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To those that have traveled beside me on this journey,

the ones still here and the ones I’ve lost.

I love you all.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The needle found the groove and the apartment filled with the warm, particular hiss that meant the world was about to be all right for a little while.

Briana Brennan stood over the turntable with her thumb still resting on the tonearm, the way you'd keep a hand on a child until you were sure it had its balance. Escape. Side one. It was her own copy (she'd paid eleven dollars for it at a shop in Deep Ellum two summers ago and considered it the best money she had ever spent, including tuition), and she'd bought it because her father, who'd raised her on this record, would not give up his own no matter how she begged. She'd tried for years. Birthdays, good report cards, once an entire summer of uncomplaining dishwashing. He'd just smile and say some things you had to go get for yourself. So she'd gone and gotten it. You could hear the years even on hers if you knew how to listen: a faint softness at the edges of the loud parts, like a voice that had been used a lot and loved.

"You know," Rita said from the couch, not looking up from her laptop, "I have that exact album on my phone. In, like, better sound. For free. Right now."

"You have a file of that album."

"I have the music."

"You have a rumor of the music." Briana lowered herself cross-legged onto the rug, close to the speakers, where she liked to be. "You have a JPEG of a steak."

Rita laughed, which was the thing about Rita: she always laughed first and argued second, so you never came away from a fight with her feeling like you'd lost something. "It's the late 20th century in here, Bri. I keep waiting for you to churn butter. You're nineteen. You're supposed to want things to be easy."

"Easy isn't the same as good."

"Spoken like a woman with no Wi-Fi in her soul." Rita turned the laptop around to show a spreadsheet, columns of it, color-coded, her marketing seminar, due Thursday. "Some of us are building careers in the convenience economy. Some of us understand that the customer wants the thing now, not the authentic thing later."

"And some of us," Briana said, settling her shoulders back against the base of the couch, "are going to be standing in front of thirty middle-schoolers who can smell a fake from across the room. So."

That landed; Rita conceded it with a tilt of her head and went back to her columns. They'd had this argument, or its cousins, maybe two hundred times since freshman move-in, and it never resolved and never needed to. It was less an argument than a way of touching base: Rita reaching for the world as it was, frictionless and instant; Briana reaching for the world as it had been, when a thing you wanted cost you a little something to have. Neither of them was wrong. That was what made it a good argument. You could run it forever.

The song changed. Stone in Love. Briana closed her eyes and let her head go back, and for the length of a side of vinyl she was exactly where she wanted to be: a block from campus, a record she'd worn soft with her own playing turning under a needle she'd cleaned that morning with a little brush, her best friend three feet away being annoying and beloved, and a Tuesday with no surprises in it.

•   •   •
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HER MOTHER CALLED WEDNESDAY morning, while Briana was checking the chain on the bike.

She'd learned to take the call standing in the breezeway outside the apartment, because if she took it in the parking lot her mother could somehow hear the Honda (hear her near it, hear the keys) and the conversation would go where it always went.

"You're being careful," Consuelo said. Not a question. Her mother did not ask questions she was afraid of the answers to; she made statements and waited to be contradicted, which was a thing Briana had only recently started to understand was its own kind of fear.

"I'm always careful, Mami."

"There was a man on the news. On a motorcycle. On the 75."

"There's always a man on the news. That's what the news is."

"Don't be smart." A pause, and then, softer, in the register that was harder to deflect than the scolding one: "I pray for you on that thing. You know that. Every morning."

"I know." And she did know, and it did something to her she didn't have a clean name for: the image of her mother at the kitchen window in the suburb where Briana had grown up, rosary moving through her fingers, asking God specifically to keep a 500cc motorcycle upright on the interstate. It was ridiculous and it was the most love anyone had ever aimed at her and both of those were true at once.

In the background, she heard her father say something, low, and her mother answer him sharp in Spanish, and then her father came on, performing a neutrality so transparent it was almost tender.

"How's the, ah." A cough. "How's the bike running. Mechanically. Just ... from a safety standpoint."

"Dad."

"I'm asking from a safety standpoint, Briana."

"You want to know if I cleaned the chain."

"I did not say that."

"I cleaned the chain."

"Well." She could hear him not-smiling, which was a sound he'd perfected over twenty-two years of marriage to a woman who would have skinned him alive if he'd ever once said out loud that he thought the motorcycle was the coolest thing his daughter had ever done. "That's ... fine. That's good chain maintenance. Here's your mother."

She loved them both so much it was a little embarrassing. She got off the phone, snapped her helmet on, and rode to campus the long way, down through the streets where the jacarandas were coming in, because it was a beautiful morning and she had twenty extra minutes and the bike wanted to run.

She kept Departure in her head when she rode. Not the vinyl (she wasn't an animal) but the songs, queued up behind her own teeth. "Any Way You Want It" especially, which she would never in a thousand years have put on the turntable at home, because at home, in the quiet, with the lights low, it embarrassed her a little: it was such a want of a song, all appetite, no apology, a song about getting the thing simply because you wanted it. It wasn't who she was in her own living room.

But on the bike it was exactly who she was. On the bike there was wind and there was speed and there was the engine doing the thing engines were built to do, and the careful girl who went to confession over her own daydreams let go of the handlebars of herself for ten minutes and just wanted things, fast, in traffic, grinning inside her helmet. It was the one place she let the wanting drive. She figured everyone was allowed one place.

•   •   •
[image: ]


SHE LIKED HER TUESDAY-Thursday professor too much, and she knew it, and she was going to have to say so out loud to a priest.

It wasn't anything. That was the part that made it confessable rather than catastrophic: it was nothing, it was less than nothing, it was a man who taught Foundations of Adolescent Development with his sleeves pushed up and a way of asking the class a question and then actually waiting for the answer, really waiting, like the answer mattered, and Briana had caught herself two Thursdays running choosing where to sit based on sightlines and had gone hot with shame in the lecture hall. He was thirty-something and married, going by the ring, and none of that was the point. The point was that she had noticed herself arranging things around a feeling, and the gap between the feeling she hadn't chosen and the small choices she had (the seat, the second cup of coffee before that class specifically) was exactly the kind of gap Briana could not leave alone.

So Saturday afternoon she rode to St. Brigid's and let herself in to the cool dim of the nave and checked, the way she always checked, whose hours it was.

There was a particular flavor of relief that came when she saw it was Father Williams, and a particular flavor of retreat that came when it was the Monsignor. She'd never said this to anyone. She didn't fully have the words for it even to herself, except that with Monsignor Mullaney she could feel the verdict gathering before she'd finished the first sentence, the man already three steps ahead of her into the disappointment, and you could not be plain with someone who'd already decided what you were going to be. She'd turned around and gone home more than once rather than kneel down in front of that. She always told herself she'd come back Tuesday. She didn't always come back Tuesday.

Today it was Williams.

She went in and knelt and did the old machinery of it, the words worn smooth as the edges of the record, bless me Father, and then she told him. The professor, the sightlines, the coffee, the small architecture of want she'd built without deciding to. She heard how stupid it sounded out loud and kept going anyway, because the whole reason she could keep going was that Father Williams, on the other side of the screen, did not make stupid things sound stupid back at you.

He let her finish. He always let you finish; he never reached for the answer while you were still handing him the question.

"And nothing's happened," he said. Not as a leading question. Just laying it where they could both see it.

"No. Nothing. I just ... I don't like that I'm steering toward it. Even a little. It feels like the start of something I wouldn't want to be at the end of."

A pause, and in the pause she could hear him thinking, which was the thing she trusted most about him: that he was actually thinking, in real time, about her, and not running her through a chute.

"You're nineteen," he said finally. "You're going to feel things you didn't order. That's not the part you answer for. You know that." A breath. "But you came in here because you noticed yourself building little rooms around the feeling. The seat. The coffee. That noticing, that's not scrupulosity, Briana, though I know you worry it is. That's a conscience doing exactly what it's for. Keep noticing. Don't build the rooms. And don't, please, make this bigger than it is on the way home and decide you're a terrible person, because that's its own kind of pride: thinking you're the worst sinner in Dallas over a lecture hall." She could hear, just barely, that he was smiling. "There are professionals working much harder at it than you."

She laughed, wet, surprised. "That's not very pastoral, Father."

"It's extremely pastoral. I'm a professional too."

He gave her her penance and the words of absolution, and she came out into the late gold light of the nave feeling scrubbed and light, the particular lightness of having said a true thing in the one place it was safe to say true things and not been made smaller for it. She knelt a minute in a back pew to do the penance and to just sit in the quiet. The quiet at St. Brigid's was the same vintage as her records: real, worn, warm, a quiet that other people had knelt in for sixty years and left something of themselves behind in. You couldn't stream it. You had to come and get it.

•   •   •
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HER CLASSES THAT WEEK were the way her classes had been all year, which was to say they were easy, and she'd stopped feeling guilty about how much she liked that.

It wasn't that she wasn't trying. It was that she'd found, somewhere in the last twelve months, the place where the work and the person met, and standing in that place felt less like effort than like being correctly aimed. Lesson planning made sense to her the way the chain made sense, the way the tonearm made sense: a thing with a right way to do it that rewarded care. In her field-observation block she sat at the back of a seventh-grade classroom out in Garland with a clipboard and watched a tired wonderful woman named Ms. Okafor manage thirty twelve-year-olds through the water cycle, and Briana felt the whole future open up clean and good in front of her: that. I want to be that. The calm one. The one who's still steady when the room isn't.

One of the kids, a boy in the third row, had a registration sticker on his binder, the little provisional one, blue, that meant a minor under monitoring, that meant he'd manifested something or someone thought he might. Nobody in the room treated him any differently. That was the thing about being nineteen in this world: the extraordinary had had ten years to become furniture. Briana had been nine when the first one walked out of that warehouse fire downtown wreathed in flame, nine years old watching it loop on the news while her mother prayed in the kitchen, and somewhere in the decade since, the impossible had quietly filed itself under the way things are. A blue sticker on a binder. A kid doing the water cycle. You noticed it for a second, the way you'd notice anyone's anything, and then you went back to watching a good teacher work.

She wrote Ms. O: wait time after questions, never fills the silence herself in her observation notes, and underlined it, because she'd noticed she wanted to learn how to do that. How to not fill the silence. How to let a thing take the time it needed.

•   •   •
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THE SUPER-FIGHT DOWNTOWN had been three weeks ago and the city was still cleaning up after it, which was how the extraordinary mostly reached Briana: as a traffic problem.

Friday she got caught in it. Two lanes closed where they were re-pouring a section of overpass that something (somebody) had come down through during whatever had happened with the Sentinels and whoever they'd been fighting; she'd half-heard it on the radio at the time and forgotten the details the way you forgot the details of weather. Now it was just orange cones and a flagman and a forty-minute crawl, and a billboard over the snarl with the Helix Dynamics logo on it, clean and blue and reassuring, A BETTER HUMAN CONDITION, a smiling family that did not look like it had ever been near a re-poured overpass in its life.

She sat in the crawl with the engine idling between her knees and was, mostly, just annoyed. That was the honest thing. There were people in the world who could throw a man through a bridge and she, Briana Brennan, was going to be late to meet Rita for tacos because of it. The news called them New Gods sometimes, and the Forgotten called them worse, and there'd been a flyer stapled to the pole outside the apartment that morning that she hadn't really read, something about the lost and a meeting, and she'd walked past it the way you walked past all of it. It was background. It was somebody else's enormous life happening at the edges of her small good one.

She had no envy in her about it. That was worth something, she thought, though she'd never have said it out loud: that she could sit in the wreckage-traffic of someone's superhuman afternoon and feel nothing but a wish to get to the tacos. She liked her size. She liked being a person the right amount of person, with a bike and a best friend and parents who loved her badly and well and a God she was still arguing with and a future shaped exactly like a classroom. She didn't want to be a god. Gods, from what she could see on the news, mostly broke things and then other people poured new overpasses.

The flagman turned his sign. The lane crept forward. Briana let out the clutch and rolled on, and behind her teeth, unbidden, she queued up "Any Way You Want It," because the bike wanted to run and the road was finally opening and she was a girl who let herself want things, sometimes, in the places it was safe to.

•   •   •
[image: ]


SUNDAY SHE WENT TO Mass (the early one, with her parents, driving out to the old parish in the suburb because it mattered to her mother and, she'd grudgingly admit, to her), and Sunday night she was home, and the week closed the way good weeks close, with nothing in particular happening.

Rita was out. The apartment was hers. She made tea she didn't really want for the ritual of holding the mug, and she put on Frontiers, and she waited through the side for the song.

"Faithfully" was her favorite song in the world and she could not entirely have told you why, except that it was about a person split in two (the one the lights saw and the one who was real, the public self and the private one, kept apart by all that distance) and about loving someone faithfully across the gap anyway, refusing to let the gap win. It was the opposite of the bike song. The bike song was want, now, fast. This one was wait, and stay true, and be the same person in the dark that you are in the light. She loved the bike song in the wind and she loved this one here, in the quiet, where she was most herself, and she had never once thought to find that strange: that her two favorite songs by the same band wanted opposite things from her, and that she'd given each of them its own room to want it in.

She sat on the rug close to the speakers with the tea going cold and let the song do what the song did, and she was, in that moment, entirely happy, and entirely Briana, all of her in one place, the way she would not always get to be.

When the side ended she lifted the needle and set the tonearm back in its rest, gentle, a hand kept on it until she was sure of its balance.

And in the half-second of silence before she reached to flip the record, in the dead air between the music ending and her own next breath, she felt it.

It was nothing. It was less than the professor, less than nothing, a small wrong pressure somewhere behind her sternum, over there, a direction her body knew before her mind could ask the question, the way you know someone's standing behind you in an empty room. She turned her head toward it without deciding to. The window. The dark street. Nothing out there but the parked cars and the streetlight and the stapled pole.

It was gone as fast as it came. Low blood sugar, she thought. Too much tea, not enough dinner. She flipped the record.

But for a moment, for just the length of the quiet between two songs, Briana Brennan had felt, very faintly and from a fixed direction, like something in the world had turned over in its sleep and pointed itself at her.

She'd remember it later. She'd remember she hadn't been afraid.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The place was called Ferncliff's, after a man named Ferncliff who had owned it for thirty years and still worked the espresso machine on Saturdays, and the thing everyone loved about it, the thing that made it theirs, was the stage.

It wasn't really a stage. It was a corner of the room raised six inches and dressed, with enormous care, to look like a living room from about 1977: a brown corduroy couch, a standing lamp with an amber shade, a rug that had been chosen specifically for its ugliness, a console television that didn't work and was never meant to. People played there on weeknights, mostly acoustic, mostly soft, and the effect was that you sat in a coffee shop and watched someone make music in what looked like their parents' den before you were born. Briana could have lived inside that corner. The first time Rita brought her, sophomore-year September, she'd looked at the amber lamp and the ugly rug and felt something in her chest go quiet and glad, the way it went when the needle found the groove, and she'd thought: oh, good, there are other people who know.

They had a table. Not literally, but functionally: the two-top by the window, which was theirs on Saturday mornings the way a pew is yours on Sunday. Rita got the cold brew and a thing with cardamom in it. Briana got the drip, black, because she liked to taste the coffee and not the project, and they sat and Rita did the talking, which was the arrangement that suited them both.

"So I'm not saying drop the education thing," Rita said, which was how she always began saying exactly that. "I'm saying you have a transferable skill set. You could run a classroom, which means you could run anything. People. Logistics. A budget the state pretends isn't a budget. You'd be wasted on twelve-year-olds."

"I'd be spent on twelve-year-olds. There's a difference."

"You'd be poor on twelve-year-olds."

"I'd be poor and correctly aimed." Briana turned the warm cup in her hands. "You keep trying to optimize me. I'm not a funnel, Rita."

"Everyone's a funnel, baby. That's the first thing they teach you." But she was grinning, and she let it go, because the argument was the same as the vinyl argument and the Spotify argument, the one they would run forever and never finish, the gentle ongoing negotiation between the world Rita reached for and the world Briana did. Rita wanted the most life for the least friction. Briana thought the friction was where the life was. They loved each other across it.

They were still at it, lightly, when they paid and stepped out into the Saturday glare, and that was when the man stopped them.

•   •   •
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HE CAME OFF THE WALL by the door so fast that Rita made a sound and put an arm out, the reflex of a woman who'd grown up being told to watch for exactly this. He had a piece of cardboard in his other hand. Later Briana would not be able to stop thinking about the cardboard, because the word on it, REPENT, had not been scrawled. It had been lettered: serifs, even spacing, the care of a man who'd had time and meant it, who'd sat somewhere and made each letter the same height. You did not letter a sign like that in a hurry. You lettered it like a vocation.

"You," he said.

He was looking at both of them and then he was looking at only one of them. That was the part. His eyes went back and forth, Rita, Briana, Rita, and then they stopped on Briana and stayed, and for one second, one clean second in the middle of everything that came after, he was not raving at all. He looked at her the way you look at an address you've been given, checking it against the door. Then whatever it was closed over again and he was babbling, fast, low, the words coming out on top of each other.

"It came to me, it came to me too, you understand, it doesn't, it isn't, you can't, I tried, I want you to know that I tried." His hand found her wrist. His grip was strong and his hand, she registered without meaning to, was clean, the nails clean, the skin uncalloused, a soft hand on a man who otherwise looked like he slept outdoors, and the wrongness of that flickered at the edge of her attention and was gone. "There's a reason. There's always a reason it's the one it's the one, it picked, it doesn't pick, you have to, that's the whole, that's the only." He pressed something into her palm and closed her fingers over it with both of his hands, hard, the way you'd seal a wound. "It never lets go. It only gets quiet. God help you. God help you."

And then he let go, and stooped, and snatched nothing, his sign forgotten, and he was gone down the block at a stumbling run, and the whole thing had taken maybe twelve seconds.

Briana opened her hand.

It was a coin. Old, heavy for its size, silver gone dark in the low places, a man's profile worn nearly smooth on one face and on the other a seated figure she didn't look at long. It was warm, but everything was warm, it was Texas in the man's grip. It meant nothing. It was a sad strange thing a sick man had given her, and the only correct response, the clean response, the one her whole body reached for, was to be rid of it.

She dropped it.

It hit the sidewalk with a small flat sound and lay there in the sun, and for a moment she felt the relief of it, the rightness, there, done, not mine. Rita was already talking, already pulling at her elbow, already reaching for her phone, "okay, okay, that was a lot, are you okay, should we call somebody, there's a number for this, that poor guy, did he hurt your wrist, let me see your wrist."

"I'm fine."

"You should report it. Not him, like, for him. So somebody checks on him."

"Yeah." Briana was looking at the coin on the sidewalk.

It would have been so easy. That was the thing she'd come back to, later, when she understood enough to come back to it. There was no force in the world holding her there. Rita had her elbow and the bus of the day was moving and all she had to do was turn and go and leave the coin in the gutter where a hundred strangers would step over it and one would eventually pocket it or not, and it would be a story she told, this crazy guy gave me a Roman coin and ran off, and it would be funny by Tuesday.

She bent down and picked it up.

She didn't decide to, exactly, which is to say she did decide to but the deciding didn't feel like anything, it felt like the most ordinary motion in the world, like picking up something you'd dropped. You don't leave an old man's whole desperate offering in the dirt. It might be worth something, and if it was worth something it should go to him, or to a shelter, or somewhere. Leaving it felt small. And under all those reasons, quieter than any of them, was just this: it was hers now, somehow, the connection already made the second the man's hands sealed her fingers, and walking away from it had itched at her like a tag in a collar, and bending down had scratched the itch. She'd remember that there had been an itch. She would spend a long time insisting to herself that an itch is not a compulsion. She would be right. That was the worst part.

She put the coin in her jacket pocket.

"You're not keeping that," Rita said.

"I'm keeping it until I figure out what to do with it. It's not the same thing."

Rita gave her a look, the practical one, the one that had read the spreadsheet of the situation and found Briana's column irrational. But she let it go, because you let your friends keep weird coins, and they walked to the bikes, Rita to her Prius and Briana to the Rebel, and behind them the lettered sign lay on the sidewalk by Ferncliff's door, REPENT in its patient even hand, and nobody picked it up.

•   •   •
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SHE MEANT TO DEAL WITH it. She wanted that on the record, in whatever court she was apparently always arguing in lately: she meant to.

Saturday night she put it on the dresser, on the little dish where she kept her earrings, and told herself she'd look it up in the morning, find out if it was real, find out where to take it. Sunday she didn't look it up. She told herself she would after Mass and then after Mass there was the family thing and then it was Sunday night and the coin was on the dresser and she was on the rug with Frontiers and she looked over at the dish once, the dark little disc among the cheap silver studs, and looked away.

Monday she picked it up to throw it away.

She actually had it over the kitchen trash, the bag with the coffee grounds in it, her fingers open, and she stood there longer than throwing a thing away should take, and then she didn't, and she told herself it was because you don't put possibly-valuable possibly-historical objects in with coffee grounds, that's just wasteful, that's not even about the coin, that's about not being a person who throws away money. She put it in her jacket pocket so she'd remember to take it to a dealer. She did not take it to a dealer.

And the whole time, under everything, there was the hum.

That was the only word she had for it and it wasn't a good one. It wasn't a sound. It was a knowing. From the moment she'd closed her hand around it on the sidewalk there had been, somewhere below her sternum, a low constant awareness of where it was (not a tug, nothing pulled, she could walk away from it and did, left it on the dresser and rode to campus and felt no resistance at all). But she always knew. Three miles away in a lecture on classroom management she could have pointed to her own apartment, to the dresser, to the dish, it's there, it's there, it's there, a compass needle that only ever found the one north. The first day it frightened her in a clean sharp way, low blood sugar, a tumor, am I losing my mind. By Wednesday it frightened her in a worse way, which was not very much at all, which was the way you stop hearing a refrigerator.

She didn't tell Rita. There was nothing to tell. I can feel where my coin is was not a sentence a sane person said out loud, and Briana was, she was almost certain, still a sane person. She thought about the old man's clean hands. She thought about the lettered sign. She thought about it never lets go, it only gets quiet, and decided that was the babble of someone unwell and that she was assigning it meaning because she was tired and it had been a strange Saturday, which was true, and was not the same as being wrong.

By Friday the coin lived in her jacket pocket and she had stopped pretending the jacket pocket was on the way to somewhere else. She'd deal with it. She'd absolutely deal with it. There was just no hurry, was the thing, no hurry at all, and meanwhile it was kind of a comfort to know exactly where it was, the way it was a comfort to know where your keys were, the way it was a comfort, she did not let herself finish the thought.

She put the jacket on. She felt the small weight settle against her ribs, and the hum, which was always there now, went a fraction quieter, the way a thing does when it's where it wants to be.

She told herself she didn't notice that.

She noticed it.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The first near-miss didn't even register as fear. That was the thing she'd try to explain to herself afterward, in the part of her mind that kept trying to find the place where it could have gone differently: the truck cut across two lanes to make the exit she was already in, and she rolled off the throttle and let it have the lane, and her heart did nothing. You couldn't ride in this city and keep a heartbeat for every truck. She'd used hers up freshman year. The near-miss was just Tuesday. It was just the 30 at dusk, the light going amber over the construction where they were still re-pouring the overpass from the thing that had happened downtown, orange barrels narrowing four lanes to two, everybody's patience filed down to nothing.

It was the second thing that turned her cold, and the second thing was a decision.

The truck didn't take its exit. It swung back in behind her, close, too close, headlights filling her mirrors, and when she moved right it moved right, and when she moved left it came left, and that was when the animal part of her brain woke all the way up and understood that the man back there had chosen her. There was no near-miss anymore. There was a person who had decided she had done something to him, and a person who had decided that was a different kind of weather entirely.

She did everything right. She knew, later, that she'd done everything right, which somehow made it worse. She didn't gesture, didn't brake-check back, didn't engage. She tried to lose him in the lane shuffle by the barrels. She tried to slow and let him blow past. He wouldn't blow past. He stayed on her through the chute where the cones pinched the road down to one nervous lane along the torn-up shoulder, the overpass above them half-poured and dark, the work lights off for the night, nobody out here but the two of them and a quarter mile of orange plastic. And then he came up on her left where there wasn't a lane, where there was only gravel and a concrete barrier and the drop-off into the construction cut, and he leaned the truck at her, just a foot, just enough, the way you'd shoulder someone in a hallway, and the Rebel's tires found the loose gravel at the edge and the world tilted and she was down.

It wasn't a bad fall. Thirty miles an hour, gravel, she laid it down more than crashed it, the bike sliding out from under her and her gear taking the road the way gear is built to. She came to rest against the base of the concrete barrier with the engine ticking somewhere behind her and her hip singing and her hands stinging through the gloves, and her first clear thought was a flat, stupid, almost calm my mother was right, and her second thought was that the truck had stopped.

It had stopped wrong. Angled across the gravel, door already opening. And a man was getting out.

She would never be able to describe him. That was a thing the police would want and she would not have it: big, maybe, or just bigger than her, which was everyone; a cap; a voice already going before his feet hit the ground, a voice with that particular grinding fury in it, the you, you, you stupid, the litany of a man who had been waiting all day for a reason and had found one in a girl on a motorcycle. He was coming toward her. She was on the ground against a barrier with a downed bike and a hurt hip and nowhere to go but the drop-off, and he was between her and the road, and he was coming, and his hands were already not at his sides, and the distance was closing, fifteen feet, twelve, and Briana Brennan felt the fear go up through her like a struck match, pure and total, the oldest fear there is, the one that knows it cannot run and cannot fight and is going to be hurt by the thing walking toward it.

She needed. That was all. There were no words in it. She needed not to be what she was, small and down and cornered. She needed it the way you need air.

And then she could act.

There was no sensation of becoming. There was no warning and no light and nothing tore. One instant she was a thing on the ground and the next instant she was simply able, and the ability was so immediate and so complete that her whole mind poured into using it and had nothing left over to ask where it had come from. She was up. She hadn't decided to stand and she was standing, and the standing was effortless in a way standing had never been, and the man's voice changed.

She didn't understand the change in his voice. She understood it later. In the moment she only knew that she had reached out to stop him, because he was still coming, because the fear said stop him, and her arm went out to put a hand against his chest the way you'd hold a door, the smallest gesture, stay back, and the body she was driving did not know how to make a small gesture. It had no idle. She put out a hand to hold a door and the door was a man and the man left the ground.

He went back further than a person should go. He hit the side of his own truck and the truck rang like a struck pot and he came off it and went down into the gravel and did not get up, and the sound he'd been making stopped, and the only sound left was the engine ticking and her own breath, which was wrong, which was too deep and too slow and came from too high up.

She stood over him with her hand still out.

She didn't know how long. Long enough for the fear to start draining, because the thing walking toward her had stopped walking toward her, and the need that had been a struck match guttered down as the danger went out of the night, and as it guttered she came back to herself enough to look.

She looked at her hand.

It was not her hand. It was huge, and the fingers were wrong, too long, too thick, and the skin was wrong, dark and burnished and catching the last amber light like something poured rather than grown, like the surface of a bell. There was a forearm above it that went on too far and turned at a wrist she did not recognize into an arm sheathed partway in something worked and metal, segmented, old, the kind of thing in the glass cases of a museum, and her eye traveled up it because she could not stop her eye and found a shoulder armored in the same worked bronze, a breastplate, a cloak, the regalia of someone who had been carved to be looked at, who had been made to stand in a square and be a god, and the ground was very far away, the truck that had loomed was suddenly a thing she looked down at, and the man at her feet was small, the man was so small, what had she done, what was she, and the fear that came up now was not the match-flare of before but something cold and bottomless, because the thing walking toward her had been out there and this thing, this enormous bronze impossible thing wearing the clothes of an emperor, this thing was her, she was inside it, she was looking out of it, her body was gone and she was wearing the body of a statue and she had just thrown a man into a truck with the side of one hand.

She did not scream. There was no breath in her for it, or the breath was the wrong breath, it belonged to the wrong throat, and some animal good sense she would be grateful for later kept her from finding out what her voice would be.

And the need was gone. The danger was on the ground and not moving right and the match was out, and the instant it was out, the same instant, with no more ceremony than a light switched off, she was small again.

She was on her knees in the gravel in her own gear with her own stinging hands inside her own gloves, her helmet's weight on her own neck, five foot four and shaking, and the bronze was gone as though it had never been, swapped out from under her so cleanly that for one disastrous second she could almost believe she'd imagined the whole thing, almost, except that the man was still there, eight feet away, a real man on the ground breathing in a way she could hear and not getting up, and that was not imagined, that was the realest thing that had ever happened to her.

She got up. Her hip screamed and she made it scream quietly. She went to him because you go to a hurt person, because three years of wanting to be the calm adult in the room dragged her toward him even now, and she got close enough to see that he was breathing, really breathing, ragged but going, his eyes half open and not tracking, a man badly hurt and alive, and she did not touch him because she was suddenly terrified of her own hands even though they were her own hands again, small and scraped and useless. He needed an ambulance. She had a phone in her jacket and all she had to do was make the call and stay and tell them what happened.

Tell them what happened.

She stood there in the dark at the edge of the construction cut and ran the sentence and there was no version of it. A man ran me off the road and then I threw him into his truck. She was a hundred and twenty pounds. I don't know what happened. She knew exactly what had happened and could not say one word of it out loud without it being the end of every ordinary thing. She thought, wildly, of the work lights being off, of how late it was, of whether the half-poured dark above them had eyes, whether a camera somewhere had caught a flicker, a small wrong over-turning in the air like a coin coming down, and then a different person standing where the rider had been. She didn't know. She would never know. That not-knowing was going to live in her now, she understood, the way the hum lived in her, a second tenant.

And then a colder thing in her, a thing she had not known she had, looked at her own phone in her own pocket and said no.

His phone was in the gravel a foot from his hand, screen up, a long crack across it catching the light, knocked loose in the fall. She knelt and picked it up with two fingers, the way you'd lift something dead, and it was unlocked or it woke to her touch, she didn't let herself notice which, and she dialed the three numbers and set it down on his chest, near his face, where he could hear it and she would not have to hold it, and she stood and backed away as the operator's voice came small and tinny out of it asking what was the emergency, what was the address. She did not answer. She let the phone lie on the man's chest and tell the operator, in its own GPS way, exactly where they were, and she got herself and the Rebel up out of the gravel and away, because the call was placed and the help was coming and her name was on none of it.

She understood, distantly, that she had just done something. Not the throwing. The phone. The throwing had been the body. The phone had been her, cold and quick and thinking, choosing in four seconds how much of this she would carry and how much she would leave on a stranger's chest in the dark. She filed it under things she would look at later. She was accumulating those.

She did not cry until she was off the highway. Then she pulled into the empty lot of a closed tire shop and put both feet down and cried so hard the helmet fogged, ugly and total, a child's crying, and somewhere underneath it, quiet, patient, exactly where she'd left it, against her ribs in the jacket pocket, the coin was where the coin was.

It did not gloat. It could not gloat. It had done nothing. It had simply been there, the way it was always there now, the way it would always be there, for the moment she needed, and she had needed, and she had reached, and a man was in an ambulance because the only thing she'd had to reach for was a god.

She told herself, driving the last mile home, that she hadn't had a choice.

She heard the lie as she thought it. She was getting better at hearing them. She was not yet anywhere close to good enough to stop.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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For nine days she carried it, and on the tenth day she left it home, and that was supposed to be the victory.

She had thought about it the way you think about quitting anything, in the abstract, as a thing other people managed. After the construction site she had not set the coin down once. It had gone from the jacket pocket to her jeans to the little dish only when she slept, and even then within reach, and she had told herself this was caution, this was sensible, a person who had learned what she was capable of should know where the trigger lived. But she had felt, underneath the caution, the other thing, the thing that liked knowing where it was, the refrigerator hum gone warm, and on the ninth night she had lain in bed with her hand near the dish and understood with a lurch of something close to fear that she did not want to be a person who could not leave a room without an ancient coin.

So in the morning she left it.

It was harder than it should have been, which told her she was right to do it. She picked it up off the dish and felt the familiar small weight settle the world a notch, felt the part of her that wanted to put it in her pocket, and she set it back down in the dish on purpose, with intention, the way you set down a drink you've
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