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Chapter 1

[image: ]


Horses are big animals. They don’t fit easily into suburban life like your average house pet, sleeping at the foot of your bed and chewing their toys on the living room rug. It takes a big space commitment to keep a horse. A standard stall is 12’ x 12’, and they need at least two acres of pasture per horse for grazing. Even with all that pasture you have to fence and maintain, you still need a place to exercise them too, to replicate the constant movement they would get in the wild, or they start chewing the fence.
They took up a lot of space dead too, I realized as I stood knee-deep in the hole I had dug in the back pasture of a local riding school. “What do you do with a dead horse?” is probably not something most people ponder. Fido and Fluffy get buried in the backyard or have their ashes preserved in little boxes on the mantle. Sending a faithful mount to his final resting place was not quite so simple. I’d done a lot of research into the morbid subject over the last few months. All my best Nancy Drew skills had informed me that Hillside Riding School had a few old school horses buried on the property.
I hoped that was true, because I really needed to dig one of them up.
The hole that had been dug to bury this horse would have been made with an excavator. As renting large equipment was not conducive to stealth, I was armed with only my trusty shovel, and I was beginning to comprehend the ludicrousness of what I was trying to do. It wasn’t that I didn’t have the stick-with-it-ness to dig up the entire horse. It was that I had to finish my weird animal grave robbing before it got light outside and someone saw me, and I could already tell I wasn’t digging fast enough.
The moon was only half-full, but the flatness of the pasture made every tree and fence post stand out against the stark landscape. Some of the horses left turned out overnight had gathered to watch me exhume their dearly departed friend but had gone back to twitching their tails sleepily when I didn’t prove entertaining.
“You have an exceptional ability for choosing the hardest possible way to approach any task.”
I narrowly avoided hitting my own foot with the shovel when I jumped. I had been worried someone would see me silhouetted against the flat terrain, but I hadn’t seen another human shape approaching over that same ground. The figure solidified out of the shadows into a woman with dark red hair and a cloak worn incongruously over one of those mock neck shirts made out of hi-tech athletic fabric.
“Hi, Fiona,” I said, trying to play off as though I wasn’t embarrassed at having been startled. How did she know I was out here? “Is there any chance you’ve come to help me dig?”
“None,” she replied succinctly. She began to walk a slow circle around the hole I was digging. When she finished, her disapproval was clear. “What exactly is your plan, Andrea?”
I liked Fiona, but her presence always had a way of making me feel like I was about fourteen and trying to explain myself to a teacher instead of a twenty-six-year-old woman with a job and an apartment and permission to set my own bedtime. She just radiated maturity and competence, like car mechanics would never try to lie to her about the state of her brake pads and police officers would apologize for pulling her over. It didn’t help that I could never tell what she thought of me. She was perfectly civil to me, but she never really warmed up to me either. I don’t think she disliked me; she was just old enough to have seen a lot of people come and go, and she waited to see if they were going to last before she bothered liking them.
“The plan is to dig up this horse, take the bones, and fill the hole back in before anyone comes out here to catch me.” I renewed my digging with confident gusto she probably wasn’t going to fall for. “It would be a more successful plan if I had some help,” I suggested when she didn’t say anything. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Maybe she’d take pity.
“The flawed logistics of that aside, are you certain you are digging over a skeletonized horse?” she asked. The live horses had started to gather around her like iron filings aligning to a magnet.
I leaned on the shovel for a moment to catch my breath. “Yes, I know they buried some of their school horses out here, and this is a grave-sized depression in the ground.”
“You don’t know which horse this is or how long it’s been buried.”
I started digging again. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll take whatever it is. I don’t know how else I’m going to find a horse.”
She held out her hands to the horses that now fanned out around her. Even in the dim light she looked like some sort of Renaissance painting of a pagan goddess taming wild horse spirits, and something indecipherable hinted to the part of the brain responsible for knowing brightly-colored insects had a poisonous bite that she was a lot older than the forty-odd years she looked. “You could go to the fields where the mustang herds graze and find a skeleton there. You could try an animal rendering facility. You could ask someone whose horse has recently died if you could purchase the body.” She pondered that a moment. “That is the best way, as you have the most control over what you get.”
“I can’t imagine how awkward that conversation would be. ‘Hey, I know your beloved horse just died, but can I buy his dead body from you?’ Where would I even find them to ask? And I can’t afford to go all the way to Nevada or wherever and find a skeleton.”
“You could ask a vet to tell you when someone is euthanizing their horse,” Fiona suggested. “People are often shocked at the cost of disposing of dead livestock and would be happy to be paid instead of paying.”
“That’s true,” I admitted grudgingly. “But what would I do with the body?”
Her tone was practical. “Remove the meat and clean the bones.”
I gagged, mostly to let her know my opinion of that. I could be pretty clinical about some things, but defleshing a horse skeleton was beyond me, even if Fiona had a point. But it wasn’t really the ick factor or the money that was limiting my options. I also just didn’t want anyone to know what I was doing. Wanting a horse skeleton was weird. Every part of me wanted to limit the knowledge of how weird my life had become to just me, as if that would contain it to a level my mind could deal with. Talking to vets and horse owners and rendering facilities meant drawing the attention of other people to the weird, which might force me to acknowledge the weird was real and here to stay.
Fiona studied me as if she knew what I was thinking. She’d known a lot of new Riders, so maybe she did. “Perhaps you should wait a while longer before trying to make your own horse.”
Not a chance. “I don’t want to be stuck riding Charon forever. If I’m going to do this, I don’t want to be confined to the kiddie pool.” As far as I was concerned, the horses were the only good part of being a Rider, and being saddled with the work but not the perk of my own horse chafed.
Fiona’s disapproval intensified. She might have been about to speak, but she turned her head to look at something in the distance, and I looked too. There was a pinpoint of light outside the barn, a flashlight by the way it bobbed. I cast a wider glance around at the surrounding pastures. Not only were all the horse in this one gathered around Fiona like she was a new salt lick, every other horse was standing at the fence line of their own pasture as close as they could get to her. For all I knew, the horses in the barn were all staring in this direction too. Now someone was coming to check out what all the horses were focused on.
“We should leave,” Fiona said crisply, then strode away to do just that.
Pointing out that the ruination of my master plan was her fault seemed imprudent and unhelpful in this situation, so I did as she suggested and hightailed it for the fence close to the treeline. I kept moving as quickly as I could, wincing at the noise I was making. Slow down and be quieter? No, I decided. It wouldn’t matter if someone heard me as long as I was gone before they reached me. They probably thought the horses were looking at a coyote or something and wouldn’t be trying to chase it down. I reached my elderly truck where I’d left it parked off a back road without incident and hauled off so fast I almost slid into the drainage ditch. I really needed to get new tires.
* * *
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“Magic has always been a part of our world,” the green-haired woman on the TV screen explained, her sincerity almost palpable. The banner beneath her earnest image identified her as Alice “Moonstone” Phillips, member of a local coven. “But now its presence is growing stronger. Something is changing, and we all need to be ready for it.”
I kept one hand on the coffee maker as I loitered in the office break room to watch the little TV in the corner, hoping I would look busy to anyone walking by. Opposite Alice on the screen, the reporter made a stark contrast with her expertly made-up features schooled into an expression of interest so deep it was almost mocking. I wasn’t sure which woman to think was pitifully naive.
“The ghosts have been more active lately,” Alice continued unabashedly. “Wildlife has been gathering in certain places and avoiding others. Plants grow overnight only to wither the next day. Something is about to happen. It’s time the world woke up to the truth.” She looked into the camera on the last sentence as though beseeching the audience to heed her warning.
The clicking of high heels alerted me to someone approaching, but it was only Kara, who was probably avoiding work herself and wouldn’t snitch. She spared a glance at the TV before starting to pick through the off-brand coffee pods for something decent. “They always pick the wackiest people possible to interview when they pretend to investigate this stuff. It’s like the interviewee doesn’t realize they got picked to be made fun of, not because someone is taking them seriously.”
We both looked at the screen, where the coiffed reporter and her office counterpart were now discussing the strange happenings local citizens had reported lately with a gravitas that would have befitted a war report. Kara was probably right about why they’d picked Alice “Moonstone” Phillips with her green hair, but I didn’t think the warning would have been taken any more seriously had it been delivered by a professor in a suit and wire-rimmed glasses who could back it up with facts and charts. People wouldn’t believe anything mystical was at risk of affecting their daily lives if you shoved it in their faces.
“There are a lot of weird things going on lately,” I said, leaning back against the counter. “Maybe it’s weather patterns or bad ground water.”
“Maybe, but I think it’s just that phenomenon where everyone is talking about the same thing at the same time so it seems like there’s more to it than there is,” Kara decided. “Like shark attacks.”
“Maybe,” I agreed.
I wasn’t about to tell her that magic existed and that Alice was right that it had always been there. I kept the normal and the crazy parts of my life separate like I was living a double life. I was confident it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. People like Alice had been saying things like what Alice had been saying since always, and it didn’t matter any more now than it usually did. Sometimes the observant noticed strange things, but it was the nature of humankind to resist drastic changes to their worldview.
“So, do you want to go out tonight?” Kara asked hopefully.
I took the cup of coffee I’d half-forgotten about out of the coffee maker and started adding sugar. “I can’t tonight.”
Kara arched one perfectly-plucked eyebrow at me. “Yeah, because you have plans? You never have plans.”
“Next week?” I suggested. Kara was about the only thing I liked at my current job, a little bright spot in a cerulean blazer and matching heels against a field of gray cubicle walls. I tried not to turn her down too much, though she was right that I didn’t exactly have a hopping social life. My friend circle during vet school had dwindled down to fellow students who had their noses to the same grindstone as mine, and they had all drifted awkwardly away.
“I’m holding you to it, Drew. No wiggling out of it this time. Not Friday, though. I have a hair appointment,” she added, leaning to examine her hair critically in the cheap mirror someone had stuck to the fridge and smoothing imaginary flyaways.
There was a grunt from the break room door, and we turned to see Glen Tanner, paper-shuffler and micromanager extraordinaire, eyeing us suspiciously. If Kara was my favorite person at Stevens and McKinley, Tanner was my least. Unfortunately, he was also my boss. “Ladies. The work isn’t going to do itself.”
“Just getting coffee,” I said like the little gray rock I pretended to be at work. He’d probably been counting the seconds since I’d left my desk. God forbid I wasn’t wiggling the mouse constantly.
Tanner grunted again and left.
“Ass,” Kara whispered. “I guess we’d better go sit at our desks and pretend we have something to do so management can feel like they have a reason for existing.”
“I guess so.” I had never expected to be working in corporate America, and the vagaries of office dynamics were still inscrutable to me.
Before I left, I glanced at the TV again, where the reporters had moved on to the weather forecast, the mysterious events of the city left behind and probably already out of the minds of the local populace. At least I wouldn’t have rain while I worked tonight.
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As the newest and greenest member of the Bone Riders, I got the crap jobs no one else wanted, usually accompanied by my temporary loaner steed, Charon. I do not know who thought it was the peak of humor to name a Welsh pony “Charon,” but I hope their coffee is always cold. In the usual way of ponies who are so cute and fluffy no one has the nerve to discipline them, Charon was a terror on pint-sized hooves. Tonight he and I were on roadkill duty.
Death and what happens after we meet its cold embrace have been one of life’s most-discussed mysteries since, well, always. Religion, psychics, scientists, and philosophers have tried to understand and explain it, but the truth is, we can’t really know the truth because the dead don’t come back to tell us. I got an unexpected peek behind that curtain when I died last winter.
I don’t remember much about the car crash, which the doctors say is normal. I do remember standing in the road after it happened, staring nonplussed at my own body still in the passenger seat of the car, watching Cole shake me by the shoulder (which is not something you should do to someone who’s been in an accident, by the way). There had been a faint line of golden light between the me standing in the road and the me still in the car, flexible but intangible.
I was studying the car lights and crushed metal and broken glass with all the indifference of a TV show on mute when a sort of darkness opened behind me. I had turned to look at it, a void dark like a storm cloud about to spit out a tornado, drawing something toward it with the persuasive power of a riptide. What little of me was left had decided the “something” it was trying to draw was me, and that had frightened enough emotion out of me to make me mentally grab that golden line and jump right back into my body again.
That was the end of my memory of the accident because my body was in no shape to be conscious. I woke up later in the hospital and assumed what I had experienced was just a typical Near Death Experience. People always talk about a light or a tunnel or out-of-body-experiences. I didn’t think much about it beyond that. I didn’t even tell anyone; my family was already upset about the crash, emphasizing that I might have been a bit dead for a minute there would just distress them more.
It wasn’t until I was woken the first night back in my own apartment by a bunch of strangers who had let themselves in without knocking that I learned my experience hadn’t been quite so typical.
Death doesn’t always happen as it should. Most of the time, people (and animals) die and go on to wherever the dead go without trouble. But sometimes a little bit of that life gets stuck on its way out. That was where the Riders stepped in to help, freeing that spark of life trapped to a dead body. Things were not supposed to be able to snap themselves back into their bodies and continue living. It was at this point in the explanation that I concluded they were there to kill me because I wasn’t supposed to be alive, and I had opened my mouth to scream for help.
Some bruises and one bitten hand later, Fiona had informed me from where I was smooshed into the carpet with August and Kevin pinning me down that no one was going to kill me. The fact that I had the power to pull myself back into my body meant I had the same power over death as they did, and they would like me to join them. When I issued a decline to Fiona’s shoes, all I could see of her from the floor, she told me that was all right, but they would be watching me anyway in case I accidentally revived something else. I was welcome to come talk to them after I’d had some time to think about it.
I immediately decided to go the ostrich route for this problem because I didn’t want to be involved with loonies who thought they had power over death. But then I started getting paranoid about people watching me. And I also started noticing things dying.
The first time I saw an opossum on the side of the road connected to another opossum by the same golden thread that had connected me to myself after the car wreck, I had braked so hard I’d left rubber. The ghostly opossum wouldn’t do anything but stare blankly at me, and I’d sat on the side of the road weeping until a pair of hooves like marble appeared in front of me. I’d looked up at the horse with a coat of dark velvet and a mane that rippled with silver.
“You’ve got to stop doing that before someone sees you and thinks you’re crazy,” Luis told me gently.
I’d let him talk to me for a while, then agreed to go to a meeting with the others. At least if you have to be crazy, it’s better to not be crazy alone. I was pretty half-hearted about this whole “magic” thing; it was the horses that drew me in.
So now I was honing my death-rectifying on roadkill duty, assisting with the departure of the animals run over on our county’s roadways. Unlike me, the little opossums and squirrels didn’t have the ability to snap back into their own bodies, and they needed help to be on their way to the great hereafter. The first time August had taken me out to do this, I’d thrown up and threatened to go home. I don’t like dead things, and I like run-over, rotting dead things even less. I still thought it was disgusting, but I was coping.
I saw the sad body of a raccoon on the shoulder, a shimmering, gray facsimile of itself sitting next to it, watching me. The two raccoons were connected by a familiar golden thread. The life left attached to the body wasn’t a soul or consciousness; it didn’t contain any personality or emotion. It was just the energy that had powered the body, a little spark of life that needed to be returned to the ecosystem of the universe instead of tethered to a dead thing.
“Hey,” I said softly to the raccoon, pulling Charon up next to it.
The raccoon looked at me curiously. They sometimes seemed able to hear me, which was unnerving. I had been crushed by the thought of the little animals trapped with their bodies, suffering and afraid, but August insisted they didn’t feel anything. I was suspicious he had made that up to comfort me, but they really didn’t seem to have much reaction to being dead. What would happen if I put the life back into the body and then treated the critter’s injuries? I had asked Fiona when I’d first started.
“An abomination,” she’d replied with her usual disinterest in explanation.
That was hardly ever an option with roadkill since their bodies were no longer inhabitable, and I wasn’t sure I could do it anyway. I didn’t know how I’d done it to myself. I knelt next to the mirage-raccoon and used my knife to cut through the tether. The gray image of the raccoon disappeared, leaving only the battered remains of decaying flesh behind. I wrinkled my nose at the smell.
Charon heard the hoof beats on the pavement before I did, his fluffy ears pointed toward the muffled sound. A tall horse materialized out of the darkness, his coat an unnaturally shiny dark red and strands of metallic silver streaking through his mane and tail. August had crafted him from one of those vinyl wraps used on fancy cars, butter-soft leather, liquid chrome, and a rubber tire, which accounted for the quietness of his hooves. It was the most car-geek concoction of ingredients imaginable, but there was no denying the results. Spyder was a gorgeous creature, and I was sure my complexion turned faintly green every time I saw him.
August had a lazy way of riding, the reins in one hand and the other arm swinging free, the horse’s movement rolling up through his back without resistance. He was actually a good rider when the situation called for it, but his equitation would make any instructor gnash their teeth. August drew Spyder up next to Charon, and we eyed each other for a moment. He was probably my age, though perhaps not of my generation, and he wore his Nordic-blond hair pulled back in a messy half-ponytail.
“Hey, Drew,” he said conversationally.
“Hey.”
August reminded me of the terminally laid-back frat guys I’d met during my undergrad, the kind that bummed their way through life with the situational awareness of a goldfish and a pure-hearted confidence that everything would turn out okay somehow, but he’d grown on me over the last few months. He was a little vacant sometimes, but he never seemed annoyed when I got frustrated trying to come to terms with the dead stuff. I thought Fiona might have paired him with me because he was the definition of unflappable.
“Do you need help?”
I shook my head. “There’s only two more over that way.”
I started off leading Charon down the two-lane road, and August rode next to me.
“Why are you walking?”
“No point in getting on and off again.” I wasn’t too heavy to ride Charon so I wasn’t in danger of hurting him, but I was too tall, and I looked a little foolish on his back. The magic he carried helped shield me from people who might want to know why I was poking roadkill, so I had to have him with me. Fortunately, Charon was savvy to the fact that the faster we finished, the faster he got to return to the barn, so he was being cooperative tonight. Somewhat less fortunately, he was trying to encourage haste by pushing me with his head when I moved too slowly.
“Fiona told me you’re hoping to get your own horse soon,” August said as he followed. “That’s a big step.”
I shot Spyder another envious look. “Yes, I think it’s time.” No point in complaining that Fiona had ruined my most recent attempt. No, screw that. I was complaining. “Did she also tell you that she sabotaged my attempt to get a skeleton? She showed up while I was digging, and all the horses started staring at her until someone came out to check. She did it on purpose.”
August wasn’t about to get involved in that. “I’m sure she didn’t mean anything by it.” He pointed. “There’s one.”
I spent a moment miming petting the squirrel’s tiny head even though it wasn’t really tangible enough to touch, not caring that August was watching me with interest, then separated it from its ruined body.
“You don’t have to pet them,” he said. “They don’t know.”
“Maybe the petting is for me.” There had been a time when I’d intended to spend my life making animals well, not interacting with their dead bodies.
Headlights rounded the corner of the county road, and we both stepped off into the razed cornfield next to it, squinting at the sudden brightness. The car passed by without seeing us, and I waited for my night vision to return before I moved on.
“Were you working tonight?” I asked him, wondering why he’d chosen to join me.
“Yes. I got done and came to check on you.” He looked uncharacteristically troubled for someone who would probably finish his beer before going to the hospital to get a finger reattached after a fireworks accident.
I felt a little bad at that. I hated roadkill duty, but at least no one asked me to take care of people who had gotten stuck. It took me a while to learn not to cry over the opossums; what if the tethered life were a child’s? Maybe he’d had a rough night tonight. He was never a talkative guy, so it was hard to tell if something was wrong or if he’d just slipped into a zen state.
I wasn’t going to say anything else, but he spoke again. “How many have you had tonight?”
I thought. “Six.”
“How many animals have you passed that were just regular dead?”
“I don’t know. Two or three?”
“So more not-right deaths than right deaths?”
“Oh,” I said. “Is that not normal?” I had mostly been thinking about how sad it was that man’s progress had impinged upon the habitats of the wildlife until so many of them were struck by cars.
He shrugged. “Could be a whole lot of nothing. Let’s get the last one.”
The last one turned out to be a deer, and I felt unexpectedly sad. Every time I thought I’d gotten used to this, there was something new. I knelt next to the gray shimmer that was lying with its legs tucked beneath it and reached to stroke its head.
A very real and solid hoof kicked feebly by my knee, and I flung myself backward onto the gravel shoulder with a squeal. The allegedly dead deer half-opened one brown eye.
“August! It’s not dead.”
He scrunched his nose. “Cut it loose, and it will be.”
“But then I’ll be killing it,” I protested.
“It isn’t going to live anyway. It’s almost dead now. Set it free.”
“But then I’ll be killing it,” I repeated more aggressively.
August eyed the deer with clinical interest, its plight not tugging at any emotion inside him. “How is this different from what you usually do?”
“The difference is this deer isn’t dead, and you’re asking me to kill it!” That was certainly what was going to happen if I cut its tether. The other animals were already dead when I cut theirs.
August swung down from Spyder’s back. “It’s okay. I’ll do it. Turn around.” He wasn’t annoyed that he had to do it for me, but his expression said he sure didn’t understand why I had such a problem with it. When you’re about as deep as a reflecting pond, not much troubles you.
Maybe I was just supposed to buck up and say I’d do it myself, but I didn’t. I put my face in Charon’s mane and let August kill the deer for me.
* * *
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The Riders aren’t so organized that we have regularly-scheduled meetings, so the short notice of Bennett’s request for us to gather Friday night meant something unusual was up. Then again, Bennett was a pedantic over-planner who would have gotten along well with Tanner, so it might be nothing.
I dashed through the drive-thru of a burger joint when I left work and was still scarfing fries when I reached Bennett’s house. The driveway was already full of cars, and I speculated on what his neighbors in this prim neighborhood thought he was doing when he had people over—Dungeons and Dragons? Bible study group? I parked on the street and let myself in the side door without knocking.
The Riders had no official leader and were technically a democracy, but more practically, someone had to make the decisions, and the more experienced Riders usually handled monitoring what needed watching and divvying up the workload. Bennett was retired and had a large house with space for meetings, and he had appointed himself our unofficial logistics manager. Fiona was the most experienced of the Riders by far, but she seemed to have no desire to take the helm. Some people seek the crown, others have it thrust upon them, and the rare few take the offered crown and hand it right back to go on with their lives. I don’t think it was a lack of devotion; she was more of a zealot about being a Rider than anyone else. She just wasn’t interested in managing the rest of us.
Valerie made room on the shorter couch for me, and I plopped down next to her. Valerie was twenty and looked about sixteen, with a bleach-blonde bob and baby blue eyes. She was petite and pretty, and the viewer could be easily fooled into thinking she was a vapid cheerleader in a Lilly Pulitzer miniskirt. She actually played field hockey, and I’m pretty sure if you pitted her against a bodybuilder, the bodybuilder would leave crying. She was mean.
“Ah, Drew. Welcome,” Bennett said, settling into an armchair that would have been at home in an Edwardian mansion. Part of me always thought he leaned so hard into the “esteemed professor” persona with his neatly-cut graying hair and tweed jackets that it couldn’t quite be real. The den with its shelves of leather-bound books and green patterned wallpaper could have been a movie set background for his erudite persona.
I glanced around, nodding hellos. Almost everyone looked like they’d come straight from work and was eager to be home. There were nine of us that lived here in the city, not including Della and Sean Cantrell, who lived a few hours north and mostly worked with each other. Helen was squeezed between Trish and Luis on the overstuffed couch, while Kevin claimed the remaining armchair. True to habit, August had eschewed a chair in favor of slumping on the marble fireplace. Fiona leaned against the wall at the back of the room where she could see everyone. I was sure I could feel her gaze on the back of my head.
“I have rush planning at my sorority,” Valerie said pointedly.
“We’ll be quick,” Bennett assured her graciously. “I think this is important though.” He settled back so he could gaze at everyone over his spectacles. “From reports we’ve received from all of you and some observations in general, we’re noticing an uptick in incomplete deaths.”
There was a murmur and an exchange of glances.
“As for what could be causing it, it could just be that the rift is experiencing a surge of some sort. It has happened before, though it is rare.”
The rifts were what we called the anomalies in the world’s fabric that the Riders believed caused the failure of some lives to pass on after the death of their bodies. There were theories that these rifts were openings to death itself or to the afterlife, which was why death had the occasional hiccup around them, but other sorts of magic tended to flourish around rifts too, which made that theory questionable. The exact location of the rifts was uncertain, but there was one in the nebulous location of Asterville. Whatever they were, Riders were drawn to them. Or perhaps made by them. The memory of the drawing darkness the night of the car crash made me shiver involuntarily, and Valerie side-eyed me.
“For now, we will be hypervigilant in our work, which means extra hours,” Bennett continued. “Luis and I have started a compilation of locations and numbers to chart this potential surge, and we’ve reached out to contacts around the world to see if anyone else is experiencing this as well.”
“So what happened the last time a rift had a surge?” Kevin wanted to know. Kevin was in his early thirties and had been a Rider for a few years, so he had far more practical experience than relative novices like me and Valerie, but more complex, nuanced things were still new to him too.
Bennett shrugged. “Surges seem to eventually subside on their own accord. We have never really understood the rift or what it is. We just seem to be the select few that can sense it and what happens around it.”
I’d always found that odd, personally, that the legacy of the Riders extended so far back into history but no one had ever managed to crack the mystery of the rifts. But maybe it was a case of over-familiarity. Humanity had been interacting, however inadvertently, with the rifts for their entire history too. They were responsible for magical powers that ended in witch hunts and strange artifacts that engendered plagues that devastated villages only to disappear again without a trace. They were just an odd and random danger of the world we lived in, like a sun flare or a cave filled with poisonous gas. We didn’t particularly need to understand them to continue living with them. And truthfully, they weren’t that strong or that easy to find. Most people just didn’t have the ability to see magic or its effects; of all the people in Asterville and its surroundings, there were less than a dozen in this room who had any idea of the rifts’ existence.
Still, the science major in me wanted to see that data Bennett was collecting.
“Do the other strange things happening in the news have anything to do with the rift surge too?” I asked, thinking of Alice “Moonstone.”
Bennett shrugged like he was going to politely discount this theory, but Fiona cut in with a terse, “Yes.”
I, and everyone else, craned my neck to look back at her. She was still leaning against the wall, her arms crossed over her chest.
“I don’t believe any of the local ‘coven’ are actual magic users,” Bennett said, ever polite.
“But they are still observant,” Fiona replied. “Even if they don’t know what is happening, they know to look for signs. Fake magic imitates the real magic it is a shadow of.”
Fiona knew a lot about magic, but I was privy to none of her secrets. The fact that I had slingshot myself back into my body after dying and that I could see the golden thread connecting life to a body meant I could likely use magic of other sorts too, but no one had trained me yet, and I hadn’t shown any inclinations independently. I hadn’t really pushed for instruction on the subject because, frankly, I was still getting used to comprehending the very possibility of magic. Harry Potter would have been waving a wand by now, but the disruption of my worldview was a little more tough to chew as an adult.
“Quite possible,” Bennett agreed. “But even if the rift is responsible for any odd happenings in the area, it won’t change the things the Riders need to do. If everyone could fill out their availability for the next week on the sheet, I’ll make the schedule and email it out.”
Fiona didn’t argue with him, but she didn’t need to. She wasn’t the kind to bother making her point more than once; you listened, or you didn’t. I could tell by the way she frowned that Bennett was wrong about something, and I wondered what it was.
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Chapter 3
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Saturday found me snoozing late into the morning as I tried to catch up on the sleep I’d sacrificed for my recent nighttime escapades. I woke up to a voicemail from my mom complaining that I was ignoring her and reminding me that I was supposed to have dinner at my parents’ house Sunday night. My relationship with my parents had soured after I’d put vet school on hold. They thought it was because of my Near Death Experience, but that oddly didn’t make them any more sympathetic. There wasn’t exactly any way I could tell them the whole magic thing had made it difficult to continue.
I also had a text from Cole asking if he’d left his earbuds at my place. We both knew he hadn’t, so he was just making up excuses to talk to me. He had broken up with me after the car crash because he couldn’t get over his guilt about it, and he’d thought not having to see or think about me anymore would fix that. I hadn’t been angry with him about the crash, but I was certainly angry about the breakup. And because ‘out of sight, out of mind’ didn’t actually do anything for the guilt he felt like he thought it would, he still found excuses to talk to me that were actually attempts to check on me.
I texted my mom that I would be there Sunday, mostly because the contents of my fridge were looking a little lackluster, and I told Cole that I’d thrown his nonexistent earbuds in the trash weeks ago. Problems successfully avoided for the time being, I left for my usual Saturday activity.
I didn’t care much about the magic of being a Bone Rider, but the gig came with a massive perk I couldn’t resist: Fiona’s barn.
I grew up riding horses and was your stereotypical “horse girl” straight into high school. I probably drained my parents’ bank accounts dry with all those riding lessons, equipment costs, and out-of-town competitions in exchange for a banner of ribbons over my bedroom mirror. I couldn’t afford to do the whole horse thing as an adult, but the itch never really went away. Getting a horse of my own again had become important enough I’d tried to dig up a dead one. Fiona was a horse trainer, and most of the Rider horses lived on her property where she had a stable set-up that would rival a professional show barn and acres of pasture for them. I had taken to spending most of my weekends there, pretending I was trading stall-cleaning for saddle-time. It might have been Fiona’s way of bribing me into liking Rider life, but I was one of the few Riders who was a horse enthusiast pre-magic, so she might have just appreciated having someone around who shared her interest in them.
Most of the horses were turned out to graze, but a few heads popped over the stall doors when I walked in, and I did the reception line of petting noses and rubbing ears. The creation of their horses was what first drew the Bone Riders together as a group, uniting a few people who had some capacity for magic and a desire to do something about some of the strange things they saw. They had made the first horses from the bones of real horses mixed with other arcane elements in a spelled cauldron the size of a hot tub. The horses that stepped out were creatures of magic and dreams and terror. The power of the horses and the shared purpose were credited with the longevity and cohesion of the Riders while other groups formed covens, sects, and societies that lasted only a generation. I think the fact that the horses were just so damn cool was probably the biggest factor.
The cauldron currently lived in Fiona’s garden buried beneath a cover that was masquerading as a deck covered in potted plants. The horses created in modern times were still made from horse skeletons, now mixed with items influenced by the Rider’s personality and taste, like August throwing in car vinyl and tires when he made Spyder. It was a big deal what you selected because it influenced both the horse’s appearance and personality. Whoever had decided to create a horse out of a Welsh pony’s bones when they made Charon had used baby blue felt and boucle yarn in a variety of pastels. I’m sure that contributed to his horrible temperament, achieving consciousness to find himself ridiculous. Valerie’s Arabian looked like a mermaid horse, with a softly shimmering golden coat flecked in places with pink and green sequins like scales and delicate hooves that looked like they’d been dipped in glitter. I think she’d bought thousands of tiny bottles of Sicilian Sunset Shimmer nail polish and drained them into gallon jugs to pour into the cauldron, which was the sort of single-minded determination I expected from her. I’d been hoarding things for my own horse since I’d first learned about them.
“Andrea.”
Fiona stood at the other end of the barn, wearing jodhpurs, paddock boots, and the content expression she wore here in the center of her meticulously cultivated universe. I imagined that if the world had changed so much around me from the time I was born, I would have a hard time dealing with it, but I never got the impression Fiona struggled to keep up with modern times until I saw her here. Even then, it was less like the world was moving too fast for her and more like she’d learned to be fluent in a second language but wished for the ease of speaking in her native tongue again.
“Help me finish up in the barn,” she told me, “and you can take Kai out for some exercise.”
Some horse owners think of “barn chores” as the necessary dues to pay for getting to ride, but I enjoyed most of them. The work had a soothing, satisfying quality to it I didn’t get from my office job. We had the horses turned out, the stalls cleaned, and the feed bins refilled in less than an hour, working in companionable quiet. We got along well in situations like this. I hosed out buckets, and Fiona swept the center aisle. When we’d finished, I saddled Kai, Trish’s sea glass-colored Paint, and took him out to the dirt-floored arena.
The Riders’ horses may have looked like fantasy creatures, but they mostly acted like real horses. I had been told they generally looked like regular horses to the average person who was expecting to see a horse, such as if someone were driving by and spotted them in the pasture. In places where they weren’t expected or didn’t want to be seen, they weren’t exactly invisible, just unnoticed. I wanted to know if the strength of that magic was up to taking the horses out for competitions, but my idea had been rudely nixed. Kai wasn’t much for jumping, so I practiced lead changes and half-pirouettes for a while before taking him back to the barn.
Fiona was sitting on the cut log she used for a mounting block when I came back out, waiting for me, a frosty bottle of Coke in one hand. The glass bottle seemed like her. She had brought one for me too, and I took a seat on an overturned bucket and held the bottle still while she popped the top off with a bottle opener. We sipped companionably for a bit, enjoying the peaceful green of the pastures and the satisfaction that comes with being slightly tired from useful work.
“You were right to question if the other strange events being reported are related to the uptick in incomplete deaths,” she said at last. “The rifts are the source of all magics. If there is a surge, it will affect all things that possess magic.”
“Why does Bennett think otherwise?” I asked. Fiona had been around a long time and knew a lot about magic. What I really wanted to ask was why he didn’t believe her opinion on something she was better informed about.
“Bennett is a scholar by training.” Her tone implied no criticism, just a statement of fact. “It is in his nature to specialize deeply rather than widely. He narrows the focus of his study to the skill we all have in common, not the breadth of what is possible.”
“Most of us can’t do any other kind of magic,” I said. “I can’t.”
“You haven’t tried yet.”
“I don’t think I could even do the death thing until I resuscitated myself.” I realized with some irritation that she had lured me into a discussion about using my magic through camaraderie and sugary soda. I was about to pay the piper for the riding with a lecture. “I think it was the exposure to the rift when it happened that gave me that ability, so maybe that’s all I’ve got.”
“You did that because you were scared,” Fiona replied. “And your current disassociated state removed any inhibitions you may have had about knowing why it shouldn’t work. A capacity for logic or uncertainty at that moment would have stopped you. Your magic woke up because that was the first time you really needed it.”
I only half-believed her, but I didn’t argue because I wasn’t brave enough to argue with Fiona. I did believe that my temporary death had brought about the abilities, but I still thought that was the moment I’d received the abilities, not just activated them. I was pretty sure I’d dipped into the rift, or at least stared into its face for a moment. The exposure had brought something back with me.
“Most of the others don’t have any other kind of magic either,” I pointed out. It was mostly the older Riders who had other magical talents, not the younger crowd like me, August, and Valerie. “Maybe not all of us do.”
“Most of our current members ended up with the Riders instead of some coven either because death was the first magic for which they showed an affinity, or because the Riders were the first people to recognize their potential and invite them,” she replied. “There aren’t many legitimate magic groups here anymore. The Riders have mostly taken up that spot in our local ecosystem. And most of our members have chosen to be content with Rider magic, where they feel comfortable. Which is what you’ve done,” she added.
I ground the toe of my boot into the dirt instead of looking at her. Fiona didn’t usually chat with me about idle subjects, with the notable exception of horses, so she must have a specific point to this conversation. Knowing her, she was probably going to wait for me to figure it out on my own. “What should I do then?”
“The original Bone Riders weren’t founded to be just grim reapers on horses,” she said, not answering my question. “We’ve just become specialized over the years as we did a job no one else was doing and we recruited everyone who seemed to have suitable abilities. There became so many magical groups that we all settled into our respective niches.” She turned her cobalt blue gaze on me, and all the heat left my body. “Magic doesn’t work that way, Andrea. There’s no reason you can’t learn to do more if you want to.”
I didn’t want to, but I didn’t bother saying so. Fiona seemed finished with her cryptic lesson of the day though. She stood, took my Coke bottle (which I had not finished drinking), and disappeared into the barn. I listened to the glass clink into the recycling bin. She should really stick to teaching horses.
* * *
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“You should just go to the dean of the school and explain to him nicely that you’re ready to be re-enrolled,” my mother said, settling the casserole dish of potatoes onto the wicker potholder so it wouldn’t mar the shiny surface of the dining room table. Sunday dinners required the full complement of matching dishes and lit candles, even just for the three of us. I usually ate on my couch at home. My parents weren’t aware I was such a heathen. “I’m sure he’ll understand. You nearly died, Andrea. That would shake anyone up.”
“It’s too late now,” I said, mostly to make word-sounding noises. No one was listening to me. I had been granted academic leave after the accident, and I was supposed to restart my third year of vet school this fall. In a fit of decision paralysis and frustration, I hadn’t done it, and the opportunity had passed. Truthfully, if I’d gone to the school administration sometime that summer and requested an extension of my leave, they would have given it to me, but I thought my chances were slim now.
“That job you’ve got is a dead end,” my father continued with his part of the script in the regularly-scheduled “criticize Drew’s life choices” meatloaf and green beans dinner revue. His knife scraped against the porcelain plate, making my mom wince. “If you’re going to work instead of finish school, you should find a better job than the one you’ve got.”
“Ditto,” I agreed. Much as they’d quit listening to what I had to say a long time ago, I’d quit caring what they thought around the same. “May I have the bread, please?”
My mom passed me the basket of bread sticks nestled in a checkered towel that matched the place mats. “Did you do anything interesting this week, Andrea?”
“I went to Fiona’s and rode for a while yesterday.” As far as my parents knew, Fiona was a nice middle-aged lady who let me exercise her horses in exchange for cleaning stalls and scrubbing buckets.
“Fiona is such a dear to let you ride her horses,” my mom said, making me wonder how Fiona would have reacted to being called a “dear.”
My father spied another opportunity. “You could have your own horses if you got a decent job. Vets make good money.”
This was not worth the free food.
A text message appeared briefly across my watch screen. New situation. Meet barn.
Thank god. I stood and went to scrape my plate into the trash. “I’ve got to go. Kara locked herself out, and I’ve got to take her her spare key.”
“That Kara.” My mom shook her head. “Take her a piece of cake.”
I took the cake, fully intending to eat it myself, and high-tailed it toward the barn. My parents’ house was a half hour away, and there were several other cars parked angled off the drive to the barn when I arrived. It looked like just about everyone was here.
I grabbed the duffel bag with my riding clothes out of the backseat and hustled toward the barn. I had never been summoned for a “situation” before. I guessed this was that increase in duties Bennett had been talking about. I’d mostly expected that to affect me by meaning I had to work roadkill duty extra nights to free everyone else up to do other things. Maybe I was getting included in the real work now. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Maybe I was just along to observe and learn.
Trish was already on her horse’s back, waiting outside the barn. “Hi, Drew. Glad you could make it. We’re all hands on deck tonight.”
“Hi, Trish. What’s happening?” I dropped onto the mounting block outside the barn to change my shoes.
Trish was probably pushing fifty-five, but she had the soul of a teenager. She kept her gray hair long and flowing and wore bell-bottoms and crocheted shawls over band t-shirts. I studied her hippie vibe pretty closely, as I planned to emulate her one day. “There’s a lot of activity at a morgue tonight,” she told me. “Bennett and Fiona are already on
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