. The stairwell had a distinct smell of age and old wood that reminded him of summers spent in his uncle's barn, practicing at various tasks for his merit badges, and by the time he reached the landing of the mill tower, three stories up, he was at ease.

With a smile, he reached out to knock on the door, interrupted before his knuckles could even touch wood.

"Come on in, Troy."

He chuckled as he pushed the door open, revealing the cultural hodgepodge that was his second boss' office. "You know, that's intimidating the first time around, but now I'm just thinking you like looking spooky."

Janus lounged in a low chair piled with pillows, his fingers poised gingerly along the sides of a clay cup, and laughed, flashing his bright, crooked teeth. "Would you believe I don't even think about it? Have a seat. Tea? It's still hot. Just took the kettle off."

"I'm more of a coffee guy, but thanks." He kicked off his boots and helped himself to another of the chairs, though sitting in it proved far more awkward than Janus had made it look. Troy guessed it had something to do with the fact that he was a full foot taller than his superior. "I got your text: I’m amazed you already got something back: it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours.”

Janus raised his eyebrows as he lifted a manila envelope from the stack of papers at his side. “You had a vision when you picked something up from the scene of an arrest,” he said. “I know you haven’t been an Informer for very long, but the Organization takes any piece of magical evidence very seriously. Before I show you what I’ve got ... bring me up to date on what you know.”

“Well,” Troy said, breathing in deep. “You remember the vision: I touched that vial, and I saw myself pouring it into a flask, then tossing it back like a shot. Then a ley line opened up underneath my feet. I could see how far it went ... But then something just clicked in my mind, and I felt like I was connected to everything. Like it was all alive.”

“You felt the same thing members of the Organization with anima feel when they access a ley line,” Janus nodded. “But this was a recreational drug, you said?”

“Yeah.” Troy scrubbed a hand over his cheek, idly noticing that he’d missed a patch near his jaw while shaving that morning. “It’s been gaining traction in the last half a year or so. People on the street call it The Neff, though we haven’t figured out why. We usually see it as pills, but this is the first time I’d seen it in a vial. The woman we arrested said they’re the same thing... she’s still at the station being questioned.”

Janus flipped open the manila envelope in his hands. “This arrived from Matilda, one of my members from out of state. She's the best scientist we have on board... and she had some pretty disturbing things to say that match up with what you just described."

"What is it?"

He pulled a single slip of paper from the envelope and handed it to Troy. "This is the version that I can allow you to bring back to the station. I had her write it so that it looked like you personally asked for the consultation. "

Troy scanned the paper with a critical eye, though he made a quiet noise of surprise at the letterhead. "This place? They're on the Rhode Island coast, right? I've heard of them from a couple of the folks from Hartford. They're big bucks. How am I gonna tell Chief Tallant I covered the bill for this?"

"It falls under a grant," Janus smiled. "I had my assistant, Ms. Sabrien, do the legwork for you. It's on the back."

Troy let out a low whistle. "You people think of everything Okay, so this is the chemical breakdown and the name of the stuff.” He sounded the word out syllable by syllable. “Cet-re-o-neph-ryn. I get ‘The Neff’ now, at least. But all I see is the standard stuff we get about hallucinogenics. What's the non-redacted version?"

"Those chemicals affect a part of the brain which we think might be instrumental in determining who can connect to ley lines to access magical power directly, and who cannot." Janus gave a minute shrug. "It's barely research on Matilda's part - she's only started looking into it within the last couple of decades. We didn't have the scientific capability to research what made an anima work the way it does, and even when we did, I wasn't sure how to go about studying it in an ethical fashion." 

"Like anything else." Troy nodded in agreement. "But you're saying cetreonephryn can blow a person's mind open and connect them to ley lines even if they aren't usually  uh. How do I say this? Witchy? Magic?"

"We tend to say 'inherently connected'," Janus corrected him gently. "But yes. That's why it's so dangerous.”

Troy nodded slowly, letting the new knowledge sink in. “Ral and Fritz and Crowley... when I was helping them save Beatrice, back at Marlowe House? They told me about the Organization, and how they all have these anima things, but they never said. Do you have to have one to open a ley line, or...?”

“No,” Janus set the empty envelope aside and reclaimed his teacup, taking a slow sip before answering. “You have to have access to magic and to ley lines to actually acquire an anima, not the other way around. The Organization has a very secret ceremony for it, to keep that particular level of power safe for that exact reason. But some cultures have other ways far older than ours ... which brings me to the other reason I called you here.”

"I have to admit, I didn't really know what to expect when you signed me on last week. Not texts."

"If it helps, they're new to me, too."

"Actually, it kinda does... but what else is going on? Is something wrong?"

"Not yet," Janus said, "but I may need your help to keep it that way. I just received word that an old friend of mine in upstate New York has passed away."

"Oh, I'm sorry." Troy pulled a small tin of mints from his coat pocket and thumbed it open, popping two of the tiny white confections into his mouth. "Were you close?"

"I've been a friend of her family for many years. We kept in touch, but I didn't see her as often as I wanted to. Only every few years or so. But she's left behind her granddaughter, and wanted her to be brought into the Organization. So, I need someone to bring her here... someone she'll trust on sight."

Realization slid over Troy as he tucked the mints into his cheek to reply. "You want me to go in uniform."

"Exactly. From what Eyota has told me over the years, her granddaughter's very gifted, and gifted young people away from the protection of the Organization have occasionally been known to ... disappear." Janus frowned. "I'd rather avoid that if at all possible, and have her brought here, to Aviario."

"I'm guessing that reporting them missing didn't do much good." Troy made a face. "I mean - if you guys with all your magic and your anima and stuff couldn't find them, guys like Sam and me aren't gonna be much help."

"Not for lack of trying." His voice was warm, without a hint of judgement. "We all do what we can, and you and Lieutenant Weldyn are particularly good at what you do. Ms. Sabrien is set to reimburse you for gasoline and tolls up to the reservation, if you can go and bring this girl back to us."

Troy felt his jaw tighten. "When?"

"Tomorrow afternoon. I'm sorry for the short notice, but I'd only just heard, and the more quickly we ensure her safety, the better."

"Crap." Troy winced. "I've got an appointment that I really can't afford to miss. Not after the last couple of weeks..." He drummed his fingers on the tin of mints, focused on their aftertaste on the roof of his mouth, and tried not to see the demonic face that had seared itself into his memory.

"I understand. A lot happened at Marlowe House, and it wasn’t quite the introduction to magic I like to give our Informers."

"I could try to get one of the other guys..."

"Given the nature of the situation," Janus interrupted, "I'd rather not involve any other officer in this. You were ... a special exception, if you understand my meaning. I need her in Aviario tonight, and I'd rather not send Crowley."

Troy laughed. "Thinking about him on a reservation just feels ... really wrong."

"You see where I'm coming from, then." Janus sighed, leaning back on his cushions so that the light in the office made some of the amber embroidery on his black changshan jacket shine. "Nicholas is free, but early November has never been a good time for him, so I don't think he'll be fit to go. Owen doesn't drive. Amelia won't set foot on that reservation. Fritz is too sheltered. And I'd go myself, but I'm waiting for someone to arrive and help me handle another matter. I can't ask you to cancel that appointment. And my only other possible alternative hasn’t given an answer to our offer yet, as far as I know." 

"Damn." Troy glanced towards Janus’ empty desk, where tall windows behind it looked out on the South End below, full of brick and mortar school buildings. “You got anyone in the school system? Like, one of the local Mom Brigade?"

Janus gave a huff of a laugh. "No, unfortunately not."

"Does it have to be someone from the Organization?"

"Well..." Janus paused, listening to the autumn wind whip around the tower where they sat. “I think ... it may not have to be, but it would have to be someone with sufficient authority for the reservation's sake, and someone approachable enough for Annick to trust."

Troy nodded, leaning forward to drape his arms over his knees. His first choice would have been his partner, Sam, but Janus’ request to leave the department out of things put a jam in his train of thought. “Sam and his wife do a lot with local kids. He would be good out of uniform, too. If only he wasn’t busy stuffing boxes at – oh! Hey, there’s a thought. What about Journey, the community shelter? I know Ed Jolson, the director there. I can see if he's got an extra room, and you could arrange to bring her to the mill afterward. Then it'd be an official Social Services matter, and you wouldn't have to worry about the reservation making noise. As for approachable - they deal with this sort of situation all the time."

Janus’ smile returned, warm and broad, and he raised his teacup in a toast. "Troy, I knew making you an Informer was a good decision. Yes. Please."

“Sam’s over at Journey right now, if I remember right. They’re having some kind of donation drive. I’ll give them a call.”
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Journey stood at the corner of April Street: three stories high and painted a fresh, bright coat of white with multicolored shutters. Each shutter had a compass rose painted on it as well. By the time he was a few blocks away, Buster could hear the thump of bass and relentless beat of rap music. He groaned, looking up at the sky in a silent plea for fortitude, then pressed on. The basketball court off to the side was full of folding tables, each covered in cardboard boxes. A few people were already moving out onto the court, dragging heavy, full garbage bags out of the building. Buster headed straight for them, searching for a familiar mop of curly black hair, and once he'd found it, raised a hand high in greeting.

"Cameron!"

His best friend abandoned his bag and met him with a broad grin. "The wanderer arrives! Welcome! I was just dropping off my stuff. Not all of us work at the main drop-off location." He arched one eyebrow with a sly smile.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Buster said, with the tiniest of smiles, as Cameron lifted out a gently worn dress shirt from one of the bags.

"You wore this all the damn time, man."

"And someone's going to need it for a job interview someday," he insisted, raising his voice over the music. "Where's Julie?"

"She was stopping at Klairdes to get some canned veggies and stuff. We didn't have any at the apartment, since I had to come straight from work." Cameron shook his head. "Let me tell you - cohabitation is weird. But tonight's about you, Mr. Social. I can't believe you organized this whole thing."

Buster blushed. "I had help from plenty of people. You. And Julie. And someone here." He glanced around. "I haven't even met him yet, we've just been trading e-mails."

"What's his name?" Cameron scanned the other volunteers. "I probably met him when I got in. There's just a few Journey people here, the rest are townies. I know Lieutenant Weldyn's in there, probably intimidating the coffee machine into working faster."

Buster's heart skipped a beat at the mention of police, but he kept hold of his focus. "Juan Cortez Delgado," he said.

"Say who?" Cameron's puzzled squint dissolved almost immediately as his eyes widened in recognition. "Oh!" He laughed, and Buster recognized the grin that tended to appear when he'd made some small, inconsequential social blunder that was, somehow, amusing. "You mean J.C. Allow me to introduce you."

There was something gleefully ominous about the way he said it, and Buster braced himself. "Oh dear."

Cameron shifted his voice into a bass register carefully crafted to resonate and draw the attention of every human being within earshot. "Yo, J.C.!"

Near the door, a thin man with a Bob Marley t-shirt and his hair pulled up in a messy bun dropped the hooded sweatshirt he was sorting and held his hands up in exaggerated surrender, staring up at the sky. "Voice of God! Yes, Lord?"

Buster laughed. The more he thought about it, the funnier the moment became, and by the time J.C. had made his way over to them, he was still grinning.

"Wow, that was funnier than intended." J.C. gave Cameron a guilty grin. "Is he okay?"

"He will be. Not often my buddy Buster gets the giggles."

J.C.'s grin widened. "You're Buster Heywood? What's up, man? Nice to put a face to the name!" He held out a hand with gusto, and Buster got the impression that he put the same zeal into everything.

"Sorry," he said in greeting, shaking his hand without hesitation. "It just - I - J.C. and - well - voice of God ... it was ..." He cleared his throat, got a hold of himself, and forged ahead as best he could. "That wasn't very professional of me. I apologize."

"Hey, we're volunteers, not professionals. Don't worry about it. Besides, you're business casual today." He gestured to Buster's jeans and blazer. "You want me to walk you around? Jolson helped me set the tables up, but he's inside. He ... can't join us tonight, something came up."

"Oh." Buster frowned. "Is something wrong?"

"Yeeee-eah." J.C. dragged a hand over his goatee. "I can't talk about it, confidential stuff, but hopefully it'll be okay. We just had some crap go down last night with one of our people, is all."

"Snap." Cameron continued sorting out his donations, using the empty space on one of the tables to fold a UConn Huskies sweatshirt. "Nobody was hurt, right?"

"No, nothin' like that. Thanks, though. C'mon, Buster. I'll show you the operation.

You've never been inside, right?"

"No." He glanced over at Cameron. "Do you mind?"

"Nope," he smiled. "I'm a big boy, I can handle myself. Besides, Julep oughta be here soon."

"Okay. Sure." Buster looked up at the building, noticed a boy waving at him from one of the windows, and waved back. As they walked toward Journey, past strangers sorting clothes and cans, he felt the sting of anxiety at being face-to-face with a new person, then fought it back. He reminded himself that technically, J.C. wasn't new: they'd spoken a great deal over e-mail. He just had to continue some thread of their digital conversation. "I like how the paint turned out. The, um. The compasses are a nice touch."

"Thanks," J.C. grinned. "Ed lets me have a lot of creative leeway for a handyman. It's a good outlet. I'm hoping I can talk him into letting the kids do murals inside, too."

"Outlet?" Buster blinked. "For what?"

"Life?" He shrugged, holding the back door open. "Don't you have a pressure valve? Something you do when you're stressed out?"

"Puzzles," he said distractedly, stepping into a little room flanked by cube shelving crammed with sports equipment and other outdoor gear. Large Tupperware storage containers were stacked along the far wall, each clear and labeled, full of shabby decorations and board games.

"Cool. So, this is the rec room - usually one of those folding tables is set up in here, but we hauled it out back. Come on through - most of downstairs is offices and the kitchen, but I'll take you up the back stairs so you can meet the kids."

The hallway beyond the rec room was narrow and sparse, with threadbare carpet underfoot and dim, yellowed lighting fixtures. It was clear that Journey had started their renovations from the outside in, and Buster balked. "I - you don't have to. I just came to help..."

"Something wrong?"

The peeling wallpaper and shabby, stale smell in the air hooked into Buster and dragged him back in time, to when his ears were still faintly ringing from gunshots and anger had set his heart hammering. He heard faraway chatter and smelled gasoline, smoke, vomit. The floor tilted beneath him. He opened his mouth, tried to say he was fine, but his jaw failed to move, and nothing came out, not even breath. The sudden pressure of J.C.'s hands on his biceps gave him an anchor.

"Hey." J.C. kept his voice low and steady. "Buster. Are you having a panic attack?"

He managed the barest of nods and a small, soft noise.

"That's okay. There's nothing wrong with that. But you're safe. No one here is going to hurt you. I need you to breathe, okay? If you can't, just ... try and follow me. Here we go. In..."

It was a script Buster had heard his therapist, Dr. Winters, use countless times, and he slipped into following it with ease. Within a few breaths, the room grew still, and he settled back into his own skin. "Thank you," he said, once he was breathing properly. "I - oh, God, I'm so sorry. This ... I don't usually ..."

"Don't worry about it. Come on, out into the lobby. I know it's a little close in here. Put your hand on the wall if you need to." 

J.C. led the way out into an open, comfortable space flanked with mismatched couches and chairs, its two coffee tables hidden under a litter of pamphlets and magazines. Hanging racks by the door held countless brochures and paperwork. He went straight to the water cooler in the corner and filled a paper cone. "Sit down if you need to. Here."

"That hasn't happened in ..." Buster shook his head, clearing the last of the memory as he accepted the cup. "Thank you. I'm so sorry. This is embarrassing." He sank into a chair, feeling its springs creak, even under his slight weight.

"Nobody’s gonna judge you here. We have residents who wake up screaming some nights. This is life. There’s some scary stuff out there: I'm surprised more people don't freak out about it daily." J.C. perched on the arm of the couch beside him. "I like to think that everyone who volunteers here gets that in one way or another. You just gave me a little proof that you do, too, that's all."

Buster took a sip of the water and focused on the cold as it slid down his throat and down through his ribcage, until it warmed, and he couldn't feel it anymore. "I - most people don't think of it that way. I try ... not to. Be anxious, I mean. Most of the time it works. Now. These days."

"You must have iron will, man."

He remembered the darkness behind his closed eyes, the tension of his finger on the trigger. The sound of Loren's last breath. "Sometimes."

"Sometimes is enough." J.C. smiled. "You gonna be okay with the rest of the tour, or do you want to head back outside? Save it for a better day?"

Buster gulped down the rest of the paper cone as though it held something stronger and shook his head. "Now's as good a day as any. I want to see what else you might need here.”

"Awesome. Here, the rooms are this way." The carpet up the stairs was threadbare in the middle, its pale red fading to the original maroon at the very edges, and the banister wobbled slightly under Buster's palm as J.C. led the way. "I know the railing needs work, it's on my very long list. They only hired me maybe five months ago, once they got the grant, so ... lots of catching up to do."

Buster followed him in silence, transfixed by the twisted ball of hair bobbing at the back of J.C.'s neck. Between the hair and the t-shirt, he could just imagine his mother Tessa's snap judgement - hippie - and was embarrassed to find himself checking for the scent of marijuana. Instantly, he chastised himself for not taking the full picture of the man and let his gaze drift to the hand J.C. was trailing along the opposite wall for balance. A long strand of wooden beads was wrapped around his wrist, along with a few of the thick rubber bracelets favored by non-profits and charities. "Your bracelets," he said, as they reached the second floor. "Could Journey have something like them made, to sell for a fundraiser?"

"Not a bad idea." J.C. glanced down at his wrist and gave him an approving nod. "I'll ask Jolson later. Welcome to the common room. Hey, Christine."

The landing opened into a space the size of a bedroom, with chairs flanking a card table, a battered couch across from an old tube T.V. set, and a few bookshelves in one corner. A redheaded girl was curled up in one of the chairs, carefully mending a hockey stick with a roll of tape. She looked up from her work with a distracted frown. "Hey, J.C. Who's the nerd?"

Buster choked on his greeting.

"Hey, tone it down. This is Buster Heywood, the guy who helped me organize the donation fair. And he's not the one who broke your stick, so don't take it out on him, okay? I already talked to Sledge."

Christine rolled her eyes. "Sorry," she said flatly, before going back to her tape job.

"Don't take it personally," J.C. assured him, crossing the room with lanky grace. "She's just mad at the world today. Tomorrow she'll be back to just being mad at half of it."

"Jerk," Christine called after him. Buster caught the laughter in her eyes and smiled.

"We've got two rooms on this floor, and three more on the third, and then there's the attic." The halls were papered in the same peeling floral, though it bore graffiti in ballpoint pen and permanent markers. In some places, patches of paint had been slapped down to cover more offensive additions, but the ghosts of them bled through. "I won't introduce you to everyone ... they're not all kids, as you know, and some of them don't want anyone to know they're here. Court orders, safety, that sort of thing. We're almost full up, and I know Ed would love to get another building someday."

"A lot of people don't think Aviario needs it," Buster remarked, studying the collage one resident had made of their door from saint cards and printouts of Bible quotes. "But I live up on Arrow Street, and..."

"Yeah, you see it, then. We're really glad you're helping us. Most people just figure it's somebody else's problem."

Buster made a soft, sympathetic sound at the back of his throat. "I just want to do something good. Something right."

"Hey, you are, man." J.C. clapped a hand on his shoulder. "Come see the attic. I wanna tell you my vision."

They climbed the stairs the rest of the way, not pausing at the third floor, and J.C. opened the door at the top of the stairs into a gabled space with a half-moon window at the far end. A few cobwebs clung to the ceiling, but most of the room was clear, with a few boxes and bins pushed under the narrowest part of the eaves. Two cots with lumpy, greying mattresses stood at one side of a clean-swept floor, and a small, thin rug had been laid out in front of the window.

"You could fit more people up here," Buster said.

"We could, but ... I'm thinking a quiet space. Paint over in here, brighten it up ... put some bean bags and nice lights in. When somebody gets overwhelmed, they could come up here and sit, pray, do yoga, meditate, whatever. Just get some zen. Get away."

Buster frowned. "I don't understand. Isn't this whole building supposed to be a safe haven?"

"Well, sure, but ... there's a difference between being safe, and being at peace. Being able to just ... sit with yourself."

He blinked, trying to wrap his mind around the concept. "I don't follow."

J.C. pressed his lips together in a thin, thoughtful line, his brown eyes bright. Buster could see the gears turning in his mind for a moment, before he reached out and tapped him on the chest. "If you're chill here? The whole building could be on fire and you'd be able to see what to do."

His analogy touched the nerve that had sparked his panic attack, and Buster shuddered, feeling like something had just crawled over his grave. He took a step backward. "I..."

"Crap. I'm sorry, did I cross a line touching you?" J.C. held up his hands. "I'm a really tactile person, I didn't mean to freak you out."

"No, it ..." He shook his head. "It's my own problem." Swallowing, he fought his past down and crammed it into the box he'd crafted at the back of his mind. "Let's go back out to the court. I think they could use our help."

"Okay. I get it if you need a minute, if you wanna go ahead without me. I want us to be cool, so -"

"It's fine," Buster blurted, his eyes wide behind his glasses. When J.C. frowned in concern, Buster clenched his hands at his sides, silently willing the handyman to just let it go. With a deep breath, he moved toward the stairs, then flinched as a board creaked underfoot.

"Actually," J.C. said, "I think I'm gonna hang with Christine for a few. She seemed like she was still pretty P.O'd about her hockey stick. You go on ahead. I bet Cameron's got the situation under control."

The reminder of his old friend was a cool breeze in the close air of the attic, and Buster nodded without looking back. "Alright." He gripped the iron pipe railing tight enough to feel the grit beneath his fingers, and started to make his way down, counting the steps reflexively until he reached the second floor. He walked as quickly as he dared past the closed doors, trying not to listen for anything that might be going on behind them, keeping his eyes fixed on the carpet. Every natural part of him wanted to observe, to take it all in, but he forced himself on, fleeing the rest of the way down and out into the courtyard, where the bass thump and blare of the music drowned out the panic in his mind. Buster welcomed the noise, focusing on the way it resonated in the soles of his shoes as he scanned the tables until he saw Cameron and Julie at the far end, sorting out canned goods.

Julie reached up to shove a few locks of her nut-brown hair back underneath the knit beret she wore and glanced up in time to see him approach. "Buster!" Her arms went out, and he made no effort to resist the brief, gentle hug she gave him in greeting. "Mm! How are you?"

"Not great," he said, peering into the box. "What are you doing, and how can I help?"

"Uh-oh." Cameron made a face, then gave his girlfriend a knowing look. "He just met J.C.”

"Oh?" Julie paused. "Ohh. And you didn't warn him?"

"Didn't have the chance." Cameron sighed. "I owe you an apology, buddy. I should have let you know he's a little strong on the new agey vibe in person. He didn't get too much up in your bubble, did he?"

"I'm fine!" Buster gripped the edge of the folding table tight. "What are we doing? Are we helping these kids, or is everyone trying to help me? Come on!"

"Whoa." Cameron's mouth hung open for a moment, then reached up to tousle his curls in thought. “Welp, there's cans here, but I know nobody's sorting at that table over there... they're doing the clothes by size. Bins're marked."

"I'll do that," Julie said, reaching up to rub Cameron's back. "You and Buster work on the cans."

"Julie," Buster said. "No. I've got that - I -"

"It's okay." Cameron pushed a paper bag across the table. "Here. Vegetables in this bin, other stuff over here. It's all labeled. Pretty cake." Without another word, he set back to work.

Not for the first time, Buster was grateful for Cameron's silent presence. He took a can from the bag, then looked up to see J.C. joining Julie at her table. As grating as the beat of the rap music was, he was glad that it kept him from hearing their conversation. Yet even as he sorted the canned goods and boxes of pasta and rice, he could imagine what they were saying about how short he’d been with them both. His cheeks burned with shame, and he kept his head down, hoping Cameron wouldn't see.

Cameron spoke up, as if on cue. "You know, you've come a long way since I met you." Buster traced his thumb along the ridges of a can, not trusting himself to speak. "You didn't even want to carry on a five-minute conversation with me, man. Now you've put all of this together, and? You let a stranger take you into a building you'd never been in before. That's a lot of change in a year and a half. It might not feel like it right now, but I think that's kind of a big deal. And that's all I'm gonna say about it."

"I... uh. Thank you." Buster sighed, continuing to work as they talked. "I just ... I'll be fine, for so long. I'll go for weeks, even a couple months, once, without anything happening. And then something will ... I don't know, set me off. Like I'll ... suddenly remember it's not safe. That I need to be careful. That dangerous people are out there. Around here. And I can't do anything."

"Hey." Cameron made his voice as soft as he could while still audible over the boom box in the corner of the courtyard. "Look at me, okay? As far as Julie and I are concerned, once Loren killed himself, all of the scandals and stuff died with him. He was the one responsible for those shootings in your neighborhood. Yeah, sure, it was a shock - normal guy like that? I get it. I was just as surprised as anyone. But nobody's coming after you. It's not like you had anything to do with it. All you did was work for him. You had no idea. Just ... repeat after me: all I did was work for him. I am not responsible."

"All I did was work for him," Buster parroted. As the Spanner’s words earlier came back to him, the lie was more difficult. "I am not responsible."
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Chapter Two
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The ground around Eyota Hill's trailer had turned to clay soup. Chief Bradley Oronyatekha pushed his umbrella out through the open crack of his truck door and opened it before stepping out, sending up a brief prayer that he wouldn't have to ask the neighbors for help pushing his car back out onto the road. The rain had slowed to a steady drizzle, but the sandbags at the ends of the driveway were testament to how long the storm had gone on. The totems Eyota had hung outside for protection and blessings were made for hard weather, but even they were beginning to show signs of wear: feathers that had once been broad and majestic were reduced to bedraggled, thin sticks, and the paint had begun to wash away from the stone circles set into her drowned garden patches. All in all, the trailer had the look of a corpse left open to the elements.

Bradley's frown grew deeper as he squelched his way through the mud, tramping off what he could on the grated steps leading up to the trailer door. Before he could even raise his hand to knock, the door opened.

"Chief Oronyatekha." Eyota's granddaughter looked up at him with ancient eyes. "Did you come to say goodbye?"

"Annick." He blinked against the cloud of tobacco smoke wafting toward him. "Thomas just called and told me you've been in here all ten days. Is that true?"

"She must be attended. The ritual of repentance needed to be completed." She stepped away from the door to let him in, her voice as ?? calm and still. "It isn't as though anyone else could have done it."

Eyota's tools and sacred costumes still decorated the walls: headdresses, cloaks, long and trailing braids of dried herbs, beaded belts. The only signs of modern life in the trailer were the kitchenette appliances and the small radio sitting on top of the refrigerator. "Your Grams was an amazing woman, and a powerful shaman," Bradley said. "But Neeki... you have to let her go."

"I am letting her go." Annick blinked. "Her spirit is on its way to Skyworld. I stay with her to make sure that the passage is complete, and that all her atonements are taken care of. The last of the tobacco will burn off today, and I will leave its ashes at her grave."

"I know you take your new responsibilities as our shaman very seriously." Bradley reached out and put a weathered hand on her shoulder. "Eyota raised you to be wiser than your years. But it’s time for you to go out into the world and be a teenager. As you ought to have the chance to be. Like Dani, and Joshua."

"Gosheven," she corrected him, twisting out from beneath his hand. "Grams named him for the frog, ‘great leaper’, because of how he kept spreading his legs after he was born. You could at least pronounce it right."

"I never said we don't honor his true name," Bradley said. "You're the Chief."

"And it's an honor, Neeki." He sighed. "But right now, I'm here to do my duty. Your Grams was your last living relative, so she made arrangements."

Annick tilted her head at him, and her thick braids swiveled to one side as displeasure dripped from every syllable like the rain from the trailer gutters. "Arrangements."

"Yes. You're to go and live with an old friend of hers."

"It's custom for the rest of the tribe to raise me." She shook her head. "If I leave, you will have no shaman."

"It's only until you're eighteen, Neeki. A few years."

"A few years with no shaman?" She enunciated every word, packing them tight with anger. "You're courting disaster. This reservation is already falling out of touch with the old ways. Don't ... her spirit's not even finished its journey yet, and you come in here disrespecting her life's work? I don't believe you."

Eyota's echo in Annick's voice was so strong that Bradley took a step back. "Listen. I don't mean Eyota any disrespect. These were her wishes. She had hoped she'd live long enough for you to reach legal age so that this wouldn't even be an issue, but the cancer was too strong. We talked long hours about it. I don't know this friend of hers, but she said she trusted him with all the secrets of the spirits, once: that he upholds the same values as she does. That's why she wanted you to go to him. And I want to do what she wanted for you. Not just as your Chief, but because I love you both. Okay?"

The rain outside intensified, turning the trailer into an enormous tin drum.

Annick stood in silence for a moment, looking around the trailer. Bradley followed her gaze and saw the remnants of ten days of mourning - a stew pot and several bowls stacked in the sink, the couch that had served as Annick's bed strewn with blankets and rumpled sweaters, and the impeccably tended altar on top of the wooden tack trunk which had been Eyota's working space.

"Who is this friend, and why haven't I met him?" Annick said at last.

"He works with antiques and artifacts," Bradley shrugged. "All I know is, he seems like a decent, if busy man."

At the word ‘antiques’, Annick’s face twisted as though she’d smelled something rotting. “If he calls things antiques, he doesn’t understand our way of life. Everything has a purpose, no matter how old it is. Nothing should sit on a shelf just to be coveted. Even if Gran said she trusted him with the secrets of the spirits, I don’t think this friend of hers is going to understand some of our traditions ... especially not the most important ones. Even if he knows about my orenda, he won’t know how to treat it – or me- with the right respect.”

“I think he will,” Bradley insisted. “She was very sure of that, for reasons she didn’t want to discuss with me. But I’m sure he’ll be able to explain them to you himself.”

The last braid of sweetgrass and tobacco was half ash, and as they watched, a hunk of it fell into the clay bowl where it rested, releasing another surge of scent and smoke. Annick watched it rise, reading the curls and feathers as they drifted toward the ceiling, then pooled against the cheap tiling and dissipated. "I will pack."
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After making his phone call to Edward Jolson at Journey, Troy pulled open the door in the foyer of the Organization, only to come face to face with a tall, broad-shouldered man with thick brown curls and round glasses. 

“Officer McLaren,” he said crisply.

“Nick, right?” Troy smiled at him, though he realized the other man was missing the smile he’d almost perpetually worn on the day they’d met. “Sorry, let me get out of your way. Heading up to see Janus?”

“I am, yes.” He held a small silver urn in his hands, no bigger than a fist. As Nick twisted through the doorway to get past Troy, the lid clattered off and rolled around in lazy circles on the floor.

“Let me get that for you.” In a hurry to make up for his awkwardness, Troy bent and scrabbled for the lid.

“Wait-“ Nick cried out.

But it was too late. The one magical power Troy had to his name was already taking hold. He was still getting used to the visions, and was never sure which objects would set them off when he touched them. He could tell it would be a strong one as the emotions it held flooded over him.

“This is it,” he heard himself say, and looked up to see his face reflected in someone else’s glasses: a twin. “Cris, we bloody found it. Wait ‘till we tell Aunt Minta. “

“Best new Organization recruits ever, Terry,” the twin said. “But we’ve got to get back, Nick’s waiting for us...”

Troy – or, for the sake of the vision, Terry – shook his head, gasping in horror as the silver urn in his hands began to glow, bright green. His fingers began to lock, pain shooting through them. Black claws pushed up from beneath his fingernails, and grey fur sprouted from his skin. “It’s changin’ me,” he choked. “I can’t go up there like this! How do we explain an anima to him? Or anyone else up there?”

Then the lid was wrenched from Troy’s grip, and the vision ended. Nick’s eyes were wide as he put it back into place on the urn. “You have psychometry, like Owen,” he remembered. “What did you see?”

“Twins,” Troy said, dazed.

“Chris and Terry.” The hope in Nick’s voice nearly broke Troy’s heart. “Where were they?”

“In a cellar of some kind.” Troy forced himself to catch his breath before saying anything else, then pointed at the urn. “They’d just found that. The one holding it started to change... it looked like when I saw Ral and Fritz use their anima at Marlowe House. But he didn’t do it on purpose, he couldn’t help it. They said they didn’t want you to see.”

“So ... it was an old vision.” Nick sighed. “Janus wanted to see it, but I was really hoping ... I’m sorry, Troy. I knew you’d be here. I brought it hoping your powers might be a little different than Owen’s. That you might be able to see where they are now.”

“You don’t know?” Confused, Troy looked up the stairs, toward Janus’ office.

“No. They’ve been missing for thirty years. They were kidnapped by a group of people working on something called Project Sunex... and that’s all we know. Even now.” Nick was fighting to keep bitterness from his voice, and he broke away from Troy, moving toward the staircase. “I shouldn’t have pulled you into old business, Officer. I’m sorry. I have to go now.”

Troy watched Nick go until he reached the first landing, dumbstruck. Two visions in the span of twenty-four hours, more Organization intrigue than he could shake a stick at, and his shift at the station was still due to begin.

“That tears it,” he said to himself, making his way out to his cruiser. “I need coffee.”
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Once the drive was over, Journey's rec room had made a swift evolution into a storage facility. With a grunt, J.C. lifted a plastic bin marked 'Boys - Size S' and started to walk it down the hall.

"You really gonna bring all of this up to the attic?" Christine asked, climbing up over the boxes to get to a tennis racket hanging on the wall.

"I was hoping for a little help," he hinted. "What are you gonna do with a tennis racket, anyway?"

"Badminton."

"Inside?" He set the bin down and went back to the doorway, folding his arms. "Kid, I know you're all for new and exciting innovations in the world of sports, but if you get into water any hotter, you'll turn into a lobster. And I for one ... like my kids as kids."

Christine snatched the racket and jumped down, shaking the bins and dislodging a dodgeball from the stack in the corner. She stopped it with her foot, then picked it up and tested it against the racket. When it proved too heavy, she headed for a basket and started scrounging. "I'm not gonna be a lobster, J.C. I thought you were a cool dude. When I invent the rules for extreme indoor badminton, I was gonna invite you to play on my team. We could totally cream Sledge and Gene, y'know."

"That's assuming Gene would want to play."

"He will." She said it without any margin of doubt, then pulled out a racquetball with a cry of triumph and bounced it experimentally. "And it isn't like Jolsey's gonna catch me."

J.C. glanced over his shoulder in time to see Ed Jolson emerge from his office, look at the bin in the hallway, and step over it with a puzzled frown before heading his way. He waved his boss forward, put a finger to his lips, and turned back to Christine with an arch smile. "Yeah? And why's that?"

She gave the racquetball another bounce, wound up with the racket, and gave it a solid whack that sent it rebounding off the bins and the walls. "Because he's sitting in his office with his head up his butt like he always is, of course." She turned around to give the ball another hit, and her arms fell immediately to her sides.

J.C. caught the ball and passed it back over his shoulder.

"Contrary to popular belief," Jolson said, waggling the ball at her, "I'm not actually that flexible."

"Nerts," she grumbled, dropping the racket. "Up t' my room, am I right?"

"If you have that much energy," Jolson countered, sharing a glance with J.C., "you can stack the clothes bins for J.C. while I have a word with him. Get Gene to help you when they get too high."

"I'll play Ciliandis Tournament with you later," J.C. promised. 

"Bribery! Sweet."

"Sorry about the box," he continued, scooting it past Jolson's office door. "Intervention became necessary. I was gonna put this one up in the attic since none of it fits anyone right now."

Ed Jolson, his black hair turning to silver and receding fast, shrugged and held the door open for him. "Don't worry about it. It's good to have boxes to trip over. Besides, Christine's gotten a little better since you got here."

"I remember." J.C. snorted. "What was it she snuck into the bathroom?" 

"We're not talking about the goat incident."

"Right. So, what's up?" J.C. slumped against the wall next to the door, one heel propping up against the footboard, as though the wall had decided to lean on him and not the other way around.

Jolson closed the door and rounded his cluttered desk. Empty mugs acted as paperweights, and Styrofoam cups were stacked around them. A can of cashews stood half-buried under an avalanche of papers, and he fished it out. "I just got two calls from the police department in quick succession. We are ... well. Potentially supremely screwed."

"I don't like the sound of this. Does it have to do with why Stacey didn't show up this morning to prep for the drive and have her appointments?"

He spoke around a mouthful of cashews. "As a matter of fact, it does. Sam said he had her in the drunk tank last night, but ended up keeping her because of what he found in her purse."

"No." J.C.'s eyes crinkled, wavering between disgust and sympathy. "How bad is it?"

"That designer stuff that's been going around that they call Neff." Jolson pinched the bridge of his nose. "I feel a migraine coming on, and this isn't even the half of it. She had two sets of keys in her bag: hers, and Christian's."

"But he'd just got his own place. She was sponsoring him. Doesn't that make sense?"

"They went to his new apartment and found more of the pills ... and naked pictures of Stacey." He choked on the words. "It was how she was paying for them."

"Oh, shit," J.C. muttered. "But that's only on her, right? We're okay? I mean - it's not like she was using our money or anything... right? Please tell me we're not short any cash."

"We're not." Jolson sighed. "We're actually flush. Over. She was letting him cancel his appointments with her and still billing his insurance."

"Fuuuuuuuuuuhhh..."

"I've already put in a call to Cass Smithwick, the counsel at Town Hall. She's done work for us in the past, and she’s going to help us out. I'm not too worried about it."

"Must be some lawyer."

"The best in Aviario since her father retired." Jolson gave him a weak smile. "What I'm really worried about is that we've got another kid incoming. That other call I got? Troy McLaren. There's a kid in upstate New York who just lost her last surviving relative, and the guardian that they appointed lives here in Aviario. Trouble is, there's still a lot of paperwork and legal stuff to work through, so she can't stay with them yet. But the guardian's a family friend and wants her here, anyway."

"I can understand that. Poor kid should be with someone familiar."

"Right. But Stacey’s my only other official social worker, and she’s behind bars. I can't leave these kids - or this can of worms - long enough to go get this girl from a reservation all the way in upstate New York." 

J.C. pushed off the wall and snapped him a smart salute. "My Jeep and I are at your service, sir."

"Great. I'll call this Chief ..." He squinted down at one of the papers on his desk, riddled with sticky notes. "Or-on-ya-tek-ha? Phew ... and let him know you're coming."

"Alright. Will you have everything I'll need by the time I get a room ready?" "Shouldn't be a problem." Relief smoothed the wrinkles in Jolson's forehead, and he sighed, fishing out another handful of cashews. "I don't know who's been better for this place, you or that guy Heywood. He’s really made us a priority at Town Hall. Ever since he wrote that letter to the editor about our basketball court... and then the town gave us the funds to hire you on..."

"Don't make it a contest. Make it a team." J.C. flashed him a grin, then moved into the hall and hoisted up the bin of clothes. He braced it against one bony hip, then took a deep breath and headed for the stairs. On the second floor, he set it down long enough to leave a note resting on the well-loved GameCube next to the T.V: Christine: IOU one Tournament marathon & one cheap NY tourist souvenir - JC. His conscience satisfied, he picked the bin back up and continued to the second floor.

One room at the end of the hall was empty, and he pushed the door open with his shoulder. The room smelled faintly of Pine-Sol and old linens, and a metal twin bedframe was pushed up beneath the eaves of a gable. Thumbtack holes riddled the walls, and a few glow-in-the-dark stars were still stuck to the ceiling. J.C. left the door open and dragged the bin to the end of the hall, pulling open the door to the storage closet.

Rows of plywood shelves had been rigged inside the closet, each loaded with plastic and wicker baskets, and a pegboard covered the inside of the door. J.C. abandoned the bin of donated clothes next to the closet door for the time being, filling his arms with items from the closet: a set of clean sheets and pillowcases, towels, washcloth, and a basic toiletry kit. He brought them all back to the room and set to work, humming to himself as he worked. Every now and then, he'd accent putting something in place with a snap of his fingers, or a drummed pattern on the dresser or a windowsill, turning his paltry concierge service into an impromptu performance. By the time the bed was made, he was so far into his own groove that he danced the short way back to the supply closet to retrieve the pillows and blankets, setting them up with gusto.

He grinned to himself as he tossed the last pillow onto the bed, splaying his fingers wide for the big finish. "Bam! Okay, kid: tomorrow we find out what you're made of."
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It would be at least twenty minutes before Troy's coffee was ready to drink. He set it down in the cupholder of his cruiser with a satisfied sigh, watching the tiny tendril of steam wafting out of the hole in its plastic lid, and he focused on it for a moment, breathing in, before pulling his attention back to the street. A station wagon idled past his parked cruiser, and its driver gave him a brief, enthusiastic wave. He reached out and flicked the sirens, letting out a brief whoop-whoop of greeting. A teenager on her way out of Somethin' Brewin' froze in her tracks, nearly dropping her travel mug, then realized the fuzz weren't coming for her latte and proceeded toward a beat-up sedan, its warped bumper held together with stickers. As he waited for the girl to pull out onto Center Circle, his radio crackled.

"'Zat you makin' noise across the way?" Sam Weldyn's drawl was unmistakable, even through the static.

"Ten-four and a stupid question, Sam. Thought you were at Journey.”

“Chief called me back to do some legwork on their mess. Figured I’d do them a little more good that way.”

“Guess he’s not wrong. Has our visitor dried out yet?"

"Not quite, but you're on your way to that lead, right?"

"Yeah. Just stopped for fuel. Heading up as soon as I can get out on the Circle. I'll keep you posted."

"Arright, kid. Go get 'em."

"Fingers crossed." Troy flicked out a final whoop-whoop as he pulled out into traffic.

"Jackass."

"Getting it out of my system, Sam, that's all. See you." At the intersection of April Street, he hung up the radio. The night sky was clear, but the drifts of smoke coming from chimneys and the empty sidewalks betrayed the chill creeping into the air. Troy made a mental note to take his lined duty jacket out of storage.

April Street climbed a steep hill for the first few blocks, flattening out to make way for Aviario Regional Hospital. Troy slowed at the crosswalk, checking for pedestrians before putting on his turn signal. The side road that ran behind the hospital needed repair: a frost heave from the year before rattled his teeth and set his coffee wobbling in the cup-holder. Troy made an instinctive grab to keep it from spilling. "Crap. The hell, Public Works. You okay, Felicia?" He patted the steering wheel in consolation. "Your shocks are gonna be crying by spring, I know. I know. I'll take care of it."

















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Lines of Power, Book Four:
It's all coming together ...

Sk Pngs






d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
MHWW%





d2d_images/image000.png
8 Collane Park
88 Charlie's Bar

86 Straciatella’s

48 North End Apartments (Buster)
45 The Runoff

88 Millstone Antiques

@ The Fountain

69 The Happy Loaf





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.png





d2d_images/image006.png
Lines o Trer





d2d_images/image003.png
Pediaion





d2d_images/image004.png
34 Dunwich Heights (J.C.)
4 The Coll House B&B.
§ Town Safety Building
B Somethin' Brewin' Cafe
. The Organization
2. Downriver Community Center
24, Aviario Regional Hospital
. Journey Social Services





d2d_images/image009.png





d2d_images/image007.png





d2d_images/image008.png





