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Chapter 1

By the time Marnie Dern walked into my apartment and told me
Dominic Rinaldi wanted Copper Halo, Snowmelt, and Mercy Bell to
finish first, second, and third in the Kentucky Derby, I was
already having a bad feeling about those horses.

Not a full bad feeling. Nothing cinematic: no thunderclap,
no cold shiver, no omen in a mirror. Just the low, persistent
itch of unfinished curiosity. Their names had been sitting on a
spreadsheet on my laptop for two weeks, highlighted in yellow
because they were ridiculous in a way I had not yet had time to
explain.

Ridiculous things interest me. They usually mean someone is
lying, someone is panicking, or someone with money has mistaken
audacity for genius. Sometimes all three.

It was April of 2025, Chicago was in one of its good moods,
and from the window of my apartment in Wicker Park the city
looked like it had forgiven everyone for the winter. The light
had that clean, hard polish it gets in spring after the wind off
the lake has scrubbed the air raw. People were below pretending
their lives were orderly. Delivery vans nosed along the street.
Cyclists threaded traffic with the serene death wish that marks
them as either saints or idiots. Every third person was looking
at a phone and every fourth was trying not to look at anyone

else’s.
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I stood there with coffee in one hand and the city in front
of me and took a moment to appreciate the fact that, technically
speaking, I had no visible employment.

This was not strictly true. I had employment. I just didn’'t
have the sort of employment people put on LinkedIn with a
tasteful headshot and bullet points. On tax forms I described
myself as providing information services. That was accurate as
far as it went. What I sold, in practice, was the distance
between what people believed and what was actually true.
Sometimes that distance was worth fifty dollars. Sometimes fifty
thousand. The market, like the soul, was variable.

My apartment reflected this. It looked, to the casual
visitor, like the home of a man who had done unexpectedly well in
some niche corner of consulting. It had clean lines, expensive
lighting, bookshelves arranged according to a system I would
never explain, and a kitchen used chiefly for optics. To anyone
less casual, it looked like an operating room for controlled
dishonesty. There were four phones charging along the counter,
each for a different circle of life. A wall display tracked
betting lines the way ordinary men track stocks. The round table
in the center of the room had felt under it and good light above
it, which is all a poker table really needs if the people around
it are skilled enough.

I crossed to my desk, opened the laptop, and brought up the
Derby sheet again. Every horse entered for the Kentucky Derby sat
in one column, current odds in another, my private assessments in

a third. I had color-coded the field the way a devout man might
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annotate scripture. At the bottom were the three yellow
highlights.

Copper Halo.

Snowmelt.
Mercy Bell.

The names looked theatrical. So did the odds.

Copper Halo at a hundred to one. Snowmelt at two hundred
fifty. Mercy Bell at five hundred. They might as well have
printed Not A Chance next to each line and saved the public some
time. But the odds themselves weren’t what had caught my
attention. Horses drift. Horses plunge. The market is full of
noise and superstition and old men who claim to know a stable
boy. What interested me was ownership.

Three bad horses, all purchased quietly by the same holding
company, all entered in the Derby despite having no earthly
business being there. You do not acquire a trio of hopeless
animals by accident, and you do not keep them on the books for
eighteen months unless they are useful for something.

I had meant to find out what.

Instead I had put them in the category every working mind
maintains: interesting, but not urgent.

That category exists chiefly so life can punish you for
using it.

A text arrived on one of the phones. Miles H. Still on for
tonight? Spartan is in.

I wrote back one letter.

4
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Then another phone buzzed with a suburban client wanting
advice on a Thursday basketball proposition. I read the 1line,
considered the injury report, the weather, the way the number had
moved since noon, and sent back two sentences. The first was the
answer. The second was the price of having asked.

The evening was meant to be ordinary. Cards. Conversation. A
little gentle theft among friends. Outside, Chicago easing toward
dusk. On my wall, the Derby futures. On my screen, three stupid
horses in yellow.

I closed the laptop and began setting up the table.

Anyone who tells you psi-talent ended crime has never met
enough people. All psionics did was make human nature more
legible. It made greed more efficient, fear more marketable, hope
more contagious, and bluffing more technical. The old sins
survived the upgrade beautifully.

Poker in a psi-aware city is therefore not cleaner than it
used to be. It is simply more sophisticated. Everybody comes
equipped with better lies.

By nine o’clock Miles Harlan was in his usual chair, quiet
and neat, wearing the expression of a man who would like the
universe to be more reasonable than experience suggested. Miles'’s
talent was perception, light grade: enough to notice emotional
seams, enough to hear the shape of a thought if you let it get
too near the surface, not enough to make him dangerous on his
own. Which, in practice, made him dangerous in exactly the right

way .



Gael / THE INSIDE FIX / 6

Nikos Andreadis—The Spartan to every living creature who
knew him—sat to my left and resembled a nightclub bouncer who had
gone through a late philosophical phase and kept the shoulders.
His mind was naturally shielded to a degree that made certified
telepaths talk about him with bitterness. You didn’t read The
Spartan. You inferred him from weather patterns and collateral
vibration. He might as well have been lined in lead.

Danny Marlowe, known around town as Chicago Danny because
nobody ever accused gamblers of originality, completed the table.
Danny had the smile of a friendly traitor. His gift was
projective: mild but useful, the capacity to push a thought
outward just hard enough to see whether somebody else flinched.
The trouble with Danny'’s head was not that you couldn’t read it.
It was that you couldn’t trust the reading. He weaponized his own
surface thoughts. He’d think strength to imply weakness, think
weakness to imply strength, then change his mind halfway through
and convince himself all over again for tactical effect. Reading
Danny was like using a compass with a drinking problem.

The game had been good to me all evening, which is one of
the many ways fate likes to distract a man before worsening his
life.

By the time the crucial hand arrived, Danny was bleeding
chips in cheerful increments, Miles was cautiously afloat, and
the Spartan was in that unnerving state of contained patience
that meant he was either completely safe or quietly predatory. I
looked down and found a straight flush in diamonds, eight through

queen, which is the sort of hand that creates two simultaneous
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responsibilities: to remain physically composed and to become
spiritually dishonest.

I managed both.

I bet into the pot as if I disliked the situation and
perhaps my upbringing. Danny stared at me. I thought full house
at him with deliberate clarity. Across the table, Miles tried not
to react to the ambient noise of our little resonance field, and
the Spartan sat there inside his magnificent blankness like a
mountain that had learned to stack chips.

“Anyone want to act on that,” I said, “or are we just
decorating the table?”

Danny gave me his best sweet smile, the one suggesting he
was either about to do something foolish or had already done it
and was waiting to see whether anyone noticed.

“I'm thinking,” he said.

“I noticed.”

“Not necessarily useful information.”

“Never claimed it was.”

The Spartan, without looking up, said, “Either bet or fold.
You’re using up oxygen.”

Danny tilted his head. “The Spartan’s reading me.”

“I'm observing you,” Nikos said. “Different skill set.”

The pot was eight thousand dollars and growing, which is
about the point at which a game stops being social and becomes
theology. Danny kept looking from me to the chips to his cards
and back again.

“You'’re projecting full house,” he said.
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“Am I."”

“Very loudly. Which either means you have a full house or
you’'re trying to make me think you have a full house.”

“Those are the traditional options, yes.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You’re too calm for someone bluffing
and too calm for someone holding.”

“That is my resting state, Danny.”

Miles made a tiny sound into his glass that might have been
a laugh trying not to be witnessed.

The room had that peculiar density psi games acquire when
nobody is quite trusting what he is hearing from his own nervous
system. A thought here, a shield there, somebody testing the room
with the faintest brush of projection, somebody else shutting a
door before it opens. The science describes this as a resonance
effect. The science is very elegant and mostly useless. What it
means in ordinary language is that four experienced operators
around a table will construct an atmosphere in which everybody
becomes more certain than the evidence warrants.

Miles, who was better than most at reading atmosphere,
looked from Danny to the Spartan to me and said mildly,
“Somebody’s thinking about something that isn’t this hand.”

“Impressive,” I said. “You’ve identified the presence of a
secondary brain function.”

He let that pass because Miles is civilized.

Danny finally reached toward his chips.

And my apartment door opened without a knock.
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The room altered before I even looked up. That was my first
clue that the visitor mattered. The second was the Spartan
swearing under his breath in Greek, which he only did for
traffic, tax notices, and women he considered operationally
dangerous.

Marnie Dern stepped inside.

If you’ve never met a person who changes the geometry of a
room by entering it, the effect can be hard to explain. It is not
beauty exactly, though she had that. It is not charisma, though
she could certainly weaponize that too. It is the impression that
she has already mapped every exit, every mood, every hierarchy,
and every possible use of silence before her second foot touches
the floor.

She was in her mid-thirties, dressed like a woman coming
from somewhere better financed than my game, in a dark blazer
over silk, with the kind of self-possession that made lesser men
overperform. Her shield was excellent. Not noisy, not aggressive,
simply complete. Most people in our world reveal themselves
without meaning to. Marnie gave off the psychic equivalent of
polished stone.

She was also, I noticed, not smoking. That alone told me
something had changed in her life or mine.

Nikos dropped his hand. Miles put his cards down face-first.
Danny slid back from the table wearing the expression of a man
who had abruptly decided ignorance was an asset.

“Give us the room,” Marnie said.
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Nobody argued. That is how authority works when delivered
cleanly enough. They filed out with the admirable discipline of
professionals choosing not to know things.

I turned over the straight flush without fanfare because by
then there was nobody left worth impressing.

“Evening,” I said.

She took in the apartment in one sweep. The wall display,
the phones, the stacked chips, the level of quiet. She was not
admiring. She was inventorying.

“You, Wade Sanders.”

“You’ve solved the first mystery.”

“Rinaldi wants to see Copper Halo, Snowmelt, and Mercy Bell.
Kentucky Derby. First Saturday in May.”

There are moments when the mind, in self-defense, asks for
repetition though it heard perfectly the first time.

“Say that again using smaller words,” I said.

“Rinaldi wants those three horses to finish one, two, and
three.”

“At Churchill Downs.”

“At Churchill Downs.”

“Copper Halo. Snowmelt. Mercy Bell.”

“In that order, if possible.”

I stopped touching the chips.

There'’s absurdity, and then there’s professional absurdity.
This was the latter. Those animals would not have won a
respectable county fair if the competitors had stopped midway for

sandwiches. Copper Halo was a depressive essay in horseflesh.
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Snowmelt was distractible to the point of theology. Mercy Bell
regarded starting gates as violations of civil liberty. Anybody
asking for them to sweep the Derby was not asking for a fix. He
was asking for weather control.

“Marnie,” I said, *“those three horses make dog food
companies optimistic.”

Her face did not alter. “Rinaldi says they can. And will.”

“Rinaldi says.”

“Rinaldi says.”

She took out a tablet and showed me a payout projection. The
numbers were substantial enough to induce religion in a lesser
operator.

“He’s not asking you to fix anything,” she said. “He just
wants an outcome.”

“That distinction will be a comfort to prosecutors
everywhere.”

She stood as if the essential work had been done. “Rinaldi
has great faith in your ability. He will be terribly disappointed
if his faith proves misplaced.”

That phrase would have been gentle in another mouth. In hers
it carried weight-bearing threat.

I said, “And Harold Grimmer?”

At the door she paused.

Harold Grimmer had made the mistake, the previous spring, of
being insufficiently useful at a moment Dominic Rinaldi
considered usefulness urgent. Rinaldi had started at Grimmer'’s

place with a single dollar and ridden it through eighteen
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straight winning passes against a room full of professionals.

12

It

was the sort of performance that left a mark on local memory. Not

because of the money. Because of what followed.
“How’s Harold doing these days?” I asked.
“He relocated,” Marnie said.
“Where?"”
“Voluntarily.”

Then she left.

There are threats, and then there are edits to the future.

Marnie had just delivered an edit.
I sat alone with eight thousand dollars in chips and a

problem the size of Kentucky.

On the wall display the Derby futures glowed obediently.

Copper Halo at one hundred to one. Snowmelt at two fifty. Mercy

Bell at five hundred. I stared at those numbers for a long time,

then reached out and pushed over one of the chip towers just to

hear something honest fall apart.

Miles, Danny, and the Spartan came back in after a minute,

wearing versions of composure assembled in the hallway. Men who

spend enough time around risk develop a tactful relationship with

questions. Everybody wanted to know. Nobody wanted to seem

overeager to know.

Danny solved the problem first. “We heard what she said. The

windows aren’t that thick.”

“T know,” I said.

The Spartan got himself a drink, which in Nikos translates

loosely as declaring the current situation real. “Rinaldi.”
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“Yes."”

“He knows where you live.”

“He'’s always known where I live. That’s never been the
question.”

Miles asked, *“What is the question?”

I began tidying cups because motion helps the mind commit
fewer murders.

“The question,” I said, “is whether there’s a version of
this that does not end with me in the Harold Grimmer position.”

Danny looked troubled in a way that suggested morality had
wandered briefly through the room. “Where is Grimmer these days?”

“Voluntarily relocated.”

“That could mean anything.”

“I found the wording optimistic.”

The Spartan, who has no patience for decorative phrasing,
said, *“The Derby. Those three horses.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve heard of them?” I asked.

He gave me a look that implied I was abusing the available
language. “There is a joke on the South Side,” he said. “What do
Copper Halo, Snowmelt, and Mercy Bell have in common?”

Danny sighed. “This is going to be a terrible joke.”

“They finish together in last place,” Nikos said, *“which is
the only place they’ve ever respected.”

“I stand corrected,” Danny said. “That’s not a joke. That'’s

documentary work.”
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Miles had gone quiet in the thoughtful way that means he is
seeing the structure before anyone else names it.

“Rinaldi wants them to win,” he said slowly. “Or he wants
you to try to make them win. And fail.”

I looked at him. “Go on.”

“If you try and get caught, he has leverage. If you try and
fail cleanly, he has proof that you’ll do impossible work for him
under pressure. If you refuse, that’s a separate problem. Either
way he gets something.”

“That’s generally how Rinaldi prefers to transact,” I said.

The room got quieter. There are many cities inside Chicago;
one of them is populated entirely by men who survive through
inference. The four of us had all made careers, to one degree or
another, in that city.

“What are you going to do?” the Spartan asked.

“Sleep on it,” I said.

This was understood to mean think until dawn and beyond it.

They left not long after. Danny paused at the door to
mention, with more care than I expected from him, that Marnie
Dern’s shield had been complete. “I couldn’t get anything off
her,” he said. “That'’s rare.”

“T know,” I said.

Nikos lingered last.

“Grimmer was a good man who made a small mistake in a
difficult situation,” he said. “The mistake was not being smarter
than Rinaldi.”

He looked at me with that granite directness of his.
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“You are smarter than Rinaldi,” he said.

The compliment would have landed better if it had sounded
less like an instruction.

After they were gone I sat down with the horses.

Not physically, though from the quality of the problem that
might have helped. I sat with their records. Copper Halo: nine
starts, one anomalous juvenile win, then six uninspiring results,
his best finish since New Year’s a fourth in Ohio; earnings that
did not cover his groceries. Snowmelt: habit of mentally checking
out around the mile mark to investigate birds, umbrellas, changes
in light, and once, according to a track note, the sky. Mercy
Bell: spiritually uncooperative, said a previous owner, which I
admired for precision. She had refused the gate four times in
nine starts. This is not the résumé of a Derby contender. It is
the résumé of an allegory.

Then I dug into ownership.

Dalwood Holdings LLC.

One shell led to another, which led to another, which led to
the kind of diversified investment structure expensive men use
when they would prefer certain assets not to appear to know one
another. At the center of it, neat as a knife, sat Rinaldi
Entertainment Group.

Rinaldi had owned those horses for eighteen months.

That changed everything.

If he had just bought them on impulse, the problem would
have been madness. If he had possessed them quietly for a year

and a half, entered them in races, kept them alive, paid the
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bills, and never improved them, then the horses were not the
plan. The horses were placeholders in the plan. Tokens. Position
pieces.

I stood at the window and looked out over the city while the
shape of that settled into me.

Everybody wants to be on the inside. That is the oldest
market fact in the world. In a psi-connected country the desire
has only accelerated. Smart people move; other people read the
tell; then everyone starts betting not on reality but on what
they think the smarter money believes. This is how bubbles form.
This is how reputations make money. This is how a man like
Rinaldi gets richer than caution deserves.

The question was no longer why he wanted those horses to
win.

The question was what outcome he actually wanted if they
could not.

I wrote it out in a notebook because some thoughts need
paper to become trustworthy.

WHAT DOES RINALDI WANT?

The horses to win?

To be right?
To control an outcome?
To control me?

The answer arrived by elimination. He couldn’t truly want
the horses to win because he had eyes. He might want to control
me, yes, but that felt secondary. The core was reputational. If

Rinaldi placed substantial money on an impossible long shot and
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those horses ran and lost, he looked foolish in public. A man
like Dominic Rinaldi did not fear the financial hit. He feared
visible error.

So what is the next-best outcome if your ridiculous horses
can’t win?

You scratch them.

In the regulated Derby markets Rinaldi was using, a
scratched horse returned the covered wagers. Money went back.
Shame dispersed. The public inconvenience became circumstance.
The impossible call ceased to be a public humiliation and became
a regrettable administrative adjustment.

I wrote SCRATCH in the notebook and sat there looking at it
until the word turned from noun to route.

Rinaldi could not scratch those horses without a reason. But
he might scratch them if letting them run became worse.

That was the first clean edge of the plan.

Not how to fix the Derby.

How to make Rinaldi fix his own problem.

The race itself, when I thought about it that way, shifted
in my mind. The Kentucky Derby is not just a horse race anymore.
In 2025 it is one of the most psi-monitored sporting events in
North America. The track runs licensed operators all over the
place. Telepaths in the stands. Perception specialists in the
paddock. Manipulation detectors watching for influence attempts
in real time. If you try to nudge an outcome directly, you don’t
merely cheat. You light yourself up for three jurisdictions at

once.
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Rinaldi had hired me to do something that could not be done
safely and almost certainly could not be done at all.

Therefore the real field was not Churchill Downs.

The real field was belief.

Twenty-five thousand bettors, maybe more, all reacting not
to the horses but to what they imagined better-informed people
already knew.

I wrote another question in the notebook.

WHO IS THE REAL PLAYER?

Not the horses. Not the jockeys. Not the stewards. The
betting public.

And between the public and certainty there is always a
carrier. A whisper. A crooked line move. Somebody’s cousin at a
bar. A man everybody thinks hears things.

That was when I thought of Foggy Gates.

Every city has one or two human accidents who drift along
its understructure collecting familiarity. Foggy was ours. Small-
time pickpocket, perpetually cheerful, incapable of hanging onto
serious money or a coherent plan, and uniquely useful because his
mind was unreadable for all the wrong reasons. Not shielded. Just
fogged. Trying to get a clean psi take on Foggy was like trying
to isolate one violin in a room where seventeen radios were
already playing in different stations.

He was perfect.

If a man like Foggy placed money on those horses and

radiated excitement in the process, the psi-network would do what
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it always does: read excitement as certainty, amplify it, and
hand it to greed with a ribbon on top.

By three in the morning I was not finished, but I had
direction, which is more valuable than optimism.

My apartment’s Mindwarden panel remained green by the door.
Mindwarden is what happens when home security gets access to the
emotional gradient of approaching visitors. Mine was configured
to allow in friends, flag official purpose, and become suspicious
of anxiety masquerading as confidence. I tightened a few settings
out of habit.

Three unread messages waited on the phone.

PHIL: You okay?

CHARLIE: Heard anything more?
THE GREEK: Call me.

I answered none of them. Some plans die in language.

In the morning Lieutenant Frank DeLuca came by, which I
should have expected, because DeLuca has spent most of his adult
life arriving at the edge of trouble a little sooner than comfort
would prefer.

Frank was big without being careless about it, somewhere in
his fifties, patient in the way only disciplined men become
patient. His talent was situational perception. Not mind reading,
not exactly. He read shapes. Pressure. The type of story being
told in a room before the dialogue had caught up. If ever a
profession and a psi-gift were married well, it was DeLuca and

Psi Crimes.
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He came in, looked over the cold coffee, the open screens,
the notebook on the table, and read my apartment the way a
surveyor reads land.

“Early morning for a man with no visible employment,” he
said.

“I'm researching equestrian investments,” I told him.

“A sentence to make any honest person nervous.”

He sat without invitation because we were long past that
part of etiquette. I poured him coffee because some rituals are
more binding than warrants.

“You were visited last night,” he said.

“I have visitors often.”

“This one was notable. Marnie Dern. Rinaldi organization.
Shielding Grade Two. Competent.” He accepted the coffee. “You
want to tell me why she’s paying social calls in Wicker Park?”

“Maybe she likes the neighborhood.”

“Wade."”

We had known each other too long for much decorative
nonsense.

“Rinaldi sent her,” he said.

I said nothing. Silence is sometimes the most accurate form.

He studied me in the low-frequency way he had, not a probe
so much as a measurement of the room’s truthfulness. It’s one of
the things I respected about Frank. He was careful with other
people’s minds.

“Are you planning to commit a crime?” he asked.

IINO . ”
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That answer rang clean because it was clean.

He took another drink. “Are you planning to do something
somebody might argue is a crime?”

“That’s a harder question.”

“I know.”

I considered him. Some cops you lie to because the job
requires it; some you lie to because you owe them nothing. Frank
belonged in neither category. I had no intention of handing him
my plan, but neither did I want him looking in the wrong
direction.

“At this stage,” I said, “I'm planning to go to Kentucky and
look at some horses.”

“Reasonable thing to do.”

“I thought so.”

He stood, coat in hand, but lingered a second. “For what
it’s worth,” he said, “I checked on Harold Grimmer. He relocated
voluntarily. Phoenix. Small book out of a sports bar. Seemed
fine.”

That changed my internal arithmetic by a few degrees.

“Why are you telling me that?” I asked.

“Because you were wondering,” he said. “And because the
answer matters to your risk calculation whether you admit it or
not.”

Then he left.

A man could survive a lot on slightly revised arithmetic.
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Chapter 2

Two weeks before Derby Day I drove down to Kentucky with the
windows open and the radio off, which is how I handle trouble
when I want to hear it coming.

In Chicago the psi-network is a constant weather system. You
are always filtering somebody. Always trimming away the edge-
noise of ambition, irritation, appetite, fear. The city thinks in
layers. Out on the road, especially once the interstate gives way
to horse country, the noise thins. The mind gets cleaner. So does
the air. You can feel where one life ends and another begins.

By the time I turned through the gate at Pennington Farms
just after dawn, I already knew I was not going to like what I
found there.

The place was beautiful in the old Kentucky way: rolling
green, white fencing, neat barns, mist lifting off the low ground
as if the land itself were exhaling. It was the sort of landscape
that made people believe in bloodlines and breeding and ancient
money. Underneath all that polish, though, the farm read wrong to
me. Not dangerous. Not diseased. Just resigned. The emotional

field of the place had the flattened quality of a household that
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had been disappointed too often and had learned not to expect
very much from the morning.

That was bad news.

A genuinely unhappy horse broadcasts its own weather. You
can feel distress in them. Fear, agitation, pain, anticipation.
Horses are not subtle creatures in the psi-registry. You cannot
read them for thought the way you read a person, but you can feel
their emotional weather. The first weather system I stepped into
that morning was apathy.

Copper Halo stood in his paddock with the mournful dignity
of an animal who had once been asked to compete and had taken the
matter under advisement, only to reject it on philosophical
grounds. Bay coat. Three years old. Decent conformation gone a
little slack with disappointment. His eyes had that distant,
democratic sadness you sometimes see in schoolteachers and public
defenders.

I leaned against the rail and let his field settle against
mine.

He was not sore. He was not frightened. He was not
overtrained or underfed or chemically compromised or secretly
brilliant. He was simply done.

That was when Tommy Fallon came out of the stable carrying a
feed bucket in one hand and a tablet computer in the other, which
told me almost everything I needed to know about him. Men who
train horses in 2025 have to live in two centuries at once. Tommy
wore the contradiction comfortably. He was in his sixties,

leathered by weather, and he looked at me the way horsemen always
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look at city men: with the presumption that I had arrived to say
something expensive and foolish.

“You the fellow from Chicago?”

“Wade Sanders,” I said. “You’'re Tommy Fallon?”

He took his time answering. “Depends why somebody from
Chicago cares about this specific collection of horse.”

There are conversations where honesty is useful and
conversations where clarity is suicide. I chose the middle route.

“I'm looking at track investments,” I said. “Broad portfolio
approach.”

He looked at Copper Halo, then at me, then back at Copper
Halo. “Investment,” he said flatly. “Son, that horse eats my feed
and loses my reputation. The other two are worse. Nobody with
legitimate money has asked me a serious question about these
animals in two years.”

“What about illegitimate money?”

That made him still. Not alarmed. Just careful. Tommy Fallon
had the look of a man who had survived decades around gamblers,
owners, veterinarians, regulators, and breeders. Men like that do
not flinch. They evaluate.

“I'd want to know what I was being asked to participate in,”
he said, “before I participated in anything.”

“Nobody’s asking you to participate in anything. I only want
to understand them.”

He snorted once, a dry horseman’s laugh. “Then understand
this. Copper Halo won’t run more than a mile if he can help it.

There’s nothing wrong with his lungs. Legs are sound. Heart’s
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fine. He’s physically able. He just made a private decision a
while back not to compete seriously.”

“A spiritual problem.”

“If that language helps you,” Tommy said.

We stood together at the rail. Two men looking at a horse
that had opted out of excellence.

“I've trained enough of them,” Tommy said after a moment,
“to know there isn’t always a body reason when one stops giving
you the thing you bought him for. Sometimes there is. Sometimes
it’s a tendon or a breathing problem or something electrical in
the nerves. But sometimes a horse simply decides. Same as a
person. Same as somebody you know who used to care and then one
day did not.”

“Can he be undecided?”

Tommy gave that the long silence it deserved. “Not in two
weeks.”

He took me next to Snowmelt.

If Copper Halo projected resignation, Snowmelt projected
distraction. She was a gray filly with a lovely shoulder, a finer
frame than the bay, and the dreamy attention span of a woman in a
waiting room who had just remembered a better life she might have
had. She watched a bird for the full length of our approach and
only turned to acknowledge us after the bird had moved on to some
more deserving branch.

“She ever run straight through a race?” I asked.

“Not that I’'ve seen.”
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Tommy said it without bitterness, which somehow made it more
final. He explained that Snowmelt would break clean enough, hold
position long enough to convince a hopeful man he had made a
discovery, and then at roughly the point where a race starts
requiring commitment she would become interested in the sky, or
the crowd, or a shadow, or what he called “the larger concept of
being a horse.” I asked if that was a veterinary category. He
told me it ought to be.

Mercy Bell was worst of all and, because the world has a
sense of humor, also the prettiest.

Chestnut. Fine head. Elegant movement in the paddock. A
horse designed to bankrupt romantics. Tommy took me near the
starting-gate practice lane and gave me the short version: four
documented refusals to leave the gate in nine starts, two
additional incidents in morning work, one assistant trainer
bitten badly enough to reconsider his profession, and a previous
owner who had described her in official paperwork as spiritually
uncooperative.

“Did the association accept that wording?” I asked.

“They entered it without comment.”

I liked the track association immediately.

“What happens if you get her loaded on Derby Day?”

Tommy folded his arms on the rail and studied her over the
fence. “If I get her loaded on Derby Day, which is already a very
large if, she may decide the gates are an insult to her dignity.
Or she may break. Or she may stand there making a point. I can’t

train for principle. Nobody can.”
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Their eligibility was the one part of the problem that was
not mysterious. Each had banked qualifying points before the
present collapse: Copper Halo on his anomalous juvenile form,
Snowmelt through two wet-track placings, and Mercy Bell in a
chaotic prep where six horses scratched and she emerged from the
gate on speaking terms with competition. Rinaldi had bought them
after the points were secured. They belonged in the Derby on
paper. Only on paper.

By then the shape of things had become offensively clear.
Rinaldi had not bought three hidden gems. He had not found
injured talent waiting to bloom. He had not been nursing a
private edge. He had acquired three expensive arguments against
hope.

That should have comforted me. Instead it made the entire
matter more dangerous.

If the horses truly could not win, then the horses were not
the point. I had known that already. What I had not fully
appreciated was how complete the impossibility really was. There
was no clever preparation left to discover, no secret medicine,
no buried breeding note, no undisclosed trainer switch, no
technicality. There was only human behavior.

Dominic Rinaldi does not spend a year and a half quietly
holding three useless Derby entries unless the entries are part
of a larger arrangement. What I needed now was the rest of it.

Tommy walked me through the stable after that. I asked
enough ordinary questions to keep him from thinking I was

entirely there on behalf of organized lunacy. Feed schedule. Vet
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records. Shipping stress. Exercise pattern. Whether anybody
unusual had visited lately. Whether there had been any interest
from track media, outside owners, independent bloodstock scouts,
federal regulators, or men who wore too much confidence for ten
in the morning.

He answered all of it.

The answer that mattered most was the simplest one: no.

No unusual visitors. No mysterious prep. No covert
specialists. No whisper campaign in the horse world. No attempt
to make these animals better than they were.

The horses were genuine. Their incompetence was authentic.

That was useful.

It was also, in its way, a relief. An impossible problem
becomes cleaner once you confirm the impossibility. The range of
solutions narrows. You stop wasting time on miracles.

I thanked Tommy Fallon for his time, bought him breakfast at
the diner two roads over, and let him talk for thirty minutes
about racehorses, owners, weather, and the moral inferiority of
synthetic surfaces. Horsemen like to talk once they decide you
are not there to insult the animals. By the end of breakfast he
had told me more than he meant to and had also, I think, decided
I was a man in some sort of trouble he would prefer not to
understand in detail.

That made two of us.

On the drive back toward Louisville I pulled over twice just

to write.
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I do my first-stage thinking by hand. Screens are too eager.
They imply structure before structure exists. A blank notebook is
humbler. It lets a bad idea look bad on the page before you dress
it up with software and accidentally fall in love with it.

At a coffee place near Lexington I sat with a legal pad, a
mug of coffee that tasted like a warning, and the beginnings of a
route.

The first thing I wrote was simple enough:

THE HORSES CANNOT WIN.

Under that:

THEREFORE WHAT DOES RINALDI ACTUALLY WANT?

I considered all the obvious answers in turn.

Money? Certainly. Men like Rinaldi always want money, but
money was too crude an answer by itself. He had other ways to
make money. Reputation? Closer. If he backed a trio of hopeless
horses at catastrophic odds and they somehow came in one-two-
three, he would become the man who knew. The man inside the
locked room. The oracle. In the psi era, that kind of reputation
compounds faster than interest. One impossible call made publicly
can buy a year of obedience from lesser minds.

But the horses could not win.

And once you accept that, a more interesting question
presents itself: if the best outcome is unavailable, what is the
next best one?

I sat with that a long time.

Around me people came and went. A couple argued quietly over

directions. A student in a team sweatshirt hunted for an outlet
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and found religion when she located one. A woman in veterinary
scrubs ordered six drinks for coworkers and radiated the
exhausted heroism of the chronically competent. All of them were
background weather. My own mind had narrowed to a single point.

If Rinaldi had already placed substantial money on those
horses—and I was increasingly certain he had—then a public loss
on Derby Day would do him more damage than the financial hit.
People remember money. They remember humiliation more. If
thousands of bettors followed his implied confidence into an
absurd position and then watched those three animals fail exactly
as every rational person expected them to fail, Rinaldi would not
merely be wrong. He would be seen being wrong by the exact
population he depended on to believe he was never wrong in
public.

That was intolerable.

The next best outcome, then, was not a win.

It was a refund.

I wrote the word in the center of the page and circled it.

SCRATCH.

If the horses were withdrawn before the race, every covered
wager would be returned. Reaney’s and the regulated rooms
carrying the action wrote their Derby positions on a non-runner,
no-bet basis; the pari-mutuel pools would refund any later
tickets automatically. Offshore books were another matter, but
they were not where Rinaldi’s public humiliation lived. The
regulated market would unwind the damage before it happened.

Rinaldi would lose the dramatic fantasy of being proven right,
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but he would preserve something more useful to him: the story
that he had acted, at the final moment, with information not
available to everybody else. He would look careful instead of
foolish. Controlled instead of exposed.

The more I stared at it, the cleaner it became.

I did not need to make impossible horses win.

I needed to make the consequences of letting them run
unacceptable.

That is a very different kind of fix.

I wrote faster after that. The psi-circuit. Rumor. Long-shot
money. Market movement as self-validating proof. In 2025 the most
powerful information in betting is not private data. It is
visible reaction. If smart money appears to know something and
the odds start moving in response, other people do not merely
notice. They infer. Then they amplify. The line itself becomes
evidence. Every adjustment confirms the rumor that caused it,
whether or not the rumor had any basis beyond the fact that
people were behaving as though it did.

A market can manufacture conviction out of nothing but
velocity.

That was the engine.

I would not lie to anybody. I would not falsify a ticket,
manipulate a horse, bribe a jockey, drug a groom, penetrate a
track system, or tamper with the race. The race would remain a
horse race. The horses would remain gloriously incapable. The

people, however, would do what people have always done when they
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think someone on the inside has tipped a sure thing. They would
rush to stand near certainty before certainty became expensive.

And once enough of them did, the odds themselves would
become the evidence.

Once that evidence became public enough, Rinaldi would have
to scratch.

I looked down at what I had written and felt that dangerous
little click in the mind—the one that says a thing has stopped
being an idea and become a route.

What I needed next was a carrier.

By the time I got back on the road I knew who it would be.

Lieutenant DeLuca called before I hit the city limits.

“You were in Kentucky,” he said, without preamble and
without warmth.

“Doing research.”

“At Pennington Farms.”

“That is where the horses are.”

There was a short silence on the line. Frank DeLuca had the
kind of perception talent that made silence a working instrument.

“What did you think of them?” he asked.

“I thought they were horses. Large, expensive, and given to
self-determination.”

“That’s a careful answer.”

“I'm a careful person.”

“What direction is this going in, Wade?”
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There it was. Not accusation. Not yet. He was still asking
about shape. DeLuca never wanted your words first. He wanted the
geometry around them.

“I looked at some horses,” I said. “That remains legal.”

“Looking at horses is legal. Building something around them
may not be.”

“What if the something is only people drawing their own
conclusions from legal facts?”

He let that sit between us.

“I'm going to ask you a cleaner question,” he said. “Are you
planning to alter the outcome of the Kentucky Derby?”

“No."

That answer was true enough to ring clean, and he heard the
ring of it. I could feel him adjusting on the other end.

“All right,” he said. “Then let me ask the dirty version.
Are you planning to alter anything people care about surrounding
the Kentucky Derby?”

“That,” I said, “depends on how broad your anthropology has
become.”

He exhaled once through his nose, which for Frank passed as
laughter. “Keep your hands clean, Sanders.”

“I have every intention.”

“See that you do.”

After he hung up I drove the rest of the way home with the
notebook on the passenger seat like contraband and my mind
already moving to the next piece of the apparatus.

That piece was named Foggy Gates.
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Foggy was one of those gifts civilization occasionally
produces by accident: a man with almost no useful psi-talent
except for the fact that his mind could not be cleanly read by
anyone alive. Not because he was shielded. Not because he was
strong. Because he was such a crowded room of stray impulses,
disconnected associations, cheerful fog, and incidental static
that any deliberate read slid off him sideways. He was
cognitively untidy in a way that made him professionally useful
to smarter criminals than himself.

He also liked me.

This is not a small thing.

Some men you can hire. Some you can compel. And some,
because they trust you in the uncomplicated way dogs trust
weather, become a superior instrument without ever feeling used.
It is not morally ideal. It is operationally excellent.

I found him where I expected to: at a South Side bar reading
a racing form with solemn concentration and comprehending none of
it.

He brightened when he saw me. Foggy always brightened. His
joy in recognition had the clean, unfashionable quality of
childhood.

“Mr. Sanders!”

“Fog."”

“You want a beer?”

“I want to know how life is treating you.”

He told me he had won sixty dollars earlier that week in a

room on Division because he had a feeling and acted on it. I
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congratulated him as if this represented strategic mastery rather
than random variance.

Then I bought him another beer and gave him a thousand
dollars in cash.

His face went through suspicion, delight, confusion, and
concern in rapid sequence.

“I need you to place a bet for me,” I said. “One thousand
dollars. Each-way. Copper Halo, Snowmelt, and Mercy Bell.
Reaney’s book.”

Foggy stared at me as if I had asked him to baptize a
toaster.

“Mr. Sanders,” he said in a lowered voice, *“those horses are
no good.”

“I know.”

“Copper Halo came in last in a five-horse field in March.”

“I know.”

“Snowmelt stops to look at things.”

“I know.”

“Mercy Bell doesn’t like gates.”

“I am aware of her philosophy.”

He looked down at the envelope again. “You want me to put
real money on them.”

“Yes.”

“At the Derby.”

“Yes.”

“Why?"”

“Because I'm asking you to do me a favor, Fog.”



Gael / THE INSIDE FIX / 36

I let that sit a second, then added the part he needed most.

“You keep a hundred for your trouble.”

That steadied him. Money always made things concrete.

“Do I have to say anything to anybody?”

“No."

“Do I have to not say anything?”

“Also no.”

This was a more complicated instruction than it sounds.
Foggy is a social animal. He is constitutionally unable to
possess interesting information without leaking emotional
consequence all over the room. That was the entire point. I did
not want him lying. I did not want him fabricating. I wanted him
to do what he naturally did when something exciting touched his
life: carry its atmosphere into every conversation that followed.

In the psi era, atmosphere is enough.

He finally took the envelope with the solemnity of a man
accepting a ceremonial office. “Okay,” he said. “Copper Halo.”

I left him there with his beer and his bewildered sense of
purpose and walked back out into the afternoon feeling the first
teeth of the plan engage.

By the time I got home, the topology map I kept on my system
had already registered a minor movement near Reaney’s operation.
The amount itself was tiny in the aggregate. A thousand dollars
against Derby futures is a grain of dust in a sandstorm. What
mattered was not scale. It was source proximity.

Reaney’s room sits close enough to three other circuits that

anything even faintly strange gets noticed by professionals who
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pride themselves on noticing. If the strange thing is attached to
Foggy Gates—who does not usually handle thousand-dollar
convictions with my account routing behind him—it acquires
texture immediately. Not certainty. Texture. That was enough.

Miles called first.

“What are you doing?”

“Research.”

“Foggy Gates just put a thousand on Copper Halo, Snowmelt,
and Mercy Bell.”

“Did he.”

“Your thousand. I recognized the path.”

“Smart of you.”

He was quiet a moment. Miles never fills silence until he
has used it.

“You'’re using Foggy as a signal,” he said.

“I'm using Foggy as Foggy. Other people are free to build
cathedrals out of coincidence if they need a religion.”

“Is it legal?”

“I placed a legal wager through a legal intermediary on
legally entered horses.”

“That was not my question.”

“No,” I said. “It was your moral question, and my answer to
that is: everyone involved still has free will. Which is more
than can be said for most things in this city.”

He made the little sound he makes when he dislikes both your
logic and your odds. “You’re going to Kentucky again?”

“No. Next step is here.”
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He took that in. “Rinaldi’s going to hear this.”

“Rinaldi is supposed to hear this.”

After I hung up, Marnie Dern arrived carrying an overnight
bag.

No amount of tactical intelligence fully prepares a man for
some developments in his life. Dominic Rinaldi assigning a
beautiful, highly competent operative to monitor me at close
quarters should have been straightforward in theory. In practice
it turned my apartment into a testing environment for nerves I
had not planned on using.

“You’ve been busy,” she said, taking in the screens.

“Research.”

“You went to Kentucky.”

“Yes.”

“What did you learn?”

“That the horses are authentic.”

Something in her expression sharpened. “Authentically what?”

“Hopeless.”

That interested her. Marnie did not waste attention. When
she focused, it was with the disciplined concentration of someone
who had spent years deciding what mattered before anybody else in
the room realized there was a choice.

“And that helps you how?”

“It tells me the race is not the race.”

She set her bag down but did not yet move toward the guest
room. *“Explain.”

“Not yet.”
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“Rinaldi is going to ask me.”

“I know.”

Her mouth twitched very slightly at that, as though she
could not decide whether I was arrogant or merely intolerable.

“There’s a guest room?” she asked.

“There is. It currently contains deferred maintenance, old
lamps, and a stationary bike I’'ve never forgiven.”

“Then clear it.”

So I did.

While I hauled boxes and exiled the bike to the hall, she
moved through the apartment looking more deeply than she had the
first night. Not just the visible systems, but the life
underneath them. The books. The arrangement of glasses. The way I
keep three legal pads in three different places because ideas
have no respect for room boundaries. Being observed by Marnie was
not uncomfortable in the ordinary sense. It was worse. It made me
aware of the shape of myself.

When I came back from the hall she was standing near the
market screens, looking at the first visible effects of the
movement.

The line shifts were still modest. Copper Halo a little
shorter. Snowmelt nudged inward. Mercy Bell no longer being
treated by the market as a private joke. To an amateur it would
have looked meaningless. To professionals it looked like somebody
somewhere had begun believing something improbable for reasons
they were not yet ready to share.

“You built this?” she asked, gesturing at the topology map.
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“Modified it.”

“Rinaldi has seven people doing the same kind of tracking.”

“Rinaldi’s team writes reports,” I said. “This sulks if I
neglect it.”

That earned me one brief real smile. Dangerous moment.

Then she asked the question that mattered.

“Is there actually a plan?”

“Yes.”

“Does it involve fixing the race?”

“No."

She watched me while I said it. That is the sort of sentence
that invites a talent test. I let her look. The truth of it was
absolute.

“Then what does it involve?”

“Human nature,” I said. “And the market’s unfortunate habit
of mistaking movement for revelation.”

She folded her arms. “That sounds like the kind of answer
people give when they intend to be clever at somebody else’s
expense.”

“It is the kind of answer people give when they are not
ready to hand over architecture to someone who reports to Dominic
Rinaldi.”

She accepted that more readily than I expected. Maybe
because she knew it was fair. Maybe because some part of her had
already begun separating her own judgment from his.

“My name isn’t Ghost,” she said then, with no warning at

all.
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“I know.”

“Everybody calls me that.”

“I won't.”

That landed somewhere between us and changed the room.

After that the conversation became stranger by becoming more
honest. She asked how long I had lived alone. I told her long
enough to mistake order for peace. She asked if I always worked
this way. I told her solitude saves time but charges interest.
She asked if I was scared. I told her I was petrified, which is a
different condition entirely. Scared men run. Petrified men
think.

She took the guest room. I took the kitchen and pretended
not to listen to the subtle sounds of another person settling
into my domestic geography.

Later Miles called from a poker room to report that Foggy
had already managed to be mysteriously excited in front of half a
dozen people and that at least three of them had placed calls of
their own within twenty minutes. Perfect. The operation was doing
exactly what schemes built out of human curiosity always do:
accelerating once observed.

That should have been enough satisfaction for one day. It
was not.

I stood at the guest-room window after making the bed and
looked out over Chicago while the city did what it always does
after dark—broadcast itself in a thousand minor urgencies.
Somewhere in the network people were already telling one another

they had heard something. Not facts. Never facts. Better than
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facts. They had heard movement. They had heard certainty in the
voice of someone who thought he was standing near certainty. They
had seen a line tick in a direction it had no right to move. In
modern gambling culture that is more convincing than a sworn
affidavit.

All I had done was place a legal bet through a man incapable
of containing his own significance.

Everything after that was society.

The next morning the spread had widened.

I could see it in the map before I could confirm it in the
numbers. More nodes. More echo. More independent little surges in
neighborhoods where people considered themselves too
sophisticated to chase rumors and yet, somehow, always did.

That was when I sat Marnie down and showed her more than I
had planned.

Not everything. Never everything. But enough.

I walked her through the line movement, through the public
logic of long-shot momentum, through the way rumor cascades in a
psi-enabled betting market. If enough people start buying a
proposition because they believe informed money is entering, the
odds shorten. Once they shorten, outsiders read the shortening as
proof that informed money must have entered. They buy in because
they do not want to miss the inside story. The market, in other
words, testifies on behalf of the rumor that created it.

She followed it fast.

“The cascade,” she said.

IIYes . ”
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“And at the peak—what? Twenty-five thousand people? More?”

“Depends how greedy the public feels by race week.”

“And then?”

“Then Rinaldi scratches the horses.”

She stared at me for a full second without speaking.

I could almost hear the structure lock into place in her
mind. Not because it was cruel—it wasn’t.

“If he scratches them,” she said slowly, “the covered
positions get refunded.”

“Yes."”

“And if he lets them run—"

“Forty thousand people, give or take, watch him be publicly
wrong."”

She looked at the screen again. “So the pressure is not on
the horses.”

“No. The pressure is on his ego.”

“God,"” she said softly.

It is one of the more gratifying words to hear after you
have spent days thinking alone.

“The elegant part,” I said, *“is that nobody loses. Not
permanently. The public risks money and gets it back. The track
handles routine protocol. The race runs clean because those
horses never enter the gate. The only thing that dies is
Rinaldi’s preferred narrative.”

She turned to look at me then, and there was something
different in the look. Less professional distance. More appraisal

of a moral kind.
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“You built a structure that doesn’t hurt anybody.”

“I built an arrangement that lets everybody tell the truth
in public and still arrive at the necessary outcome.”

“That was deliberate.”

“Yes.”

A long pause.

“Most men in this business,” she said, *“wouldn’t bother.”

“Most men in this business do not have Lieutenant Frank
DeLuca occasionally looking at them as if he can hear the
architecture from the sidewalk.”

She smiled despite herself.

By then the market effect had reached the point where
institutions were noticing. Track analysts in Chicago and
Kentucky began flagging the movement. Not alarm, exactly.
Inquiry. Copper Halo compressing. Snowmelt tightening. Mercy Bell
no longer entirely ridiculous on paper. The kind of thing that
made serious people take a second look, then a third. Which in
turn fed the cascade.

The more public the movement became, the less anyone could
dismiss it as noise.

That afternoon Marnie took a call from Rinaldi through one
of her shielded channels. I did not hear his words, but when she
came back into the room I could read enough from her face to know
he had grasped at least the outlines. He knew I was using the
psi-circuit. He knew Foggy was probably involved. He did not yet
know the endgame.

That mattered.
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As long as he believed I was still driving toward his
requested outcome rather than the only sane version of victory
available, he would keep watching instead of intervening.

The following day Rinaldi summoned me.

Not Vera. Him.

Face to face.

That was always going to happen eventually, but the timing
told me the line movement had advanced faster than he expected
and that Marnie’s report had interested him more than he liked.
Men like Rinaldi do not enjoy being surprised by intelligence
they paid for.

The morning of the meeting I walked before dawn through
Wicker Park and into Ukrainian Village because motion helps with
shielding. That is a thing most amateurs never learn. You cannot
hold a mental surface cleanly while sitting still under stress.
The body needs occupation. Rhythm. Breath. Pavement. A moving
mind presents differently. Less like a vault and more like
traffic.

What I would give him was simple and entirely true.

The horses were authentic. I had confirmed it personally in
Kentucky. The market movement was organic. The cascade was under
way. Public participation was increasing. The outcome remained on
track.

What I would not give him was the plan’s deepest hinge: that
I was not working toward the horses running, but toward him
deciding they could not.

That distinction was the whole plan.
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Back at the apartment Marnie asked the only question worth
asking.

“Can he read you?”

“He can read my surface.”

“Can you hold it?”

“I can hold anything that is true.”

That puzzled her for half a second until she understood the
method.

I was not going to present him with fiction. Fiction breaks
under pressure. I was going to present him with selected truth
arranged in a way that suggested a different architecture. A man
working hard. A man making progress. A man confident enough to
continue without yet revealing all. Every one of those
propositions was accurate. The falsehood would be in what Rinaldi
concluded from them.

“The best surface presentation,” I told her, “is one that
never contains a lie.”

She nodded, and for the first time since she had entered my
life with Rinaldi’s mandate in her pocket, she looked openly
worried for me.

“Be careful tomorrow,” she said.

“Always.”

She did not appear satisfied by the word, but she let it
stand.

That night, after she went to her room, I sat at my desk and
watched the map continue to bloom. More money. More conviction.

More people wanting to stand near what they believed was a fix.
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They were wrong about the nature of the fix and right about its
existence, which is as close to honesty as most markets ever get.

Two weeks, I told myself.

Two weeks until Louisville.

Two weeks until either Rinaldi chose the sensible exit or
decided I had become a problem more durable than the race.

Two weeks until I found out whether Marnie Dern was merely
close to the plan or had already, somewhere in those quiet hours
in my apartment, chosen a side.

I looked toward the guest-room door and then back at the
screens.

Somewhere between Chicago and Kentucky three hopeless horses
were eating, sleeping, and remaining faithfully unequal to
history.

Around them a city was manufacturing belief.

And I, God help me, had begun to think I might get everyone

out of this alive.
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Chapter 3

Over the following days, the operation entered its most
dangerous phase.

Beginnings are easy. A beginning is a theory, a notebook
page, a thousand dollars handed to Foggy Gates with a straight
face and an instruction vague enough to survive legal scrutiny
and specific enough to survive Foggy. Middles are harder. Middles
require maintenance. They require patience. They require all the
involved parties to continue believing what they need to believe
for just a little longer.

What I needed, above all, was for Dominic Rinaldi to remain
interested without becoming active.

That sounds simple until you remember what kind of man
Rinaldi was. He had built himself into a private weather system
on the Near North Side: money, reputation, disciplined violence
kept mostly theoretical, and a psi operation sophisticated enough
to make half the city speak his name with professional caution.
His greatest invention was not a horse position or a betting

syndicate or even his field staff. It was the noise floor.
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Everybody in my world had heard about Rinaldi’s noisemakers
long before I ever had reason to think seriously about them. He
kept a rotating staff of paid specialists in his River North
compound whose only real assignment was to think loudly and
uselessly in his vicinity. One of them, I was told, had once been
a jazz pianist and could maintain an internal improvisation so
dense that standard telepaths came away with headaches and no
useful content. Another recited prime numbers. Another generated
classroom-dry mental static so aggressively that a clean probe
through it was like trying to read a legal brief while a snow
machine ran in your skull. None of it was illegal. You cannot
criminalize a man for employing other men and women to have busy
minds in his general direction.

What made the arrangement formidable was not that Rinaldi
hid inside the noise. Plenty of wealthy operators used
interference staff. What made him dangerous was that he could
think clearly inside it. Most people cannot. Most people, placed
in enough ambient cognitive static, become muddy themselves.
Rinaldi had trained his way past that. He could stand at the
center of a psychic sawmill and remain cold, exact, and patient.
That was his real gift. Not power. Discipline.

I never had to see the place up close to understand it. Men
like Rinaldi always reveal themselves through the architecture
they require. A man who pays twelve people to think at him all
day has already told you everything worth knowing about the kind

of world he believes he inhabits.
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Back at my apartment, Marnie had turned the spare window-
side table into a second workstation with the kind of efficiency
that made it look as if she had been assigned that corner years
earlier. My side of the room remained an honest portrait of my
mind: printouts, racing forms, a legal pad webbed with arrows and
circles, three open screens, and a coffee mug close to becoming
structural. Her side looked as though a highly intelligent
military staff officer had decided to occupy my living room for a
limited campaign. Phone aligned to notebook. Tablet square to the
edge of the table. Charging cable coiled, not draped. She did not
fuss over the order. She simply established it.

A person’s habits arriving in your space before formal
permission has been granted carries its own intimacy. We had not
discussed that. We had discussed horses, betting lines, timing,
risk, the behavior of crowds, and the narrower question of
whether Dominic Rinaldi meant to kill me if my work disappointed
him. Domesticity had entered by the side door and was now sitting
quietly by the window with a cup of tea.

She took a call the morning after I returned from Kentucky,
listened without interruption, and hung up with the expression of
a woman professionally committed to calm and personally beginning
to find the job tiresome.

“Rinaldi wants your framework,” she said.

I was looking at the current futures when she said it.
Copper Halo had drifted from one hundred to seventy-five.
Snowmelt had come in from two-fifty to two hundred. Mercy Bell,

stubbornly absurd even in popularity, had tightened from five
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hundred to four-fifty. Modest movement, but movement in the right
direction.

“He wants to know how I plan to achieve the impossible,” I

said.

“He would settle for a summary.”

“Tell him I'm in the early stages. Information
architecture.”

She watched me over the rim of her cup. “He won’t find that
reassuring.”

“It is accurate,” I said. “Accuracy has many virtues.
Reassurance is only one of them.”

“And if he asks whether you’re fixing the race?”

I turned from the screens then. That was not a casual
question. Marnie did not waste directness.

“Tell him I'm working toward the outcome he specified.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only answer that keeps everybody breathing while
the operation is still fragile.”

She leaned back in the chair, not offended, just measuring.
“You still don’t trust me enough to tell me the whole shape.”

“I do not trust the pipeline between you and Rinaldi,” I
said. “That is different from not trusting you. You might soften
it. He might scan faster than you can soften it. If he sees the
architecture before it reaches critical mass, he interferes. And
if he interferes, it breaks.”

“By doing what? Pursuing his own plan?”

“By attempting to take control of mine.”
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That landed. Marnie was too smart not to understand the
distinction. An operation like the one I was building depended on
deniability, drift, and a thousand small individual human
decisions, none of which could appear centrally driven. If
Rinaldi became visibly active, if his own people began leaning on
books or players or market-makers, the whole thing would collapse
into something traceable and therefore useless.

“You need him passive,” she said.

“I need him patient.”

“Rinaldi isn’t a patient man.”

“He is when he thinks he’s winning.”

That brought the smallest shift to her mouth. Not quite a
smile. More the recognition that I had answered honestly and in
full.

We were both quiet for a moment after that. Chicago was
making its weekday noise below us. A delivery truck paused out
front. Somebody across the street was arguing through a phone
with the full confidence of a man whose facts were weak and whose
feelings were robust. The city’s psychic weather rolled on
exactly as it always did: appetite with pockets of vanity.

Marnie set the cup down. “What happens if he loses patience
anyway?"”

“Then I become educational.”

She did not like that.

Neither did I, if we are being honest. Confidence is useful
in my line of work, but no professional gambler with even

moderate intelligence confuses confidence with invulnerability. I
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knew exactly how narrow my path was. Rinaldi could leave it alone
and let it work. Rinaldi could grow impatient and break it.
Rinaldi could decide the whole thing was a test and mark my final
grade in blood. The fact that I regarded the first option as most
probable did not erase the existence of the other two.

So I did what a prudent man does when men like Dominic
Rinaldi are part of his calendar. I met Miles Harlan for coffee
in public.

Some conversations you hold in quiet corners because quiet
is safe; others you hold in noisy places because noise is safer.
Miles and I chose a sidewalk table outside a coffee shop in
Wicker Park where the espresso machine hissed continuously, two
buses groaned past every ten minutes, and six independent
conversations within fifteen feet created enough ambient clutter
to discourage all but the most determined psi-listener. Even then
we did what professionals always do: we sat down first, said
nothing, and let the field settle.

Miles had a minor perception talent that made him useful and
anxious in roughly equal measure. He read atmospheres the way
some men read newspaper columns. When the air felt clean enough,
he exhaled.

“The Spartan heard it from three different people,” he said.

“Good."”

“He asked whether it was true. I told him I couldn’t say.”

“And he took that as confirmation.”

Miles gave me a look over the top of the menu. “You seem

pleased by that.”
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“I am pleased by all evidence that the network remains
predictably stupid.”

He ignored that, because he was accustomed to me. “How are
the lines?”

I slid my phone across the table. He studied the numbers and
frowned.

“That isn’t much movement.”

“It isn’t meant to be much movement yet,” I said. “A rush
would spook the market. You don’t want a stampede on long shots.
You want a drift. A thousand individual citizens each deciding,
in the privacy of their own questionable judgment, that perhaps
somebody knows something.”

Miles handed the phone back. “Tell me honest. Do those
horses have any chance at all?”

“None.”

He absorbed that in the careful way decent men absorb ugly
arithmetic.

“So when they lose, the people who followed the signal lose
their money.”

“If they run and lose, yes.”

He looked at me more sharply at that. “If they run?”

I let the silence answer for a beat longer than was strictly
kind. Then I said, “Think about who would be losing money.”

“People who believed they had inside information.”

“People who believed they had the implication of inside

information,” I corrected. “Those are different species.”
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“To a judge, maybe. To a man out three hundred dollars, less
so.”

He was not wrong. That was one of the irritating features of
morality in practical life. It resists elegant distinctions
exactly when elegant distinctions are doing the most work.

“What did you actually tell Foggy?” he asked.

“That he should place the bets and then continue being
himself.”

“Which for Foggy is a public-safety issue.”

“It is also the whole design.”

Miles stirred his coffee without drinking it. “Danny put
three hundred on Snowmelt.”

“That sounds like Danny.”

“He thinks he caught an ambient tip from you.”

I felt a brief, genuine regret at that. Danny was many
things, only half of them reliable, but he was not malicious. He
had simply lived too long in rooms where a projected thought
might as well be scripture.

“Danny is going to lose three hundred dollars,” I said.

“Or get it back,” Miles said softly.

I looked up at that.

He had seen more than I intended. Not the shape, not the
full thing, but enough to know I was preserving a hinge
somewhere.

“That depends,” I said, “on whether Rinaldi makes the right
call.”

“What is the right call?”
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“You’ll recognize it when it arrives.”

Miles accepted this with the resignation of a man who had
known me long enough to understand that further questioning only
encouraged me.

What I did not tell him—what I was not telling anybody yet—
was that the operation had already passed its point of innocence.
Not legal innocence. That, I intended to preserve with priestly
devotion. No, I mean the earlier kind, the experimental kind,
where a scheme exists mostly on paper and one can still pretend
it belongs entirely to its designer. Once Danny had placed his
three hundred, once the Spartan had asked his careful question,
once the first cluster of strangers on the North Side had begun
telling one another that Wade Sanders might be near something
interesting, the operation no longer belonged to me. It belonged
to human nature, which is always where the real trouble begins.

Lieutenant Frank DeLuca understood that too, though he came
at it from the opposite side of the line.

Some police officers like databases because databases
flatter the fantasy that all complexity can be sorted, tagged,
and summoned on command. DeLuca liked boards. Real boards. Pins,
photographs, string, the full melodrama of physical thinking. I
had once told him this made him look like a crank theorist from
cable television. He had replied that cable television had stolen
the method from detectives and not the other way around.

I was not present in his office, obviously. But later events
and DeLuca’s own habits made the scene easy enough to

reconstruct. Rosie Carmine comes in with the newest track-
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commission note. Small, diffuse betting movement on the Derby
field. Not enough to justify intervention. Enough to irritate a
perceptive cop.

DeLuca studies the board. SANDERS. GATES. RINALDI. COPPER
HALO. SNOWMELT. MERCY BELL. Small strings. A larger pattern
taking shape where no single criminal act yet exists. That was
always his frustration with me. I tended to operate in the
category of things that were visible, influential, and difficult
to prosecute.

His first theory, as I learned later, was exactly the theory
a conscientious detective ought to have formed. Rinaldi asks for
the impossible. I, Wade Sanders, create a rumor cascade around
the impossible horses. Money moves. Odds shift. The public
follows the implication of a tip. The horses run. The horses
lose. Rinaldi profits elsewhere while everyone else who chased
the whisper gets punished for their greed. It was a good theory.
Elegant. Reasonable. Wrong in the particular way that matters
most: wrong by one turn.

The turn, as DeLuca eventually realized, was not the long
shots. It was the alternative.

A clever man in his position would have asked himself what
happened not only if Copper Halo, Snowmelt, and Mercy Bell ran
and lost, but what happened to the whole field while public
appetite was being redirected toward them. Money coming onto long
shots is money not going elsewhere. Favorites lengthen. Secondary

contenders get shaded. The entire board acquires a slight
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distortion. Not enough to start a panic. Enough to matter to
somebody with a large enough position and a patient enough hand.

DeLuca, to his credit, kept staring at the board until the
structure offended him. That was his gift. He knew when a story
was too simple for the people involved.

My own work that afternoon consisted of doing something I
almost never do well: sitting still.

Every operation reaches a point where further activity
becomes vandalism. You build. You calibrate. You prod the right
nodes. Then, if you have any discipline at all, you keep your
hands off the controls and let the world demonstrate whether you
understood it. I was at my desk doing nothing visible when Marnie
came out of the guest room and stopped just inside the living
room.

“You're satisfied,” she said.

“The lines are moving.”

“I've been watching them.”

I turned the laptop toward her. “What do you think?”

She sat down in the chair opposite mine and studied the
field. She had excellent stillness, Marnie. Not passive
stillness. Loaded stillness. The kind that suggests thought is
happening at a rate she has no intention of dramatizing for your
comfort.

“I think you built something diffuse enough to be deniable,”
she said. “I think the rumor can’t be traced to a directive. I

think half the city is now manufacturing certainty out of
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appetite.” She looked up from the screen. “And I still do not
know what you believe happens at the end.”

That was the question. Not how the cascade propagated. Not
whether the carrier was unreadable enough. Not even whether the
betting lines moved. Those were engineering questions. The true
question in any confidence operation is always the end-state.
What does the world look like when everybody has made the choices
you wanted them to make?

“What do you think happens,” I asked her, “when a man with
Dominic Rinaldi’s reputation backs three impossible horses, and a
significant number of people climb aboard because they think he
knows something they don’t?”

“The odds shorten.”

“And if the horses lose?”

“Everyone who followed the rumor loses money.”

“Everyone who followed an unconfirmed implication loses
money,” I said. “Which is unpleasant. More importantly, they know
who they believe they followed.”

She kept looking at me. I could almost hear the click when
the final piece aligned.

“He has to scratch them,” she said.

I did not answer immediately. One should never interrupt a
person at the exact moment she understands you completely.

Finally I said, *“He doesn’t have to do anything. But if he
lets them run and lose, he becomes the man who publicly backed a

sure thing that wasn’t. If he scratches them before the race, the
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regulated books and track pools return every covered bet. Nobody
can say he cost them money. He looks prudent instead of wrong.”

Marnie sat back. For a moment she said nothing at all. Then:
“No fixing. No tampering. No direct statement. No pressure on the
horses. No criminal act.”

“Exactly.”

“He’ll still be furious.”

“He’'ll be outmaneuvered,” I said. “That is not the same
thing.”

Her eyes stayed on me. “You really believe Rinaldi respects
a clean maneuver.”

“I believe he understands one.”

The distinction mattered. Respect is emotional.
Understanding is enough.

She looked away first, toward the windows and the ordinary
light of Wicker Park afternoon. “If I tell him this,” she said,
“it breaks.”

“Yes.”

“And if I do not tell him this, I am no longer merely
observing your operation.”

That, too, was true, and difficult. It would have been
easier if I had been in love with a fool. Foolish people simplify
moral structure by being simple themselves. Marnie was not
simple. She had done serious work for dangerous men because she
was good at serious work, and because competence in the real
world is often purchased by institutions one would not invite

home to dinner. She had not lied to herself about that. She knew
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exactly who Rinaldi was. She knew exactly who I might be becoming
in response.

“I am not asking you to betray anyone,” I said.

She gave me a look so precise it nearly deserved a frame.
“You are absolutely asking me to betray someone. Let’s not get
sentimental about the vocabulary.”

Fair enough.

I stood, more because my body needed the movement than
because the scene required drama, and went to the kitchen to pour
coffee that neither of us had requested. When I came back she was
still looking at the screens as if the odds themselves might
relieve her of decision.

“You don’t have to choose me,” I said.

“No,” she said. “I have to choose what I think is right.”

That is the sentence people say when they are trying not to
reveal that a choice has already begun.

I handed her the mug. She took it without looking away from
the laptop.

After a moment she said, “I'm going to tell him you're
close. That the operation is in motion. That you need one more
week.”

“That is true.”

“That is all that needs to be true right now.”

Then she got up and went back to her own workstation, and I
remained where I was with cooling coffee in my hand and the
uncomfortable awareness that the operation had just acquired a

second center of gravity.
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I wish I could tell you I responded to this with pure
strategic clarity. That I immediately recognized the value of her
decision, adjusted my internal risk model, and returned to the
work. In reality, I stood there like a man who had suddenly been
told a different category of danger was now active in the room.

There are professional moments when the smart thing is to
leave them uninterpreted until after the work is done. This was
one of those. So naturally I failed to do the smart thing.

Instead, that evening, I met Chicago Danny in an upscale bar
where the lighting was expensive, the bourbon list was ambitious,
and every man in the room believed himself subtler than he was.

Danny got straight to it.

“I put three hundred on Snowmelt,” he said.

“Then I wish you luck,” I said.

“At two-to-one.”

“That is an unromantic price for a horse with such
theatrical habits.”

He lowered his voice. “Wade. Is it real?”

One of the virtues of telling the truth selectively is that
the truth, delivered in the right register, can perform all the
functions of a lie while remaining morally superior. I looked at
my drink, gave the question exactly the weight it deserved, and
said, *“Danny, I genuinely don’t know.”

Which was true. I did not know whether Danny'’s version of
the rumor was real, because Danny’s version existed only in
Danny’s mind, where all things become carnival mirrors. I knew

the structure was real. I knew the horses were hopeless. I knew
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the public was manufacturing conviction. I did not know what
exact certainty Danny had purchased for himself between the
betting window and this barstool.

He heard my answer the way I intended him to hear it.

“0Oh,"” he said.

“Tell nobody.”

“Obviously.”

Then, because Danny was Danny and the network was the
network, he rewarded my discretion at once. “The Spartan is in
for a grand on Copper Halo.”

I took a sip of bourbon and considered the city’s general
unfitness for self-government.

“Good for the Spartan,” I said.

When I left the bar, the spring night had gone cool again.
Chicago was all reflected light and glass and ambition. Somewhere
on the South Side, somebody who trusted the Spartan would soon
hear that a grand had gone onto Copper Halo. Somewhere west of
there, another man would hear that Snowmelt had shortened
dramatically and decide that a public fool’s opinion had become
private certainty. Somewhere in River North, Rinaldi’s people
would be monitoring the same movements and reporting them
upstairs in language designed to reassure a man who understood
reassurance as an instrument rather than a comfort.

And in my apartment, Marnie Dern was deciding, one precise
omission at a time, what kind of woman she intended to be when

all this was over.
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The psi-network works like fire. People overcomplicate this
because they want modern systems to feel modern in their
mechanisms, but old metaphors remain old because they remain
accurate. You do not need to light every board in the house. You
need one dry corner, one current of air, one structure built from
material eager to participate in its own destruction.

Foggy had been the first dry board. Danny the second. The
Spartan a beam. A few frightened little bettors on the West Side
and the North Side, each convinced their own caution made them
special, served as the oxygen. By the time the line movements
began to attract the attention of people who mattered, the
process would look spontaneous because, by then, it was.

That was the beauty of it and the danger. Nobody had been
compelled. Nobody had been lied to in any legally useful way.
Everyone was deciding freely. A city full of adults was
manufacturing the very condition that would force Dominic Rinaldi
toward the only respectable exit available to him.

All I had done was understand what everybody wanted badly
enough to believe.

Back at the apartment, Marnie was still awake, still at the
window-side desk, still under the soft lamp she preferred to the
overheads. She looked up when I came in, read my face, and did
not ask whom I had seen. Another small intimacy. Another choice
not to demand a full report.

“Well?” she said.

“It’'s spreading.”



Gael / THE INSIDE FIX / 65

She nodded once, unsurprised. “Rinaldi asked for another
check-in.”

“And?”

“I told him the same thing.”

“That I'm close.”

“That you'’re close,” she said. “That the operation is in
motion. That one more week will tell the story.”

I set my keys down and looked at her for a moment longer
than I needed to. “Thank you.”

That altered something in her face. Not sentimentality. She
had too much discipline for that. But gratitude, honestly
received, has a way of disarming even careful people.

“Don’t thank me yet,” she said. “Wait and see whether you're
right about him.”

“About Rinaldi?”

“About all of it.”

That was fair. It was also, coming from her, almost gentle.

I went to my desk, woke the screens, and watched the numbers
change by fractional degrees. Copper Halo. Snowmelt. Mercy Bell.
Three hopeless animals in Kentucky, eating feed and radiating
equine indifference while a city two states away inflated them
into prophecy.

The machine was running now.

And for the first time since Marnie Dern walked into my
apartment and altered my spring, I had the dangerous,

intoxicating suspicion that I might not be doing this alone.
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Chapter 4

By the following morning, Foggy Gates had been collected by
Dominic Rinaldi’s people and transported to a nicer chair than
the one his life had ever prepared him for.

If you have never seen Foggy under professional scrutiny,
count yourself fortunate. There are more efficient ways to test
the patience of serious people. Foggy’s gift, if you insist on
calling it that, is not telepathic talent in any recognized
grade. It is interference. He cannot shield himself deliberately,
cannot project with coherence, and cannot receive much of
anything except mood and pressure. What he can do, to an extent
that ought to be studied by universities, is generate such
pervasive cognitive fog that anyone trying to read him comes away
with six contradictory impressions and a headache.

Rinaldi’s chief operator, Vera, brought him into her office
at the compound because she wanted signal. What she got was Foggy
in his natural state: anxious because strangers had driven him
somewhere, pleased because the strangers had given him good
coffee, proud because he suspected he was part of something

important, hungry because he had skipped breakfast, and homesick
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for reasons that probably had nothing to do with the matter at
hand. To an empathy reader of her caliber, it must have felt like
trying to isolate one violin in the middle of an orchestra
warming up.

She asked him to relax.

He told her he was relaxed.

This was false in every measurable respect, but it was also
sincere, which is the special problem of Foggy Gates.

Later, when I heard the account secondhand, I could
reconstruct the entire scene without difficulty. Vera would have
approached him carefully at first. Rinaldi’s people were not
clumsy. They understood that force was often less efficient than
hospitality. So Foggy would have been seated, given coffee,
spoken to in a low voice, and invited to tell the truth as he
understood it. That truth, unfortunately for Vera, was exactly
what I needed it to be.

He told her he had heard there might be action on certain
Derby horses.

When she pressed him for names, he tried to be professional.
He actually said, I later learned, that he could not confirm
that. I had told him the phrase in passing because I thought it
might amuse him and because I was curious whether he would
remember it. He remembered it precisely long enough to deploy it
at the worst possible moment, which is one of the reasons I
remain fond of him.

When Vera asked who had told him to say that, he brightened,

because here at last was a question he could answer.
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Mr. Sanders told me not to confirm things, he said.

Then, as pressure and coffee and conscience all reached
critical mass at once, he gave her the rest. I had handed him one
thousand dollars. He had put it on Copper Halo, Snowmelt, and
Mercy Bell. He had not been instructed to keep quiet in any
legally binding or psychologically plausible way. Therefore he
had not kept quiet. The information was, in his view, now
sufficiently general that he could say, with perfect innocence,
everybody knows.

That line would have interested Vera more than anything else
he said.

Because she was good.

It takes a certain quality of operator to recognize when
information has ceased to belong to the person who started it and
has become instead a condition in the environment. The moment
Foggy said everybody knows, she would have understood that
whatever I was building had already escaped the level of a rumor
and entered that more dangerous register in which the city itself
begins doing the work. She would have sent Rinaldi a message from
the hallway before her coffee cooled: Gates confirmed as carrier.
Spread complete. Watch the lines.

And so they watched the lines.

Chicago spent that day doing what Chicago always does when
it thinks somebody important knows something. It leaned in.
Quietly in some places, noisily in others, but always with the
same appetite. At a coffee shop on Michigan Avenue two men in

suits stopped discussing their actual employment and looked at
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the same odds screen in companionable silence. On the West Side,
a barber with a secondhand gambling habit interrupted a trim
halfway through to ask his customer whether he had heard about
Snowmelt. In a gym, a man on a stationary bike stopped pedaling
because Copper Halo had moved again and he needed both hands free
for the call he was about to make. In the sort of poker rooms
that never advertise but never seem to close, names passed from
surface thought to surface thought like static hopping a wire.

This is the part that respectable people like to
misdescribe.

They call it manipulation when what they usually mean is
acceleration. They speak as though a market is a holy thing until
human beings get involved, at which point the whole enterprise is
somehow corrupted by the revelation that human beings are all it
has ever consisted of. Nobody forced anybody to bet those horses.
Nobody inserted a command into the psi-network and compelled a
hand to move. A legal wager had been placed. A man known for
being adjacent to useful information had behaved as though the
wager mattered. Others inferred. More others inferred from them.
By afternoon the inferences had become atmosphere.

The Chicago Track Association noticed, naturally.
Commissioner Lois Vandermeer was not the sort of woman who
ignored an abnormal line movement on the Kentucky Derby just
because the horses involved were useless. She had screens,
analysts, and enough professional skepticism to fill a stadium.
Copper Halo, Snowmelt, and Mercy Bell had all shortened. Not

dramatically enough to prove syndicate action, not sharply enough
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to suggest a single operator moving heavy money, but steadily.
Persistently. The shape was wrong, which is often more important
than the number.

Vandermeer ordered more veterinary oversight. More eyes on
the books. More pressure on the systems that existed to reassure
the public that the race remained clean.

She was right to do it.

Because the race did remain clean.

At Pennington Farms in Kentucky, Tommy Fallon continued
preparing three horses who had not improved and did not pretend
to have improved. Tommy, God bless him, had long since reached
the stage of wisdom where a man stops expecting a horse to become
somebody else just because the newspapers have taken an interest.
Copper Halo remained a melancholic philosopher in equine form.
Snowmelt still possessed the kind of distracted sensitivity that
would have made her a poet if she had been born with thumbs.
Mercy Bell still regarded the starting gate as a personal
violation. Their times were their times. Their bodies were sound.
Their capacities were unchanged.

That was the point.

By then Marnie and I had fallen into a domestic rhythm
neither of us had intended to construct. She occupied the guest
room but spent most of her waking hours at the second workstation
by the window, tea on one side, secure line on the other,
reporting enough to remain useful to Rinaldi while omitting

enough to remain useful to me. We did not discuss the arrangement
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directly. Naming a thing gives it edges. Sometimes edges are
dangerous.

The apartment had begun, in those days, to feel less like a
bunker and more like a temporary alliance pretending not to be
intimate.

That morning, over coffee, she asked me the practical
question.

What happens if Rinaldi doesn’t scratch?

I told her the answer I had by then said often enough to
trust: if he saw the honest shape of the situation, he would
scratch. If he did not, then the whole mechanism moved into its
last and ugliest version, the one in which pride overruled math
and everybody had to suffer for it.

She studied me for a while after that. Marnie had one of
those still faces that makes most men talk too much into the
silence. I had learned not to. It was one of the reasons we got
along.

Then she told me what Rinaldi had in reserve.

If the race ran, and if my mechanism failed to drive him
toward the obvious exit, he had a prepared communication ready
for the track authorities and the Illinois Telepathic Commerce
Division. It framed my activity as a deliberate attempt to
engineer an artificial betting cascade through psi-circuit
manipulation, using Foggy Gates as a registered null carrier. It
was not a criminal complaint in any robust sense. More a formal
nudge. Enough to begin an investigation. Enough to cloud the air

around me at exactly the moment I would be most visible.
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I remember putting my coffee cup down very carefully when
she said it.

There are pieces of information that alter your plan. There
are other pieces that merely confirm the quality of the people
around you. This was both.

When did you find out? I asked.

When he assigned me, she said.

And you’re telling me now.

I'm telling you now.

Because?

She did not answer in any theatrical fashion. No dramatic
confession. No speech about divided loyalties. She simply held my
gaze with her shields steady and let me draw my own conclusion,
which was more persuasive than anything she might have said
aloud.

Because it was information I needed.

That was enough.

I thanked her, and the gratitude was real enough that it
changed the room for a second. Then she did what careful people
do when a room changes too much all at once: she ended the moment
and took her coffee back to the desk.

I sat with the new variable and adjusted the arithmetic.

The complaint did not frighten me as much as Rinaldi perhaps
imagined it would have frightened another man. A false allegation
can do damage, certainly. But its power depends on surprise, and
surprise is only useful against people who have left themselves

untidy. I had not left myself untidy. I had already spoken to
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DeLuca. I had already given the only policeman in Chicago whose
situational perception I truly respected enough of the truth to
understand the shape of the thing. If Rinaldi filed his complaint
after that, it would land not as revelation but as argument. That
mattered.

So I called Miles.

The aggregate on the three horses, according to the books he
could see clearly, was approaching a level that made me uneasy
and satisfied in equal measure. Around twelve thousand individual
bettors, he said. A great many of them light-money people. Small
tickets. Casual convictions. The sort of public that turns a
private rumor into a civic event.

Not enough, I told him.

Miles, who had known me long enough to hear dread under
calm, asked what enough looked like.

Visible, I said.

That was the word I kept returning to in those days. Not
large. Not profitable. Visible. The entire operation depended on
public visibility. Rinaldi had to be shown, not merely told, that
letting those horses run would convert an amusing private gamble
into a public humiliation attached to his name. A few thousand
refunds is accounting. Tens of thousands is a story. Forty
thousand becomes a weather report. Once the story existed, the
scratch became not retreat but damage control.

Miles understood immediately and liked none of it.

You’re counting on Derby-day traffic, he said.

He was right. I was.
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Because the last-minute window is where vanity and hope
intersect at their richest angle. People who watch a line move
for two weeks and then see it move again on race day do not
think, I should be cautious. They think, this is the
confirmation. They think, if I wait any longer the insiders will
have eaten all the value. They think, finally, I knew this before
the public knew it, and now the public is proving me right. Human
beings will pay almost any price for that feeling if the number
on the ticket is small enough to excuse later.

So yes. I was counting on the Derby-day crowd.

I was also counting on Rinaldi being exactly the man he had
spent his life training himself to be.

People misunderstand what makes dangerous men dangerous. It
is rarely rage. Rage burns too much fuel and leaves too much
residue. The ones who last are the men who can sit still inside
their own appetite and wait for the shape of the thing to
clarify. Rinaldi had built an empire of patient coercion. He
liked leverage, not spectacle. He liked outcomes that seemed to
arise naturally from the environment he had arranged. If I was
right about him, once he saw the finished arithmetic he would
choose the least embarrassing exit because it was also the most
rational one.

If I was wrong, then I was building a machine for a proud
man to ignore.

That was the part that kept me awake.

Foggy, meanwhile, moved through the city with the delighted

gravity of a man who had accidentally become important and
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intended to enjoy every second of it. He visited bars,
neighborhood rooms, currency exchanges, and one storefront
insurance office whose proprietor had not sold actual insurance
in at least fifteen years. Everywhere he went, somebody asked
whether he had heard anything good for the Derby.

He would answer with the kind of studied casualness only the
naturally incapable can achieve.

Maybe something, he’d say.

Then he would fail to say less.

He was perfect for the work because perfection in that case
meant harmless authenticity. A professional operator would have
overplayed it or underplayed it. Foggy merely radiated the
pleasant self-importance of a man trusted with a thing larger
than his understanding. The network did the rest. By then even
people who had no idea where the signal began knew that some
signal existed. In a connected city, that is all you need.

At Psi Crimes, DeLuca and Rosie discovered Rinaldi’s draft
complaint in the way diligent bureaucracies discover everything
eventually: because someone routed a document through a lawful
channel and assumed the system was less observant than it really
was.

Rosie brought him the folder.

The complaint was exactly as Marnie had described it.
Specific enough to be annoying, not specific enough to convict.
It alleged that I had used a null carrier to manufacture a retail
betting cascade. It cited Foggy. It suggested intent. It did not,

because it could not, name a false statement, a forged ticket, a
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tampered line, or a touched horse. It was pressure masquerading
as procedure.

DeLuca, being DeLuca, read it twice and immediately asked
whether the counter-statement was ready.

Rosie had drafted a no-charge assessment already. He had
anticipated the maneuver, which was one of the reasons I liked
him and one of the reasons I could never decide whether he
belonged on my side or simply on the side of clean geometry. In
the end those may be the same thing for men like him.

He wanted the response polished before Louisville. He
wanted, too, to be there in person. Derby weekend had ceased by
then to be about horses for any of us. It was about observing
whether the operation concluded itself in the civilized way or
required intervention.

Tommy Fallon remained the moral center of the whole affair
without ever meaning to be. At Pennington Farms he watched Mercy
Bell work and listened to his young assistant ask the obvious
question: if the horses were the same horses they had always
been, why was half the country suddenly talking about them?

Tommy'’s answer, insofar as he had one, was that there was a
man in Chicago who knew what he was doing and had promised the
horses would stay clean.

That was enough for him.

Not because he was naive. Quite the opposite. Men who spend
their lives around animals eventually learn that most human
explanations are vanity projects. The real question is whether

the animals are frightened, sore, overrun, or safe. The horses
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were safe. That was the one fact Tommy cared about and the one
promise I intended not to break.

Marnie received another call from Vera that evening.

Rinaldi had noticed the lines more sharply now. Copper Halo
had shortened again. So had Snowmelt. Mercy Bell still sat at
long odds, but the direction of movement mattered more than the
destination. He wanted Vera’'s read of the pattern; Vera wanted
Marnie’s read of me; Marnie gave them enough to satisfy and not
enough to arm them.

When she came off the call, she looked at me across the room
with an expression I had learned meant she was deciding how
honest to be.

Be careful tomorrow, she said. Not because he’ll lie to you.
Because he won't.

That landed where she intended.

Dishonesty, for all its obvious dangers, can be managed. You
prepare for it. You allow for it. You set traps around it. An
intelligent man speaking honestly from a position of deep self-
interest is harder. If Rinaldi had reached a different true
conclusion from mine, then the next day would not be a
negotiation but a test of which truth had more force behind it.

I asked whether she thought he saw something I did not.

She answered that he had been doing this longer than I had
and that once he decided a thing, he committed.

So do I, I said.

I know, she said. That'’s what worries me.

There was no graceful answer to that.
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Later that afternoon DeLuca intercepted the finalized
complaint in holding queue and confirmed what we all already
knew: the meeting now scheduled between Rinaldi and me would
decide whether the document got sent or buried. Rosie asked if he
was protecting me. He said, correctly, that he was protecting
procedure. If there was no charge, there was no charge. Character
was a separate subject.

I suspect he was lying a little, but only in the healthy
human way. Even policemen are allowed preferences.

That night I sat at my desk and typed out the objectives for
the meeting.

Let him speak first.

Confirm the mechanics honestly.

Never suggest the scratch. Let him arrive there himself.

If DeLuca comes up, treat it as fact, not leverage.

If Marnie comes up, do not volunteer anything at all.

Above all: be clean.

That last instruction mattered more than the others
combined. The whole architecture of the operation rested on
cleanliness. Once you start lying in a mechanism like that, the
parts no longer carry their own weight. You have to hold them all
up by hand. I had no intention of doing that.

Before I shut down for the night I looked once more at the
live lines. Copper Halo had crossed another threshold. The
numbers pulsed softly on the screen like a heartbeat under a
blanket. Somewhere in the city, Danny had almost certainly said

my name in connection with the horses to a room containing at
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least one man who could not keep it to himself. Miles confirmed
as much over coffee the next morning. Rinaldi, in a move I
admired despite myself, had even tested the circuit by letting my
name leak wider and watching whether the cascade died.

It did not.

That was useful. It told him something. It told me something
too.

By then the operation no longer depended on secrecy. It
depended on recognition. People did not need to know exactly what
I was doing. They only needed to know that someone like me was
near it. In the psi economy of a city like Chicago, adjacency is
often more valuable than fact. A direct tip can be doubted. A
reputation brushing the edge of an event tends to grow fangs.

Miles looked exhausted when he handed me coffee and the
overnight numbers.

You’'re early, he said.

I'm prompt, I told him. There’s a difference.

He gave me the latest line on Copper Halo. Under fifty now.
Enough to attract attention from people who had ignored the move
earlier and now regretted it. Those are the best possible
customers for a mechanism like mine: people who believe the
market has already proved somebody knew something and want to
arrive just before the proof becomes general.

Danny had widened the informal spread by speaking my name in
the wrong room. Rinaldi had widened it further on purpose. The

result, as Miles reported it, was that most of the professional
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circuit in Chicago now understood that my hand was somehow near
the operation, though few could have said how.

Which meant the next day mattered even more.

Because once a name enters a market, somebody eventually has
to justify why the market believed it.

I went home from Miles’s office with the coffee gone cold in
my hand and the arithmetic ticking in me like a second pulse.
Marnie was at the desk by the window when I came in. She looked
up once, read whatever was on my face, and did not ask the
obvious questions.

That restraint may have been when I began, against
professional judgment, to understand that the loose end in
Louisville was not really a loose end at all. It was a future
waiting for better timing.

But first I had to sit down with Dominic Rinaldi and let the
truth do what lies never can.

By then I had upgraded my odds.

Sixty-five, thirty-five.

My favor.

Maybe.
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Chapter 5

One week before Derby Day, Dominic Rinaldi reached into my
sleep like a man knocking on a door he already owned.

The apartment was dark, the windows silvered by the first
weak light over Wicker Park, and the Mindwarden panel by the
bedroom door still glowed green. Nobody was physically
approaching. Nothing had made a sound. What woke me was pressure.
A distinct, practiced pressure, the psychic equivalent of finding
a hand on your shoulder before you remembered inviting anyone
into the room.

Rinaldi did not probe delicately when he wanted to make a
point. He had subtler operators for delicate work. What came
through the dark was direct and unmistakable, strong enough that
I knew at once he had ordered his noisemakers into temporary
silence. Somewhere in River North, twelve paid minds had gone
still on command so that their employer could make himself heard
inside my skull.

Hello, Dominic, I thought, because there was no point

pretending not to know him.
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I did not slam the door in his face. That would have been
dramatic, and drama is usually expensive. Instead I offered him
exactly what I had prepared to offer if this happened: surface
thoughts arranged neatly enough to feel like candor. Tommy
Fallon’s assessment of the horses. The latest line movement. The
fourth clean veterinary report. The practical, factual shell of
the operation. Nothing false. Nothing useful. A well-furnished
front room with all the interior doors locked.

Then I did the more important part. I wrapped the whole
presentation in confidence.

That is one of the things nobody explains properly about
psionic work. People think shielding is all barricades and blank
walls. It can be. But often the better defense is tone. If you
radiate uncertainty, a man like Rinaldi smells where to press. If
you radiate fear, he starts turning it over for purchase points.
Confidence is different. Confidence suggests completion. It
suggests there is no seam worth prying at because the mechanism
on the other side is already built.

His presence lingered against mine, probing for depth and
finding only the prepared amber calm I had chosen for him. Then,
with the dry conversational ease of a man stopping by a
neighbor’s breakfast table, he asked whether I had a minute.

I told him I had until Derby Day. Probably longer.

He did not laugh. Rinaldi rarely spent wit on situations
that annoyed him. He told me, instead, that I was not going to
make it work. The horses were not fixed. The market was moving,

yes, but it was not my money shifting the line. In his view, I
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was staging a performance of a fix rather than producing the
thing itself.

He wanted Copper Halo, Snowmelt, and Mercy Bell one, two,
three. He repeated the names in that order, as if repetition
could improve bloodlines.

I answered him with the same calm I had prepared in the
night if this moment came. I was working toward the outcome he
specified. He called that stalling. I called it building. The
distinction mattered to me, if not to him.

The pressure of him sharpened for a beat. I felt him trying
to get beneath the furnished front room, trying to catch the
edges of what I was not displaying. Then his attention shifted in
a way that told me he had found something else instead, something
that interested him more.

You’'re not scared, he said.

The line was intended as both observation and accusation.
Fear would have reassured him. Fear would have placed me in the
familiar category of men he could move by adjusting leverage. I
told him I would handle it. He told me that the level of
certainty I was radiating was either genius or the most expensive
bluff he had ever witnessed.

He was closer to the truth than he knew. Not because I was
bluffing about the mechanism. That part was real. But because
every clean operation eventually depends on somebody believing
you already live at the far end of the bridge you are still
crossing.

One week, I told him. I would see him at Churchill Downs.
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Then his pressure withdrew all at once, like a hand taken
off a table. Somewhere across the city the noise floor came back
online around him, and I lay awake in the dark with the
aftertaste of him still in the room.

Good morning, I said aloud to nobody, and got up.

Marnie was already in the kitchen when I came out. By that
point she had folded herself into the apartment’s mornings with
such efficient quiet that I could no longer remember exactly when
the arrangement had begun to feel less like surveillance and more
like weather. She was in one of my shirts again, sleeves rolled,
making coffee with the expression of a woman who had accepted
that someone else owned the kitchen and therefore intended to run
it properly on his behalf.

He reached, she said, before I had fully crossed the room.

She knew the look. That was one of the increasingly
inconvenient truths of life with Marnie Dern in my spare room:
she recognized Rinaldi’s methods before I named them. I admitted
that he had reached, and she asked what he had gotten. I told her
he had gotten exactly what I let him get.

She handed me coffee and said he was not going to wait
another week. I told her he would if he believed I was confident.
That answer did not satisfy her. She had heard his tone often
enough, she said, to know when he was moving a deadline. When I
asked how she knew his tone through the noise floor, she gave me
the kind of pause that means a person is selecting between
honesty and habit.

You learn, she said at last.
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It was an answer with corners still folded into it, but I
let it pass. There are certain facts people can only unfold in
their own time. Instead she told me the part that mattered more:
Rinaldi was going to push harder, and I needed to give him
something real.

I told her real would only make him interfere. If he knew
the mechanism in detail, he would touch it, and if he touched it,
he would try to own it. Men like Rinaldi do not receive a machine
gracefully once they understand where the gears are. They begin
adjusting it to prove it always belonged to them.

That was the morning Marnie finally crossed a line she had
been approaching for days. She said there was something I needed
to know. Rinaldi had a secondary plan. If the race ran and the
horses lost as expected, he had a prepared communication to
Chicago’s track-governing apparatus framing my conduct as an
attempted market manipulation. Not a case designed to convict,
but a case designed to open an investigation. Pressure in
bureaucratic form. A bruise with letterhead.

I asked her when she had learned this. She said Vera had
told her before deploying her to me, so she would understand the
leverage built into the assignment.

You are telling me now, I said.

I am telling you now, she answered.

Because?

That was where she stopped being Rinaldi’s woman in my
apartment and became, in a way neither of us was yet willing to

state plainly, Marnie at my kitchen counter. Her shields did not
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drop. She was too good, and perhaps too wise, for that. But
something warmer moved under them. She said I needed the
information. That was the official answer. The real one was
present in the room with us, quiet as steam rising off coffee.

Thank you, Marnie, I said, and meant it enough that she had
to look away.

She ended the moment by standing up and taking her cup back
to her station. It is still a job, she said. I asked whether it
was. She did not answer. Some answers improve by not being
dragged into daylight too soon.

Once she returned to her screens, I did what I always do
with new information. I recalculated.

At Psi Crimes, Frank DeLuca was doing the same. That
afternoon he met with Patricia Lorne, a federal track-enforcement
agent out of Louisville whose face had the composed, under-rested
look of a woman who had spent too many Derby seasons explaining
to expensive men why a betting market was not an improv theater
for their vanity. DeLuca later filled me in on enough of the
conversation that I could picture it without strain: fluorescent
office, coffee going stale on the desk, legal pads, a window no
one looked through.

Their assessment, as of that day, was deeply inconvenient to
everybody who wanted me to be doing something chargeable. The
line movement was undeniable. Three Derby long shots had drawn
money for reasons no formally documented source could explain.
Yet under existing law the cascade did not rise to statutory

manipulation. There was no false statement to point at, no forged
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health report, no planted veterinary result, no fabricated
scratch rumor, no fake jockey injury. Money had moved because
people had inferred from other people who had inferred from other
people, and the law remained, as law often does, considerably
less elegant than the behavior it was trying to catch.

Lorne, to judge from DeLuca’s account, did not enjoy that
conclusion. Neither did Commissioner Vandermeer down in Kentucky.
But dislike is not evidence. Discomfort is not a charge. DeLuca
told her what he later told me: he had traced the origin as far
as Foggy Gates and me, and after that all he had was atmosphere.
Implied certainty. The oldest currency in gambling and the
hardest to indict.

That mattered for practical reasons. It mattered because if
Rinaldi sent his prepared complaint after race day, DeLuca could
counter it with something far more irritating than outrage. He
could counter it with accuracy.

Back at the apartment I packed for Louisville in the
methodical, unromantic way that makes a trip feel less like
travel and more like fieldwork. Two suits. A rain shell because
Kentucky forecasts are fiction with thermometers attached.
Notebooks. The hotel confirmation. The box reservation. A stack
of printouts I no longer needed but felt superstitious about
discarding before the race had actually happened.

Marnie packed at the other table with the compact economy of
a person who has spent years traveling for assignments that were
not supposed to leave traces in hotel drawers. Watching someone

else prepare to leave with you is a strangely intimate thing. It
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has none of the drama of a kiss and all of the implication. She
was not merely accompanying me anymore. She was organizing for
the same destination, the same hour, the same risk.

Late in the afternoon Tommy Fallon called from Pennington
Farms, or perhaps I called him first; by that stage the
conversations had begun to run together into a single habit of
mutual reassurance. Either way, I heard his boots in the gravel
before I heard his voice settle fully into the line. Mercy Bell
had worked well that morning. Snowmelt was eating cleanly. Copper
Halo was, in Tommy'’s phrase, exactly where he should be. There
had been more visitors in suits wanting to know whether the owner
had made any additional preparations. Tommy had told them what he
told everyone. He ran a clean barn.

What happens to the horses, he asked me, and for a moment
all the architecture of the scheme fell away and left the only
ethically serious question in the room.

They go to Louisville, I told him. Whether they run or not
is not my call. But wherever they are when the gate opens or
fails to open for them, they will be fine.

Tommy believed me because he had reason to. I had done the
only part of the job I considered morally nonnegotiable: I had
made certain those ridiculous animals would not pay for the
appetites of men. That was worth something. DeLuca, of all
people, understood that. Tommy did too. Perhaps that is why I
slept at all in those last days.

Toward evening, across town, Dominic Rinaldi sat with Vera

and his Louisville logistics people reviewing seating charts,
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vehicle routes, security detail, entry credentials, and the
dozens of little arrangements by which wealthy men convince
themselves a public event has been privately arranged for their
convenience. Box 15 was his. Box 14, adjacent, was mine. Vera
told him I had booked it myself. He saw at once what that meant.
I wanted proximity, and not for a confrontation. For convenience.
For the possibility of a conversation made easy before anyone had
to pretend it had been difficult.

That, more than the collapsing odds, told him what kind of
game I was playing. If I had wanted spectacle, I would have
placed distance between us and crossed it publicly. If I had
wanted to threaten him, I would have built a witness circle.
Adjacency was different. Adjacency said: there is still a clean
path from your box to mine.

In the Spartan’s card room that night, Nikos explained the
situation to one of his men in terms I would have stolen for
myself if I had been there to hear them. There are three kinds of
endings in our world, he said. The blow-up, in which somebody
gets charged or broken. The fade, in which nothing resolves and
everyone agrees not to discuss the smell. And the clean finish,
which is the rarest because it has to be built deliberately. The
Spartan, God bless his grim old soul, understood that I was
trying to engineer the third thing. The first two arrive by
themselves. The third requires labor.

That was what the last week had become: labor in the service

of a clean ending.
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The numbers made that plain. By late night the tracked books
had Copper Halo in the high thirties, Snowmelt just under a
hundred, and Mercy Bell far shorter than any horse with her
spiritual objections to labor had a right to be. Roughly twenty-
eight thousand individual bettors were now somewhere inside the
cascade, with more beyond the edge of any data set I could trust.
Three hundred thousand dollars and change had attached themselves
to rumor by way of inference, prestige, greed, hope, and the
universal human conviction that someone else must already know.

I stood at the window with the city lit below me and ran the
options again because that is what men like me do when the
operation is built and there is nothing left to adjust. Option A:
Rinaldi scratches before the race. Refunds go out. He narrates
prudence. The track gets to preserve dignity. DeLuca'’s file
closes. My exposure remains theoretical. Marnie’s assignment
ends. Everybody goes home irritated, a little embarrassed, and
fundamentally intact.

Option B: he lets them run. The horses lose because they are
still horses and not miracles. Tens of thousands of bettors feel
played even if none were legally played. Rinaldi’s complaint goes
in. DeLuca’s no-charge assessment goes out. The commission opens
a post-race review full of righteous language and little
substance. The whole matter drags into summer as a cautionary
tale people tell badly.

Option A was better for everyone with a soul and most people
without one. The only question was whether Rinaldi could be

induced to prefer what was better over what felt stronger.



Gael / THE INSIDE FIX / 91

The next morning I met DeLuca at a coffee shop in River
North that served coffee as though its owners believed caffeine
was a civic responsibility. He was there first, of course, backs
to the wall, sight lines on the door, twenty-three years of
habits he wore so naturally they no longer counted as habits at
all. He had already ordered for me. That was either courtesy or
tactical simplification. With Frank it was often both.

He told me what he knew in the flat, exact way that made him
one of the few policemen I never entirely disliked. He had the
origin point. Foggy Gates had confirmed the bet, my name, and
nothing else. The cascade had then spread organically beyond any
single hand’s control. Under the Illinois Telepathic Commerce
Act, and under every adjacent statute anyone had thought to dust
off, he could not make the thing into a charge. Uncomfortable,
yes. Illegal, no.

He also had Rinaldi’s secondary communication, or a copy of
it, and he wanted me to know that if it was sent, he would answer
it with a no-charge assessment within four hours. Not as a favor.
Because, as he never tired of saying, accuracy was his job.

I told him that was accurate too.

Then he asked for the part he believed he was missing. There
was no missing part, I said, only the future. At the track
Rinaldi and I would have a conversation, and the conversation
would produce a decision. The scratch, DeLuca said. The scratch,
I agreed. That was the clean outcome. He reminded me that if
Rinaldi scratched on race day, tens of thousands of bettors would

be refunded. A significant event. The association would ask what
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had driven that movement. I told him the answer would be the same
answer he had just laid out to me: no false statement, no
attributable misrepresentation, no provable offense, only a
social cascade no one in government had managed to legislate out
of human nature.

He watched me over his cup for a long moment then and said
something I respected him for. He had been trying to find what
was wrong with it for three weeks. He had found what made him
uncomfortable. That was not the same thing.

No, I said. It was not.

We sat in that silence for a moment, two men on opposite
sides of several lines who had each been forced into the
irritating position of admiring the other’s consistency. Then he
said the part I carried back with me all day. Whatever he thought
of the method, the part where I had kept the horses clean was
worth something.

He meant Tommy. He meant the barn. He meant the one element
in the entire apparatus that had not been built out of rumor and
leverage. I thanked him without saying too much, because
gratitude embarrasses both of us when witnessed in daylight.

When I got back, Marnie read my face before I had the door
fully shut and asked how the meeting had gone. Informative, I
said. For you or for him, she asked. Mutually, I told her, and
explained that DeLuca had the full picture, the no-charge
analysis, and the counterstatement waiting in a drawer with

Rinaldi’s name on it.
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That calmed her less than I would have liked. She had heard
from Rinaldi again while I was out. He had not spoken. He had
simply reached briefly, checking presence, touching the
perimeter. He was edgy, she said. Copper Halo had shortened again
overnight. Once the line broke thirty, the situation would become
obvious even to people who had spent the previous month
pretending it was not their business. Wednesday or Thursday at
current velocity, I said. She replied that he would push before
Louisville.

Let him, I said, because by then I knew what conversation I
wanted and what version I would use if he resisted simplicity. If
necessary I would name Murdoch’s Hoard to him directly, say the
position out loud, remind him in plain language what story he had
built around those horses and what public humiliation would
follow if the story were forced to complete itself in sunlight.

She called that a pressure play. I called it clarity. In our
world the difference is often merely who speaks first and who
leaves the room feeling accused.

That evening, while Commissioner Vandermeer in Kentucky
stared at another clean veterinary report and wondered how she
was meant to defend betting integrity from a network whose
central crime was behaving exactly as designed, I watched Marnie
sort documents into neat travel stacks on my dining table. She
looked up once and asked whether I was nervous.

Not nervous, I said after thinking. Careful.

What was the difference? Nervous meant fearing what I could

not control. Careful meant attending to what I could. The
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cascade, the line movement, DeLuca’s assessment, the horses, the
boxes, the travel, the timing. All of that had been in order for
days. What remained outside me were the delicate absurdities that
decide too many outcomes in this world: what Dominic Rinaldi ate
for breakfast on Derby morning, whether he slept, whether some

subordinate said one sentence too many on the drive to the track
and put him in a mood that favored stubbornness over elegance.

Those things were not in my control. Which is why careful
was the correct word.

She was quiet for a long time after that. Then she said,
After Louisville.

I stopped folding a shirt. She said she had been thinking
about what I had told her—that I wanted to know her outside the
operation, outside the assignment, outside the rooms where every
question came with a second meaning behind it. She had spent six
years in field work, intelligence placements, the slow
disciplines of other people’s secrets. She was good at it. Very
good. And yet in the last days she had chosen to tell me things
she did not have to tell me, not because it was strategically
optimal, not because Vera had ordered it, but because she wanted
me to have them.

I told her I had not been reading her. She said she knew.
The point, she explained, was that she did not want me to have
to.

There are moments when a thing becomes real not because
anyone touches but because both parties stop insisting it is not

in the room. That was one of those moments. The late light coming
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in over the city, the travel bags half-packed, the table between
us crowded with papers and coffee and deliberate postponement.
She told me to ask her after Louisville. I told her I would. We
went back to packing because some truths can only survive if you
put them gently back in the drawer until the house stops shaking.

After she went to bed, I turned the network diagram off and
stood one more time at the glass. The city looked the way it
always looked from my apartment when a plan was too far along to
call back and not yet far enough along to bless. All those 1lit
windows. All those minds leaning invisibly against one another.
Somewhere out there, people who had never heard my voice were
telling one another that Copper Halo might really have something.
Somewhere else, people who absolutely knew better were backing
Snowmelt because enough other people seemed to know. The machine
was complete. There was nothing left to add from Chicago.

The rest of it was Louisville.
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Chapter 6

Derby travel has its own recognizable species of madness.
You see it first at the airport, not in Kentucky. O’'Hare was full
of people carrying racing forms with the devotional seriousness
of men who believed printed odds conferred moral authority. Women
in expensive sunglasses moved through security with hat boxes
large enough to suggest mobile weather systems. Every third
television in the terminal was tuned to racing coverage, and
every fourth conversation contained at least one sentence spoken
with the confidence of a person who had mistaken repetition for
knowledge.

Marnie and I moved through all of it side by side with the
peculiar, dangerous comfort of people who had spent too many
loaded days in one another'’s company. Three weeks earlier she had
arrived at my apartment as Dominic Rinaldi’s emissary, all
polished calm and strategic opacity, and announced an impossible
assignment over a table full of poker chips. By the time we
crossed the terminal toward the Louisville gate, she was carrying

coffee in one hand, an overnight bag in the other, and enough of
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my private arithmetic inside her head to make us look less like
principal and minder than like a couple pretending not to be one.

I noticed the change because I was trying not to. That is
often how a thing becomes undeniable. She had cooked breakfast
three times in the last week. She had told me something Rinaldi
had not intended me to know. She had moved through my apartment
with the ease of someone who no longer felt temporarily inserted
into the space. And I, who had built an entire adult career on
knowing where lines were before crossing them, had found myself
thinking not only about what would happen if the operation
failed, but about what might happen if it succeeded and the
temporary arrangement ended.

That is a profoundly inconvenient category of thought when a
crime boss is expecting you at Churchill Downs.

At the gate, she looked at the crowd and said, “Derby
weekend brings out every bad American instinct at once.”

“Only the charming ones,” I said.

She gave me the look that means a woman has decided not to
reward a line she would have rewarded under different atmospheric
conditions. “Confidence in ignorance. Money on ritual. Men in
linen lying to one another about horses they have never seen.”

“You just described half the national economy.”

That earned the smallest turn of her mouth. I had come to
value those. Marnie did not waste expression. When something
reached her enough to alter the stillness of her face, you had
the sense of a real weather event occurring in a landscape that

did not usually indulge in weather.
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We boarded with the rest of the Derby migration and spent
the flight in the quiet middle register we had developed in
Chicago. Not silence exactly. More the practiced ease of two
people whose important conversations had lately become difficult
to separate from their ordinary ones. She read a security brief
on her tablet. I pretended to review line movement and in fact
spent much of the flight thinking through the final branches of
the problem I had spent three weeks constructing for Dominic
Rinaldi.

By then the machinery was complete. That was both comfort
and danger. A plan still under construction gives a man the
illusion of control because there remain visible things to do. A
plan already built offers no such narcotic. It simply runs. The
market had moved beyond what any sane owner of those three horses
could permit to complete itself in public. Copper Halo, Snowmelt,
and Mercy Bell had drawn enough retail faith to create not
opportunity but liability. The only clean exit available to
Rinaldi now was the one I had made for him: scratch the horses,
refund the money, preserve his aura of strategic caution, and
accept that someone else had been more intelligent than he had
expected.

Theoretically that should have calmed me. In practice,
certainty at that stage only made room for new anxieties. Would
pride overpower arithmetic? Would some trusted subordinate
whisper exactly the wrong sentence into Rinaldi’s ear on Friday
morning and convert a clean retreat into a test of will? Would

Marco Penn, or one of the other men with real horses in the race,
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force the matter into open conversation before I had finished
arranging the room in which Rinaldi needed to feel seen? Plans
are not usually destroyed by major logic. They are destroyed by
breakfast, vanity, and weather.

The weather, at least, behaved. Louisville received us under
a bright blue sky with just enough warmth in it to promise a
proper first Saturday in May. The city was already halfway
transformed. Racing banners along the roads. Pop-up vendor tents.
Traffic full of rented black SUVs and locals navigating around
them with the exhausted competence of people who know that every
spring their home is temporarily occupied by strangers who
confuse spectacle with belonging.

The Bourbon Heritage Hotel sat two miles from Churchill
Downs and knew exactly what kind of money came through its lobby
on Derby weekend. Brass polished to a high glow. Arrangements of
roses too deliberate to be accidental. Staff whose smiles
contained the faint spiritual fatigue of people who had already
explained the elevator bank to six hundred guests and expected to
explain it six hundred more times before midnight.

Our rooms were adjacent. That did not strike me as an
operational decision anymore, though it may once have begun as
one. At the desk a note was waiting for me in thick cream stock:
Box 14, second tier. Saturday, ten a.m. Wade Sanders. It was
unsigned because it did not need a signature. Some invitations
identify themselves by their confidence. Rinaldi had reserved the
box and wanted me in it. The note was simply his way of saying

the board had advanced to its last phase.
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Marnie read over my shoulder and said, “He’s making it
ceremonial.”

“Everything important to Dominic is ceremonial,” I said.

“Does that bother you?”

“Only when the ceremony ends with me in a lake.”

She glanced sideways at me. “That would be inefficient. He
likes cleaner metaphors.”

I could not argue. Rinaldi had always struck me as a man who
preferred his menace formatted, indexed, and supported by good
linen.

After we dropped our bags, we went directly to the track.
There are moments when research stops being abstraction and must
be done in air and distance and sound. Churchill Downs on Derby
weekend is too famous to surprise most Americans and still
manages to do it. The place has the scale of a national ritual
and the physical particulars of an old sporting institution that
knows its own angles. The twin spires are not grand in the
abstract. They become grand because the entire landscape around
them has spent a century teaching people how to look at them.

The paddock smelled of horses, leather, fresh shavings, wet
greenery, and money. Anyone who tells you money has no odor has
only encountered it in sterile rooms. At a track, where money and
flesh and attention come into contact all day, it develops a very
particular presence.

Tommy Fallon met us near the barns with the expression of a
man who would rather have been left alone with animals than

dragged into a human pageant. He had that weathered Kentucky look
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all good trainers eventually acquire, as if the farm itself had
tanned and carved him into its local grammar. He shook my hand,
nodded to Marnie, and asked, with no attempt to conceal his view
of the subject, whether Chicago had finished making idiots of
itself over his horses yet.

“Not quite,” I said. “But we'’re approaching the educational
end of the process.”

“Good.” He jerked his chin toward the stable row. “Come look
at your philosophers.”

Copper Halo looked exactly like Copper Halo. Melancholy,
patient, and faintly insulted by the whole concept of urgency.
Snowmelt had discovered something in the middle distance that
seemed spiritually compelling and was devoting herself to it with
the seriousness of a mystic. Mercy Bell eyed the starting-gate
apparatus from across the yard as though it had once wronged her
family and she had never forgiven the insult.

Tommy walked us through them with the practical irritation
of a man who had had to explain too many times that an animal’s
entry in a prestigious race does not retroactively confer ability
upon it. Physically they were sound. Clean legs, clean lungs,
good appetite, no hidden angle, no chemical trick, no late-
blooming miracle. I had known all this from reports. Seeing it in
person mattered anyway. There is reassurance in the visible truth
of a thing, especially when thousands of people have spent three
weeks manufacturing a contradictory story around it.

“They’re fine horses,” Tommy said. “Good creatures. Not

Derby creatures. That’s all.”
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He said it with the firmness of a man defending animals from
the stupidity of their owners. I respected him for that. There
are trainers who become advocates for the fantasies projected
onto their barns. Tommy Fallon had long ago chosen the more
honorable path of loyalty to the horses themselves.

Marnie spent most of the visit watching Tommy rather than
the animals. That interested me enough that I asked her about it
when we were halfway back toward the grandstand.

“He’'s the fixed point,” she said.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning everything else in this situation is rumor,
leverage, implied intent, and men trying to make one another
move. He isn’t. He is what he appears to be. That's rare.”

She was right, and the fact that she had said it told me
something useful about her. Field people survive by reading human
architecture quickly. In Tommy she had recognized the one piece
of the operation that did not belong to any operation. If the
entire business held together cleanly in the end, it would be
partly because men like Tommy Fallon continue caring more about
feed, gait, and breathing than about the elaborate vanities of
better-dressed predators.

We were met at the commission offices by Frank DeLuca, who
looked exactly as I would have expected a Chicago lieutenant to
look while standing inside Kentucky respectability: unimpressed,
mildly under-rested, and so comfortable in his own procedural
gravity that the local bureaucracy had already begun orienting

itself around him despite his being from another jurisdiction.
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He had with him two folders, a paper coffee cup, and
Sergeant Rosie Carmine, who possessed the expression of a woman
trying to remain professionally neutral while watching several
expensive men approach the limits of what the law could
practically call annoying.

DeLuca was not freelancing across state lines. The betting
originated in Chicago, so Psi Crimes and the Illinois Telepathic
Commerce Division had joined a temporary Derby detail with
Vandermeer'’s Kentucky commission and Patricia Lorne’s federal
unit. Kentucky controlled the horses and the race. Illinois
controlled the originating market conduct. Lorne handled anything
that crossed the line between them. It was a tidy arrangement by
government standards, which is to say four offices had agreed to
share the same headache.

DeLuca did not waste time. He walked us through the current
posture in the style he prefers, which is to say as if clarity
itself were a civic duty and anyone softening their nouns ought
to be fined. Commissioner Vandermeer remained concerned but had
no evidence of race tampering because there had been no race
tampering. The veterinary reports were clean. The horses were
clean. The line movement was real but legally elusive. Patricia
Lorne from federal track enforcement disliked the shape of it and
disliked even more her inability to attach a prosecutable
statement to any part of it. Foggy Gates’s role remained
atmospheric rather than criminal. Money had moved because people
had inferred from implication, and implication, however

destructive to the peace of mind, is not presently a felony.
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“So,"” DeLuca said, “everyone is dissatisfied in exactly the
way that means the underlying facts are probably accurate.”

Rosie made a note. Marnie watched him with the reserved
respect of somebody accustomed to competence and still capable of
noticing it.

I asked the question I had come to ask, though I already
knew most of the answer. If Rinaldi filed his prepared complaint
after the race, did the no-charge assessment still hold?

DeLuca looked at me in the direct, mildly tired way he
reserves for moments when a person is trying to make him say the
same true thing twice in a different register. He said the filing
held because he had filed what was accurate. If new facts
emerged, he would respond to the new facts. What I had done so
far remained clean.

It was one of the most reassuring speeches I had ever
received, partly because he delivered it without the slightest
intention of being reassuring. Frank DeLuca never comforts by
style. He comforts by refusing to distort the shape of a thing in
order to manage somebody else’s nerves. There is immense value in
that if you are lucky enough to recognize it.

From there we walked the box level. Box 14 and Box 15 sat
side by side with a partition between them that could be opened
or closed depending on how private a given owner wanted to feel
while pretending not to care what the neighboring owner thought.
DeLuca told me, in the low tone of a man discussing an
architectural feature with moral implications, that he had

arranged for the partition to be open by default.
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“If Rinaldi wants privacy,” he said, *“he can request it. But
the first version of the room will have witnesses.”

That was perfect. Not because I expected Rinaldi to do
anything openly foolish, but because the geometry of a room
changes what a man believes himself to be doing inside it. In
private, people narrate themselves as strategists. In half-
public, carefully witnessed space, they become curators of their
own dignity. I wanted Dominic Rinaldi curating dignity. Dignity
was more likely than pride to produce the answer I needed from
him.

Louisville that evening had the amplified glow of a city
about to host its annual secular feast. The bars were loud. The
sidewalks were crowded with men in loafers and women in hats too
dramatic for ordinary life. Conversations about horses bloomed
and overlapped in lobbies, elevators, ride-share queues, and
restaurant doors. The psi-network rode hot across all of it. That
is one of the things urban telepathy does to a major sporting
weekend: it creates the sensation that the whole city is leaning
fractionally toward one central point without ever fully touching
it.

Back at the hotel Marnie and I ate in the restaurant because
neither of us wanted the effort of pretending to search for
something less exposed and because all the exposed places in
Louisville had become versions of the same room. We took a table
by the window. Bourbon, steak, late light over the city, the low

murmur of other people’s certainty.
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She asked me whether I trusted Rinaldi to act in his own
interest.

“Usually,” I said.

“Usually isn’t a comforting adverb.”

“Nothing about Dominic is comforting. The question isn’t
whether he sees his interest clearly. The question is whether he
experiences retreat as strategy or humiliation.”

“And your machine pushes him toward strategy.”

“My machine makes strategy look more elegant than
humiliation.”

She considered that. “That’s what you’ve really been doing
the whole time, isn’t it? Not trapping him. Designing a graceful
story for him to choose.”

That was accurate enough to deserve honesty. I told her yes.
Men like Rinaldi do not move because you corner them. Cornering
is for lesser people and smaller rooms. Rinaldi moved when the
available narratives were arranged so that only one version
allowed him to continue regarding himself as the most
sophisticated man present.

“And if he chooses the other version?” she asked.

“Then everyone suffers for his self-respect.”

She drank her bourbon and looked through the window for a
while before saying, very quietly, that she had spent six years
around men who preferred suffering to appearing managed. There
was no performance in the statement. Just an exhausted truth set
down carefully between us. I did not ask for names. Names were

not the point. The point was that she was telling me, in her own
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way, something about the internal landscape from which she had
been operating all month.

I told her she did not have to go back to that landscape
when this ended.

She did not answer immediately. Marnie’s silences were never
empty, but some were more inhabited than others. This one was
crowded. When she finally spoke, she said she had learned to
distrust any future described before the current room was safely
exited. It was the sort of line that would have sounded prepared
in somebody else. In her it sounded earned.

After dinner we walked without destination, which is one of
the cleaner things two people can do when they are not yet
willing to define what they are to one another. Louisville was
soft with evening then, the sky holding the last blue above the
streetlamps, every second storefront offering mint juleps and
each passerby projecting some variation of anticipatory self-
importance. Now and then somebody recognized Marnie from another
circuit or recognized me from one. We nodded our way through it
and kept moving.

There is a kind of intimacy built not from confession but
from companionable observation. I think many people miss it
because they are waiting for larger theatrical indicators to
certify what they already know. But the memory that has stayed
with me from that walk is not a kiss, because there was none. It
is the way she matched my stride at a crosswalk without glancing
down, the way she handed back the folded race card after reading

it and kept one finger on the edge a moment longer than
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necessary, the way neither of us hurried when the subject of

after came near and then retreated again.
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Chapter 7

The morning before the Derby, Dominic Rinaldi asked me to
breakfast in a public restaurant, which was his version of coming
unarmed.

The Bourbon Heritage Hotel had converted its main dining
room into a temporary republic of the racing world. Trainers in
sport coats sat beside women in impossible hats that had arrived
a day early to establish social dominance. Track officials moved
through the room with clipboards and fixed smiles. Journalists of
the specialist variety pretended not to stare at anyone they
recognized while very carefully staring at everyone they
recognized. Derby weekend has its own caste system, and by Friday
morning every caste was represented in the room.

Rinaldi was already at the table when I arrived. Of course
he was. Men like Dominic Rinaldi do not arrive second for
conversations they intend to control, even when the control has
already slipped.

Away from Chicago and away from the carefully engineered
noise floor of his own offices, he looked more substantial than

the version I had spent three weeks thinking around. In psi-
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contact he often felt like a pressure system. In person he was
simply a man in a dark jacket with a good watch, a steady face,
and the sort of composure that would have made him look
trustworthy to anyone who had not made a study of his profession.

He was alone. No Vera. No noisemakers. No layered shield of
staff and static. The room was public enough that whatever we
said would have to survive as ordinary conversation overheard by
ordinary people. That was his concession, and perhaps his test.

“Sanders,” he said.

“Dominic.”

We ordered breakfast with the mechanical efficiency of two
men who had no intention of discussing the menu. When the waiter
left, Rinaldi folded his hands and looked at me with a
concentration that was not quite hostile and not quite admiring.

“I've been thinking about this for two weeks,” he said.

“I know.”

“The part that bothers me most,” he said, “isn’t that you
trapped me. It’s that you trapped me with me.”

It was the right description, and because it was the right
description I did him the courtesy of not pretending otherwise.

“That’s how the best traps work,” I said.

He did not object. He only continued to watch me, measuring
where the edges of the thing had truly been. His reputation, his
horses, the implication that had spread through the betting
public once Foggy Gates began radiating excited uncertainty to
everyone within conversational distance—those had all belonged to

him before I touched them. I had not added a lie. I had only
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arranged circumstances so that other people would do what people
always do when they believe they are standing near secret
knowledge.

Rinaldi asked the question I had expected from the
beginning.

“If I scratch them,” he said, “it ends cleanly?”

“The protocol is straightforward,” I told him. “The owner
withdraws the entries, the track pools and non-runner books
refund the covered wagers, and the people who followed the signal
get their money back. Nobody is publicly humiliated except in the
private sense.”

“And DeLuca?”

“He already has his answer,” I said. “No charge. No statute.
Nothing I did leaves a legal bruise.”

He chewed that over with visible care. Rinaldi was not a man
who enjoyed relying on another person’s interpretation of the
rules, but he enjoyed public embarrassment even less.

“What you built,” he said at last, “you built legally. Did
you also build it honestly?”

That was the only question that mattered to me, though I did
not tell him so.

“I made a legal bet through a legal intermediary on horses
you legally entered,” I said. “I instructed no one to lie. I
didn’t tell Foggy to start a rumor. Foggy is a rumor in human
form. People around him chose to interpret excitement as
certainty. That is a structural weakness in the network, not a

criminal act.”
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Rinaldi’s mouth twitched. It was not a smile, but it
admitted the possibility that one might occur later under
laboratory conditions.

“You thought of everything,” he said.

“I tried to.”

He asked me then why I had bothered. Why not simply fail,
take the consequence, and let him dispose of the matter however
he pleased. I could have given him the short answer, the
theatrical one, the kind men in my profession like to deliver
because it makes them sound carved out of principle. Instead I
gave him the plainer truth.

“I don’t like losing,” I said. “I don’t like being in
someone else’s debt. And I don’t like being fixed in a position I
didn’t choose.”

“So this is pride.”

“This is autonomy,” I said. “There’s a difference.”

He looked at me a long time after that, then did something I
had half expected and still found surprising when it arrived.

He offered me a job.

He did not dress it up as servitude. He called it the right
side of the operation, by which he meant the respectable layer
where men like him retain people rather than threaten them. He
said it would pay considerably. He meant considerably in the way
wealthy men mean it, which is to say that most people would have
mistaken the figure for salvation.

I said no.



Gael / THE INSIDE FIX /

He did not appear offended, only confirmed in something
had already suspected.

“You don’t want money,” he said.

“I want what I’'ve always wanted,” I told him.

“Independence.”

Then he said Marnie’s name without saying Marnie’s name.

That was the other reason for breakfast. Rinaldi had been

113

he

watching the pattern. He had seen what she had protected, what

she had not reported, the places where her judgment had ceased to

be purely his.
“You want her,” he said, as if he were identifying a
structural weakness in an opposing wall.

I let the silence answer for me.

He surprised me then for the second time that morning. He

said she could go if she wanted to. No conditions. No debt

attached. No long tail of obligation disguised as gratitude.

The

arrangement, he said, had always been financial. The arrangement

could end.

For a moment I had no useful words at all. That is an
uncommon condition in my line of work and I do not recommend

“Thank you,” I said finally.

“Don’t thank me,” he said. “Win gracefully and we'’ll
consider each other even.”

He returned to his breakfast then, as though we had
concluded nothing more significant than a disagreement about
weather. Before he left he confirmed that he would file the

scratch that afternoon, release the ordinary veterinary

it.
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explanation, and let the track do what tracks do when wealthy men
decide discretion is wiser than spectacle.

At the edge of the table he paused and reminded me, with dry
precision, that the thousand dollars I had routed through Foggy
Gates had technically originated in his money by the terms of the
original arrangement.

“Are you going to give it back?” he asked.

I told him that because the bet was going to be refunded to
the originating account, it would in fact come back to me.

“Human nature,” he said.

Then he left.

I sat alone with my coffee and the remains of a breakfast I
discovered, with some surprise, that I was hungry enough to
finish. He had walked away cleanly. No late threat, no warning
about the future, no attempt to preserve dominance by bruising
the moment on his way out. That taught me something I had not
fully understood until then: Rinaldi had not wanted only
obedience. He had wanted to be surprised. Men like him, after a
certain point, become insulated from novelty. They know every
version of pressure and every contour of fear. To be honestly
surprised becomes, for them, a kind of luxury. I do not approve
of the man. But in that moment I understood him.

When I found Marnie in the lobby later that morning, she was
reading in a chair near the windows with the deep concentration
of someone who had been denied ordinary leisure for long enough

to value it properly. She looked up before I reached her. She
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always had an excellent sense for the emotional weather of a
room, and mine had changed.

“He's scratching them,” I said.

She set the book in her lap. “Just like that?”

“He ran the numbers. He chose dignity.”

“And you're even?”

“He used the word.”

That was not the answer she most needed, and we both knew

it.

“And me?” she said.

“He said you could go,” I told her. “If you wanted to. No
conditions.”

She went still in the way disciplined people do when the
feeling arrives before the thought that can organize it. For four
years she had lived inside Rinaldi’s operation with the clear-
eyed professionalism of a woman too intelligent to romanticize
the work and too capable to pretend it had not sharpened her.
Freedom, when it came, did not look triumphant on her. It looked
unfamiliar.

“He never said that before,” she said.

“Maybe he never had reason to.”

She looked out toward the Louisville morning, the bright
spring light and the distant suggestion of the twin spires. “I
don’t know what that means yet,” she said. “For after.”

“You don’t have to,” I said.

“I told you,” she said, standing. “After the Derby.”

“Derby’s tomorrow.”
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“Then tomorrow.”

She took three steps toward the elevator, paused, and
without turning back said, “He offered you a job.”

“You knew he would.”

“And?"”

“I said no.”

That time she did smile, though only a little. “Good,” she
said, and went upstairs.

At 2:14 that afternoon the scratch announcement hit every
track wire, betting app, and racing service that mattered. The
language was bland enough to qualify as tradition. Owner
withdrawal. Abundance of caution. Refunds to process within
twenty-four hours. It was the kind of bureaucratic prose in which
enormous human drama often chooses to disguise itself.

In the temporary commission room, Rosie Carmine carried the
update to DeLuca and closed the circle they had both been walking
for weeks. Rinaldi had scratched the horses. The secondary
communication had not gone out. More than four hundred thousand
dollars’ worth of scattered bets would be unwound and returned to
the people who had made them. Sanders—meaning me—would recover
precisely what he had put in and not a penny more. The case, as
DeLuca had predicted from the start, had become a thing without a
charge in it.

I could imagine him leaning back in his chair as Rosie read
out the numbers, reconstructing the architecture one final time
with the satisfaction of a craftsman looking at a difficult

machine that turned exactly as designed. DeLuca is not
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sentimental, but he appreciates clean work. He also appreciates
legal problems remaining legal rather than mutating into moral
theater. By his standards, this was a lovely outcome.

Rosie, I later learned, took down the board herself. Strings
first, then pins, then the names: Sanders, Rinaldi, Dern, Gates,
the horses. She boxed the whole thing and pushed it into archive.
There are cases that end in handcuffs and cases that end in
paperwork. This one ended in refunds, which is less dramatic but
often kinder.

Marnie received the same notification at lunch and sat with
it the way a person sits with the first official proof that an
old life has actually ended. Six years is long enough to build
habits around even a compromised arrangement. She told me later
that she tried three separate times to go back to her novel and
each time found herself reading the same sentence without taking
it in. Freedom, like danger, sometimes arrives before the mind
has prepared the furniture for it.

I spent the middle of the day making three calls. The first
was to DeLuca, because I prefer detectives to hear the truth from
me before they assemble a more colorful version of it from other
people. He confirmed that the final commission paperwork would
settle everything. He also informed me, in the dry tone he uses
when complimenting someone against his better judgment, that the
next time a powerful criminal organization cornered me with an
impossible demand, he would prefer I inform him at the beginning

rather than halfway through.
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The second call was to Miles, who sounded like a man
standing under a waterfall made of reconciliations. His office
alone was processing hundreds of refunds. He kept returning to
the same point, as cautious optimists do when they encounter an
outcome that is both unlikely and clean.

“Tt worked,” he said.

“The structure worked,” I told him.

“It was your structure.”

“I'11 take the blueprint,” I said. “The building was
everybody else.”

The third call was to Tommy Fallon at Pennington Farms. Of
all the conversations that day, his was the one I valued most.
Tommy told me the horses were professionally indifferent to
events. Copper Halo had located something near a stall wall that
interested him more than public scandal. Snowmelt was asleep.
Mercy Bell was investigating the ordinary mysteries of her
surroundings with the thorough sincerity of the chronically
curious.

“They’re fine,” Tommy said.

That mattered. It had always mattered. Every calculation I
made, every risk I allowed into the mechanism, had been built
around the one non-negotiable point that the horses would remain
untouched. They had been labels in an information game, nothing
more. Tommy had kept that true.

By evening the hotel bar had become the unofficial after-
action room for every racing person in Louisville who preferred

bourbon to self-examination. Miles was there first. The Spartan
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arrived exactly when a man such as the Spartan arrives: one
minute later than perfect, which was his idea of modesty. Danny
came in buoyant from an afternoon of pretending he understood the
city better than the city understood him. Foggy Gates came last,
delayed by the hotel’s hallways, which he regarded as a form of
active deception.

“There are a lot of them,” he said, taking his seat.

“Hallways?” Danny asked.

“Hallways,” Foggy confirmed gravely. “You think you’re going
somewhere and then you are not.”

A useful summary of most operations, honestly.

He ended up with a mint julep because the waiter recommended
one and Foggy is constitutionally open to expertise when it is
delivered with confidence. Before the drinks had fully arrived, I
told him what I had wanted to tell him all afternoon.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I said.

He looked alarmed anyway. Men who have spent most of their
lives being told they are adjacent to mistakes develop that
reflex.

“You did exactly what I needed,” I said. “You placed the
bet. You talked to people. The network did what networks do. A
lot of people made a lot of assumptions. And because they made
those assumptions, the owner made a different choice and
scratched the horses. Everybody gets their money back.”

Foggy followed this with heroic concentration.

“So the thing that made that happen,” he said slowly, *“was

me?"”
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“And forty other moving pieces,” I said. “But yes. Your part
mattered.”

He considered his julep as though it might contain an answer
hidden among the mint leaves.

“T was the mechanism,” he said.

The Spartan, across from him, raised his glass. “To Foggy
Gates,” he said. “The mechanism.”

We drank to that.

It did something visible to Foggy to hear himself described
as essential. People underestimate how hungry most human beings
are to be told, truthfully, that they mattered to the shape of a
thing. Foggy had been a background figure for twenty years, the
sort of man professionals use and then forget to thank. I had
used him too, and I knew it. The least I could do was let him see
the honest outline of his importance.

The conversation widened after that, as good bar
conversations do, into equal parts analysis and nonsense. Danny
wanted to know at what point the Spartan had realized I was going
to pull it off. The Spartan said he knew the moment I called
DeLuca voluntarily, because men running dirty operations do not
invite detectives into the geometry unless they are building a
record on purpose. Miles asked how it felt. I told him it felt
like moving a very heavy object from one side of a room to
another and then discovering your back had opinions about the
experience.

Then Danny, with the shameless opportunism that has kept him

both solvent and alive, asked what I liked in the actual race now
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that our three catastrophe horses had been withdrawn from the
field.

“Daymare,” I said. “Each way.”

The bar went quiet around our table for one of those tiny
social moments in which everybody decides whether they are
listening as friends or as investors. Miles stared at me as
though I had suddenly spoken Romanian.

“You have a real opinion about a real horse?” he said.

“I grew up around racing,” I reminded him. “Sometimes the
horses are actually the point.”

The truth was simple enough. I had been studying the Derby
field for three weeks while tracking every signal move in and
around Rinaldi’s entries. Daymare’s published form was wrong
about the conditions. She had been working faster than the book
reflected, and the jockey change was worth more than the market
was pricing in. Not certainty. Never certainty. Just value.

The next morning I woke before the alarm and lay in the dark
for a moment listening to the hotel breathe. Derby Day has a
sound even before sunrise. It is the sound of expectation spread
across floors and walls, of expensive shoes waiting near beds, of
television coverage starting too early and human hope starting
earlier still.

Marnie and I took breakfast at a window table because by
then we had spent enough mornings in one another’s vicinity that
it no longer felt prudent to perform distance. We were not naming
anything yet. We were simply no longer pretending not to move in

the same orbit.
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She read through updates from Miles’s office while I drank
coffee.

“All books are squared,” she said. “Your cautious optimist
is happy.”

“Miles is never happy,” I said. “He is relieved in flavors.”

She smiled over the rim of her cup. “You’ve known him a long

time.”

“Twenty years.”

“What does that buy a person?”

“In Miles'’'s case? Reliable caution and occasional excellent
beer.”

She laughed then—unguarded, easy—and I had the distinct
sense that the room brightened in response, which was irrational
but nonetheless true.

At the track I made a point of arriving before Rinaldi. That
was not necessary to the completed operation. It was simply the
final line of a long habit. If two men have built a strange peace
between them, there is value in being visibly comfortable when
the other arrives to honor it.

The box DeLuca had arranged was ideal: good sight lines,
enough privacy to let things be seen without becoming a
spectacle, and an open partition to the adjacent box where
Rinaldi’s people would sit. When he came in half an hour later
with Vera and a commission observer trailing paperwork behind
them, we acknowledged each other with a single nod. No flourish.
Agreement does not need ornament when both men have already paid

for it.
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Hayes from the commission did his clipboard ritual. Rinaldi
confirmed the scratches. The observer wrote down the necessary
blandness. DeLuca arrived with Rosie and positioned himself at
the back with the relaxed alertness of a man who had come,
finally, not to catch anybody but to watch a finished story
remain finished.

The others filled in after that. Miles. Danny. The Spartan.
Foggy, carrying his program like a graduate text and his mint
julep like a cultural obligation. The crowd below thickened by
the minute. Churchill Downs on Derby morning is one of the few
places in America where optimism becomes a physical atmosphere.
You can taste it in the sugar and bourbon and overheated fabric.

Foggy leaned toward me before the race and asked what would
happen to the three scratched horses. It was exactly the sort of
question nobody else in the box would have remembered to ask.

“They go home,” I told him. “Tommy takes them back to
Pennington Farms. They eat, sleep, and continue being
themselves.”

“They’re okay?”

“They’re fine.”

He considered this, relieved. “I liked the idea of them,” he
said.

“So did I.”

Miles, meanwhile, was whispering final totals at my elbow.
More than four hundred thousand dollars refunded. By morning,
27,800 covered tickets had been made whole across the regulated

books. Offshore books whose contracts required refunds would
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complete the process by the next day. He was still caught by the
same paradox that had troubled him since the beginning: that so
many people had been part of something they would never properly
understand and would experience the end of it only as a balance
restored.

“That’s the right outcome,” I told him.

“I know,” he said. “It’s just strange.”

Most honest outcomes are.

When he asked again about Daymare, I gave him the full
reasoning. Soft-ground figures. Training times. Rodriguez in the
irons. The market lagging behind the data. Miles immediately
pulled out his phone and shifted money with the brisk faith of a
man who had spent three weeks watching me build an impossible
staircase and had therefore decided the laws of probability were
presently taking my calls.

At post time the track fell into that peculiar hush that is
louder than noise. Eleven horses. One and a quarter miles. A
field that had briefly, absurdly, contained Copper Halo,
Snowmelt, and Mercy Bell before being restored to reality by a
rich man’s late wisdom.

Murdoch’s Hoard was the favorite and looked like one: all
contained authority and practiced nerves. Daymare stood quieter,
less theatrical, the kind of horse the crowd ignores until
movement gives them permission to love her.

“They’'re off,” the announcer called, and forty thousand

people became a single body with too many hats.
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I watch races the way I watch everything else: for shape,
not flash. Murdoch’s Hoard ran the race he was supposed to run.
Daymare tucked in and conserved ground. Around the far turn
Rodriguez found daylight at exactly the moment the form book
would have insisted she was fading. She was not fading. She was
waiting.

Danny was on his feet before the stretch. Foggy was clapping
without yet knowing why. The Spartan went still in the way very
intelligent men do when they are trying not to interfere with
events by wanting them. Marnie, characteristically, watched me
more than the horses.

“You knew,” she said.

“T had data,” I said.

Murdoch’s Hoard won by a length and a half. Daymare came
home second, which was enough to make Danny theatrically
miserable, Miles financially grateful, and the Spartan privately
pleased with his own extrapolation. Foggy applauded with the
wholehearted joy of a man who believes that if horses have run
and nobody has cheated them, the occasion merits gratitude.

Across the partition Rinaldi watched the winner’s circle
with composed acceptance. He had, I suspected, taken a clean
position on the favorite and recovered in one ordinary dimension
what he had surrendered in a more interesting one. When he looked
over at me there was something in his expression that was neither
concession nor congratulation. Recognition, perhaps. The
acknowledgement two craftsmen offer after discovering they use

different tools to reach the same kind of precision.
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After the race the crowd began to pour toward the exits, the
great Derby exhalation beginning all at once. Marnie and I
drifted out of the box with the easy coordination of people who
had stopped asking which one of them had first decided to stand
up.

On the grounds, with the spires behind us and the noise
thinning into distance, she asked what next week would look like.

“Back to Chicago,” I said. “Miles needs a debrief. DeLuca
will want a final conversation. Then I look at what’s on my
desk.”

“With a partner?”

“If she wants to be.”

“She does,” Marnie said.

There are moments in life that arrive without needing
theatrical emphasis. That was one of them. She did not announce
anything. She simply took my arm the way a person takes hold of a
thing already chosen.

In the lobby that evening the whole company reassembled for
one last settling of the emotional accounts. Danny was now
speaking of Daymare’s second-place finish as though he had
discovered her bloodline personally. The Spartan corrected him in
small, devastating phrases. Foggy asked whether, at the
beginning, I had known all this would happen.

“No,” I said. “I knew how I wanted it to happen. That'’s
different.”

He thought about that with the seriousness it deserved. “I

was myself,” he said finally.



Gael / THE INSIDE FIX / 127

“Yes."”

“And that was enough.”

“It was essential.”

He accepted that with quiet dignity and returned to his
julep.

Later, in the corridor outside the elevator, Rinaldi found
me alone. This time he had no breakfast, no public witness, no
visible purpose except the one he stated immediately.

“I've been in this business forty years,” he said. “I've
seen every version of the play. I’'ve never seen anyone solve an
impossible assignment without lying, without touching the horses,
without threatening anyone, and without doing anything that would
collapse in a room with a lawyer.”

“It was the only version of the problem I could find,” I
said.

“No,” he said. “It was the only version you were willing to
find.”

That distinction mattered to him. It mattered to me too,
though I was less comfortable hearing it aloud.

He confirmed that the referrals would come on Monday. Three
real problems. Real clients. Proper money. Work entered into
freely rather than under coercion. Then he extended his hand.

“We're even,” he said.

I shook it. “We’re even.”

“Don’t make me do this again,” he said.

“Then don’t start it the same way,” I told him.
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He laughed—genuinely, if briefly—and went on down the
corridor.

The city was quiet by the time I knocked on Marnie’s door.
No plan. No mechanism. No need to pretend I was carrying one more
operational question that happened to require privacy.

She opened it and looked at me the way a person looks when
the waiting has ended but the answer still needs to be spoken
cleanly.

“The race is over,” I said.

“The race is over.”

“I meant what I said,” I told her. “About a partner.”

“I know.”

“And the other thing.”

She made me say it properly, which was fair. For three weeks
we had both been speaking in the useful half-languages of
professional caution, where implication does much of the labor
and dignity stands in for candor. There is a point at which that
becomes cowardice if it continues too long.

“I want to know you outside of this,” I said. “Outside the
operation. Outside the work. Whatever the quiet version looks
like.”

She stood very still then, not guarded, not unreadable, only
present.

“I've been watching you make honest choices under pressure,”
I said. “I’'d like to keep watching. Under different

circumstances.”
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There are pauses that are complicated because too many lies
are trying to survive at once. This was not one of those. This
pause was simple. It was only the distance between truth offered
and truth accepted.

“Come in,” she said.

So I did.

I had spent the whole operation telling myself that after
the Derby, the important things would happen. In a narrow sense
that proved true. In the wider and better sense, I had
underestimated them. Some plans work exactly as designed. Some
things work better than designed. The trick is knowing the
difference when it finally stands in front of you with the door
open.

By the time Louisville settled into ordinary Saturday night,
the horses were safe, the bettors were refunded, DelLuca had his
clean file, Rinaldi had his balance restored, and I had found—
somewhat to my own surprise—that the quiet version was the one I

wanted after all.
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Chapter 8

The Monday after the Derby, Chicago looked offended by
Louisville.

The city had exchanged spring delicacy for its usual
metallic certainty. O’Hare disgorged us into a wind off the lake
that seemed personally insulted by the existence of lighter
climates. Downtown had resumed its habit of pretending human
feeling was an administrative inconvenience. By the time the car
got us back to Wicker Park, the whole lush green pageant of
Kentucky already felt like something extravagant I might have
invented under stress.

Marnie noticed the change before I said anything.

“You look relieved to be home,” she said, standing beside me
on the sidewalk while the driver unloaded our bags.

“I am,” I told her. “I'm also aware that home is a place
where people ask follow-up questions.”

She glanced up at the building. “And Louisville wasn’t?”

“Louisville asked ceremonial questions. Chicago asks

practical ones. Worse, it already thinks it knows the answers.”



Gael / THE INSIDE FIX / 131

That earned me the small, dangerous smile I had begun to
understand as a sign of mutual confidence. During the past three
weeks, Marnie Dern had crossed a great deal of ground without
ever seeming to hurry. She had begun the operation as Dominic
Rinaldi’s observer, continued it as my accidental ally, and ended
it as something far more destabilizing to my peace of mind. On
Saturday night at the hotel she had opened a door and invited me
into the quiet version of what had been building between us. The
fact that I had walked through it did not mean I fully understood
what came next.

It meant only that I intended to find out.

We carried our own bags upstairs. It felt important. Derbies
involve porters, valets, handlers, and men whose only
professional function is to stand close to expensive uncertainty.
Chicago, by contrast, requires you to lug your own suitcase and
remember which key still sticks in which lock. The apartment
smelled faintly of coffee beans and the long absence of anyone
cooking seriously. My plants, to the limited extent that I
acknowledge their independent claims to life, had survived.

Marnie stood just inside the door while I put my bag down
and looked around with the expression of a person reading a room
she already knew in a new register. When she had first entered
the apartment, she had been cataloguing vulnerabilities. Now she
was looking at it as a place where she had, unexpectedly, become
part of the story.

“The chip towers are gone,” she said.

“T like to restore order after stress.”
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“That’s what you call the Derby?”

“That’s what I call almost everything.”

She set her bag beside the sofa. “Do we get a quiet day?”

I considered the question with the seriousness it deserved.
In theory, yes. In practice, quiet days are what happen to people
with different occupations and less talent for attracting
complications. DeLuca would want to see me. Miles would call.
Danny would call twice and pretend the first call had not been
prying. The Spartan would wait until evening and then say the one
thing I most needed to hear in ten words or fewer. Rinaldi, if he
was feeling philosophical, might not reach at all. That last
possibility I mistrusted the most.

“We get the first hour,” I said. “In this business that
counts as a sabbatical.”

Marnie removed her jacket and draped it over the chair by
the window with a familiarity that pleased me more than it should
have. Then she walked into the kitchen and opened the cabinets as
if she had every right. It turned out that she did.

“You’'re out of eggs,” she said.

“I've been in Kentucky.”

“You were out of eggs before Kentucky.”

“That is slander, and I resent the confidence with which you
say it.”

“It’s not slander if the evidence is in the refrigerator.”

She began making a list in my notebook—the one I usually
reserve for probability models and dangerous ideas. Eggs. Coffee

filters. Fruit. Whatever she thought my kitchen ought to contain
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if it was going to support two adults rather than one man with a
talent for takeout menus. Watching her write domestic necessities
in the same notebook that had once contained the phrase WHAT DOES
RINALDI WANT? produced an emotional effect I was not prepared to
classify. It was not panic. It was adjacent to panic in the same
way champagne is adjacent to chemistry.

I was still watching her when my phone rang.

DeLuca.

I showed her the screen. She lifted one eyebrow. “Practical
questions?”

“Chicago to the life.”

I answered. “Lieutenant.”

“Sanders.” DeLuca sounded infuriatingly rested for a man who
had been up half the Derby weekend watching the edges of my
operation. “You back in town?”

“Against my better judgment.”

“Good. Come talk to me.”

“That an invitation or one of your affectionate civic
customs?”

“Let’s call it coffee between old almost-adversaries. Noon.”

“And if I say I'm unpacking?”

“Then I become curious, and curiosity takes paperwork.”

He hung up before I could charge him for the efficiency of
the threat.

Marnie was leaning against the counter, arms folded lightly.
“He knows you well.”

“He knows my species. Which is close enough.”
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“Do you want me there?”

The question deserved a straight answer, so I gave it one.

“Yes. Not because I need cover. Because I’'d rather not
narrate you to him in absentia.”

That surprised her for half a second, then settled into
approval. “Good. I prefer first-person source material.”

We went out for groceries like citizens. It was one of the
stranger parts of the whole affair. I had spent three weeks
building a legal pressure machine around a criminal investor, a
public race, and the betting appetites of half a continent, yet
somehow the moment that felt least plausible was standing in the
produce aisle with Marnie Dern arguing seriously about avocados.
Operations give people roles. Ordinary life requires
improvisation. That is where many capable people fail.

Chicago did not know or care that we had returned from
Kentucky with the delicate remains of an emotional breakthrough
and a neatly concluded information war. Milwaukee Avenue was busy
with cyclists, delivery vans, and men in expensive headphones
radiating startup confidence. The coffee shop on the corner had
already moved on to some seasonal drink named after weather. A
woman walking her dog paused to study Marnie with the frank
admiration reserved for the effortlessly composed. I felt
proprietary for exactly half a second, which was long enough to
be embarrassed by it.

On the way back, Marnie said, “What happens with Rinaldi

now?"”
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“Now?” I shifted the grocery bag from one hand to the other.
“He reclassifies me.”

“As what?”

“Too expensive to waste, too independent to own, and too
useful to ignore.”

“You make that sound almost flattering.”

“It’s not. It’s just survivable.”

She was quiet for a block. Then: “He’ll test the edges
again.”

“0f course he will.”

“And DeLuca?”

“He’'ll test a different set of edges. That’s why
civilization is so time-consuming.”

At noon we were in Psi Crimes.

DeLuca’s office had not become warmer or more decorative in
my absence. It remained a room designed by a man who believed
comfort encouraged sloppiness. Sergeant Rosie Carmine was there
as well, seated at a side chair with a legal pad and the
expression of someone determined not to miss the most interesting
parts of the conversation.

DeLuca looked from me to Marnie and took in the
configuration in one efficient sweep.

“Dern,” he said.

“Lieutenant.”

“You came as counsel?”

“I came as witness,” Marnie said. “Counsel implies I’'m being

paid by the hour.”
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Rosie’s mouth twitched at that, which I counted as a civic
success.

DeLuca leaned back. “All right, Sanders. The official
version.”

“The official version,” I said, “is that Dominic Rinaldi
entered three unsuitable horses in the Kentucky Derby, allowed
the market to overreact to the possibility that he knew
something, then withdrew the horses before the race as a
precautionary owner decision. By race day, 27,800 covered tickets
had been refunded. No fraud was committed. No false statement was
issued that I can document. No direct manipulation of the horses,
riders, or track took place.”

“And your role?”

“Consultative observation.”

“That phrase should be illegal on aesthetic grounds.”

“Then petition the legislature.”

Rosie looked down at her notes, partly to write and partly,
I suspected, to hide amusement. DeLuca did not bother.

“You built the pressure,” he said.

“I built nothing unlawful.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

I considered him. DeLuca has always been at his best when he
asks the question underneath the one he is allowed to put on
paper. It is the rare police talent most useful to decent men and
most dangerous to everyone else.

“Yes,” I said. “I built pressure. Information pressure.

Expectation pressure. I let the betting public do what the
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betting public has always done when it believes someone connected
knows more than it does.”

“Using Foggy Gates as a signal flare.”

“Using Foggy Gates as Foggy Gates. The flare was collective
authorship.”

That drew a short breath from Rosie, not because the
statement was false but because it was annoyingly true.

DeLuca tapped a finger once on the desk. “And you’'re
satisfied with that distinction.”

“Legally? Entirely. Morally? More than entirely. The public
got its money back. The horses were never put into a race they
should not have run. Rinaldi lost face without losing enough to
become inventive. On my better days, lieutenant, I provide civic
hygiene.”

Marnie turned her face slightly to hide a smile. DeLuca
noticed and disliked being noticed noticing.

“The policy recommendation writes itself,” he murmured.

Rosie said, *“Greater disclosure around ownership
concentration in high-profile races. Early warning flags when
betting anomalies track to implied insider confidence rather than
ordinary line movement.”

“Exactly,” DeLuca said. Then to me: “You know what I hate?”

“The list is long but distinguished.”

“I hate that this was the cleanest possible outcome.”

“That’s because you’'re a serious man and seriousness is
often indistinguishable from disappointment.”

He almost smiled. Almost.
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The meeting ended not with triumph but with paperwork, which
is how civilized societies disguise relief. DeLuca would keep
watching Rinaldi. Rinaldi would know he was being watched. I
would continue inhabiting the narrow legal strip between
influence and fraud, which is where most modern life takes place
when anyone honest bothers to describe it. Marnie and I left the
building into the thin brightness of early afternoon.

“He likes you,” she said, once we were outside.

“He likes gravity too. That doesn’t make it affectionate.”

“sStill.”

“Still,” I admitted, “he prefers me alive and uncuffed. We
all have our comforts.”

Back at the apartment, Miles arrived first, carrying a
bottle and the expression of a man who had spent the morning
pretending not to worry. Danny arrived seven minutes later
without calling. The Spartan arrived last, exactly when he meant
to, which is his preferred form of punctuation.

For an hour my living room was what it had always been
before Rinaldi complicated it: a room full of men talking around
cards, odds, and the slow repair of nerves. They wanted the
Kentucky version, then the truth underneath the Kentucky version,
then the part I had not told DeLuca. Danny asked whether Marnie
had saved me or I had saved Marnie. Miles asked a more
intelligent version of the same question. The Spartan asked
nothing until the end, then said, “You kept the horses out of the
race. Good.”

“That was the idea,” I said.
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“No,” he replied. “That was the result. Sometimes people
deserve credit for results.”

Coming from Nikos, this bordered on public affection. I took
it seriously.

Marnie moved among them with a steadiness that made
immediate sense of her. Danny liked her because he likes danger
when it is dressed well. Miles trusted her because she answered
direct questions directly. The Spartan had already made up his
mind in Kentucky and saw no reason to revise it. Watching her in
my apartment with my people, I had the deeply unfamiliar
sensation that the room was expanding to accommodate a future I
had not previously allowed myself to diagram.

After they left, evening settled across Wicker Park in
layers of blue and sodium-gold. The city below the window was
full of dinners, arguments, rideshares, private bargains, and
half-meant promises—Chicago continuing its tireless production of
stories that begin with certainty and end with invoices.

Marnie stood at the betting display on my wall, looking at
the restored lines. Copper Halo, Snowmelt, and Mercy Bell had
returned to historical irrelevance. There was something almost
touching about it.

“Tommy texted,” I said.

She turned. “And?”

“The horses are home. Copper Halo ignored a fence with
conviction. Snowmelt became interested in a tractor. Mercy Bell

continues her principled opposition to gates.”
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Marnie laughed, properly this time, and the sound changed
the room.

“Good,"” she said.

“Yes."”

She looked back at the display. “So what now, Wade?”

It was the question under everything. Not what happened next
in the procedural sense; I could answer that by the hour and
invoice accordingly. She meant what now for the structure of a
life that had, until recently, been arranged around distance,
timing, and professional self-containment. What now for a man who
had always understood the value of leverage better than the value
of company. What now for two people who had met inside an
operation and survived long enough to step outside it.

I went to stand beside her.

“Now,” I said, “we try the quiet version on purpose.”

She studied me in profile for a moment, as if making sure I
understood the scale of what I was proposing.

“And if the loud version comes back?”

“Then we handle it,” I said. “Preferably after breakfast.”

That was enough. It did not solve the future, but solutions
are overrated in matters involving human beings. Probability is
more honest. You look at the available data, account for noise,
and decide where to place your confidence.

I had spent weeks proving that public certainty can be
manufactured from implication, appetite, and carefully directed
fear. This was different. There was no market here, no circuit to

game, no rival operator to trap inside his own vanity. There was
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only the far stranger problem of telling the truth without
tactical camouflage and seeing what remained standing afterward.

Marnie set her hand lightly over mine on the edge of the
console.

“On purpose,” she said.

“On purpose.”

Below us, Chicago went on being Chicago—sharp-edged,
overconfident, endlessly readable and rarely persuaded to change
its nature for anyone. I had built a career on understanding that
telepathy had not altered human beings so much as accelerated the
circulation of their old motives. Greed moved faster. Fear moved
faster. Hope, unfortunately, moved fastest of all.

Yet hope has one quality greed never quite acquires. It can
survive being examined closely.

I stood there with Marnie in the last light of the day,
listening to the ordinary machinery of the city and feeling the
uncommon stillness of something chosen correctly the first time.

The Derby was over. Rinaldi was balanced. DeLuca had his
report. The horses were safe. The bettors had been refunded. The
fix, such as it was, had dissolved back into rumor, policy, and
anecdote.

What remained was not the scheme. Not the race. Not even the
win.

What remained was the life afterward.

And for once, I did not feel any need to improve the odds.



