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Soul Bottle
By Jack Neel Waddell

	 

	The goddamned ghost was leaking out. Isa shoved a tray of electronic parts aside so she could reach her laptop. Psychoplasmic flux was high in the fifth octant, all the way across the living room.

	At this rate, she had four minutes to collect a viable spirit before it escaped out into the atmosphere. She shoved her laptop back into the compartment on the back of her wheelchair and rolled across the carpet. It was so thick that it was like scooting across a beach. She could see from here that the blue light that should have been shining in the fifth octant’s plasma reflector was out.

	The air tugged at her hair as she wheeled through the vortex of the ghost’s psychoplasma as it drained through the leak. She had to juke around a coffee table and a sectional, but finally, she made it to the right corner with three minutes left. Three minutes before, she lost control of the spirit and lost out on a pair of paychecks.

	She was in the right corner but too low. The reflector was in the top nook of the ceiling, and the grabber stick she had strapped to the back of her chair was only three feet long. She had the homeowners help set some reflectors in place before they left for the night. Few clients had the patience to watch their house cleansed, which consisted mostly of typing and swearing, and those that stayed only got in the way.

	Isa pulled two levers, one on each side of the chair, and dropped her custom-made tri-wheels, pairs of three wheels arranged at the points of a triangle. She lowered them until two wheels on each side landed on the floor and raised the chair an inch, giving her a stable base. She belted herself in—shin, thigh, waist, and belly—and pulled more levers, then cranked on the main wheels. Gradually, the chair lifted her into an upright position. She yanked the grabber and reached toward the reflector.

	She missed. She was a couple of inches short.

	Behind her, the strengthening vortex knocked a potted peace lily from its stand. It was whistling softly, too. The flux must be increasing. Time was ticking down before the ghost was lost and her night was wasted—not to mention that this was her first gig in a month.

	She jammed a lever down and turned the tri-wheels more, twisting them quickly so that she popped up, balanced precariously on just two instead of four. She snatched the reflector and twisted the tri-wheels back to a stable shape.

	Each reflector she had was unique since she had built each with varying parts. She called this one Rico. It was a cylinder the size of a soda can. Its one external feature, the light, was out. With a minute left, she popped open the reflector with a knife from her belt. Even in the poor light, she could see that the Josephson capacitor was burnt out.

	She had three options. She could try to replace the capacitor, risking her whole pair of paychecks on how fast she could get it done. She could gamble and replace Rico with the untested reflector she had in her bag. Or she could modify the psychoplasmic net to partner octants one, six, and eight, leaving five out and losing even more of the spirit. She’d get paid for removing the spirit but miss out on selling the ghost later.

	She had fifteen dollars in the bank. Without two full checks, she couldn’t pay for rent, food, and lab supplies for the month. Half the money was almost as bad as none.

	Isa teetered forward, resting her forehead against the wall and praying that the wheels didn’t slip. She pulled a soldering iron and a plastic box of parts from the saddle pouch. There was a sound of something heavy falling over behind her. Framed paintings fluttered against the walls. The whistling grew louder and higher pitched, and she held her breath against the smell of burning hair. She didn’t think it was hers.

	Holding Rico in her teeth, she desoldered the faulty capacitor, letting it clatter to the floor. Isa winced as something slammed against the wall beside her, but she kept her focus on getting the new capacitor from the kit. Parts spilled as she dropped the box, but she held on to the capacitor.

	Furniture screeched across the floor planks as the vortex keened. She could feel her wheels begin to slip. Then, she had it. Without even putting the cover back on, she dropped the hot soldering iron and used the grabber to shove the reflector back to its mount in the corner with a few seconds to spare.

	 

	***

	 

	It took an hour to clean the Wilsons’ living room after Isa had finally sunk the spirit into the shoebox-shaped collector box. The floors had been scraped beyond her ability to repair, and a barstool had a broken leg. She had argued with the Wilsons for another hour about how they waived her liability for any damage done during the spirit removal. In the end, Isa took a haircut on her fee—Mr. Wilson knew she didn’t have the resources to take it up in court.

	Half an hour later, Isa pulled her Odyssey into the abandoned parking lot her contact had texted. Katie was already sitting on the hood of her silver ‘95 Thunderbird when Isa parked.

	Isa climbed into the back and rolled out the van’s ramp. Katie met her on the ground. She never wore enough clothes for the cold, like she was about to go into a club instead of haunting an abandoned gas station.

	“Sorry I’m late,” Isa said. Katie only grunted. “So, what do you want me to do?”

	“This is going to be the last stop in the tour,” Katie answered. “I want it spectacular. Look at this place. Rusted pipes. Structure one sneeze from collapsing. And these pumps. They’re the focus.”

	It was a good location—a gas station so old that the pumps had circular tops and didn’t take credit cards. It looked like, if you stopped too long, an attendant would pump your gas and wipe your windshield.

	“What’s the play, then?” Isa asked.

	“An attendant. We have a record from 1946. Someone flicked a cigarette out their window, and he went up in flames. One of the pump handles fell out of the car it was fueling. It’s a miracle the whole place didn’t go up.”

	Isa shuddered. It seemed an awful way to go.

	Katie helped set up the reflectors and emitters on tripods around the pumps. Isa hooked the psychoplasmic emitter—the opposite of the collector—to the twelve-volt in the van since there wasn’t a crowd of psychic energy for the apparition to feed on. Then, Katie went back to her car to wait.

	Programming psychoplasmic energies was a tedious job. There weren’t a lot of graphical modeling tools available, and half of those that existed Isa had made herself. So, she spent most of her time typing coordinates and vectors, stretching psychoplasma between the emitters. The resistance was low—there must have been no native activity out here. The real gas attendant must have gone into the light or wherever spirits went after death.

	The basic man-shape she had from the house. She had to massage the look, give him overalls, and a cap from a picture Katie had. The fire came next. The flicker of the flames took a special script, but that wasn’t what she was worried about.

	“There,” she said, closing her laptop.

	Katie must have been watching for this because she walked over from her car immediately.

	Isa gave her the remote to play the scene.

	“What is this shit?” The figure of the man appeared, and flames danced on his body but without heat. Katie waved her hand through the apparition. “Isa! I can’t end the tour with this! This is what, a Force Three? At best.”

	Isa shook her head. “There was a leak, and—”

	Katie stopped her. “I don’t want to hear it.” She sighed and pulled some money out of an envelope, then handed it over.

	Isa counted it—half the usual fee. “Katie, this isn’t what we agreed on.”

	“Neither is this!” She walked through the apparition, her back toward Isa. “I need a Force Five for this, Isa. This is the big finisher, the one people go home and tell their friends about.”

	Isa looked down. It would have been a Force Five spirit before the reflector crapped out. “Look, I can make it up to you. I’ll get you another Force Five on the house, but right now, I need the rest of the money.”

	Katie turned around and rubbed her eyes with a finger and thumb. “It’s not just about the closer, Isa. There’s another tour that’s just popped up. You should see what they’re working with, Isa. Do you know the Hotel Belvedere?”

	“Sure, up in the hills. It’s not haunted.”

	“It is now. With three Force Fives.”

	Isa’s breath caught in her throat.

	“The whole tour is like that, Isa. Ours can’t compete. I doubt I’ll be in business in a month.”

	That wasn’t possible. In the entire world, there were maybe a dozen people who knew how to do what Isa did. Most of them lived in Europe and Asia. Why would any of them come to Toronto? Not even her dissertation advisor could set up the net and run the code necessary to capture and reprogram psychoplasma.

	Katie was staring at her, lips pressed tight.

	“What is it?” Isa asked.

	“Is it you?” Katie barely whispered.

	Isa’s heart fell, but she kept her eyes locked with Katie’s.

	“I hate to ask. But who else could it be, Isa? We started all of this together, so I know it can’t be you, but… is it?”

	Isa shook her head.

	Katie let out a breath. “Then, whoever it is, let’s beat the bastard.”

	 

	***

	 

	This wasn’t the worst spot Joe O’Connell had ever slept. The ground under the brown grass was spongy. The roller coaster tracks above him had some sort of platform under this section of rails that kept the rain off him. He could roll the tail of his duster up and put it under his head as a pillow and sleep well. He would’ve counted this as better than average accommodation if he weren’t chained by both wrists to a corroded steel column as thick as his leg.

	And Jade. She had barked and growled at the man who had tasered Joe but had run when the man threw his strange weapon at her. Joe was glad she was safe, but it would have been nice to curl up with her warmth during these cold nights.

	Joe drank from the water bucket, one of the two buckets left by his captor. He was careful not to spill on his clothes. The evening already brought a chill. The water dulled the edge of the sharp stab of hunger building from the past few foodless days.

	In the distance, Joe could hear tires rolling on broken asphalt. Headlights swung across a carousel before turning toward him. A car door swung open and shut, and then so did a trunk.

	Joe stood and walked forward until his chains were pulled taut. “There you are, you dick. Why don’t you come a little closer?”

	The silhouette of a man walked forward. In his right hand, he spun a circle of steel, sharpened to a gleaming edge, like a gunslinger might twirl a gun. A matching weapon rested on the man’s left hip. Joe had seen those circles fly when they’d gone after Jade.

	The man carried a device in his other hand, something that had four glowing blue legs about three feet in diameter and a humming center. He paused to set it on the ground.

	Joe lurched forward, clanging the chains. The tall man didn’t flinch. “Hello, Joe. How are you feeling?”

	“Come here, and find out.”

	The man laughed. “That’s the spirit I’m looking for, Joe. Let it out.”

	Joe stepped back a few paces. The figure rounded the post in a wide arc until he stood in the light instead of blocking it. He was a tall man, lanky with long, black, limp hair. A small smile cracked his lips.

	Joe kicked the second bucket at him, the one full of waste. The bucket hit him square in the chest, though most of the slop spilled out and missed him.

	Joe ran forward and kicked again, but the chains pulled him just short. He slipped in the muck and fell.

	The smile was gone from the man’s face. He held both arms away from his body as though to dry himself in the air. He took a deep breath and kneeled. “This isn’t going to save you, Joe.”

	Joe got to his hands and knees. He was breathing hard, glaring at the man before him. “You think you scare me? What do you think you can do to me that I haven’t seen in eighteen years on the streets?”

	The man reached his bladed disc forward and held the edge under Joe’s chin. “Oh, Joe. You’ve never seen anything like me.”

	Joe pulled back a fist, but before he could strike, the man whipped the disc across his shoulder. Joe screamed and dropped to his side, clutching the gash.

	“It doesn’t have to be like this, Joe. Here, I got you something.” The man set a thermos bottle down on the ground. “I thought you might be hungry.”

	Suspicion, pain, and hunger warred within him, but Joe grabbed for the thermos and opened it. He poured some into his mouth. It was a stew with a rich broth and large chunks of vegetables and meat. It was hard not to gulp it down at once, but he knew from experience to pace himself.

	When he finished, he looked back up at the man, who was smiling too large and twirling his blade.

	A cold feeling came over Joe. “What is this?” Joe asked.

	“Not what, Joe. Who.” The man threw something on the ground.

	Joe closed his eyes. He couldn’t bear to see. But he had to.

	Jade’s studded collar.

	He leaped to his feet. The man scrambled back. Joe rushed forward until the chains pulled his arms back. Teeth gnashing, legs kicking, Joe tried to get to the man, who danced out of the way, just beyond the range of the chains.

	“Yes, Joe. This is what I want. Give me more.”

	The cuffs of the chains cut at his wrists. He squeezed his thumbs against the palms of his hands, trying to pull them loose as blood began to lubricate them. His screams filled his throat and ears, and all he could see was the man, shrouded in a red haze.

	“Let’s see what we can make of you, Joe.”

	The man raised his hand, still twirling that circular blade. Then, he flicked it. It glinted in the headlights toward Joe, who saw no more.

	 

	***

	 

	Isa ate the barely warmed beans and rice off a paper plate before driving to the university. The elevator took her to the subbasement. Most of the space down here was claimed by physicists shooting lasers at atoms, but at the end of the hall was a uselessly small L-shaped room. Isa opened its door.

	Wires hung down from opened cases on shelves and lab benches. Electronics, oscilloscopes, and monitors covered every surface. One old desktop PC sat in the corner. Isa never turned it on.

	At ten in the morning, Dr. Jega wasn’t in yet, which surprised her. The old man was usually puttering around by now. Isa rolled around to the short side of the L. An open psychoplasmatic focus whirred, glowing faintly blue, surrounded by four reflectors and two collectors. It smelled like hot copper.

	“Hi, Dante,” she said. “Let’s see how you’re looking today.”

	She hooked alligator clips to ports in the focus and flicked on a couple of oscilloscopes. Two Lissajous figures appeared, a pair of green butterfly wings on each screen.

	She pulled a microphone from a box of parts and wired it to some screws on the focus.

	“Let’s see what you’ve got for me today, buddy. Can you hear me?”

	The figures on the screen didn’t change.

	“This is Isa. This is your sister.”

	Nothing. She sighed and pulled out her phone. She looked up some electronic dance music and placed the phone by the microphone. On the oscilloscopes, the traces flickered in time with the music. She hadn’t been able to conclude whether this was just electrical interference or whether Dante’s soul was dancing in its box. Of course, she knew she should have a control, an empty soul bottle, but she simply couldn’t afford to build one right now, and none of her grants were getting approved.

	The lab’s front door opened with a squeak. Dr. Jega came around the corner. He wore his white hair in a crown around a bald scalp, and his normally cheerful disposition was soured with a frown.

	“Anything new, Isa? Progress?”

	“Same thing, Ahmed. I can’t say for sure if he’s responding. If only the IRB would let me patch him to some psychoplasma—”

	Dr. Jega shook his head. “You know that’s out of the question. That’s a federal law, Isa. You’re lucky you were even allowed to work on a soul.”

	Isa squinted at him. “Were?”

	Dr. Jega ran his hand over his head. “We knew this time would come, Isa. They are taking the lab.”

	Isa gripped the arms of her chair. “It’s your lab, Ahmed. They can’t just take it!”

	“It hasn’t truly been my lab since I retired, Isa. It was a courtesy to allow me to remain.”

	“But what about my work? My dissertation?”

	Dr. Jega looked down and shook his head.

	“I spent a year on that proposal, Ahmed. Who killed it? Duff? Zochowski?”

	Dr. Jega sighed. “All of them, Isa. None of them want the school involved in parapsychological research anymore.”

	Isa stood. “But we have proof! We have data! We can measure them, harness them.”

	“Spirits are just memories, Isa, recorded on psychoplasma. All the interesting questions have been answered. And since soul research is nearly forbidden…”

	“They’ve got to let me finish, Ahmed. There isn’t another lab in all of Canada. Where am I supposed to go? Bonn? I don’t even speak German. Peking? Not only do I not know Mandarin, but my scores aren’t good enough.”

	He held out his hands. “I don’t know. I can write you a letter. Maybe it will be enough. You are a smart woman with a talent for electronics and coding. Many labs in other fields would be happy to have you.”

	Isa turned and looked down at Dante, stored in his soul bottle, which was illegal to transport across international borders.

	She had already started her fascination with spirits in high school. By college, she was getting a dual degree in electrical engineering and parapsychology. She had been working on a research project when she was riding with her family on a winter road trip to the Laurentian Mountains.

	She didn’t see the truck that jackknifed. Her father, driving, had no time to stop. The roof of the car was torn away. Both her parents died. Her spine was broken. But the worst was Dante. Her little brother. She could still see him, twisted among the sheared metal.

	She shouldn’t have known how to harvest a soul, but she had been to that side of the web. In the instants after death, the portion of spiritual energy that contained the personality was released from the body. She fashioned a crude soul bottle from four collectors, four reflectors, and a focus in the center, much rougher than the one she had now, and she kept his soul from fleeing earth. She had room for only one.

	The day after the funerals, she had called Ahmed Jega at the University of Toronto and begged him to transfer Dante to a soul bottle that would be stable for more than a few days. Impressed by her skills, he had agreed and had allowed her to be his final student.

	One day, she would find a way to bring Dante back.

	She felt a hand on her shoulder. “I know this is hard on you, Isa. But take some advice from an old man. You can’t control everything. Sometimes, you must simply let things be.”

	 

	***

	 

	The check engine light came on in Isa’s Odyssey on the way back to the pawnshop, accompanied by a whirring from somewhere under the hood. Hopefully, whatever it was could hold on unless the mechanic would take payment in the form of pdfs of parapsychology articles.

	Dante was sitting in a soul bottle in her lab, a piece of equipment that belonged to the university. He would only remain in this world as long as she could afford to make him a new soul bottle and transfer him before the university took him away.

	The one she’d made in the car after the wreck was roughshod and unstable. She was surprised it had even worked, but it certainly wouldn’t have lasted more than a few days, maybe a week. To make a permanent one, one like she had in the lab, would take a little more than ten thousand dollars.

	And then, there was the van. And rent. And staying alive until she found out what to do with herself now that Ahmed’s lab was closed.

	Katie didn’t have pockets deep enough for what she needed. As much as Isa hated to, she had to go to the competition.

	It wasn’t hard to find him. The ads for his tour popped up all over her social media.

	The door chimed as Isa rolled in. The door was heavy, and it was hard to hold it open as she shimmied her wheels through. The store was too dark and smelled like stale cigar smoke. Plexiglass cabinets aligned in rows showed collections of knives, watches, and rings. A man sat behind the counter, watching TV and smoking. He didn’t even look up as she came in.

	“Shane Westwood?” she asked.

	He grunted and stood up, looking her over, his eyes lingering a little too long on her chair and her chest. He looked just like his picture online.

	Shane Westwood wore a dark leather cowboy hat pitched forward over his eyes and a big silver belt buckle that just barely showed under his hanging gut.

	“What?” he asked.

	“I hear you’re looking for ghosts,” she said.

	“Already got a guy.”

	“Not like me.”

	He snorted and knocked ash from his cigar. “What have you got?”

	“A Force Six.”

	He laughed, a vicious laugh from his gut. “There’s not a Force Six in the whole country.”

	Isa crossed her arms. “I can get you one.”

	He squinted at her and put his hands on the counter, cigar sticking out from between his fingers. “How much you want for it?”

	Isa hesitated. She wasn’t good at negotiating. “Twenty thousand.” She held her breath.

	Shane shook his head. “I’ll give you ten. There’s not enough market around here, not even for a Force Six.”

	“Are you crazy? Tourists will come from around the world to see one.”

	He looked at her appraisingly. “But I’ll have to sink a lot of money into getting the place ready. It takes a lot of capital for an opportunity like this. Take it or leave it.”

	He wanted this; she knew it. But she needed the money more.

	“Fine. Where do you want it?”

	“The Riverboat.”

	Isa nodded. The old coffee house, once famous for its music acts, was now closed for decades. “What do you want it to do?

	He frowned. “What do you mean?

	“Throw things? Make noises?”

	His mouth dropped open, then snapped shut when he realized it. “You can do that? Customize?”

	“Yeah,” she said and then, surprising herself, added, “for twenty thousand.”

	“Agreed.” He thought for a second. “Singing at first, but then it turns to shrieking. Drop the temperature as low as you can. And scratches—not enough to bleed but enough to raise welts. Even better if the welts can spell out words.”

	Isa nodded. “Done.”

	 

	***

	 

	Shane was closing out the cash drawer when the door chimed. A tall man walked in, clearing the six-six marking on the tape beside the door used to ID thieves. Of course, Shane preferred when the cops identified the thieves from the corpses he left on the floor.

	“Spencer,” Shane said. “Got something for me?”

	Spencer brushed his hair over his shoulder—it always looked unwashed—and pulled out a collector. “A Force Four for the playhouse, ravenous and wild, with a sharp edge of anger. He will play perfectly as an unfortunate squatter. We can leave a bedroll in the corner and empty cans around. And perhaps a gnawed bone or two.”

	“A Four?”

	Spencer shrugged. “They can’t all be Fives. But this one will be perfect. Good theme and energy. An excellent piece for our ensemble.”

	Shane frowned, thinking of the girl. “Alright. Twelve hundred, though.”

	Now, Spencer frowned, but he nodded.

	Shane counted the money from the pile he had pulled out of the drawer.

	“I’ll set it up tonight,” Spencer said. “What else do you have for me?”

	“Nothing right now.”

	“Nothing? What about the Riverboat?”

	Shane hesitated. “Don’t worry about it,” he said at last.

	Spencer stretched up, somehow seeming taller. “What do you mean don’t worry about it? I thought that was going to be our finale. We need something good there. I can get a Five this time. Guaranteed.”

	Shane suppressed a sigh. “I’ve got someone else on it.”

	Spencer went rigid. “That girl.”

	Shane hadn’t known that Spencer knew about the other operator in town. Not specifically. “Don’t let it get to you. It’s just one job.”

	Something changed in Spencer’s eyes, and Shane wondered again where Spencer got all his ghosts.

	“Sometimes,” Spencer said quietly, “I doubt your commitment to our project. You put profit ahead of art, and that’s not the kind of partner I need.”

	“No need for that kind of talk. We make a good team, Spence.” Shane started to reach under his register.

	Spencer shook his head. “Until you betray me. No, perhaps I will do this on my own.”

	Shane reached for the forty-five he had stashed away, but Spencer pulled out a bladed ring and flung it almost casually. It sliced a gouge through Shane’s neck.

	Shane clamped his free hand over his neck and fired. Weakness overtook him before he could squeeze the trigger again.

	“It’s always nice to have a spare,” Spencer said. “Avaricious. Brutal. I can use that.”

	Shane could see a blue glow reflecting off the back of his counter before a dark tunnel closed around his vision.

	 

	***

	 

	It took a day for Isa to build a new collector from parts in her closets. Then she had to collect her ghosts. Shane had been right—there were no Force Sixes in the country, maybe the continent. But Isa had drawn out a plan to make one. The only problem was that she needed two Forces Fives.

	She knew where she could find some. Katie had a dust devil in an abandoned book store and a glowing woman in a hotel basement. Isa pushed down the creeping guilt as she visited those two sites and sucked away the raw psychoplasma. It took all night, but in the end, she had more psychoplasma than she had ever seen at one time, each carrying only an echo of the programming she had first given them.

	She would pay Katie back when she could.

	Before setting off to the Riverboat the next night, Isa had to make a stop. Disposition could be coming any time to clear out Ahmed’s lab, and Dante couldn’t be there when it happened. He had battery backup, of course, but that would only last a few days. Sitting in a warehouse for a month would mean…

	She couldn’t finish the thought.

	The building was empty at ten at night. Empty enough, anyway. A few grad students and an underappreciated postdoc or two might be upstairs minding their experiments, but the subbasement was deserted. It didn’t matter if someone saw her, anyway. For one thing, no one would think it strange if she were carrying around equipment. For another, the missing gear would soon be discovered, and she would be the obvious suspect anyway.

	She had hoped to have another soul bottle built by now, so she could simply transfer Dante over and leave the university’s equipment. But she didn’t have the money yet, so she couldn’t buy the parts. She would have the money soon, enough to pay for the property. Maybe that would be enough so that the university wouldn’t press charges.

	She waved at the Lissajous figures on the oscilloscope.

	“Hi, goober. I’m here to take you home.”

	She unplugged the oscilloscope—she could get another of those easily enough—and just took the soul bottle and its cable. She stuffed it beneath her chair and made her way back to the Odyssey.

	The Riverboat wasn’t far, but the Odyssey was sputtering by the time she got there. It barely coasted into the parking space in the street out front.

	The street was deserted by this time on a Thursday. Tomorrow night, it would be packed. She grabbed her gear and made her way out.

	The abandoned Riverboat was in the basement of what was now a towering condo. Isa had to flirt with a security guard to get in, using her tri-wheels to climb down the steps from the street.

	The guard wanted to show her around and tell her stories, but she got rid of him, promising him a drink later. She turned on the lights mounted on her chair and looked around.

	It looked like the interior of a ship. Vertical wood panels lined the walls, studded with porthole windows that looked out into nothing. Most of the tables and chairs were gone, leaving only a few in which nautical-seeming poles jutted through, bolting them to the ground. A tiny stage sat in the middle of one wall, and there was a counter that might have served coffee once from the far side. It smelled of mold and rotting wood.

	She used her grabber to stick the reflectors into each corner of the room. She had tuned each one earlier in the day, so she hoped there would be no surprises. Then, she set out both collectors and emitters and opened up her laptop.

	She was lucky that the psychoplasmic waveforms of the two spirits weren’t far off, which gave her more of a fighting chance than she might have figured. But she couldn’t do it with them still contained. She let them bleed out and began typing as they leaked from their emitters, hoping to zip them together as they emerged.

	But as the spirits began to materialize—one wispy and red and stirring dust on the floor, the other glowing blue—she couldn’t get enough spectral overlap.

	The only thing she could do was pump out both of them. She couldn’t control two spirits simultaneously, though. She had to combine them both and then get the combined specter under control.

	She dumped the two spirits into the room, both howling. A wind began to whip at her face, and the room was lit up as though all the lights had been turned on. The door up the stairs began to shudder.

	She typed furiously. The spirits separated in the room, one pushing at the wall by the counter and the other by the stage. Frames on the wall tore loose. The concentrated light began to singe the panels.

	They didn’t want to combine. Perhaps they weren’t so similar after all.

	Isa targeted the shining spirit and began to command it to the center of the room, away from the walls. It struggled, pulsing bright enough to hurt her eyes. The temperature in the small space began to climb. The red spirit flew at Isa. It buffeted her chair, beginning to knock her over.

	Isa went back to trying to combine them. She worked at it in parts, one section of their functions at a time. Now, they both enveloped her as though trying to thwart her work with a last echo of intelligence. Sweat began to pour out of her as the temperature rose, and her computer’s fan spun loudly. Her chair rocked back and forth.

	There was a thunderous crash, and Isa was sent flying from her chair. She kept her computer in a death grip. Wherever her chair went, its lights went out. The spirits had finally fused, but in doing so, they had combined into a monstrously powerful being.

	Isa switched modes and pulled on the singular spirit with the reflectors. It resisted, more powerfully than she had thought possible. It struggled toward her, spinning like a blazing tornado.

	There was a sound on the stairway. Footsteps. That stupid guard must have heard the noise and come to see what the trouble was.

	“Go back! I’ve got it under control!”

	A man she had never seen came into view. He was tall, with long, limp hair. “I’m not sure you do.”

	He pulled a palm-sized metal ring from his coat, twirled it on his finger, and flung it at her.

	She rolled on the ground, knowing she wouldn’t be fast
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