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“Fourteen-year-old,” Deon said, setting a fresh Dos Perros on the coaster without being asked. “Hexed his own car stereo.”

“Hexed it how.”

“Plays one song. Same song. He can’t get it to stop and he can’t figure out how he started it.” Deon leaned his forearms on the bar. “What song.”

Gray looked up from his phone. “Mambo Number Five.”

Deon straightened up and pointed at him. “That right there is divine justice and I will not hear otherwise.”

Gray pressed the lime wedge into the neck of the bottle and took a drink and went back to the incident report. The hex had been involuntary — the kid had a minor push-gift, the kind that manifested in adolescence and then either developed into something or quietly subsided, and he’d been angry at the stereo for eating a CD and the anger had curdled into something the stereo did not know how to resist. Gray had driven out to Germantown that afternoon, talked to the boy for twenty minutes, reversed the hex in thirty seconds, and spent the drive back composing Field Report Form 7, Magical Disturbance — Minor, which would take him the rest of the evening to complete because the form had been designed by someone who had never done fieldwork and believed in thoroughness as a civic virtue.

He filled in Field 14 — Subject Age — and tabbed to Field 15.

The Ironworks on a Wednesday had a particular quality that Thursday and Friday didn’t, a mid-week equilibrium between the people who were out because they had somewhere to be and the people who were out because they needed a reason not to go home. Gray occupied a category of his own. He had nowhere to be until morning and home was a motel room with a functional bed and a desk lamp and nothing on the walls, and the Ironworks had Deon and cold beer and the specific comfort of a room that had been doing what it did for long enough that it no longer had to explain itself.

He tabbed through Fields 16 and 17 and paused at Field 18, which asked for a narrative description of the resolution. He typed: Hex reversed via standard probability realignment. Subject advised re: involuntary discharge and referred to registry intake for monitoring. He read this back. He added: Recommend parental notification. He deleted that and typed it again and left it.

On the televiion above the bar, the Grizzlies were doing something with the second quarter that Deon had opinions about. He shared some of them. Gray listened without looking up, which was the correct proportion of attention for a game that was fourteen points out of reach before halftime.

His phone buzzed on the bar. Not the grid — a text, green background, Nadia’s name at the top.



Session done. Gaines says my ceiling is higher than she thought. Also says I’m sloppy in the middle registers. That’s a direct quote: sloppy. Drive back tomorrow morning. My mother is making tamales Tuesday, come.

Gray read it twice. Then he typed: The middle registers are where everything actually happens. What does sloppy mean specifically.

Three minutes passed. Deon refilled a glass at the other end of the bar. The Grizzlies did something with a pick-and-roll that improved Deon’s mood marginally.

Means the output doesn’t match the intent. I think something and something adjacent to it happens instead. She says it’s like aiming for center mass and hitting the shoulder. Functional but imprecise.

Gray looked at that for a moment. He typed: That’s a good description for six weeks in. Then: Tuesday.

He set the phone face-down and picked up his beer and thought about the middle registers.

Every probability-based practitioner went through it, the period where the ability was active enough to be used but not calibrated enough to be reliable — where intention and outcome ran on parallel tracks that converged inconsistently. It was the most dangerous phase of the training and the most frustrating and, in his experience, the phase that defined what the practitioner would eventually become more than any other. The ones who got impatient with imprecision developed compensating habits that took years to unlearn. The ones who accepted it and worked through it came out the other side with an accuracy that the impatient ones never matched.

He had spent the better part of two years in the middle registers, in circumstances that made imprecision a different class of problem than it was for someone standing in a Nashville practice room with Gaines. He did not share this with Nadia because the specifics of those circumstances were not a story for a text message and because the comparison would not have been useful. What would be useful, and what Gaines was already doing, was the work itself.

He went back to Field 18 and finished the sentence he’d started.

By nine-thirty the incident report was complete and filed and he had moved on to the permit renewal for the botanica in Orange Mound — a woman named Celestine Arceneaux who ran a registered practitioner’s business out of a converted shotgun house and who had been renewing the same permit every three years since before Gray had taken the Memphis district. The renewal was administrative, no fieldwork required, but it had seven attachments and each attachment had its own signature requirements and the system that processed magical business permits had been designed around the same philosophy as Field Report Form 7.

He was on the fourth attachment when Deon said, without ceremony: “You eating or just drinking.”

“Just drinking.”

“Kitchen closes in twenty minutes.”

Gray looked at the time. Then at the attachment. “Catfish.”

“How do you want it.”

“However they want to do it.”

Deon went and came back with a ticket in his hand and relief on his face that communicated the kitchen had needed a catfish order to justify staying open. Gray filed the fourth attachment and started on the fifth and the bar did what bars do in the back half of a Wednesday — people left in ones and twos, the noise settled to a comfortable residue, and the television moved from the game to something with a studio desk and analysts who were managing their expressions to suggest that losing by fourteen was more nuanced than it looked.



The Peabody Hotel on Union Avenue had been managing the specific expectations of its guests since 1869, which meant the desk staff had the quality of people who had absorbed by institutional osmosis the understanding that questions about luggage and the number of keys required were the only questions they were authorized by tradition to ask.

The man who checked in at eight-forty-seven Wednesday evening presented identification in the name of Arthur Vale, paid for five nights with a card that resolved cleanly, and answered the standard questions with the brief precision of a man who had checked into many hotels and had never found the process interesting. He was fifties, lean, with close-cut gray at the temples and a face that had resolved long ago into a specific arrangement of angles and patience. He carried one bag over his shoulder and in his right hand a leather case the size of a legal portfolio, which he set on the counter while he signed and picked back up before the signature was finished.

The desk clerk noted the case the way desk clerks note things — with peripheral attention, filing it under the category of traveler’s idiosyncrasies that were none of her business. She gave him his keys and pointed him toward the elevators and wished him a pleasant stay.

He took the elevator to the fourth floor. The room faced Union Avenue and through the window Memphis presented itself the way it always did to people arriving at night — the river implied beyond the buildings, the particular density of the air that the river produced, the sound of the city doing what the city did at nine in the evening on a midweek night, which was conducting its business with the loose energy of a place that understood the week was not finished.

Aldous Vane set the leather case on the desk and did not open it. He stood at the window for ninety seconds and looked at the street below, which ran west toward the river, and then took out his phone and opened the file.

It was forty-seven pages. He had written all of it himself, over four months, in the specific shorthand of a man who had trained in a tradition that treated documentation as the foundation of practice. At the top of the first page: a name in block capitals, below it a photograph taken from a social media profile that had since been made private, below that an address on a street in South Memphis.

Below the photograph, a number: 94.

Ninety-four was his composite reliability score for the operation — a metric he had developed across three prior attempts, weighting the quality of the subject’s ability, the subject’s accessibility, the absence of complicating factors, and the adequacy of his preparation. The highest score he had achieved previously was eighty-one, and that operation had produced partial results. Ninety-four meant the variables were well-controlled. It meant the subject was ideal. It meant the preparation was thorough.

It meant, in the way that numbers mean things to men who have built their lives around systems, that this time would work.

He closed the file and set the phone on the desk beside the leather case and began unpacking his bag with the methodical order of someone for whom unpacking is not a domestic chore but the opening step of a process. He had four days. This was adequate. He had done more complex operations in three.

He did not think about the Marshal’s grid that had logged his practitioner signature at eight-forty-nine, two minutes after he stepped off the elevator, because he did not know the Marshal’s grid existed.

He turned down the bed and did not sleep for some time.



The catfish arrived with hush puppies and a ramekin of something that Deon described as comeback sauce and that tasted like someone had made a decision about mayonnaise and followed through on it. Gray ate most of it and finished the fifth attachment on the botanica permit while the plate was in front of him and started the sixth while Deon cleared it.

His phone produced the grid notification at nine-twelve, which was four minutes after Vane’s signature had settled into the hotel room and become stationary enough for the grid’s passive scan to classify it. The notification was low-grade — the kind the system generated automatically for any non-resident practitioner signature that exceeded a certain baseline threshold and that had not been pre-cleared by a registered practitioner with local standing.

Gray read it the way he read low-grade notifications after nine on a Wednesday with catfish in front of him and a permit renewal at the sixth attachment: with sufficient attention to file it and insufficient attention to act on it immediately.

The signature was formal tradition — the grid classified practitioner styles the way a trained ear classifies musical forms, by the specific quality of the work rather than any declaration from the practitioner. Formal tradition meant structured, rigorous, the product of systematic training rather than folk inheritance or the self-taught approach. The baseline threshold had been exceeded, which meant the practitioner had real capability rather than the ambient low-level signature that half the population carried without knowing it. The origin flag read European registry, which the grid inferred from the structural signature the same way it inferred tradition. The status flag read visitor — the signature showed no pattern of prior presence in Memphis or the surrounding region.

Gray filed a mental note to run the signature against the registry in the morning. He had a cross-reference function that would return whatever the
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