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Preface

I almost certainly do not know you; however, I shall assume you are a lovely person, and it is my loss for not having yet had the opportunity to meet you. Still, I must assume you and I are connected in some way, for the works you are about to read are selections from a journal of my memoirs. I compiled these not in the belief that the stories within are so compelling they must be told, but rather because I found my unexpected life transition to be so shockingly uneventful—at least initially. I place the blame for my aggrandized expectations squarely on contemporary media, filling my head with the belief that a ticket to the supernatural also put one on an express train toward coolness and suave charm.

This is simply not the case. Or, at least, it was not my case. I recorded my journeys in the hopes that, should another being find themselves utterly depressed at the humdrum personality still saddling their supernatural frame, they might find solace in knowing they are not the only one to have felt that way. Given the lengthy lifespan of many of the people with whom I associate, there is no guarantee they will have passed on by the time this is read. Therefore, names have been changed as I deemed necessary.

So, dear reader, whom I suspect is a wonderful person merely in need of a bit of reassurance, take comfort in my tales of uneventful blundering. One’s nature is hard to change; sometimes even death is insufficient to accomplish such a task. But be assured that, while you might find yourself still more human than anticipated, you are far from the only one. You will eventually discover that under the movie stereotypes, imposed mystique, and overall inflated expectations, each and every one of us is at least a touch more boring than our images would indicate.

And that is not a bad thing.

—Fredrick Frankford Fletcher




















An Interview at the Agency


1.

“Happy birthday!”

	We all leapt out from behind couches, chairs, and, in Bubba’s case, an oversized armoire that I’m almost certain was brought in specifically for him to hide behind. Neil let out a high-pitched yelp, dropped the stack of books he’d been carrying, and leapt backward, smacking directly into Albert. Luckily, zombies weren’t pushovers (forgive the literal use of an expression), so he managed to steady the shocked necromancer as Neil fully recovered his bearings.

	“Wha—how did you all know?” His voice was shaky, probably from surprise, although embarrassment at the sound he’d just let out wasn’t off the table.

	“And just what kind of mentor would I be if I forgot my student’s eighteenth birthday?” Amy made her way over to Neil, shaking her head all the way. It was a small gesture, but notable because small flecks of rainbow-colored light swirled away from her hair. Amy’s usual penchant for testing alchemic products on herself had evidently taken a festive turn for the occasion.

	Ah, but if that last statement made no sense to you, then perhaps this is the best moment to pause briefly and explain. My name is Fredrick Frankford Fletcher, and I am an accountant by trade. Also, I’m a vampire. Yes, I probably should have led with that second bit, but to be honest, the accountant part factors far more frequently into my daily life than does my status as an Undead American. Aside from a sunlight allergy, a predominantly liquid diet (bought through appropriate and legal sources, thank you very much), and the power to work for days at a time, being a vampire hadn’t changed me much. It had, however, dramatically impacted my social circle. From Krystal, my girlfriend who worked for a parahuman policing organization known as the Agency, to Neil and Albert, a pair of best friends who also happened to be a necromancer and zombie, respectively, all the way to the very house we were standing in, since Charlotte Manor was a living entity with unique powers all her own. While I’d had very few friends as a human, my parahuman social circle was full to near-bursting, a fact that I was always grateful for.

	Charlotte appeared next to me as Amy, Bubba, and Krystal all gathered about Neil and Albert, congratulating Neil on the milestone and Albert on managing not to blow the secret of the surprise party. Although her exact appearance varied with the occasion and her mood, Charlotte was tonight dressed in one of her usual gowns. It looked as if it had been pulled straight out of a Victorian romance, complete with a wide skirt that had to use magic to avoid knocking things over.

	“Dinner will be ready in ten minutes, Fred,” she reported dutifully. Since most of us rented some form of space or another from Charlotte, be it offices or living quarters, meals were part of the package, not to mention one of her greatest selling features. Even if it was woven together mostly from magic, Charlotte was a fantastic chef, and she’d agreed to put together something special for the evening’s festivities. “I’m going to be a waiter coming around with champagne, beer, and soda in a few minutes as well. Also, Arch and Lillian have both asked me to send you to their respective quarters as soon as possible.”

	I’d been wondering where the newest employee of Fletcher Accounting Services was, as Lillian was rarely one to miss a party, or any of Charlotte’s meals. In the months since she’d been freed from her old vampire clan and joined the one I’d hastily founded (The House of Fred, thanks to Krystal muddling with the paperwork), she’d slowly been acclimating to life outside a rigorously controlled organization. Arch, on the other hand, generally only popped in for brief stints between missions and often took his meals in his room—though, given that he was training Albert, and therefore Neil by extension, I had somewhat expected him to make it down. Some manner of Agency task had probably demanded his attention instead, since he was employed by the same people as Krystal. Neither of them spoke much about work due to the secretive nature of what they did, but I was slowly piecing enough together to suspect that despite their both being called “Agent,” they had a lot of differences in their actual jobs.

	“Charlotte, when Lillian asked for me to come by, was she hunched over a large stack of documents or swearing at her laptop?”

	“The latter. It’s actually quite nostalgic. I haven’t heard some of those curses being thrown about for decades.” Charlotte smiled, looking briefly wistful for the tenants who had constructed her a very long time ago. “But she didn’t break anything in frustration, so I’d say she is making progress.”

	Well, that made the choice of who to see first simple. Lillian was working on her study materials and some small-scale assignments I’d handed over, so she was likely calling me for help. The woman was a hard worker and a dedicated student, making tremendous progress in learning the trade of accounting, but no one could master the craft without occasional bits of guidance. If she was asking for assistance, then it must be something quite difficult. It was probably better if I encouraged her to take the night off for Neil’s party and deal with the issue tomorrow. But even that might require some convincing, as she was determined to get her credentials as soon as possible. Better to start with Arch, who was nothing if not quick to the point in every conversation. The term “blunt” had been bandied about more than once when discussing him. So had “heartless” and “robot,” although I’d found that Arch did have some sentimentality in him. It just required a keen eye and lots of patience to spot.

	“Tell Lillian I’ll be there in ten minutes, and let Arch know I’m on my way, please.” While I didn’t see Charlotte so much as move a step, I knew versions of her were relaying the message as I headed over to Neil. Although the two of us had never gotten along as well as I did with most of the others, it would have been rude to slip away without so much as even a cursory greeting to the birthday boy.

	I waited my turn behind Bubba, who delivered a handshake so hearty I feared for the necromancer’s bones. He finally finished, stepping to the side and helping himself to a cold silver can from the tray held by one of Charlotte’s waiter forms. Stepping closer, I met Neil’s eyes and stuck out my own hand. “Happy birthday. And welcome to the official world of adulthood.”

	Despite the fact that I’d been looking at Neil, I couldn’t help but notice a brief expression flash across Albert’s nearby face. The look stood out to me not because of its severity, but rather its strangeness. Albert was a perpetually cheerful, upbeat person, which is what made the flicker of sadness in his eyes seem so alien.

	Before I could dwell or comment on it, Neil had taken my hand and given it a shake. “Thanks, Fred.” Then the exchange was done, and I moved away to let Neil begin partaking in the festivities. As the party moved toward the dining room, a once more smiling Albert with them, I headed upstairs to see Arch.

	Looking back, I should have been wondering why he would summon me to a meeting, but my mind was stuck in that moment with Albert. Besides, I was assuming this would be more non-news from the Agency. When I’d officially founded my parahuman clan to fend off the aggression from other vampires moving into town, I’d also signed Fletcher Accounting Services up to do freelance work with the Agency. It was a dangerous alliance that wouldn’t endear me to most other parahumans, but it had given me and my friends a measure of protection from the House of Turva. Yet, in the months since I’d signed on, no work had come. Every time I asked Arch, he’d merely told me that my application was under review. I expected more of the same as I knocked on his slightly ajar door and walked through, but at a glance, I knew I was wrong.

	Arch was zipping up a small duffel bag, one I’d seen him carry with him when leaving many a time. He was dressed in layers, as usual, and I knew from experience that hidden amidst those folds of cloth were weapons designed to take down countless types of creatures. Of all my friends, Arch was the only one whose parahuman nature remained a mystery to me. No one talked about it, especially not Arch, and I never asked. Partly out of politeness, partly because I suspected that I wouldn’t like the answer. Sometimes, in the parahuman world, ignorance was preferable. I’d learned that lesson by asking an ancient dragon one too many questions.

	“Charlotte, would you mind putting my gift for Neil with the others?” Arch nodded to a small package in dark purple wrapping paper on his dresser. “If you know where Fred’s is, get that too. I’m afraid we’re going to miss the party.”

	“Do I get to ask why we’ll be missing it?” I hadn’t moved from the doorway, but that didn’t stop Charlotte from walking by me and scooping up Arch’s gift. She said nothing as she made her way past; although this time I did step aside for her. Charlotte was an expert at knowing when to be a landlord, a friend, or a house.

	“I think you’ve already put it together,” Arch told me. “But if you want confirmation: word came down a few minutes ago. Your freelance application has been processed; it’s time to move on to the interview and skills portion.”

	“Which means meeting them in person.” Somewhere, in the back of my mind, I think a part of me had grown accustomed to the months of being put off, convincing myself that I’d be able to stay in limbo forever, protected by an alliance that I never had to put in work to maintain. It was a silly notion, and I’d recognized it as such even when I held it, yet that didn’t stop it from stinging ever so slightly as the idea was unceremoniously destroyed by Arch. “I’ll get my briefcase and laptop. Are we heading into town? If so, I’d like to pop by my apartment and change into something more professional.”

	Truth be told, I wasn’t in what most would call a casual ensemble, with my button-down shirt, khakis, and sweater vest, but if I was meeting someone in the Agency, I felt like I should go for a full suit. Arch stared at me for several seconds before shaking his head.

	“No, Fred, we’re not going into town. I just told you, I’m taking you for an interview and skills test.”

	“Right, which I took to mean that there’s a representative in Winslow, probably staying at Richard’s or something. I mean, it’s not like they’d invite me to their actual offices, the locations of which I assume are national secrets.”

	Arch lifted the duffel bag and tossed it easily over his shoulder, a show of surprising strength for his short stature and slight frame. “Our fiscal people tend to stay at the offices, and they’re the ones who are interviewing you. That means it’s my job to take you to them. You were right about one thing, though.” Reaching into his pocket, Arch produced a thick swath of dark fabric and tossed it over to me. I snared it from mid-air and unfolded the item, quickly realizing what I’d been handed. It was a hood to cover my head, and based on the small arcane runes woven into the fabric, I had a hunch it was strong enough to block out even my enhanced senses.

	“The location is a secret. Once we’re in the plane, I’ll need you to put that on.”

	Folding the hood carefully and tucking it into my pocket, I considered the situation. “May I have half an hour to help Lillian and say my goodbyes? I’d like to at least explain why I’m ditching out on Neil’s party.”

	“No one down there needs an explanation, Fred. They know what a summons from the Agency means.” Arch glanced down at his watch and stared at it for several long moments. “But I did pack fast, so I can give you fifteen minutes to grab your stuff and say whatever you’d like to everyone.”

	“Thank you, Arch.” I turned and bolted from the room, well aware that, as soon as those fifteen minutes were up, I’d be out the door whether I liked it or not. Still, I appreciated even the small window of time I’d been handed. Like I said earlier, Arch does have a heart; you just have to pay close attention to see it peeking out.


2.

The one upside to the hood was that it blocked out the bickering. And that was, truly, an amazing accomplishment. While I rarely have use for them, outside of sniffing the bouquet from a fine glass of Pinot Noir, vampire senses are quite exceptional, so it was all the more impressive that, immediately after donning it, I could no longer hear Krystal squabbling with Arch.

	The fifteen minutes of goodbyes had been relatively painless, although ten of those were spent helping Lillian along in her work and rapidly setting up plans for how she and Albert were to handle any business that might come in over the next few days. Theoretically, I’d still have email, but when dealing with parahumans, it pays to put contingency plans in place. Better they be able to let inquisitive clients know I was temporarily away on business than have people who trusted me with their finances think I’d suddenly skipped town.

	It wasn’t until Arch and I went downstairs to let the party know we would be leaving early that we hit something of an issue. Most took the news with immediate acceptance; they understood that when the Agency called, it was unwise to refuse. Especially for someone who needed their protection as much as we all did. The House of Turva hadn’t taken the slights against them lightly, and the moment they saw a weakness, they’d pounce on it. While originally, that would have only impacted me, everyone had signed on to join my clan—albeit without my knowledge—which meant they’d be targets as well. The Agency and some official alliances with friends were all that kept the angry vampires at bay.

	Krystal, however, had not reacted well to the news of my being suddenly pulled away. She was . . . unhappy that the order to bring me in had come to Arch rather than her, although, given our personal relationship, I understood why her higher-ups would make that call. Not that I said anything to that effect, mind you. I may have put myself in life-threatening situations several times over the past few years, but I wasn’t so suicidal as to disagree with Krystal when she was angry. In the end, she’d decided to accompany us. Arch had voiced his disapproval, to which Krystal had responded by pointing out that she was an agent and could go to headquarters whenever she damn well pleased. There were also a lot of suggestions as to what Arch should do with his opinions—most of which centered around him shoving them places—but I’ll omit those for the sake of brevity and tact.

	Once we were finally out of the house, it was a short car ride to a private air strip where a plane was waiting for us. I’d have been impressed by such opulent transportation for a mere interview if I hadn’t seen how free the Agency was with providing air transport in the past. If they did actually bring me on to do some finance work, one of the first things I’d suggest would be having agents fly commercial more often. Surely not every trip demanded such expensive privacy.

	After that, there was nothing to recall but darkness. Nearly every sense I had was completely muted, which was actually a rather strange experience in itself. Sort of like being asleep while staying lucid. The one change I was able to register came during the flight, when I felt a familiar hand lay itself in mine and interweave our fingers. Krystal had apparently switched from arguing with Arch to comforting me. I can’t say how long we were like that, or even how much time passed at all. Floating in darkness, it becomes difficult to keep track of things like minutes drifting by. There was simply the void around me, the hand in mine, and the occasional shake as the plane moved along.

	Then, without warning, the plane bounced twice, and I realized that we had landed. I waited for someone to help me up, no doubt guiding me to a car that would bring us from the airport to our location. Instead, the plane rolled along the ground for a while before finally coming to a full stop. Moments later, my hood was peeled away and I found myself peering into Krystal’s lovely brown eyes.

	“Hey, Freddy. We’re here.”

	I looked around at the plane and out the windows, not entirely sure what to expect. From what I could see, we were in a hangar, although it might have just as easily been a giant metal warehouse. There were no windows, just a closed set of heavy steel doors where the plane had presumably come through, along with a smaller matching set at the other side of the building. Outside, Arch was talking to someone in a pilot’s uniform as he smoked his way through what would in no way be his only cigarette of the day. Putting it all together, I did some mental calculations and positively reeled.

	“Krystal, does your agency employ the use of a private air strip?”

	“Sure do. They used to just land at nearby ones, but building one on site made things a lot easier for all of us.”

	“Do you have any idea how much that must cost? I mean, for as many planes as you’d need to be flying to make it pragmatic, the fuel costs alone—”

	I stopped talking, not because I’d run out of things to say on the topic, but rather because Krystal had leaned in and kissed me firmly on the mouth. We stayed like that for several long seconds before she pulled away. “You talk about numbers and costs a lot when you get nervous, you know. But you don’t need to be scared. This is my office, Freddy. It’s a place of business. They just want to see if you’ve got the chops to be a useful freelancer.”

	“Given that our tentative status is all that’s keeping some very unhappy vampires at bay, I’d say this situation comes with ample reason to be nervous.” Looking down, I realized our hands were still intertwined. In the rush of my senses coming back, I’d failed to notice that. “What if I mess this up? Failing to land a client is one thing; falling short here could come with very dire consequences.”

	“First off, even if something did go wrong today, which it won’t, the House of Turva still can’t risk moving against you. Not with Richard’s people being official House of Fred allies. And secondly, are you really worried about this? Come on, Freddy. I know you lack confidence, but this is accounting. Even you have to admit that this is your jam. The booming business is proof enough.”

	“I’m good with numbers, not people, and Arch specifically called this an interview.” Taking a deep breath—a habit that helps settle one’s nerves regardless of whether or not they actually breathe—I rose from my seat. “But I suppose I’m going to have to try and make a good impression anyway.”

	Krystal got up from her chair as well, finally letting go of my hand as she smoothed the wrinkles in her red blouse. “Just be you, Freddy. That’s always been enough for us, and I’m sure it will go over well in the interviews. After all, it’s not like you’ll be interviewing with agents. You’re going to talk to other numbers people. I bet you’ll mention investment accounts, and they’ll get tingly, and by the time this is done, all of you will be overhauling the agency’s pension plan.”

	“You get pensions?”

	“Shit yeah. Government job, Freddy. We get all kinds of perks. But lots of free time isn’t among them, so shake a leg.” Krystal swatted me on the rear, and the two of us headed down the plane’s folded-out stairs.

	By the time we reached the ground, Arch was already on his second cigarette and the pilot had wandered off. Wordlessly, Arch nodded as we approached, and then led us to the small set of doors at the far end of the building. They were metal, incredibly thick with no handle in sight. Instead, there was only a small keypad to the left side of them. Arch punched in a few numbers, and seconds later, the soft crackle of an intercom filled the air.

	“Agent Davenport escorting Fredrick Fletcher for an interview and skills test, as assigned.” Arch paused, taking a long drag from his smoke. “Also, Agent Jenkins is here.”

	I was still trying to process the facts that a) I’d never heard Arch’s last name before, and b) it was Davenport, when the doors began sliding open. They parted to reveal a short hallway that ended in another set of identical metal doors. Interestingly, this short stretch of interior was painted a crisp white color, which made all the runes and arcane scribblings covering every inch stand out all the more. Some of it I semi-recognized from glimpses at Amy and Neil’s books, or the night I saw dragon magic woven around a building, but by far the majority was completely alien. Arch stepped in immediately, while Krystal waited for me to take my first step before following. No sooner had we entered than the doors behind us sealed shut.

	“I’m guessing this is the Agency’s version of airport security scanners?” I ventured.

	“If the airport scanners were designed to detect enchantments, shape-changers, illusions, or a myriad of other tricks some parahuman might use to try and sneak their way in, then yes, it would be just like them.” Arch finished his cigarette and dropped it into the small box he always kept on hand for disposing of butts and ashes. They probably didn’t let him smoke indoors here either, which explained the surly response. Arch had a tendency to get grumpy when he had to quit smoking even for a brief period of time, which happened with exceptional regularity. Charlotte had created a smoking lounge in the manor just for Arch, although occasionally Richard, Bubba, and Krystal would adjourn there to puff on oversized cigars.

	Whatever magic was working around us, to me it felt like we were simply standing in a hallway with weird writing all over the place. Evidently, and thankfully, none of us tripped any alarms, and soon the second set of doors began to part. This time, there wasn’t another hallway full of magical symbols awaiting us. In fact, it looked almost conspicuously mundane on the other side. Fluorescent lights, cheap gray carpeting, and a white tiled ceiling made it identical to countless other offices all throughout the nation. The only thing that stood out was the man waiting for us on the other side. He was lean, almost gaunt really, with a head so perfectly bald and pale that it seemed like someone had painted a face on an egg and set it atop a scarecrow in a suit. His smile was surprisingly affable though, and the man greeted us as we stepped out from the magic-scanning hallway.

	“Agent Davenport, Agent Jenkins, good to see you both again. Mr. Fletcher, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Your reputation as an accountant precedes you. My name is Roderick Knox, and I am the head of the Agency’s finance division. I’m also the man who will be interviewing you today.”
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“Can I get you anything? Water? Blood? I know the summons came out of the blue, so I’ll understand if you need to eat.” Roderick’s office was substantial. Not the biggest I’d ever laid eyes on, but certainly sizable enough to mark his importance to the Agency. It was also unexpectedly comforting. The sight of file cabinets, stacks of folders, and an out-of-date desktop were familiar hallmarks of my corporate accounting days, which made me feel far more at home than I normally would have in a secret location for a government agency.

	“No, thank you. As a rule, I always keep some emergency blood on hand for just such occasions.” Reaching into my briefcase, I held up the enchanted flask I’d picked up in Boarback, Texas. Between having to run from a vampire hunter and getting stuck for days in the mansion of a pair of bickering mage siblings, I’d discovered it was prudent to always have more nutrition on hand than might seem necessary.

	Roderick took note of the flask and sat down at his desk, which was both spacious and impossible to see under the thick layer of documents covering it. “Prepared for the unexpected. I like that. It’s an attitude that will serve you well if you work with us.”

	“In working with parahuman clients, I’ve found preparation and redundancy to be indispensable tools.”

	“Yes, let’s talk about your prior work.” Roderick reached into a drawer under his desk and pulled out a thick, cream-colored folder, the same brand I kept in my own office for compiling documents. Despite the folders being an industry standard, I suddenly felt a curious kinship with the bald man before me. Just like parahumans, accountants have a culture of their own.

	“In life, you did good work. Always precise, but never especially aggressive in terms of taking on new responsibilities. Post-death, however, you’ve shown far more initiative and entrepreneurial spirit.” The pages fluttered within their folder as Roderick flipped through them. “You founded Fletcher Accounting Services, gained a Certified Public Parahuman License, and almost immediately began taking on a wealth of new clients, many of whom were high profile. Very high profile, in a few cases.”

	Although I rarely dwelled on it, Roderick was right that some of my friends held stations far above my own. He was probably talking about Ainsley and Zane, a pair of mages I’d helped sort out the inheritance left by their father. “Are you referring to the Clover siblings?”

	“No, wealthy as they are, that duo is hardly the most prestigious account on your record. I was referring to your work with Gideon, the King of the West,” Roderick said.

	“Ah. To be fair, Gideon never directly engaged my services. I was called in to work for Richard Alderson, and handling Gideon’s finances was simply part of the package. It wouldn’t feel proper for me to claim him as a client.”

	Roderick gave me a long, careful look before flipping to the next file. He was clearly searching my face for something, but I wasn’t entirely sure what it might be. If nothing else, I took comfort in the fact that, so far, I’d told only the truth, so if he was hunting for signs of falsehoods, he would come up short.

	“Proper or not, he’s part of your client history,” Roderick said at last. “As are the aforementioned Clover siblings, Richard Alderson and many of his therians, the enchanted home that houses two of our agents, and countless other parahumans. To be honest, Mr. Fletcher, I’d heard your name well before the application to work as a freelancer ever came across my desk. There was some worry from up top that you were up to something, so I was asked to look over your paper trail for any discrepancies. What I found instead was a meticulous, well-prepared set of documents on every occasion. You do fine work, and from the testimonials we’ve gathered, all of your business practices are aboveboard.”

	“Beg pardon, but what do you mean by testimonials? I very much hope you haven’t been bothering my clients about this.” I’ll admit, this objection might seem a touch petty; however, my time as a CPPA had cast a light onto just how highly many parahumans valued their privacy. Especially where the Agency was concerned. If they’d been hunting down and pestering people that had used my company, then word would spread, and within a year, I’d likely be filing for bankruptcy.

	“Only the ones we already had official dealings with,” Roderick assured me. “As a rule, we tend to let the parahumans who want their distance from us have it, at least so long as they don’t do anything that requires reprimanding.”

	Not the most reassuring of statements, but it was something. “That is somewhat reassuring. So, my reputation is good, and you’ve evaluated my work, which means you know I’m competent—”

	Roderick lifted a single finger into the air to halt me before I could continue. “I know the work I’ve seen is competent. Beyond that, really, the work is exceptional. Whether you are actually the one doing it or not has yet to be determined.”

	It took me several moments to fully process what Roderick was suggesting. “Hold on, do you think I’ve been acting as the face of the company, only to shove the actual accounting onto someone else? How does that make sense, given my career in life? For that matter, who would choose me as the face of a company?” I gestured to myself for good measure. While I don’t find myself especially hideous, I was self-aware enough to know I hardly came off as smooth or classically handsome, and my taste in clothing wasn’t entirely aligned with what was trendy and hip.

	“Mr. Fletcher, as a rule, the Agency doesn’t assume competence when looking for scams or tricks. Just because a plan is bad doesn’t mean someone might not try to pull it. And this one does make a certain amount of sense. As a vampire and former accountant, you make the perfect front. Strong enough to deal with more powerful parahumans as a peer, experienced enough to sell the story. That said, on a personal level, I think you’re on the up and up. Part of my parahuman nature allows me to have a keen sense for liars, and your words ring consistently true. However, we are a branch of the government, and doing work for us would allow you access to highly restricted documents. We would be remiss if we didn’t do our due diligence in making sure you were the real deal.”

	“I . . . suppose I understand.” I didn’t love the implied accusation, but Arch had been upfront about the fact that this was an interview and skills assessment. Really, the whole situation was rather ideal. If the hardest hurdle I had to clear was proving I knew my stuff as an accountant, that was something I could do. The interview was the harder part, and as Roderick closed the folder and stowed it in his desk once more, it became clear that our chat was winding down.

	“I had a feeling you would.” The sound of another opening drawer came, and this time, Roderick held the contents out to me. It was a small stack of papers, which I accepted and began looking over while he continued. “Those our standard non-disclosures, although I’d still recommend fully reading each page, as what the Agency considers standard and what the rest of the world uses are far from identical. The long and short of it is that, from this point on, if you share any of the information you see with someone who lacks proper clearance—which would essentially be all non-agents—there will be serious consequences.”

	I flipped ahead a little to see what Roderick was referring to and found myself thankful that, as a vampire, I had a naturally pale skin tone. Otherwise, the blood might have visibly drained from my face as I read over what happened to those who broke the non-disclosure. “Serious consequences” was accurate, but it somewhat belied the harshness of what was waiting for those who spilled Agency secrets. Even if I didn’t go pale, my expression still evidently betrayed my concern.

	“I realize the penalties are a bit stiff. Try to understand, this Agency is tasked with keeping parahumans in check and obedient to their treaties. Our reputation for efficiency and ruthlessness is a huge part of that. If we had people walking around, babbling on about things they shouldn’t, it would undercut our image. And that is something we simply cannot tolerate.”

	Making a mental note to never talk about my freelance work, even in general terms, to anyone, ever, I pulled a pen from my pocket and began etching my signature onto the document. Harsh as the penalties were, they still only applied to those who told tales they shouldn’t. As a professional accountant, I’d already known the importance of confidentiality and discretion in my trade. Upping the stakes for failure was scary, true, but on a fundamental level, it really didn’t change anything about my job.

	“Mind if I ask you a question, Mr. Knox?”

	“Please, call me Roderick,” he replied. “And by all means, feel free to ask whatever you like.”

	“Then I insist you call me Fred, as nearly everyone else already does.” I paused, rereading a small section twice, then finally initialing next to it. “Forgive me if this is pressing too much, but I’m curious. You use a lot of ‘we’ terms when referring to the Agency and its employees; am I to understand that even the finance department and its workers are considered to be agents?”

	The smile stretched across Roderick’s face slowly, like a cat that had just woken from a long nap in sunshine. “No, the majority are just people who are good with numbers. I’m something of an exception, in that I had skills that made me useful in the field while also adept at handling finances. I spent a few decades working as an agent, but decided to leave field work behind and pursue something a little more stable. Don’t worry, Fred, no one is expecting you to do what Agent Jenkins or Agent Davenport do. We’d just be looking to lean on you in hectic times, as even this department can get flooded, and perhaps do the occasional external audit or finance assessment.”

	“An agent and an accountant. And here I thought I was the oddball for choosing this job as a vampire.”

	“There aren’t many who straddle both lines, and most of them are Greeds like me.” It took several seconds for Roderick to notice the blank stare on my face as I waited for an explanation. “Fred, have you never dealt with half-demons before?”

	For a moment, I nearly broke the pen in my hand. The only thing related to hellfire I’d encountered was Krystal, after she’d had her throat slit, and that had been a truly terrifying experience. As I understood it, Krystal’s soul played prison to a powerful, evil entity that had been sealed in her bloodline generations ago. If she died, it died, so it manifested when she was gravely injured, turning her from functionally human to one of the most dangerous creatures in the world, albeit temporarily. Thankfully, I remembered that Krystal had very specifically referred to what she had as a devil, whereas demons were lesser creatures.

	“Half-demons would be new to me.  I’ve never met one in Winslow,” I admitted.

	“With Agent Jenkins there, you likely wouldn’t have. Many of my kind avoid her type out of instinct, even if they don’t understand why.” He paused, and for the first time since we’d met, I could see Roderick choosing his next words carefully, rather than letting the conversation flow. “Half-demons can, if they wish, live as normal humans. So long as we don’t feed our demon-selves, we are functionally mortal. However, if we do allow our demon sides to feed, then we gain strength, longevity, toughness, the usual parahuman boons, along with some perks depending on our exact nature. What among the seven deadly sins is food for us depends on our demonic heritage. Mine, for example, is the sin of greed. Hanging around casinos or stock brokerages will fill me up in no time. That’s why we tend to refer to ourselves by our natures: thus I am known as a Greed.”

	“Wow, that is a new one by me.” I stared at him for a little longer than was necessary, still watching for a pair of horns or a burst of hellfire to spring forth. Instead, there was just a patient expression waiting for me to finish my paperwork. With a few more signatures, I closed my pen and handed the stack of documents back over to Roderick.

	“The parahuman world is a wide one, and if you work with us, you’ll learn more about it than you ever would have in Colorado.” Roderick checked the pages over, then tucked them back into his desk. “For now, though, I’m going to get everything prepared. When it’s ready, we’ll take you to a designated room and give you some sample work to do. Assuming your skills live up to your reputation, your freelancing application will be approved. It will take about half an hour, so I’d advise you to drink some blood and maybe grab a coffee. I’m sure Agent Jenkins will show you the way. When I’m ready, I’ll have Agent Davenport bring you down.”

	Roderick rose from his desk, so I took the cue and followed suit. “Good luck, Fred. I truly hope you are able to join us, even if only as a freelancer.”

	Well, at least that made two of us, even if we wanted the same outcome for very different reasons.


4.

“Come look, this is my desk!” Krystal dragged me across the cheap gray carpet, nearly spilling my newly acquired cup of coffee from the modest break room, toward a large room full of desks. It was, as I recalled from my corporate days, referred to as an open-concept office, which always felt to me like a fun way to say that a company didn’t want to spend the money on cubicle walls. Then again, given how rarely Krystal ever actually seemed to visit her home office, it did make a certain amount of sense that they wouldn’t want to dedicate too much floor space to agents.

	We moved briskly through the largely empty room, as apparently, she wasn’t the only agent who spent most of her time in the field. The lone exception was a tall woman in the back, so broad-shouldered she could have been Richard’s cousin, and a pale male several feet away that I instantly recognized as a fellow vampire. That explained why there hadn’t been any windows since we walked in, at least. They had to keep the place parahuman friendly at all hours of the day.

	“This is me.” Krystal pointed to a desk that was almost identical to every other one on the floor, save for the fact that it was messier and had three picture frames bunched up near her computer’s monitor. The first was of a couple I might not have recognized if Krystal and I didn’t share a hometown, but I’d seen her mother and father often enough to know who I was looking at. They lined up a little too well with my memory, actually, which meant the photo was an old one. Not surprising, since her mother had passed away while Krystal was in college. The next photo was filled with familiar faces. It was inside Charlotte Manor, and featured every one of our friends. Even Charlotte was there, dressed in a festive flapper outfit.

	“Is this from the night we drove off Petre?”

	“You know it. Everyone was there and dressed snazzy, so it seemed like a good picture for the desk,” Krystal explained.

	My eyes moved to the final photo in the line, and had I been human, I’d have blushed so thoroughly that the other vampire’s stomach would have rumbled from the amount of blood in my face. This was a picture of Krystal and I, taken mid-kiss. Given the angle, she’d clearly held up her phone to snap a photo, doing it so slyly I hadn’t even noticed.

	“I would have posed for a regular photograph.”

	“Freddy, you always look stiff when we try to take regular pictures. I wanted one where you were you. And that meant getting your guard down.” She leaned in and whispered the next part in my ear. “But if you want to do a reshoot, I’m always game.”

	Although my embarrassment deepened, and I frantically glanced around to see if we’d been overheard, I still appreciated what Krystal was doing. She knew I was nervous, and was trying to keep me from getting too in my head. Not that she wouldn’t have done the same thing in other circumstances—I often suspected my public shyness toward affection was why she loved teasing me so much—however, she might have been a bit less overt normally.

	“Maybe when we get home,” I replied. “At the moment, I’m afraid all I’d be thinking about is whatever test awaits me.”

	“Is that a challenge? Because if you think I can’t take your mind off numbers, then—”

	The sound of running footsteps interrupted, followed by a familiar voice yelling, “Krys!” And then Krystal had a pair of toned, slender arms wrapped around her in a loose hug. June’s speed was impressive; I’d literally just scanned the room and seen no sign of her. Then again, as a half-fey, she had more than a few advantages in her favor. Once she released my girlfriend, I noticed that June didn’t look quite the same as before. Aside from the external alterations, such as her favoring jeans and sneakers rather than overalls this time, her eyes had also changed color. Before, they were a lavender that worked well with her blue-white hair, but today they gleamed a deep cerulean color. I hadn’t realized those with fey blood could shift such things, although that was hardly surprising given how little I knew about parahumans overall. There were just so many types of us, and each with our own quirks and traits.

	“Hey, Fred, good to see you too.” June gave me a brief hug—nothing like the embrace she’d thrust upon Krystal, but still a steep improvement from our first time meeting at CalcuCon.

	“What are you doing here? Get wrangled into filing some reports?” Krystal asked.

	“No, we just got our assignments. There’s a nest of—” June’s words halted, her eyes darting to me. It began to dawn on me that I was something of an invader to the agents here, my presence restricting their ability to speak freely. After seeing the non-disclosure that Roderick had given me, I could see how seriously they all took confidentiality. “A nest of bad things, in a place, that need clearing out,” she finished. “What about you? You never come to the office unless you have to, and I don’t recall Fred having clearance.”

	“He’s applying to do some freelance accounting work,” Krystal explained. “And I came along for support. Well, support, and to make sure he didn’t panic and lock himself in a broom closet. Mostly support, though.”

	Another set of footsteps reached my ears—as well as Krystal and June’s, since they turned to look behind me. Both of them had instantaneous reactions: Krystal’s relaxed posture turned stiff, and her cheerful face grew unexpectedly harsh. For her part, June merely went from happy to uncomfortable. Even before I started to turn, I already knew what would be awaiting me there. I am, as indicated by job and history, good with numbers, and this wasn’t a difficult situation to add up.

	June had been saying “we” a lot during her description of activities. That meant she was here with someone. I didn’t know a lot of agents, but I could think of one who would garner such reactions from these two. The likeliest candidate to go on a mission with June that would cause Krystal to suddenly turn harsh was June’s own brother: the agent who also happened to be Krystal’s ex-fiancé.

	Sure enough, the man behind me was definitely related to June. Same blue-white hair, same inhuman beauty, with flawless skin and powerful bone structure. Aside from gender, the biggest difference between the two was eye color, as he currently had a deep orange, and fashion-sense. While June seemed to favor comfort and function, like Krystal, this man was wearing an impeccable suit that had clearly been tailored specifically to fit his lean form. While I’d known since meeting June that Krystal’s old flame was a fellow half-fey, and therefore would be far more handsome than any human could equal, it was still intimidating to meet him in person. This was the sort of man Krystal had dated before me?

	“Fred, let me introduce my brother: September Windbrook.” June had snapped out of her momentary awkward coma and stepped over next to the newcomer. “Bro, this is Fredrick Fletcher. He’s here to interview for accounting work.”

	“Mr. Fletcher. A pleasure to meet you.” September offered his hand, which I accepted. To my surprise, I got a normal handshake in return. No squeezing or posturing, just perfect politeness. I hadn’t known what to expect from this fellow, but no one I knew who’d met him had seemed especially fond of the guy. Still, if he was willing to keep it civil, I certainly wasn’t going to object.

	We finished our handshake, and his eyes turned to Krystal. No . . . that wasn’t quite true. His eyes passed over the desk and lingered for the barest of moments on the picture of she and I, then they continued on to Krystal. “Agent Jenkins. You look well.”

	“Go fuck yourself, Tem.”

	And there went the plan to keep things civil.

	He stared at Krystal for a long moment, then turned to June. “We should get going. The case is time sensitive. Mr. Fletcher, good luck on your interview. Agent Jenkins, take care of yourself.” With that, he began walking once more, neatly sidestepping Arch, who was making his way into the room as September left.

	“Sorry, I should have warned you he was here too. I just . . . sometimes it slips my mind that it’s an issue,” June said.

	Krystal grabbed her fellow agent and pulled her close, giving the woman a tight hug. “Don’t worry about it. Ever. His shit has nothing to do with you and me, okay?”

	“Thanks.” June gave Krystal a hug back, then extricated herself. “I have to go, though. September is the one who got the plane, and he might not wait for me. The nest thing really is time sensitive.”

	“I understand,” Krystal told her. “Give me a ring when you get back. Maybe we can meet up in Winslow. You’d love the crowd I’m running with now. Never a dull moment with that group.”

	“Sounds like a plan.” June lingered for a moment longer, giving me a brief nod, and then darted off after her brother.

	Arch, using the void of diplomacy that allowed him to ignore social cues in that way that only he really could, walked right by her and approached us. “Fred, they’re ready for you.”

	Moments prior, I’d been dreading Arch’s arrival, mind entirely occupied with fears, most of which were quite irrational, about what sort of test the Agency would put me through. The silver lining to our encounter with June and September, however, was that it had driven such worries completely out of mind.

	I leaned in, forcing away my shyness for a brief moment, and gave Krystal a kiss on the lips. “I’ll try not to take too long.”

	“Take as much time as you need, Freddy. Go kick the shit out of this test.” Krystal pulled me in and kissed me back, although hers was far less gentle or brief. “I’m fine. It takes more than seeing some asshole from my past to rattle my cage. My life is too damn good to let dipshits like Tem bring me down.”

	With nothing else to say and time burning, we finally stepped away from each other. “Arch, please lead the way. It seems I’ve got some accounting to do.”


5.

The room itself was reminiscent of the hall we’d gone through when entering the building: vacant space surrounded by stark white walls with a few arcane scribblings painted in seemingly erratic intervals. It was empty, save only for a simple desk with a white top and a folder holding a dense stack of papers. My instructions were the height of simplicity: do the work. No time limit, although I assumed my speed would be part of the equation as much as my precision. They wanted to see if I really did have the skills to succeed at the jobs they might hand me, and that meant testing every aspect of what my accounting entailed.

	Rest easy, dear reader, because I am not going to bore you with the details of what was in that folder, both because I am utterly certain you have no desire to read the fine fiscal details, and because, even now, I make it a point never to air Agency business. All you need to know is that the work was complex, taxing, and tough enough to make for a thrilling challenge. Nearly every section dealt with some manner of the tax code for various parahumans, and without my usual access to reference books, it took all I had to work through them. If I hadn’t spent the last year constantly dealing with the subject matter, there was no chance I’d have been able to complete it. Which, looking back, was almost certainly the point of the test in the first place.

	It’s hard to say how long I was in that room for; with no clocks on the wall and my mind absorbed by the task at hand, time seemed an unnecessary concept. This was, in truth, a somewhat common occurrence for me at home as well. It’s surprising how easy it is to lose one’s self in work without the biological needs of the living to act as regular interruptions.

	All I knew was that, as I finished entering numbers in the final column, the door creaked open and Roderick made his way through. Holding out his hand, he accepted the file wordlessly as I made one last pen stroke and offered it over. Silence reigned as Roderick perused my efforts, turning the pages slowly, scouring each one. Perhaps it was meant to be an intimidation technique, an oppressive silence to force any falsehoods from my mouth as time wore on. However, I actually rather enjoyed the quiet. It was an element I was accustomed to, yet had managed to get less and less of as my life had become filled with more chaotic people. Besides, I had nothing to hide, and had done my best on the task given to me. If I fell short of their requirements, then I simply wasn’t good enough. Terrifying as the consequences of that would be, it didn’t change the fact that nothing I did now would change the outcome. So I sat, meeting Roderick’s silence with peaceful quiet of my own, until he was nearly to the end of the pages.

	“Remarkable.” He ran his finger down the page, no doubt adding up my totals in his head to double check them. “I’ll admit, Fred, I initially had my doubts about you. As a whole, vampires don’t tend to go in for this sort of work, so when rumors about one not only doing it, but doing it well, began to circulate, I had some misgivings. Your association with two of our agents, to say nothing of your more prestigious clients, certainly painted the picture of a man amassing connections and influence while playing the role of a harmless number cruncher. But even if that’s the case, you’ve certainly gone the extra mile. We included plenty of obscure parahuman loopholes in here, things you never would have encountered as a living accountant. To have done such good work on this document speaks to a man who is pursuing his craft ardently and constantly improving.”

	“I’d like to be more offended by the suspicions, but given my dealings with other vampires, I have to admit I understand. Although, perhaps the reason you don’t get more of my kind working as accountants is more due to the clan system than an actual aversion to the job.”

	Roderick paused, looking up from the papers for the first time since he’d gotten them. “That’s an interesting sentiment, coming from someone who just founded his own clan.”

	“A move born of necessity,” I explained. “Given the thoroughness of your research on me, I’d be foolish not to assume you know what happened between myself and the House of Turva. But in dealing with them, I also saw what life was like for other vampires, the ones who don’t get abandoned by their makers and left to their own devices. And when I did, for the very first time, I felt a sense of gratitude to Quinn, monster that he was. If I’d been made normally, then I would have been put into one of those clans. My own goals, talents, and desires would have become secondary; I would have become a cog in their machine, serving the clan’s greater goals.”

	“You got all that from a couple of meetings?” Roderick asked.

	“Much of it, yes. But some came from speaking to my new employee, Lillian, over these past few months. Lillian, a fellow vampire, who, when freed from the oppressive rules of her original clan, chose to take on the same trade as me of her own volition. Perhaps the reason you don’t get more vampire accountants, or botanists, or data analysts, or any other manner of more mundane jobs, is because they aren’t permitted to pursue jobs they might like to.”

	Silence fell upon us once more as Roderick turned the final few pages and snapped the folder shut. “Not every clan is the House of Turva, Fred. Some allow their members a great deal more freedom. But all of them do demand a high level of fealty, and most are greatly concerned with image and reputation. We know the system is archaic; most parahuman systems are. Change usually only happens between generations, so when people live as long as we do, it is a far slower process. It does happen, however. You’re proof of that.”

	“I highly doubt I’m the first vampire to be abandoned and take up a less than impressive career,” I said.

	“No, but you are the first to allow non-vampires into your clan. As founding members, no less. It was a bold decision, one that sent ripples through the parahuman community.”

	Though Roderick’s face was still placid and his tone calm, those words sent shivers through my spine. In general, I’d found that the less attention I garnered from other parahumans, the happier and less deadly my life tended to be. Me sending out ripples of any kind was dangerous, especially in a community that was probably already less than happy about my supposedly boring job tarnishing their suave image.

	“Um . . . what sort of ripples?”

	“Let’s just say that the Agency has gotten a few complaints challenging the authenticity of such a clan.” Roderick tucked the folder under his arm and motioned for me to get up. “But the treaties back you up, and your application paperwork was flawless. That lawyer you used did a stellar job, every T crossed and every I dotted. There are no grounds to attack your clan’s legitimacy. Some of our objectors took that news better than others.”

	“I suppose I’d better really hope my test holds up then,” I said, getting out of the desk and stretching. Despite not actually getting stiff or sore, a nice stretch still felt good after a long session of work. “It sounds like that freelancer association is more important than I realized.”

	“We’ll have to go over it officially, but from what I’ve seen, I can’t imagine you won’t be approved to take on some jobs for us,” Roderick told me. “That said, you know there are limits to what this business relationship can protect you from, right? Working with the Agency tends to bring down some heat on those who do it, so taking care of our freelancers is a necessity if we want to keep having them, but that doesn’t insulate you from your own actions. If you do something to earn retribution, you’ll be on your own.”

	My stretching done, I made my way over to the door and pulled it open, holding it there so Roderick could pass first. Even if the official testing was over, the interview was clearly still happening, and that meant common courtesy was all the more important. “Trust me when I say that that is the furthest thing from my mind. All I want is to do my job well and keep the people I care about safe.”

	Roderick narrowed his eyes for a brief moment, then shook his head. “You are either the world’s greatest liar who found a way to skirt my senses, or you’re telling the truth. All things considered, the latter seems more likely.” He walked over, pausing as he was about the pass through the door and speaking with a much softer voice than usual.

	“But you aren’t the entirety of your clan, Fred. There are other people in it too, parahumans with much more colorful histories and personalities than yours. If they do something to cause trouble, it lands on your doorstep as well. That’s part of what it means to be a clan, and that’s why most of them keep their members on a short leash.”

	“I trust everyone in the House of Fred with my life,” I told him, my own voice not softened in the slightest.

	“Good. That’s how the head of a clan should feel. Just keep what I said in mind in the decades to come. There will be people who want to join what you’ve created, some because it offers opportunities they’ve never had before, but others because they want to tear it down from the inside. You made something new, something different, and that happens far less than it should in our world. How it fares, good or bad, will depend on you, the people you let in, and the choices you make. You’re a leader now, Fredrick Fletcher. Never forget that, because the people looking to and at you certainly won’t.”

	Then Roderick was through the door, back into the cheaply carpeted hall lit by fluorescent tubes. I stood in that doorway for several seconds longer, absorbing his advice fully. In truth, I hadn’t really planned on founding a new kind of vampire clan; my friends had joined without my knowledge as a show of support. Planned or not though, it didn’t change our situation. And worrying as Roderick’s words had been, I was still grateful to have heard them.

	At least like this, I knew to be wary. Sometimes, in the parahuman world, a bit of advanced warning could make the difference between success and failure. Even for those of us who just wanted to work as peaceful accountants.


6.

Krystal and Arch were both waiting for me further down the hall. I happened to see a clock as I walked by and realized that it was once again evening. Evidently, I’d been working for quite a while, if an entire day had ticked past. Before I could reach the two of them, Krystal bolted forward, wrapping her arms around me and planting a kiss that would have embarrassed me greatly if I weren’t still preoccupied with Roderick’s warning.

	“We saw Rod already. He let us know that things looked good,” she said, finally parting her lips from mine. “See, I told you there was nothing to worry about, Freddy.”

	As my mind was currently reeling from just how much there actually was to worry about, it took me a moment to pair the nickname she’d used with the only possible owner. “Hold on, did you just call Roderick ‘Rod’?”

	“Sure. I’ve had to work with him enough that he gets a nickname.” Krystal released her hold, yet stayed at my side, taking my hand in hers once more. “I don’t want to brag or anything, but I’ve been called in to answer for my account discrepancies and collateral damage a lot.”

	“You shouldn’t want to brag,” Arch pointed out. “Those are bad things.”

	“Look, just because you always keep up with every receipt and never get creative when handling your threats doesn’t mean the rest of us wear boredom like a badge of honor.” She stuck her tongue out at Arch, then patted me on the shoulder. “No offense, Freddy.”

	I actually hadn’t taken offense right up until that moment, but it was clear Krystal was in high spirits. A little too high, if I was honest, which I suspected might be related to running into her ex during our time at headquarters. Krystal rarely let herself seem bothered or vulnerable; those moments only came when the two of us were alone, somewhere safe. Levity and sass were her defenses, just as sweater vests and numbers were mine, so I simply nodded as if I were unbothered and walked with her and Arch back to the room filled with various agents’ desks.

	“I’ve got one more meeting to attend to. After that, we can board the plane and head home.” Arch didn’t bother asking how we’d fill the time as he peeled off from us, aiming for a different hallway. Personally, I appreciated that he’d even let us know about the delay at all.

	For Krystal’s part, she led me past the room full of desks—now completely empty, as even the two workers who’d been present had apparently headed off on assignments—and to a small break room. This one lacked a coffee pot, but it did have an old soda machine hosting knock-off brands I’d never heard of before. While Winslow might have hosted a lot of specialty grocery stores, never had I glimpsed a Philosopher Pepper can on its shelves. Taking a seat at one of the small round tables, she motioned for me to do the same.

	“Freddy, I think I owe you an explanation for earlier. The way I greeted Tem, I mean.”

	“Krystal, your history is yours. We’ve talked about this before. If you reacted too harshly to the man, then I trust you had good reason for it. You don’t owe me anything.” Although I was rather curious, since she rarely discussed her former beau, over our time together I’d learned the importance in not pushing Krystal on the emotional issues. She would get to the right places when she was ready, and I would be there waiting for her, but rushing her would do neither of us any good.

	“A good reason . . .” Krystal looked past me for a moment, clearly staring into some unseen moment from her past. “Yeah, I’d say I’m not short on reasons to hate Tem. But I’ve got a lot of people I hate, or at least dislike, and I hold my tongue better around them. With Tem, there’s a purpose to being constantly abrasive, though. The guy is so concerned with diplomacy, protocol, and form—not really a shocker given the family he comes from—that it’s my way of keeping a lot of distance between us. Well, between him and I, as well as myself and who I used to be when I was with him.”

	She reached into her back pocket and produced a folded photograph, setting it down on the table and sliding it carefully over toward me. “I hunted through some of my old stuff in storage while you were taking your test. Most pictures from that time got destroyed, either by the fire or me personally, but I missed a couple. Take a look.”

	The trouble with a skewed sense of the unexpected from dealing with constant surprise and dangerous parahumans was that I had genuinely no idea what would be waiting for me as I unfolded the picture. Would it be Krystal standing atop a pile of skulls? Holding a pair of shotguns on some unsuspecting vampires? Drunkenly riding a therian through a convenience store? All far-fetched, of course, but my girlfriend was not in the habit of hiding things—or even feeling shame, so far as I knew. If this was something she’d buried, then it must have been quite the doozy. Steeling myself as best I could, I finally worked up the courage and looked at the photo.

	To say I was initially underwhelmed would do disservice to both the word and the concept it represented. There was no scene of gore or crime, just a photo of Krystal and September standing in front of a red brick building, arms intertwined. Although, if I hadn’t known it was supposed to be Krystal, I doubt I could have recognized her. There was no scarlet stripe of red lipstick or wild mane of blonde hair. Everything about her seemed subdued. Hair carefully styled, just enough makeup to accentuate her features without being brazen, a white summer dress that was more on par with my level of modesty than the garish outfits she normally favored. More than anything, however, it was the smile that seemed off. Krystal handled joy the same way she dealt with nearly every other emotion: enthusiastically and without reservation. The woman in the picture, on the other hand, was smiling only because a photo was being taken. It was posed, false. Hollow. Not overtly, but for anyone who knew the real Krystal, the difference was impossible to miss.

	“Tem likes everything in his life carefully controlled. Well managed. Sculpted. He has a firm idea of propriety, and a keen awareness of image at all times. When I was with him, I was part of that image, and I had to be managed appropriately. And I let myself be, because I was young, and in love, and he was the first stable place I’d found in the parahuman world. So that’s why I tell Tem to shove his nice greetings up his ass when we see one another, no matter the situation. I want to remind both of us that the woman who played his games is gone for good, and I’m the one in her place. Probably not the most mature way to handle it, granted, but it works for me.”

	It was a curious moment, seeing who Krystal had once been. Had I known that version of her, before this new model dragged me into the strange community I now considered home, I think I would have rather liked her. The old me and the old her would have seemed to pair well, on paper anyway. But looking at the pristine lady in the photograph now, with all Krystal and I had been through in mind, I couldn’t imagine trading away the wild woman I loved for her. Where would the fun be in that bargain? Carefully, I refolded the picture and handed it back to Krystal.

	“If Tem didn’t see what a rare treasure he’d found and tried to hide your true nature, then he is, without question, the greatest fool I’ve ever shaken hands with. And I am immensely thankful for that fact, because without it, he might not have lost you, and I would have missed out on the chance to reconnect with the real Krystal Jenkins.”

	She took the photograph, then rose from her chair and walked over to a nearby cabinet. From inside, Krystal removed a ceramic mug and filled it halfway up with water from the sink. That done, she walked back over and set the mug down in the center of the table before reclaiming her seat.

	“Truth be told, Freddy, Tem didn’t lose me because I realized what a controlling dick he was. And deep down, I still sort of hate myself for that. I wish I’d seen that he wanted a prop more than a partner. I wish I’d had the gumption to walk away on the principle of wanting to be myself. But that’s now how it went down. I didn’t wise up until I found out he was cheating on me. Banging some fey diplomat’s daughter. He tried to explain it as a political necessity or some such nonsense, but thankfully not even this version of me was willing to wade through that much bullshit.”

	“What a bastard,” I said, because based on his actions, Tem clearly was.

	“Yeah, he’s a real piece of shit. At least I got to meet June out of the whole ordeal. She’s the younger sibling, so the family isn’t nearly as demanding or expecting of her. Fey culture stuff. I’m glad we stayed friends, although it was touch and go for a bit after I burned down the guest house.”

	“Well, I can see—wait, what?”

	Krystal shrugged as she reached into her front pocket and produced a familiar object: Arch’s lighter. “I was still getting the hang of controlling this whole inner-demon thing. When I found out my fiancé was screwing someone else, I had a bit of a flare up in the guest house on his estate, where I was living. Probably could have put it out if I wanted to . . . but I didn’t. I just threw the few pieces of my shit that I cared about in bag and left that burning beacon in the rearview mirror. Fire is supposed to be cleansing, anyway.”

	Tilting back the lid, Krystal struck the lighter’s wheel, conjuring a small, bright flame. Moving deliberately, she ran it under the photo, which immediately caught fire and began to burn. “Remind me to give this back to Arch, not that he’ll let me hang on to it for more than a few seconds once we’re somewhere he can smoke again.”

	“I’ll make sure you don’t forget,” I promised. “If you don’t mind me asking, what happened after you drove away?”

	“My training was done, so I put in a transfer request and told management I never wanted to be paired with Tem again, then buried myself in work. I focused on being a good agent, doing things my way. Figuring out what that even meant took time. That was pretty much how I burned the next few years, until we got word about some werewolves in a town where I happened to have the perfect cover.” Krystal grinned as she watched the last of the photograph turn to ash, dropping it into the mug of water. “And that was where I met a man who didn’t need a prop, because he was about as unconcerned with image as one could get. Plus, he was kind of cute, in a nerdy way.”

	“How can you say I’m unconcerned with image?” With an exaggerated, sweeping motion, I gestured to my current ensemble. “Can you not see how fashionable this sweater vest is? I’m pretty sure I spotted it in a magazine once.”

	“Ah yes, magazines, where people without the internet go to learn about last decade’s trends,” Krystal shot back. She paused, glancing down into the mug once more, then back at me. “I love you, Freddy.”

	“I love you, too.”

	Her smile deepened as she brushed the mug aside and gently rested her hand on my arm. “You’d better, because I’ve still got Arch’s lighter, and I’m not above burning some more shit.”


7.

The trip home was mercifully uneventful. When Arch’s meeting finished, he found us in the break room, although how he knew to look there was a mystery to me. After that, it was back to the plane, and my head slipped into the sightless, soundless void that was the enchanted hood once again. I didn’t really mind it, though. The day had been a long one, with new possibilities and unexpected revelations, so I was glad for a chance to be by myself and truly reflect.

	It hadn’t occurred to me when my friends were making their grand gesture to join my clan that there would be more consequences than just angering Petre and the House of Turva, but it should have. While the mistake was forgivable, the fact remained that I was still thinking like a human more than a vampire. The things I did, the people I dealt with, all of it went on for much longer than the partial century a normal lifespan occupied. Many of the beings I was dealing with had no natural expiration date, and even the parahumans who aged did so at a greatly decreased rate. The takeaway from my meeting with Roderick wasn’t just how important the alliance with the Agency was for my clan, although that point had certainly been driven home. It was also that I needed to start looking at things in the long term, rather than scrambling about to solve only whatever problem was directly in front of me at the time. After all, as an Undead American, there was no telling how long I’d be around to deal with consequences from any given choice.

	And as that realization hit me, I also solved the mystery of my assistant’s flickering moment of sorrow.

	Once we were back in Winslow, it was something of a return to normalcy. Arch assured me that I’d get official results in a few days’ time, after which they would send me assignments as needed. It took even less time than expected though, as by the next dusk word had come through that I was no longer a temporary freelancer. Instead, I was an official accounting asset to the Agency, with all the protection, and obligation, that came with such an affiliation. It was good news—great, really—but I wasn’t able to celebrate quite as exuberantly as I wanted. Not until I’d dealt with an issue that was technically less pressing, yet much dearer to my heart.

	Three nights after my freelancing approval came in, I called Albert over to my apartment. While it no longer served as his home, or the offices of Fletcher Accounting Services, I did still do remote work out of my dwelling on occasions. Albert was accustomed to coming over to grab documents for filing or delivery, so I assumed he would think nothing of it, or the fact that I’d specifically chosen a night when Neil would have training with Amy and thus couldn’t tag along.

	My locks turned as Albert let himself in, the duffel bag at his side banging against the doorframe as usual. His sword, a Weapon of Destiny known as The Blade of the Unlikely Champion, didn’t care to be away from Albert for very long. It had a habit of falling over and breaking things when that happened, no matter how securely it was stored. And while he’d never actually admitted it to any of us, we all suspected that Albert felt the same about it. The two were joined at a level that not even brilliant mages like Amy truly understood.

	“Hey, Fred,” he called, shutting the door behind him.

	“Albert, good to see you. Come on over.” I was waiting for him, sitting at my desk, prepared for the conversation about to take place. It wouldn’t be an easy one, and in truth, I’d have preferred to avoid it, but this needed to happen. Roderick was right about one thing: whether I liked it or not, I was the head of a clan now. That meant it was my responsibility to look out for the people in it.

	“Are the documents not ready?” Albert asked, clearly confused by the empty surface of my desk.

	“There are no documents for delivery tonight, Albert. I called you here because I wanted to have a talk with you, friend to friend, and employer to employee.” Gently, I motioned to the empty chair in front of my desk.

	Albert eyed it suspiciously, but took the seat nonetheless, setting his bag down on the floor. “I . . . did I do something wrong, Fred?”

	“Not at all. You have been a model employee from the first day you came here, Albert. True, mistakes occurred, but you’ve always tried your best and made sure to learn from them. You are pleasant, and dedicated, and a fine young man. I would be proud and happy to keep you in my employ forever.” My words halted, unintentionally. Right now, I could still call this off. Pretend it was a performance review, and that I was giving him a raise. But it wouldn’t be right. Sure, it would make Albert happy for the evening, maybe for a whole week. Eventually though, the issue would rise again. It was time to start looking at the long-term.

	“Yet I have to ask myself, is that what would make you happy, Albert? I saw the look in your eyes at Neil’s party. Neil’s birthday party. The one marking his age increasing, him physically growing older. You and I are rising in years; however, we aren’t really aging, not anymore. That bothers you, doesn’t it?”

	For a long moment, the room was silent, and I thought Albert would clam up rather than address the issue. Finally, he tilted his head forward in a slight nod. “This one wasn’t so bad. It just got me thinking. Ten years from now, twenty, fifty. Neil’s going to keep getting older. He’s going to turn into a man. And I’ll always be stuck as a sixteen-year-old kid. I guess . . . part of me started feeling scared that I was going to get left behind.”

	“I understand. It’s something I’ve grappled with myself. I imagine all undead have to find a way to make peace with the dilemma,” I told him. “But before we go any further, allow me to say one thing: of all the fears and concerns we might have in our lives, Neil leaving you behind shouldn’t be one of them. The friendship you two share is remarkable, and I’d say he’s at least as joined to you as that sword, if not more so.”

	The distinct sound of metal rattling echoed from within his duffel bag, and we both pointedly ignored it. “However,” I continued, “as far as the fear about having stopped growing, you’re right to be worried. We don’t age anymore, so I think it’s easy for our kind to become stagnant. Perhaps that’s what happens to people like Petre and Quinn. They reach a certain point and then simply halt, ignoring the changing world around them, or willfully shutting it out to maintain their status quo. People like you and I will not change naturally, Albert. Which means it’s all the more important that we take it upon ourselves to keep growing in the non-physical ways.”

	“I kind of get your meaning, but I don’t totally understand what you’re saying.” There wasn’t an iota of shame in Albert’s voice. Of all the great and important beings I’d met, Albert was the humblest of the lot, never hesitant to admit to his failings or need to improve. In many ways, I respected that far more than Richard’s strength, or Gideon’s raw power.

	“What I’m getting at is that perhaps it’s time to move on from this job.” It pained me to say those words, just as I could see it hurt Albert to hear them. But pain was an aspect of growing; it came part and parcel with the process. “When I took you in, you lacked any other options. That’s no longer the case. With that blade and Neil’s elevated station, there are several new possibilities in front of you. Maybe you don’t want any of them, and are holding out for something that suits you better. If that’s the case, then I’ll let the issue drop here and now. However, it struck me that you might be staying on as my assistant because it’s comfortable, and those new options are as scary as they are intriguing. Should that be the case, then I’d be doing you a disservice by not urging you to consider moving on. It would be a failure as your boss, and your friend.”

	Another rattle rose from the duffel bag, this one more subdued. I had no idea what to make of that, but seeing as I wasn’t the one bonded to the blade, that was okay. All that mattered was that it meant something to Albert, and as an expression of uncertainty danced across his face, I had a feeling that it did.

	“Do you need an answer right now? I’d like to think about this for a while, if that’s okay,” Albert replied.

	“Take all the time you want, Albert. This isn’t a firing. This is just me making sure you’re on the path you want to be on. If the answer is yes, then so be it. If the answer is no, then know that you will be missed, but I would much rather see you growing in a direction that makes you happy. However, if you decide to stay on for now, you will need to continue in your position for at least a week.”

	“Why a week?” Albert looked up at me, his inner turmoil momentarily displaced by the bright flash of curiosity that only he could wear so nakedly.

	“The Agency has requested that Fletcher Accounting Services conduct a cataloging and value assessment for the contents of a recently cleared out property,” I explained. “It was apparently home to a nest of . . . something. They’re sparse on the details in that regard. Anyway, I’ll need to bring both you and Lillian along, given the scope of the job. Neil as well, if he’s willing, since the report indicates there might be magical items to sort through. We leave in two days, so once we’re at the location, you won’t be able to come back until the work is done. Thus, you’d have to stay on for roughly a week, based on how long I expect the job to take.”

	“I can do that. I think a week is good. It gives me time to think things over, anyway.” Standing up, Albert reached down and scooped up his duffel bag, effortlessly tossing it over one shoulder. “Do you need me to do anything else tonight, Fred?”

	“No, you’re free to spend the evening as you wish. Just have a bag packed before it’s time to depart. I’ll meet you both at Charlotte Manor, and we’ll go from there.”

	“Can do.” Albert walked back over to the front door and put his hand on the knob. “Fred . . . thanks. I get that it probably wasn’t easy to tell me all that, and hearing it sort of hurt to, but I think I needed it. Thank you for caring enough to say it. No matter what I choose, you should know that you’ve been the best boss anyone could ask for, zombie or human.”

	He bolted through the door before I could respond, not even bothering to lock it behind him. Rising from my desk, I made my way over and turned the deadbolts back into place, then walked to the wine rack and pulled off a Pinot Noir I’d purchased for a special occasion or an especially rough day.

	Pouring a tall glass, I sniffed it briefly before taking a long drink. Albert hadn’t been wrong about the difficulty of the discussion, and even now that it was done, my head was filled with worrying voices, all whispering to me about whether or not I’d actually done the right thing. I took another long gulp, trying to quiet them down. There wouldn’t be a way to know if I’d made the right call, not until Albert and I were much further down the line. All I could do was trust that my intentions and concern had come through well, and try very hard not to dwell on all the ways this could go wrong.

	Leadership was proving to be even harder than I expected.




















An Assessment at the Castle


1.

A realtor, motivated as much by thoughts of commission as the desire to never visit such a place again, would have called the property rustic. Spacious and rustic, with good bones, that was just aching for someone with a can-do spirit to give it the spit and polish needed to restore its former glory. All of which would have been a very cordial method of saying this place was a hellhole that served as a living testament to how lax the community’s building codes were.

	But, all of that said, it was still a castle, and as a man who’d grown up in a small town, only to move to an urban environment, there was something fundamentally awe-inspiring about looking up at a real life castle. Behind me, Albert and Neil stepped out of the van, both reeling back in wonder at the massive stone estate sitting—crumbling, really—before us. Only Lillian seemed unaffected by the sight, slipping out of her seat and strolling over with a briefcase in one hand, a duffel bag full of equipment in the other.

	“Guys, come on. You look like this is your first castle.”

	“It is,” Albert told her.

	“Oh. Well, it’s kind of a shitty one, heads up. Dial back the stares, act like you’ve been there.” She strolled past us, not bothering to wait as we finally stopped gaping and got ourselves into gear.

	Fenmoore Estates, the proper name for the castle and grounds we were visiting, was the site of what my documentation had referred to as an “attempted planar breaching” that had been quelled by the Agency. Neither Krystal nor Arch had been particularly forthcoming with what exactly that meant, only that it had probably been a pain to deal with and required quite a bit of cleanup. Since it seemed all those with claim to the estate were either deceased or under arrest for, and again I’ll quote the document, “crimes against the commonly agreed upon reality,” the estate and everything within had become government property. Obviously, this would have been a more cumbersome process under normal law; however, parahumans had many aspects streamlined in their treaties, and not all were crafted to their benefit. 

	As a freelance accountant, it was my job to inventory the assets, look through any financial information I could find, and present it all to the Agency with a nice little bow. They’d have their own specialists determine the value of antiques and artifacts; all we had to deal with was sorting and combing through fiscal records, if any existed. Truth be told, that last part seemed like a hell of a longshot. Parahumans in general avoided keeping fastidious records, if they kept any at all, and this certainly didn’t seem like the home of someone who was adapting with the times. Still, it was an assignment, and my first one for the Agency, so I was set on ensuring we did a good job.

	We made our way across the drawbridge, which would have been more intimidating if it had been over an actual moat instead of a muddy ditch with a trickle of water running through it, and Lillian easily yanked open one of the heavy wooden doors despite the burden in her hands. As a more . . . classically trained vampire, Lillian had actually needed the brute strength that came with being a blood-enthusiast, and she wasn’t shy about using it. I’d never inquired as to what sort of blood she’d been drinking when we met, as it seemed like too personal a question to broach, but so far as I was aware, she’d been buying her nourishment through the same Agency-approved source I did since joining the House of Fred, so at least I knew she wasn’t breaking any laws.

	As we followed her in, I took note of the doors, thick wooden slabs that they were. On the outside were an array of etched symbols, sprawling lines that actually made a rather becoming pattern. The inside, however, was a different story. I couldn’t tell if similar symbols had been scrawled in because the door was almost completely covered in scratch marks—no . . . claw marks. Whatever had been in here had wanted out, bad. Scary as the Agency could be to most parahumans, I nearly shuddered at the idea of what might have gotten loose had they not been around to deal with this issue.

	Once past the doors, our eyes were drawn to the wreckage of the entranceway. It might have been beautiful before, but all we could see now were gunshot holes, broken marble floors, and entire sections of wall that had been knocked in. Evidently, this fight hadn’t been an easy one, or the owner had really let the place go to hell before the incident occurred. Either way, all that remained was but a ghost of the grandeur this place had once possessed.

	Movement came from further down the entrance hall, and all of us froze. Well, all of us save for Albert, who was still staring up at the ceiling with his mouth open. Thankfully, it didn’t turn out to be an issue, as I quickly recognized the inhuman beauty and grace of the person stepping into view.

	“June? Is that you?”

	She glanced up from the papers in her hand, easily sidestepping a pile of debris despite the fact that she should have had no way of noticing it, and grinned at us. “Hey, Fred. Didn’t realize you were the one taking custody of this place. Short time, no see.”

	I started over toward her, only to quickly realize that no one else was following. One look over my shoulder showed that Albert and Neil were both staring with far more reverence than they’d shown for the castle, and Lillian, much to my surprise, harbored an expression that was nearly as awestruck. I’ve mentioned before how lovely June and September—and presumably all those with fey-blood—are, but I thought my fellow vampire would have been a little more composed than the two teens.

	“Fredrick,” Lillian whispered through clenched teeth. “Is that a . . . fey?”

	“Half-fey, actually.” June pulled up her hair to reveal ears that ended in a very visible point. “And these puppies aren’t just for show. Don’t worry, though; the stories about us are worse than the reality. Usually, anyway. Plus, you’re here as friends, so it’s all good.”

	“Is there something I’m missing?” I asked, giving up on the rest of the group and walking over to June.

	“I’d guess it’s half wonder and half terror,” June replied, apparently unbothered by the staring. “There aren’t a whole lot of people with significant fey blood, so seeing us is something of a rarity, and then there’s the fact that fey-blooded Agents are often used to handle troublesome vampires. We’re on par with most of you physically, and you all can’t just drink our blood from the tap. Fey blood has to be specially treated by a skilled alchemist before vampires can ingest it; otherwise, there are some . . . adverse reactions.”

	“You’re . . . lovely.” It was the first thing Albert had said since we got out of the van, and while he wasn’t wrong, it was also hardly an appropriate thing to say in the midst of a job. June, thankfully, merely responded with a quick smile and a wave.

	“Thanks so much. It’s just good skincare and healthy eating.” She chuckled to herself, and then turned back to me, business-face back in the position. “Don’t worry about them; they’ll be fine after I leave. We tend to cast a bit of an aura of wonderment by nature, and it gets stronger in places where we’ve thrown around a lot of juice. Which I definitely did in here. This was a tough fight. September and I were against the wall a few times, but we came out okay in the end. I just finished the last sweep, and while there is a ton of lingering magic in the air, I can officially say there are no more . . . the nest is gone and the infestation is wiped out.” 

	Her eyes had darted over to the others at the last second, clearly remembering that she was talking to freelancing civilians rather than fellow agents. She thrust the stack of pages over to me, a pen resting on top. “Anyway, here’s the turnover forms. Give me a few signatures saying I waited and did the hand-off properly so I can get out of here. There’s a library down the left hall that’s more or less still in one piece. I’d recommend using that as a base of operations. A lot of the rooms are less stable, and as a bonus, the library doesn’t have any windows. No pesky sunlight to worry about.”

	“I appreciate the suggestion. Lillian, Albert, Neil, would you all mind taking the equipment to the library while I finish up with Agent Windbrook?”

	None of them moved with much enthusiasm, and I noticed that Lillian gave June a wide berth, but slowly they left the entrance area as I worked my way through the paperwork. Bothersome as I’m sure some found the pages, it was actually a rather reassuring process for me. Paperwork felt familiar, like the situation was well under control and everything was neatly handled. That feeling alone probably should have tipped me off that there would be trouble, but I am nothing if not a dedicated optimist, so I put the final signature onto the documents without so much as a twinge of dread and handed them back to June.

	“The handover is done, and you are free to go, Agent Windbrook.”

	“Glad as I am to hear that, let’s stick with June, at least when the lackeys aren’t around,” she said, flipping through the pages to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. “I appreciate that you’re trying to be professional while on the clock, but you’re my best friend’s beau, and neither Krys nor I are big on formality. May as well keep things friendly.”

	“You raise a good point,” I agreed.

	“And on the note of friendship, make sure you and your people don’t poke around here too much,” June added. “September and I handled the main threat, but like I said before, there is a lot of lingering magic. It’s been deemed clear for Agency workers, not the general public. Do your work and all, but if you walk into a room and every instinct you have screams that you should run, then run. In my experience, vampires usually have pretty solid survival instincts.”

	It was sound advice, although perhaps giving it to me while I stood in the rubble of the entrance hall wasn’t the most useful of locations to support it, but I still nodded my head. “We’ll keep that in mind, thank you.”

	“No problem.” She folded the papers up, made a flourish with her hand, and suddenly, they were gone. “One last thing. The sword strapped to that zombie’s back—am I losing my mind, or was that The Blade of the Unlikely Champion?” I’d nearly forgotten that June had grabbed onto the same sword, still in the sheath, when she almost fell from the catwalk at CalcuCon.

	“It is indeed. Turns out my assistant was the new wielder it wanted.”

	“Small, strange world.” June chuckled again, a sound like bells being rung atop summer hilltops. “You all be careful. Oh, and tell Krys I’ve got some vacation saved up and I’ll be visiting soon. Still hammering out details, but I’ll let her know when I’ve got the dates set.”

	“I know she’ll look forward to it,” I replied.

	I watched as June made her way out the door, opening the heavy wooden slab with as much ease as Lillian, if not more. Only when it was shutting did I realize I’d wanted to ask about the scratches on the inside, but I made no move to stop her. She probably wouldn’t have been able to tell me, anyway. After all, I was just here to do inventory.


2.

Despite what movies had conditioned me to expect after an ominous warning in a creepy area, there was no sudden appearance of a supernatural entity or unseen terror that descended upon us. In fact, the work went rather smoothly for some time. Neil and Albert were our exploratory team, checking the nearby areas for anything of measurable value, which turned up surprisingly few items. Granted, the furniture would have certainly been considered antiques if it hadn’t all been smashed or chopped into splinters. But whatever had gone on here, precious few areas were spared, and as a result, they more often returned with a few dented candlesticks or simple rings than anything truly valuable.

	Lillian and I, on the other hand, were dealing with the library itself. While I trusted that Albert would be able to spot any financial ledgers during his scouting work, I also knew enough about parahumans to assume that some might toss their monetary records in with the rest of their books. After all, pages were pages—at least to some folks. Besides that, a generous amount of tomes had managed to survive whatever battle had been waged inside these walls, and many appeared old enough to have considerable worth. Since it was the only real treasure trove we’d yet located, inventorying and storing the books seemed like a good place to start. And while the subject matter varied greatly, we did start to notice a very clear trend as the first night’s efforts were drawing to a close.

	“More Lovecraft,” Lillian announced, plopping several books down into a pile. “How many first editions does one person need, anyway?”

	“To be fair, we don’t know how many people were using this space,” I reminded her. “Maybe several people with the same passion shared this as a common area.”

	“Uh huh. Or we’ve got one person who went looney and started hoarding books.”

	Even as I took the next book from the top of the pile to log into our records, I fought hard to suppress a grin. Lillian was, for the most part, a cosmopolitan vampire who was well-adapted to modern times. Every now and then, however, her language use would slip and reveal her age. Given that she’d been around since somewhere in the 1800s, a few archaic terms were bound to worm their way into her vernacular—words like “looney,” which I was reasonably sure I’d only ever heard Arch use without referencing children’s cartoons.

	“Also, I have a few more for the Neil pile.” If Lillian noticed my amusement, she didn’t show it. Instead, she dropped two more tomes onto the small stack we were holding for Neil to look over. While only a Journeyman in his mage training, he was still by far the most educated among us in terms of magic. As soon as we flagged a book as relating to the arcane, it was put away for him to evaluate. Much as we wanted to catalog everything properly, this was as much about safety as it was accuracy. Magic was dangerous stuff; even books about it were best left in the hands of those who knew what they were doing.

	“So, what do you think went down in this place, anyway?” Lillian had paused after unloading her latest armful of books and was staring around the massive library with a wistful expression.

	“You’ve seen much more of the parahuman world than I have. It seems like you’d be able to make a better educated guess,” I pointed out.

	“Yeah, you say that, but I’ve never been on a first-name basis with a half-fey. Or a dragon, for that matter. But I guess neither of those are likely suspects, anyway.” Lillian walked along the stone floor, her feet making a distinct click with every motion. From our vantage point, we could see out into the hallway, where several broken walls gave us views of decimated rooms. “Not ghouls, for starters. They nest, but I can’t imagine why dealing with them would leave lingering magic. The agents probably would have just set this whole place on fire and shot any that escaped. Obviously, vampires are out; most of us have too much taste to live somewhere so . . . stereotypical. Besides, I’d smell it if that much blood had been spilt.”

	Lillian paused her walk and looked over at me, her expression suddenly surprised. “Hang on . . . Fredrick, do you smell any blood?”

	I paused my book-gathering, tilting my head up and taking a deep sniff. Although I usually worked hard to keep from focusing on my senses too much, no amount of selective attention could block the electric thrill that raced through my brain at the barest sniff of blood. We were hardwired for it; it was our sustenance. No such jolt hit me as I inhaled, however. Just a lot of lingering sweat, gunpowder, and the overwhelming smell of books. “None that I can detect.”

	“Me either. Which is weird, don’t you think? This place has been ripped apart. It looks like a tornado tore through the interior, but we can’t pick up a single drop of blood? I’ll give you that it's hard to make a fey bleed, so maybe the agents didn’t shed any. But none of the things they were fighting? That’s hard for me to swallow.”

	“It was probably scrubbed when the corpses were cleared out,” I told her. “I assume the Agency is quite good at handling cleanup.”

	“Maybe.” Lillian looked out into the hallway for a few seconds longer, taking several more deep sniffs. “But they’d need some powerful cleaners to keep it from us. Alchemic grade. I guess it could have been something they did as a nicety, since they knew two vampires were coming. Or maybe, and this feels a lot more likely, whatever they were fighting in here didn’t have any blood.”

	“No blood?” My forehead grew creased as I scoured my brain, searching my memory for the various parahumans I’d met. With the exception of Charlotte, all of them had been creatures capable of bleeding. Even partly dead ones like Albert and myself. “What sorts of parahumans don’t have blood?”

	“Very few types, and almost none of them good.” Lillian turned from the entrance and headed toward the bookshelf she’d been working her way through. “Also, the boys are on their way back. I caught their scent getting stronger. Should only be a few minutes.”

	Sure enough, less than five minutes later Albert and Neil entered the library. Between them, they’d collected only a few items, most of which would almost certainly be classified as junk. One piece in particular stood out as bad: a half-burned black candle that Neil had put into a plastic baggie.

	“Candle, huh?” Lillian looked over my shoulder as Neil set it carefully onto the floor, well away from anything else. “You worried the power might fail, and we didn’t bring enough flashlights?”

	“I know how it looks, but this isn’t for cataloguing. I just didn’t think it was safe to leave it lying around,” Neil explained. “Someone used this as a magical implement, probably in a ceremony, and it’s still giving off a glow like its active. Amy always says abandoned implements are like forgotten land mines, so I’m going to do a quick sealing ceremony on it.”

	Sometimes, especially in the more recent year, it was hard to look at Neil and remember the power hungry mage who’d tried to sacrifice a crowd of his fellow LARPers (as well as me and Krystal) to gain a bump in power. Amy’s influence was evident, but some credit also went to time and maturity. Neil had begun to realize the scope of what he was messing with, how powerful magic truly was, and he’d taken the responsibility seriously.

	“We found it right by a basement door, so we’re going to check that out next,” Albert added. “Neil just wanted to take care of his candle and put some wards on us first.”

	“Wards?” I set my pen down, staring at Neil. “You know I’m never against being prudent, but why the sudden increase in defenses?”

	Neil had produced a piece of chalk from the pockets of his robe and was just finishing up enclosing the candle in a circle as I asked my question. “Nothing I can put a finger on, precisely. It was a vibe I got when we went near the door, like all the magic lingering around was a little more potent there. It’s probably no big deal, maybe the site of a ceremony or something, but I figured it wouldn’t kill me to spend ten minutes on warding us before we went down.”

	June’s warning pinged through my mind, her explicit instructions to run if it felt like running was what I should do. The advice seemed a touch redundant, as I’d never been shy about putting my feet into motion when danger was near. However, Neil hadn’t said the room felt particularly dangerous, only powerful, and with so much residual magic in the building as a whole, we probably wouldn’t be able to skip every room where it was a little stronger. This was our first job for the Agency; we needed to be thorough and prove we were up to the task. Half-assing it because some rooms gave us the willies wouldn’t fly as an excuse. Even knowing all of that though, I couldn’t ask them to go into the unknown on their own. June had said vampires had good instincts, so I needed to see what mine told me.

	“Neil, if you don’t mind, can you ward me as well? I’m going to tag along with you both to check out this basement. And if I say we need to turn back once we’re in there, I expect both of you to listen and obey. We’re still in dangerous terrain, and our safety is the most important part of any job.”

	Putting the chalk back into his pocket, Neil pulled out a small golden watch and checked the time. “We’ll have to hurry. There are a lot of places between here and there with windows, and it’s going to take longer to put wards on you than on Albert and me, so we’ll be racing the sunrise.”

	“It’s a risk, but we’ll just have to be careful as we make our way over,” I told him. “Even once it starts to come up, I’m sure there are plenty of shadowy areas I can maneuver through.”

	“Worse comes to worse, you could always bust through a few walls,” Lillian suggested. Evidently my expression must have conveyed how shocked I was at the idea, because she shrugged her shoulders and responded. “What? It’s not like anyone is going to notice a little more damage in this place.”

	“If neither of you minds, I would greatly like to concentrate on my current task so I can get us prepared to head back out.” A little of Neil’s usual grouchiness had slipped back into his tone, which had been polite around Lillian. He reached into the same pocket he’d drawn the chalk from, but this time pulled out a familiar book that in no way should have fit in such a small space. It was the tome of magic he’d found in his grandparent’s attic, the one that had started him on his magical journey to revive a best friend who had passed away: namely, Albert. Clearly it had other uses, too, as he sat down next to his chalk circle and began to read from the pages.

	Something in the air seemed to ripple near the candle, and for a moment, I was sure I felt a cold breath run across the back of my neck. I quickly convinced myself that it was either my imagination or a side effect of the spell Neil was casting. Whether it was true or not was irrelevant at that point; I couldn’t head out to a spooky magical basement with those sorts of thoughts in my head.
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In my time working with parahumans, I’d seen much scarier things than the basement door. Gideon stood out as the frontrunner, aided in no small part by the menacing aura he projected naturally; although, even after I’d gained immunity to that, he’d still terrified me, because I’d gotten a glimpse of just how strong he really was. There were also plenty of other things I’d had genuine cause to be afraid of: the therians who’d kidnapped me, my sire and his assault on my home, the mad vampire hunter who’d shot me with a harpoon . . . I could go on for some time. Which, now that I write that, is a somewhat horrifying statement in and of itself.

	However, while I’d seen plenty that actually scared me, few things up to that point had ever been so . . . creepy. Forgive the stale description, but it’s hard to find accurate words for the sense that filled me as I stared at the dense wooden door, made from the same material as those in the front of the castle. I wasn’t afraid; none of my primal vampire senses were saying I was in danger. All the same, something just felt off. Wrong. Like I was near something not meant to be. Which, given that I had an office in a magically animated house, meant that it had to be pretty far along the weird spectrum.

	“Not that I don’t love standing here watching you stare at a door, but we might want to get somewhere a little less bright soon.” Neil pointed behind us, to where a surprisingly intact window was being slowly filled with the sun’s rays. Our position was currently protected by the shadows, but sooner or later, the hall would inevitably become inhospitable to me. 

	In retrospect, perhaps deciding to explore the basement just before the sun would make escaping it highly dangerous had been a poor decision. Then again, it wasn’t like I’d known the exact layout we’d be dealing with before I’d thrown out the idea. None of that mattered, though; I was there, and having seen how many windows and holes in the wall dotted our journey back, leaving would be nearly as risky as staying.

	“I suppose we should head on in.” I walked forward, taking the metal handle (which felt colder than it rightly should have) in my grip. Before I pulled it open, I turned briefly back to Albert and Neil. “Listen up. Even if I can’t leave, if I say you need to run, then do as I say.”

	“We won’t leave you behind, Fred,” Albert told me. Neil looked less sold on the sentiment, but he kept the opinion to himself.

	“Yes, you will. I’m your boss, and I’ll be giving you an order which I expect you to obey. And you don’t need to worry. Vampires are a tough lot. We can withstand quite a bit. My larger concern is for Neil. As the only one of us completely alive, he’s the most vulnerable, and I’ll expect you to watch over him as he escapes, Albert.”

	My assistant didn’t have a counter ready for that, and even Neil seemed a bit taken aback by my concern. I didn’t wait for either of them to rekindle the argument. Instead, I pulled open the door to the basement and revealed a flight of stone stairs. “At least they stuck with the décor.” 

	Unlike the rest of the castle, which had at least hosted a few working bulbs in every room we’d seen so far, this area was pitch black within the first few steps. Of course, that was no issue for me or Albert, and I heard Neil mumble some seemingly gibberish words from behind us before advancing. Since he made it down several steps without tripping over his robes and tumbling into us, it seemed a fair wager that he’d just cast a spell to see in the darkness.

	After staring at the door, meditating on the sense of creepiness that came off of it, what lay before us was somewhat anti-climactic: just stone walls and floor, a few more bullet scars and scratches along the ground to mark the battle that had taken place, and a pair of doors at opposite ends of the room. In other words, exactly what one would expect to find in the basement of a castle where something wicked had been recently wiped out. We made it to the end of the stairs without anything leaping out at us or striking from the shadows, and did a quick sweep of the area. No one found anything we hadn’t seen when walking in, which made it all the stranger that the creepy vibe wasn’t dispersing. If anything, it was getting stronger.

	“What now?” Albert asked. It didn’t escape my notice that even though we’d yet to encounter a single tangible threat, his hand was still perpetually near the hilt of his sword. I wasn’t sure if Albert knew he was doing it, or if such habits were just part of wielding magical weapons. Even more worrying, I wondered briefly if the sword itself was piloting the gesture, a thought I chose not to cling to, as it raised a myriad of potential questions and this was not the time to linger.

	“We’ve come all the way down here, and our way back will be difficult for me to get through until sunset, so I’d say our best option is to go ahead and fully explore the area,” I told him. “Obviously, we’re going to stay together, but it looks like these doors lead to small tunnels. Best case: perhaps we find a way back to the library. Worst case: we can at least take a full inventory and catalog this area while you two run whatever we find back to Lillian.” Admittedly, that was something of an optimistic worst case scenario; however, I didn’t see the need to worry Albert any more than was necessary. 

	“Fred’s right. We’re here, so let’s work.” Surprised as I was to hear Neil agree with me, it struck me as interesting that his whole body was tenser than usual. Whatever strange vibes this area was putting off, I clearly wasn’t the only one feeling them.

	We made our way through the nearest doorway, at what I was guessing to be the south of the room, and down the hall. For the most part, it was more of the same: chips in the rock where bullets had hit next to claw marks. Idly, I wondered just how many bullets September and June had fired during their battle. Neither had particularly struck me as the gun-toting type, yet it seemed like they’d emptied an armory’s worth of ammunition into this castle. Maybe whatever they’d been fighting was particularly susceptible to bullets, although that could be said of pretty much all creatures, assuming the bullets were made of the right material. Strangely though, I realized there were no flecks of metal or casings. Had they all been cleaned up? Just like the blood, it seemed as though even the most thorough of scrubbings should have left at least a few telltale signs behind.

	 After checking out a small broom closet (literally, it was filled with nothing but old brooms), and a room stacked nearly to the rafters with cans of creamed corn, we eventually made our way to a doorway that was blatantly out of place. It was metal, new, and had everything save for a neon sign with the words “Does Not Belong” on it. Albert’s hand crept a little closer to the hilt of his blade, and Neil reached into his pocket to pull out a few vials filled with strangely colored substances. Given who his teacher was, there was no way on earth to predict exactly what those potions might do, so I waved him back a few feet.

	Upon closer inspection, I noticed that while the door was very out of place, it did have one thing in common with the rest of the house: it was damaged. The locks on the edge had been violently sundered or ripped clean out. This wasn’t some area that June had missed; it was just one more cleared out room where she’d happened to leave the door closed. I relaxed, slightly, and motioned for the others to come closer. As I was moving my hand, I leaned in a little closer and caught a strange whiff in my nose. Not of blood, or gunpowder, or any of the things I’d been searching for. No, this was something that ticked off a very different reaction in my vampire mind, one of instant fear and recoiling.

	Silver. Clearly not the whole door—it was much too sturdy for that—but woven through the structure like veins. It made a certain amount of sense; not many parahumans could even be near the stuff, let alone touch it, so having a door with silver added in was a smart way to keep out those strong enough to rip through steel. Too bad for whomever had built this place: the fey were among the few who were unaffected by such materials. If someone had wanted to keep the Windbrooks out, they should have used iron.

	“Albert, hang back for a moment. This door has silver in it.” Zombies were among the many who were weakened by silver, though not to the same extent as vampires. I never completely understood how it worked, but from what I could put together, the more magic a parahuman had, the more susceptible they were to the effects of silver. Up to a point, anyway. Dragons had more magic in them than nearly any other kind of creature I’d encountered, and apparently they were barely bothered by the stuff. Whether they were immune by nature or just too powerful to be affected was up for debate; magic, like life, rarely came with explicit rules and instructions.

	Thankfully, of the three of us, I at least didn’t have to worry about the silver issue. Taking a firm grip on the door, I yanked it forward to reveal the room inside. Unfortunately, I didn’t get the chance to take in the sights before something bolted right into me. No, right through me. It burst past the door I’d opened, flinging itself into the hall and hovering a few feet between me and Neil.

	“Trespassers!” The voice was odd: booming and deep, yet more like an echo than something that had come from so close. Now that the figure had stopped moving, I could see that it was male—a lanky fellow with wild hair, crazed eyes, and a patchwork ensemble that might have made sense when it had distinct colors, but that sort of all blended together in the indistinct, foggy form that composed this person.

	“Well, hot damn,” Neil said, seeming far more at ease than he was when we were all creeping through the halls. “My first ghost. Amy isn’t going to believe this.”
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While Neil was taking the revelation in stride, the rest of us were momentarily dumbfounded. And I do mean all of us. Albert and I were both staring up at the semi-transparent figure in shock, while he was glaring down at Neil with a very clear expression of disbelief.

	“You can see me? But I’ve not marshalled my energies together enough to appear to mortal eyes.”

	“Ghosts have to work to be noticed by most people.” Neil looked to Albert and me as he explained. “Human senses aren’t built to pick up the spectrum where they naturally exist.”

	Our floating new acquaintance jerked his head around, taking note of the people besides Neil. “And you two as well? How is this possible?”

	“Taking a wild guess here, maybe I can see you because I’m a vampire?” I tossed out.

	Albert jabbed his thumb into his chest. “Zombie.”

	“They can both see you because they’ve stepped partway across the threshold between life and death,” Neil said, taking a step closer and examining the ghost. “Whereas I am a mage who specializes in the magic revolving around the power of death: a necromancer. Learning to see through the veil is one of the first tricks we learn.”

	“A sorcerer of corpses. How pointless.” The ghost sneered, floating further away from Neil. “I suppose I must thank you, trespassers, for setting me free. When I built that room, it was to keep prying snoops out. I hadn’t calculated the possibility of being trapped in there myself. As reward for your aid, I shall ensure that the wave that washes over the world will devour you all quickly, without making you endure needless suffering.”

	I couldn’t speak for the others, but that sort of declaration left me with more than a few questions, none of which I got to ask. Kicking off the empty air, the ghost bolted upward, vanishing through the ceiling over our heads.

	“Should we be worried about that?” Albert asked.

	“Possibly, though it’s not likely. Based on his density and composition, the man is a recently formed ghost. That means he’s not going to have enough strength to do more than maybe knock a book off a shelf or slam a door. And since the only other person in here is Lillian, it’s not like he’ll be able to get a drop on her,” Neil said.

	I was still looking at the ceiling where he’d vanished, trying to mentally map what I knew about the castle and predict where he’d risen up at. “And if he leaves the estate?”

	Neil shook his head. “No way. Some spirits—really powerful ones with a lot of experience and mojo—can sever themselves from their point of departure, but most are, far and away, anchored to the place where they died. My money says he won’t even be able to get past the moat, and even if he does, there’s nothing nearby for miles.”

	“Hey. Um, Fred, Neil . . . I think you should look at this.” Albert had stuck his head through the open doorway and was peeking into the room where the ghost had been hiding. He walked forward, making room for Neil and I to follow, which we did.

	Silence descended as we took in what had been tucked away from view by the slab of metal. It was a lab—I’d seen Amy’s often enough to recognize that much—or at least it was the wrecked remains of one. Broken glass littered the floor in all directions, partially burned tables were flipped over, and shredded pages decorated the ground indiscriminately. More stunning by far, though, were the machines. Great metallic pieces that had been sundered into bits, it was like finding the bones of a massive mechanical beast. Even though it no longer posed a threat, the mere reminders of what had once been were enough to put my nerves on edge. Without thinking, I took a sniff of the air and, finally, it hit me.

	Blood. Not a lot, and severely reduced by the cleaning products that had been run over it, but it was a smell I would never mistake for anything else. I followed the trail toward the back of the room, where I found a cluster of bullet marks in the wall and a few dark smears: all that remained of whoever had been brought down here. As I examined the chips in the rock the bullets had left behind, I caught a small glimmer near the edge of one hole. Leaning closer, I took a test whiff to confirm. Sure enough: there was silver woven into the walls of this room as well. Probably the ceiling and floor, too. While that did explain why the ghost hadn’t simply exited through one of the walls the way he did in the basement, it only raised more questions as to what exactly had been going on in this place.

	“Found a television!” From across the room, Albert was hauling up an antique TV from the ground. It had a crack down the center of the screen, but was otherwise surprisingly intact—at least compared to the wreckage that decorated the rest of the room. “It probably needs some repairs, but maybe it’s worth money, since it’s an antique? If it’s just the screen, that’s a small fix.”

	Before I could protest, Albert began to fiddle with the knobs on the front of the set. To my surprise, the cracked screen flickered to life, a green glow radiating through the dark room. The picture was distorted, warped, like tuning in to a premium channel that one hadn’t purchased. But as Albert adjusted the knobs, it began to change. Some of the static vanished, and blobs of shadow amidst the green glow began to take on actual shapes. Not the shapes of anything remotely familiar, mind you, just shapes that were slightly more stable than before.

	I inched my way over without meaning to, craning my neck to get a better view, and nearly bumped into Neil, who was doing the same thing. As my eyes left the screen for a brief moment, I noticed a detail that I’d missed previously: there were no cords running to the TV. Admittedly, battery technology had been around for a long while, but I had a pretty solid hunch that that wasn’t what we were dealing with.

	“Albert, perhaps you should set that down,” I suggested.

	“Come on, Fred, aren’t you a little curious about what we’re seeing?” Neil asked. “And it’s not like the agents would have left anything behind if it was dangerous.”

	That didn’t ring entirely true—June herself had cautioned me that places like this came with some inherent risk—but before I could say so, Albert made a twist of one of the top knobs and the picture snapped into clear view. I stared at the jumble of images, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. Limbs pawed at the glass, so numerous it was hard to make out how many belonged to each being. Some were like tentacles; others had sharp, single-bladed claws; a few were adorned with eyes, ears, and a myriad of things that I have no point of reference from which to describe. These creatures, these things, they were utterly alien, no more like a human than I was like a giant squid. And there were so many of them. If not for the small sliver of sky visible at the top of the screen, it would have been easy to think they were all trapped inside the actual television set, trying to slice their way out.

	The sky itself was a curiosity as well. While it, like everything else, was tinged by the green glow of the ancient screen, I could still make out three distinct moons hovering overhead. What in the hell were we watching? Some old sci-fi movie made with exceptional practical effects?

	“Oh no.” I turned to Neil, only to notice that much of the blood had drained from his face. “Oh, holy shit . . . oh shit, this is bad.”

	“What’s wrong?” Albert was at his friend’s side in a moment, leaving the television behind but the screen still on.

	Neil’s head jerked about, taking in the wreckage with new, panicked eyes. “Do either of you realize what happened here? That ghost we saw, he’s the one who did all of this. He’s a planomancer, a mage who specializes in manipulating and breaking through the dimensional boundaries between different planes of existence. All of this . . . it was caused by him bringing those things over.”

	I stared at the television with new perspective. Those clawed appendages—they did look like they could leave the right type of gashes on the stone floors, a solid match for countless slices we’d encountered. “But the agents took care of it. The nest is gone, all the big equipment is scrap, and the guy who was running things seems to have been . . . handled.” I faltered a bit on that last word. It seemed pretty obvious that June and September had killed that man, and looking at what he’d been trying to let through, I couldn’t say I disagreed with that decision. Still, it was strange to imagine the ethereal man alive only a few days ago, brought down by a hail of gunfire from the same people I now worked for. “Besides, I thought the dead couldn’t wield magic in the first place. That’s what Amy once told me.”

	“That’s the thing, though. A planomancer isn’t the same kind of ghost as most people turn into. No wonder he knew we shouldn’t have been able to see him, even as a newly made spirit. He knows ways to manipulate the veil between the ethereal world and ours, and that’s assuming he didn’t make any prep—fuck!” Neil slapped himself in the head so hard there was an audible thump. “The candle! That’s why I could feel it humming with power—it was still in use. The thing was a magical bolt-bag. He probably left it behind as a just-in-case measure, in the event agents came through and busted up his little plan.”

	“But you sealed the candle,” Albert pointed out.

	“And if that’s the only contingency he had, then we’re fine, but color me skeptical at the idea that someone who builds an entire room encased in silver will only have a single backup tucked away.” Neil spun around to face me. “Fred, we have to find that ghost. If he did leave some magical contingencies, there’s a good chance he’ll be able to cut his connection from the site of his death. And if that happens, then we’ve got a skilled mage who knows how to bring those things over and who can literally disappear the minute he’s cornered.” He pointed to the television, as if I’d forgotten what he might be referring to.

	“‘The wave of darkness that washes over the world.’” I didn’t plan on saying those words; they just bubbled up as I remembered the ghost’s promise before vanishing. “That’s what he meant. Those creatures are the wave he wants to bring over.”

	“Unless we stop him.” Albert lifted the television set in one hand and hurled it to the ground, turning the device into more scrap upon the floor. It was a little dramatic, but it made the point well. We had to stop this ghost, or else next time we saw those things, it could very well be up close and personal.
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“I still say we call in some agents,” I protested.

	“We can and should do that,” Neil agreed. “But it doesn’t change the fact that they won’t be here for at least a little while, and in that time, the ghost might get free.”

	Our group had cleared out of the destroyed laboratory and back into the hallway, where there was room to move about without tripping on rubble. Neil was sitting on the ground, his necromancy tome open on his lap, while Albert stood guard nearby. For my part, I pulled out my phone to try and dial Krystal, who would hopefully be able to get a message to June. Sadly, the magic of horror movie tropes was with me this time, as I found myself completely without signal. Not a big surprise since we were in the middle of a basement beneath a massive castle sitting in the middle of nowhere, but still an extreme inconvenience. Rather than waste time, I typed out a text for Krystal and set my phone to continuously attempt to send every minute until the battery died or it went through. That small measure done, I tucked it back in my pocket and redirected my attention to Neil.

	“If we’re the ones who have to deal with it, is there at least a plan to work with?”

	“Sort of. Best I can come up with on the fly, anyway.” Neil had reached into his pockets once more and produced a pair of tea candles, the sort one would put inside a decorative sculpture on a dinner table. One more trip inside the pocket brought out a needle, which he began using to carve symbols into the soft white wax of the candle. “The candle I found gave me an idea. I’m going to try and make some guides to lead you both toward any big manifestations of magic. Even if the ghost can get to one, it will probably take some time for him to draw the energy out and wield it. We just need to grab all of the totems he might use, and then gather them in one place. When he comes to try and get them, I’ll be able to trap him.”

	“And how do candles help us with this?” Albert asked, saving me the embarrassment of posing the query myself.

	“With a few runes and a quick spell, I can make them into magic-detectors. I think I can, anyway. When Amy showed me how to do this, it looked a lot easier.” Neil finished etching symbols into the wax and set the needle down. Lifting the first candle up, he closed his eyes and whispered unintelligibly beneath his breath. Seconds later, the wax seemed to shift slightly, like the carvings had just grown deeper. That done, Neil pulled a lighter from his pocket and put a flame to the wick. It sputtered into existence, then leaned in the direction of further down the hallway, like someone was blowing on it, despite the fact that there wasn’t so much as a single draft of wind in the basement. Neil let out a whoop of triumph and handed the candle off to Albert.

	“It works! Just follow the direction of the flame like a compass, and it will lead you to nearest source of potent magic.”

	I examined the item along with Albert, quite impressed at what Neil had managed to cobble together on the fly. Sometimes I forgot that he wasn’t growing solely in maturity, but was also being taught magic by one of the most revered mages in the whole state. “One problem jumps to mind: if this leads us to a magical object, won’t the flame just keep pointing at it once we pick it up? It would be like using a compass to hunt down a huge magnet.”

	“Yes, Fred, that’s why I took out two,” Neil snapped as he worked on etching symbols into the second candle. “We split up, hunting our targets separately. As soon as you get yours, hightail it back to the library, since that’s where Albert and I will set up shop.”

	“Hang on, why are you just assuming there will only be two of these things?” I asked, beating Albert to the punch for a change.

	“Three.” Neil finished his etching work and dropped the needle into his pocket. “I found the first one already, so we just have to hunt down the other two. But it’s going to be three in total. That’s how these things work. It will either be three, and we can do this, or it’s seven or thirteen, in which case we’re screwed no matter what. So let’s just assume he stuck with the standard of three and get our butts in gear.”

	As Neil lowered his head to cast a spell on the second candle, Albert looked from the flickering light to his friend, and then to me. It wasn’t hard to figure out what was on his mind. “Don’t worry, Albert. You’re going to be teamed up with Neil.”

	“But you might need help, too,” he protested.

	“We talked about this on the way in. I’m a vampire; he’s a human. Besides, the two of you have always been stronger together. You’re going with Neil, and that’s an order from your boss.” It took a lot of effort to sound confident as I told Albert how things were going to be, but based on the reassured look on his face, I felt like he’d bought it. The truth of the matter was that I did not like the idea of splitting up one bit, especially in unfamiliar terrain. That didn’t matter, though. If we were playing against a clock, then every second mattered. Besides, I’d probably be fine. I was a vampire, after all, and our kind surely weren’t that easy to kill.

	The flick of a lighter broke the tension, as Neil created a flame on the second candle. It tilted in the same direction as the first, and Neil rose from his seat on the floor. “We’re going to have to get further away from whatever is down that hall if we want a new target. Albert, hand your candle to Fred. Since he’s not going to able to explore the upstairs, he gets to tackle the basement. You and I will head back to the stairs.”

	Gingerly, as though he were afraid it might burn us both, Albert set the candle down in my hand. Once that was done, he reached up and adjusted the position of his sword to make sure it would draw easily. Aside from cleaning and training, he rarely ever pulled the blade from its sheath, but I knew he wouldn’t hesitate if they found themselves in danger. I’d seen firsthand the depths of resolve Albert could summon when his best friend was in danger, and for the sake of the ghost, I hoped we found the magical objects before he found Albert and Neil. That sword had chopped a chimera back into its base creatures; I could only imagine what it would do to an insubstantial being.

	“Be careful, Fred,” Neil told me, stealing the words right out of my mouth. “We’re going up against a mage on his home turf, and that’s the most dangerous type of place to engage a magic-user, dead or not. Try to make it back to the library in one piece, or at least enough pieces that we can put you back together.”

	“Encouraging,” I replied. “You two keep each other safe.”

	“We will.” There was more force in Albert’s words than usual, and his hand tightened on the hilt of his sword as he and Neil headed back down the hallway. It was hard to worry about them, honestly. Between Neil’s expertise and Albert’s raw power, I imagined there was precious little left in this house that could be a real threat to them.

	When they were back to the stairs, I turned and started making my way further into the basement. The candle’s direction was unwavering, but it was no substitute for a good map. More than once, it would be pointing directly into a wall, forcing me to work my way around the tunnels until I found a way past the obstacle and got back on track. 

	By the third detour, I had lost all sense of where I was and had begun to consider taking Lillian’s advice by breaking down the next wall I encountered. Not my usual style, true, but time was of the essence, and I didn’t imagine anyone would notice one more broken element in this castle. All that stayed my hand was the knowledge that any one of these might be load-bearing, and while I could be trapped under a sudden collapse, the ghost wouldn’t be inconvenienced in the slightest. Mercifully, the way around was a short one, and as I rounded a bend, I found myself staring into a nearly empty room, directly where the candle was pointing.

	I say nearly empty, because there were a few things in there: a busted bed frame with a stained mattress, a tattered stack of books next to a threadbare armchair, and a single glowing gem in the center of a cheap golden necklace. The gem probably didn’t glow normally, or else whoever cleaned this place up certainly would have taken it into agency possession, but it was casting quite a bit of light now—dark, hunter green-colored light that was swirling up into the substantially less see-through form of our ghost.

	He was hovering over it, hands outstretched as the swirling light filled him, turning the misty form into something dark green and visible. I stepped in as the last of the glow faded from the gem and flowed up into the ghost. The candle I was holding sputtered once, and then died, leaving only a small trail of smoke behind.

	“The vampire.” He was looking at me, definitely not surprised this time. “I see you were looking for my trinket. Have you come here to pillage my home? Is that why you freed me? Because you wished to loot the legendary treasure of Josiah Fenmoore, and instead stumbled upon his trapped spirit?”

	The ghost, evidently named Josiah, floated closer to me. Despite the initial urge to bolt, I stood my ground. Scary as he might be, I was still a vampire, and I was hoping that perhaps he could be talked out of whatever he was planning. It was pretty much the only shot we had, since I’d already failed the plan and let him gather magic from one of his hidden caches.

	“We just came here to catalog what was left behind after you died, Josiah. I’m an accountant, not an agent. I don’t know exactly what you were trying to do here, but it didn’t work. You don’t need to hang on like this. It’s okay to let go. To pass on.”

	“Pass on?” Josiah’s face was growing more distinct by the moment, and I could see the fury in his eyes as he spat those words. “Do you have any idea the glory I was trying to bring to this world? The cleansing would have been perfection beyond words. I’ve spent my life communing with beings beyond the realm of human understanding, looking at the gorgeous chaos of their worlds and understanding how flawed ours was. My dream was to spread that beauty over the entire Earth, and just when I stood at the precipice of seeing it come to fruition, those damned agents showed up and ruined everything.” 

	He kept getting closer, and it took all of my self-control not to back away. Some part of my mind was looking at this as predator and prey, and if I flinched, it would mark me as the latter. I couldn’t do that, not if I wanted to keep any hope of controlling the situation. 

	“So I should just let it go, vampire? Move on? Forget a lifetime of effort because of one failure? Folly! One does not let a single setback keep them from success. We learn, adapt, and move forward, but never give up. And really, who are you to lecture me about passing on? You are a dead man who insists on walking about, subsisting off the blood of the living. Just a soul inside a corpse, nothing more. But I am glad it was you who found me, vampire.”

	He’d closed the distance before I realized what he intended, his glowing hands already reaching out to grab me. “After all, one soul in a corpse is as good as any other, and once I take your flesh, I’ll be able to start my work anew.”


6.

Just when it seemed like Josiah was about to plunge those glowing hands through my sweater vest and into my sternum, they stopped. Sorry, they were stopped is more accurate. Sparks flashed across his fingers as a burst of light darted around me, driving the ghost momentarily back. He glowered at me, caught between surprise and fury.

	“Protection charms?”

	Right . . . Neil had cast some warding spells on me before we left for the basement. I’d never been entirely sure what those did, but apparently stopping ghost possession was one of the benefits. Josiah looked down at his hands, the green light momentarily burned away, and then back to me. “No matter. Such paltry wards cannot stand up to a focused effort, or a—hey!”

	That last bit came because I’d dashed out the door midway through his monologue. Between the very clear threat that he thought the wards could be beaten and having a few seconds to put my thoughts in order, it became clear what the obvious course of action was: I had to get out of there, fast. Partially because, yes, standing around and letting him wear down my protection to try and steal my body was the height of idiocy, but also because I knew something Josiah didn’t: there was another vampire on the premises, and she didn’t have any protective spells around her. If he chanced upon Lillian before I could warn her, she could be in serious trouble. As would we, actually, since she was easily the strongest person in the castle.

	There was no time to plot a course, not that I really could have even if I’d wanted to. Without the candle as guidance and no time to stop and look around, I had little idea of where I was heading. Rather than dwelling on it, I focused on moving. I could hear Josiah mumbling curses from behind me, though from how far back was impossible to say. He might be able to move through walls, but I was fairly certain he couldn’t see through them, so as long as I kept up my frantic pace, I could theoretically lose him.

	It’s hard to say how long I was down there for, bolting around hallway after hallway, turn after turn. It all quickly ran together, and I could have easily been backtracking without realizing it. The only part that sticks out in my memory is when I dashed around a corner and found myself staring up at the loveliest thing I’d seen since entering this place: a set of stone steps leading upward. They were different than the ones I’d used to enter the basement; however, that was a blessing given how much sunlight had been around that first entrance. Without pause, I all but leapt up the stairs, my hand only slowing when it gripped the knob.

	I had no way of knowing what was on the other side of this door, and while it probably wasn’t as immediately scary as a vengeful ghost, it might be far more dangerous. If it was in direct sunlight, I’d be burned before I had a chance to leap back. Granted, I had some blood in my briefcase back at the library, and with what I’d brought, I could handle healing a minor injury. Still, that briefcase might be a long way from here, and that assumed I was quick and smart enough to only get partly scorched.

	In the end, it was a simple equation. If I opened the door, I might get burned, but if Josiah found Lillian, we would be in serious danger. Better to play the odds—or at least, that was what I told myself as I pulled the door carefully open.

	Shadows fells across my arm, and I nearly choked on the relief. Peering through, I saw a hallway with several overturned tables, a few patches of easily avoidable sunlight, and more claw marks along the ground. It was more beautiful than it had any right to be, and I darted out the door quickly, putting a touch more emphasis on moving silently as I sped along.

	Navigating the castle in daytime was no small feat by itself, and more than once I had to turn back when I found myself staring down a patch of hallway completely filled with sunlight. Much as I enjoyed my silver immunity, I’d have traded it in a heartbeat to never fear another dawn. Since such bargains were not on the table, I resolved myself to doing the best I could with what I had and continued my trek.

	Finally, I found myself looking at a stretch of rubble that seemed familiar, and I realized that I had nearly arrived at the library. Taking a few more turns, I blasted through the entrance, only to feel an object slam into my chest, sliding right between my ribs. I looked down to find the handle of a dagger sticking out from my sweater vest, still trembling in place.

	“What the heck?” My eyes turned upward to find Neil, Albert, and Lillian all staring tensely at me. “I can’t believe I have to ask this, but who just stabbed me?”

	Neil raised his hand, not even bothering to look sheepish. “I wove a throwing charm on the dagger’s handle, had it cocked to throw as soon as you came tearing in.”

	“That’s the who and how. Now, if one of you could be bothered, I think I would very like to hear the why.” Grabbing it in my hand, I yanked the dagger out. A small pool of blood formed on my sweater vest, although it was far less than a human would have yielded. Vampires could certainly bleed, just not as much as mortals. A sticky red residue of my own inner fluid was coating the blade, yet even through it, I could catch the barest whiff of silver.

	“Neil said that you might not be you,” Albert explained. He walked over with a hand towel, and I began the pointless endeavor of trying to mop up the blood from my clothes. Nothing short of an expert cleaner, or perhaps something magical from Amy, was going to get this stain out.

	“When the ghost drained one of his magical implements, it made our candle go nuts,” Neil explained. “Since we’d already found our item, it stood to reason he’d gotten the one you were after. An amped-up planomancer wasn’t going to let a perfectly good vessel get away, so we hightailed it back here and prepared to deal with you.”

	“You, uh . . . you okay there, Fredrick?” Lillian was eyeing me cautiously. She couldn’t think I was really possessed, but her eyes wouldn’t stop darting between the blade in my hand and the stain on my shirt. “You’re healing that wound pretty fast.”

	Of course . . . I’d forgotten that Lillian wasn’t in on my silver secret. Much as I might have loved to explain, this hardly seemed like the time or place, so I just shrugged my shoulders. “I’ve been keeping well-fed.”

	Whether she bought it or not—which she almost certainly didn’t—was a matter that would have to wait. As I stood there, mopping up the last of my blood, I heard a gasp from Neil and saw Albert take a step back. It didn’t take much to figure out what had happened, yet I still played into the theatrics and slowly turned around. I don’t have any excuse for this, save only that it felt like what I should do in the moment.

	Sure enough, floating above us was the still glowing form of Josiah Fenmoore. On the upside, that probably meant he hadn’t used the recovered power to free himself from the castle, but on the other hand, it meant he had all of that magic to throw at us. I spun around, putting myself directly between Lillian and Josiah. At least if he went for me, he’d have to break through the wards. Hopefully that would buy enough time for Neil to cast something.

	“Josiah, I urge you one last time: pass on. Let go of this world. Move on to somewhere better. You can’t really expect to defeat all of us.”

	He stared down at us, looking less intimidated than I would have preferred, and sneered. “You are no challenge to me, only tools to be wielded. With your flesh and strength, I shall repair what the agents destroyed, and this time, I will be ready when they come to interrupt me.”

	“Still want my body? Well then, come and try to take it. That’s if you can break through my wards before my friends find a way to stop you, I mean.” It was, admittedly, a risky gambit, but if I could keep Josiah distracted for even a minute, I was sure Neil would be able to bind him. Whether we liked each other or not, I respected his skill and trusted him to do what was right. In a pinch, Neil would come through. I truly believed that.

	Which made it all the more worrisome when I heard his voice come from behind me. “Um, Fred . . . silver dagger, remember? That’s enough to unravel all but the most serious of enchantments. Those wards are toast.”

	Josiah grinned with ghastly delight, as I whipped my head around and glared at Neil. “Perhaps that was something you might have shared with me before the ghost arrived. Or at least out of his earshot.” The last few words came out as a hiss; my nerves were fraying as my vision darted frantically between Neil and Josiah.

	To my surprise, Neil was smiling too, even as Josiah flung himself forward with his hands outstretched. “Why would I? Come on, Fred, you’ve got this.”

	Those were the last words to reach my ears before Josiah flung his whole being through my chest and took a firm grip on my very soul.


7.

Having two souls in the same body was not a pleasant experience by any stretch of the imagination. We both were there, yet not, and as we fought for control, bits and ends seemed to come loose. I found myself reliving some of Josiah’s memories: of the first time he’d managed to cast a spell, of the day he brought a creature from another plane successfully over, and of the day the agents came.

	That memory was the clearest, which was no surprise since it was the most recent. But it was also the most terrifying. I could see June and September sweeping through the lab, Josiah huddled in the corner. There was no levity or joy in June’s face; her eyes were hard and cold. Frozen. Both of them moved with perfect teamwork and precision, gun in one hand and blade in the other. With their every motion, a creature fell, splitting open to reveal ashes inside, nothing like what lay inside the animals of our world. Then June turned, and those hard eyes were on me. No, on Josiah. She yelled something at him, urging him to give up, but instead, he raised his hands and tried to cast. For a moment, I caught a flicker of sadness behind those cold eyes, then the hand with her gun twitched and there was no more memory to watch.

	Watching Josiah’s death was draining, which only made matters worse. He was already the stronger of the two of us; I could feel my hold weakening. Soon, he’d get full control of my body, and when he did, I had no doubt he would cast me from it. Would I be a ghost then, as he’d been, or would I simply pass on as most of the dead did? It wasn’t a question I was keen to find the answer to, so I redoubled my efforts and fought him every step of the way.

	Why . . . why had Neil told him I was vulnerable? Why had he been so sure I would have the matter well in hand? Neil wouldn’t betray me, not like this, not in front of Albert. I had to believe there was a way out, if only I could find it. He wouldn’t be counting on me to overpower the ghost; Neil would never think so highly of my will. It had to be something tangible, something I could do. But what was there? All I had around me were a bunch of books and a bloody . . . knife. A bloody silver knife. And while I wasn’t bothered by the stuff anymore, it still acted as a grounding agent for magic, which Josiah was almost entirely composed of. Sure, no normal vampire would risk plunging a silver dagger into himself, but he didn’t know that I was no normal vampire.

	Unfortunately, this realization came just as I was losing ground in the battle for control. He was winning, and it wouldn’t take him much longer to grab that victory. So, rather than try and hold on, I abandoned control of everything else. All that I was, all that I had, went into my right arm. Using every last bit of willpower left, I twisted the blade around and jammed it back into my chest.

	Pain. Horrible pain. Not mine, but so close and tangible it may was well have been. I could feel Josiah burning away, his magic unraveling as he futilely tried to find refuge from the poisonous metal that had been plunged into his nice new body. He tried to pull back, but he’d burrowed in too deeply, and with every passing second, more of his strength eroded. Finally, Josiah succeeded in pulling free, bursting out of me with an ear-splitting howl.

	Though it was nearly drowned out in his scream, I still heard Neil mutter a few words of gibberish, and suddenly the howling stopped. For my part, I was slumped over on the floor, trying to remember how to move my own limbs. It’s not a thing that generally requires much thought, until a vengeful ghost nearly ousts you from any connection to them. They were mine again, though, and as someone yanked the dagger from my chest, I could feel it slide free. My body was my own. Seconds later, Lillian appeared, tilting my flask into my mouth and pouring blood down my throat. Thankfully, I didn’t need control to drink; my vampire instincts took care of that without hesitation.

	Slowly, I came back to myself, eventually managing to sit up. Standing would take longer, but at least I could see the room. Josiah was floating nearby—a little too near, if I’m honest—opening his mouth and yelling as he slapped at an unseen barrier. His glow was almost entirely gone, the magic either destroyed by the silver or used to escape my body, with only the barest traces of green light dancing through his form. My eyes trailed lower, to where a chalk circle marked the boundary Josiah was struggling against.

	“You had a trap for him.”

	“Dozens, actually.” Neil pointed to the ground, and sure enough, there were identical circles chalked out all along the floor. “He could break through a holding circle with enough power, so we needed to drain him first. I assumed stabbing you would handle that, but when you showed up non-possessed, we had to think on our feet. Luckily, he took the bait and gave you another chance to weaken him.”

	“And when he came flying out, Neil sealed him in the first circle he passed through,” Lillian added. She was still next to me, looking uncertain yet relieved. “Good thing you’re such a badass about silver.”

	“Lillian, about that—”

	“Not the time or the place, Fredrick. We’ve all got secrets. But let’s worry about finishing our business first.” She nodded to Josiah, who was still punching thin air, mouth opened in what I assumed was him cursing all of our names from here to hell. “What do we do about him?”

	Neil walked around the chalk circle, eyeing it carefully. “This should hold for a while. If the agents don’t have a way to deal with him, I can reinforce the barrier with some extra magic, and then it will be enough to keep him contained indefinitely. He’ll just stay in there—forever, or until he decides to move on. So, probably forever.”

	“That’s kind of sad, when you think about it. Stuck in a prison he could escape, but he refuses to use the only way out,” Lillian said. It was a more sentimental thought than I expected from her, at least back when we first met.

	“It’s not just sad, it’s wrong.” Albert was walking back from the other end of the library. Judging from the smear of blood on his hands, it seemed a fair guess that he’d been the one to pull the dagger from my chest. He was probably moving it far away from Lillian, putting safety first. “We can’t leave someone trapped like that. It’s cruel and inhumane.”

	“You do realize this guy was trying to flood the world with monsters and usher in an apocalypse, right?” Neil pointed out.

	Albert nodded. “And he paid for it with his life. Isn’t that enough? Should he really have to be trapped like this forever as well?”

	When he put it like that, Albert had a point. Stopping Josiah had been one thing, leaving him bound like this, with no end in sight, felt wrong. But, feelings aside, there was the practicality to consider. “He’s too dangerous to let go, Albert. And he has the power to escape anytime he wants.”

	“I know we can’t let him run free, but I also know he’s never going to take that chance to get away. Look at him. He’s all knotted up in anger, regret, and loneliness. The same things that put him on this path in life are keeping him here after death.”

	“So, what would you like me to do?” Neil could clearly see Albert was conflicted about this; however, that didn’t mean Neil had any answers to offer. “I can manipulate, empower, and utilize the dead, but I can’t force them to move on. No necromancer can. That’s not the way our magic works.”

	The sound of metal ringing filled the air, and I knew before my eyes made the journey that Albert had drawn his sword. “I know you can’t, Neil. But maybe I can.”

	Before anyone could react, Albert took a step toward the chalk circle. That was enough to kick Neil into gear, as he bolted forward and planted himself directly in front of Albert.

	“Whoa there. What are you talking about? Yes, you’ve got a magic sword, but do you have any idea what you’re doing? You can’t just . . . cut through someone’s connection to our plane like the string on a balloon.”

	“I cut the chimera without hurting it,” Albert reminded him. “I don’t see how this is any different.”

	“Really? Because I can walk through the basic theorems of how amazingly different they are in a couple of hours, and you’ll see—” The words faltered as Albert raised his free hand and placed it on Neil’s shoulder.

	“I can do this. I believe it with all my heart. This is the sort of thing my sword was made for. So please, trust me.”

	They stood like that for several seconds, until finally, Neil moved wordlessly to the side. Albert smiled at him, then began walking forward once more. Part of me wanted to run over and do what Neil had given up on: talk some sense into my assistant before he got into trouble. For all he knew, Josiah would break free, or possess him, or pull some other trick out of his ghostly sleeves. But instead, I just sat there with Lillian and watched. Whether I thought it was smart, or even possible, was irrelevant. Albert said it could be done, and he was the one with the sword.

	He was the Unlikely Champion.

	Albert didn’t pause until he was at the edge of the circle, staring into the still silently screaming mouth of Josiah. Lifting his sword carefully, he met the ghost’s eyes with his own and pulled back to swing. Just before he let loose, Albert whispered a trio of words in the softest of voices, probably only audible to Lillian and me.

	“We forgive you.”

	Then he swung. The sword sliced past the unseen barrier, which was no surprise, and slid into Josiah’s form. There, however, it slowed as if it had hit something dense, yet never stopped. The blade kept inching along, and as it did, Josiah began to burn with a new light. This one wasn’t pale and green like the power he’d been carting around. It was a golden-white that seemed to flow from where the edge of the sword was moving through him. The deeper the sword went, the brighter the glow, until it didn’t seem like light at all. It was a searing fire, burning through Josiah’s soul. Whether it was because our spirits had so recently shared a body or the magic of Albert’s sword, I had no idea, but as I sat there, I could see it destroying the worst parts of him. His anger, his stubbornness, his fear, all the pieces that were keeping him bound to a place he longer belonged, each was burned away one by one in the power of the sword’s glow.

	Finally, the swing finished, and Albert’s blade came out the other side. The light faded, and once more, we were staring at the intangible form of Josiah. He seemed different now, his face no longer clouded in madness and fury. Looking over each of us, he stopped at Albert, and mouthed the words, “Thank you.” With no more warning than that, his form began to unravel, turning to little more than smoke and drifting upward toward the ceiling.

	Seconds later, no trace of Josiah remained, save for the chalk circle that could no longer contain him.


8.

With Josiah handled, the rest of our work went smoothly. Well, that’s not entirely true. Things calmed down for about two hours, after which June burst through the front door, gun in hand, looking like she’d come ready for war. Apparently my text to Krystal had gone through once I was aboveground, and she’d reached out to June since she was the closest agent in the vicinity. Once we’d assured her that the issues were indeed handled, she put the gun away long enough to hear what had happened. Neil turned over the sealed candle, as well as the totem he and Albert had recovered—a small bell with runes all over it—and June headed off to give it to whomever dealt with that sort of thing.

	Other than that bit of business, we went back to handling our respective tasks. Bit by bit, items were catalogued and stored for pick-up. In a surprising stroke of luck, Albert even managed to find an old checkbook under a table. While not a lot to work from, it did allow me to hunt down Josiah’s accounts and get some semblance of his finances, not that there was a lot find. It seemed he had spent almost the entirety of the Fenmoore fortune on the equipment we’d seen downstairs, and in fact had a couple of creditors with debts to collect. I wasn’t sure how that would work with the Agency seizing the estate, and I didn’t need to figure it out. My job was just to compile the information; someone else would have to actually deal with it.

	As we worked, I kept expecting Lillian to broach the subject of my unusual ability to walk off being stabbed by silver; however, that moment never came. She just kept plugging along with the rest of us, cheerful and attentive, doing her best to learn on the job. By the final day, I’d gotten so anxious over the seemingly inevitable discussion that I’d turned jumpy, startling slightly every time someone drew near. So when a hand finally clapped on my shoulder, causing me to nearly drop the papers I was holding, my body flooded with relief. This wouldn’t be a fun conversation, but it would feel good to have it done with.

	 That relief faded as I turned around and found myself looking not at Lillian, but instead at Albert. He’d been quiet since the incident with Josiah, still smiling but without his usual air of joviality. I’d suspected that this was coming as well; I just thought it would happen once we were back in Winslow. One look at his eyes told me I was wrong, however. He was ready to tackle the issue here and now. I glanced around the room, noting that it was empty.

	“Neil and Lillian are loading up the van,” Albert explained. “I asked for a few minutes to talk to you, just boss and assistant.”

	“Then by all means, Albert. Let’s talk.” I set the pages I was holding down gently, and then made my way over to some of the few unbroken chairs we’d found in our exploration of the castle. They were mismatched and largely uncomfortable, but they held our weight, and that was all a chair really needed to do. I took my seat, and Albert did the same, although he had to pause to adjust his sword before finding a comfortable position. He kept adjusting, and I realized he was stalling, his nerve momentarily faltering. It was a dilemma I’d faced many times as well, so I didn’t force him to recover. Instead, I broached the subject myself.

	“This is about our last discussion, I assume. Whether or not you should stay in my employ. Tell me what you’re thinking, Albert. It’s okay if you don’t have a fully formed response yet. You’re more than welcome to bounce thoughts and ideas off of me.”

	He looked visibly relieved, finally ceasing the sword adjustment and sitting still. “I gave what you said a lot of thought. I really did. About what I should be doing with myself, and my sword. And I had decided that I was going to keep on working for you. This sword might have a destiny, but I don’t have to give up my free will for it. The blade chose me, not the other way around. We do good, you know? I mean, you do, and I get to be part of that. I see it when I drop stuff off with clients. You give them a sense of security where their money is concerned, and it takes a big weight off their shoulders. I like being a piece of that process, no matter small. You asked me if I was happy, if this was the path I wanted to be on, and my answer was yes to both. I loved this job not because it’s comfortable, but because I got to make the world a little better by doing it.”

	Touching as the words were—and make no mistake, it took all I had not to look away or stammer—there was a detail within them that didn’t escape my notice. “You’re speaking about all of that in the past tense, as though it’s no longer true.”

	“It’s all still true,” Albert protested, his words coming quickly. “All of it. I just . . . I realized something else while we were on this job. When I cut the ghost free and helped him move on. No one else could have done that, could they? Neil said necromancers didn’t have that ability. So none of the others, not even Arch or Krystal or Amy, could have set that man free. I don’t know a lot about this sword, even after all the training I’ve done, but Arch tells me that Weapons of Destiny have power outside the normal range of what’s possible. They can do amazing, incredible things. And for better or worse, this one did choose me.”

	He paused, his eyes drifting over to the table where we’d sorted dozens of pages cataloguing the castle’s contents, most of which had been hauled up by him. “I love working for you, Fred. I love what you do, but the truth is that my part in it is a small one. With a little training, anyone could do it. Things like the ghost, sword-things . . . there might only be a handful of people in the world who can do those, and I’m one of them. I just keep thinking . . . how many other people like Josiah are out there? In need of help that nobody else can offer? That’s a really scary thought; I’ve never had responsibility on that level. Heck, I barely had any at all when I was alive. But I asked myself, if the sword had picked you, Fred—if you were the one wielding all this power—what would you do with it? And I know this is the choice you would make.”

	“I appreciate the kind sentiment, Albert, but I think you’re giving me a bit too much credit.”

	Albert shook his head. “No, I’m not. You always step up when someone needs you, and that’s the kind of man I want to be. So I’m going to step up, for all the people out there who need the kind of help only this sword can offer them. I’m going to . . . I mean, I guess I am . . . Fred, I have to quit working for you.”

	“I know.” Despite the fact that my emotions were reeling—an issue not at all helped by Albert looking like he was fighting back tears—I did my best to keep an even, comforting voice. This had to be hard enough on Albert as it was; he didn’t need me making things worse. No, what he needed was reassurance that everything would be okay. I wasn’t honestly sure if it would be, the path he was choosing was a dangerous one, but that was irrelevant. He just needed to believe things would turn out okay, if only for a little while, and as his friend, it was the least I could do. “You have been a wonderful employee, and it is with a heavy heart that I accept your resignation as such. But I hope you know that you will still be one of my dearest friends, no matter where your new role takes you.”

	He smiled softly, the tears losing the battle to his willpower and retreating momentarily. “Thanks. But I don’t think I’ll be going anywhere for a while, at least not permanently. Winslow is my home, it’s where all the people I care about live. Besides, Neil is part of my team, and I couldn’t tear him away from Amy. Maybe I’ll get to do the occasional trip to Boarback for training, but we live at Charlotte Manor, and that’s how I want it to stay. For now, anyway.”

	While Arch would probably protest, Albert’s eyes were locked in resolve. Even though I knew it was selfish, the news still lightened my heart. Saying goodbye to Albert in one capacity was bad enough; I loathed the idea of losing him from my daily life altogether. But even as he spoke, part of me knew I needed to start steeling myself for that inevitability. Whatever destiny that sword planned to drag him toward, it would no doubt take him beyond the boundaries of Colorado. When that day came, it would be our job to assure him that no matter how far he wandered, he could also come back to a home. He needed a safety net, not an anchor. However, I hoped that day wouldn’t arrive for a very long while.

	We chatted a little more, and then I scooped up a closed box of files and headed off to the van, passing Neil in the entrance. Neither of us said anything, merely exchanging a brief look. I had no doubt he knew what Albert and I had been talking about, and was on his way to cheer his friend up. At least Albert wouldn’t have to face his destiny alone; of all the things I could say about Neil, he was loyal above all else. So long as he could move, he would take every step of that journey at Albert’s side.

	The moon was high as I walked across the grass, making my way to the van. Lillian sat on the bumper, looking up at the sky. She tilted her head down slightly as I approached, eyes still trained upward.

	“Did you two finish your little chat?”

	“We did indeed.” I set the box down carefully in the van’s rear, nestling it in with a dozen other identical containers. “It seems I’m going to have to find myself a new assistant.”

	“You had to know it was coming, Fredrick. That boy has been bound for greater things since the first day he pulled a Weapon of Destiny out of its sheath.”

	“I disagree.” Shutting the rear door, I took a seat next to Lillian on the bumper. Albert and Neil would emerge when they were ready to deal with other people once more. Until then, I could give them space. Besides, Albert’s courage had inspired me. I had my own tasks to attend to. “Albert has been bound for greater things long before he set his hands on that blade.”

	“Maybe so,” she replied.

	“Lillian, I’m immune to silver.” The words burst forth, and I paused for a reaction of shock and surprise, but none came. Instead, she just kept looking skyward, giving me the slightest of nods.

	“I figured that out already, but thanks for finally coming clean. I don’t suppose you’d mind telling me how?”

	“If I could, I would. The truth is, no one is entirely sure how such a thing is possible. But I’ll freely tell you what happened to me, along with anything else you want to know.” I hesitated, then pressed forward. “I owe you that. You left your clan, trusting in me to provide a home for you, and by keeping this secret, I haven’t reciprocated that trust. I’m sorry, Lillian. All of this is new to me, but that’s not an excuse. I need to do better, and I’m going to give my all to accomplish that. Just bear with me if I make some missteps along the way.”

	Finally, her eyes left the stars, and her entire face pinched in laughter. It wasn’t uproarious, merely a soft, shaking chuckle that seemed to stretch on for a full minute. “Sorry, sorry. I don’t mean to act like I don’t appreciate the sentiment. It’s just funny to me. I left a clan where they’d keep us from blood for weeks at a time for the slightest infraction, and came to one where the leader is feeling guilty for not immediately sharing a pretty huge secret with the newest member. Maybe funny is the wrong word. ‘Wonderfully absurd’ captures it better. I didn’t think there were clans like this one. You really love all these people who stood with you, don’t you?”

	“With all that I have,” I told her.

	“Good. Because I’ve seen the way most of them look at you, and it seems like the feeling is mutual.” Her eyes opened and turned to me as she jammed an elbow gently into my ribs. “Now, enough with the build-up. Tell me how the hell you got yourself immune to silver.”

	With a night sky overhead and nothing to do while we waited for the others, now seemed as good a time as any to tell her the story of what happened the night I helped save Gideon.

	“Ah, that. Well, as I said, we don’t understand how it’s possible, but we do know the cause: dragon magic.”

	Her eyes got wider, and a sharp smile split her face. “Ohhh shit. This is going to be good.”




















An Appraisal in the Carnival


1.

The headlights of Bubba’s truck lit the metal fence, bound together by thick chains and sealed with a massive padlock. Beyond the obstacle, I could see faded blotches of red, yellow, green, and blue all dotting the shadowy landscape. The colors matched the rest of the decor, which is to say it all looked old and worn. Here and there, my eyes caught sight of some bits of metal that still shone or a tent without frayed edges; however, these were the rare exceptions amidst a veritable ocean of lost splendor.

	“Honest first impression: the curb appeal is going to need a lot of work.”

	“It’s an abandoned carnival; we knew that much going in.” Bubba looked out the window, squinting slightly. His night-vision wasn’t quite on the same level as my own, so it took more effort for him to see what lay on the other side of that fence. “But you ain’t exactly wrong either.” He killed the engine, and the two of us stepped out of his truck and into the night air. 

	Despite the theoretically festive nature of the destination, Bubba and I were both at the carnival to work. Richard Alderson, head of the local tribe of therians and a man we both considered to be a friend, had been approached by one of his people looking for a loan to restore this place, having recently inherited it from a dead family member. (If it seems strange that someone would approach the head of a supernatural organization for money, please do keep in mind that parahumans are both poor record keepers in general and held to different tax codes than regular people, making it exceedingly difficult to just go get a loan from a bank. I’d been taken aback as well, yet it seems such things happen all the time.) Richard, however, was not a man to invest his money foolishly, and had therefore hired Bubba and I to come out and do an evaluation of the premises. 

	Bubba was to check over the mechanical issues and see what repairs would run, while I was supposed to evaluate the facilities as a whole and calculate the potential revenue stream. It was, admittedly, a bit outside my wheelhouse, and I’d told Richard as much, but it was closer to my specialty than anyone else he knew, so I’d still been given the job. I could hardly say no after that, both because Richard was asking as a favor, and because his tribe and my clan were officially aligned together. It was another layer of protection against the Turvas, one that needed protecting, though honestly, I’d have probably taken the job anyway. While Lillian had proven more than skilled enough to make up for the extra work after losing Albert, things still weren’t quite the same as they had been. I missed having him around. Though we still saw each other at Charlotte Manor with some regularity, it just wasn’t the same. Much of his time was spent training with Arch these days, and even now, they were on a trip to Boarback for a week. Getting myself out of the office was a nice change of pace, and spending the time with friends made it all the more enjoyable.

	“Here he comes.” Bubba nodded up the long, winding dirt road to where a pair of headlights could be seen slicing through the darkness. This place’s location, no doubt chosen to keep any other businesses from complaining about the noise and lights, was somewhat out of the way. That was going to be a hurdle if they wanted to reopen the establishment, one of nearly a dozen I’d mentally tallied before we were even through the front gate.

	The vehicle moved slowly, taking every bump with extreme care, until it circled the last bend and came into full view. I’ll admit it; I stared in shock at what appeared before us, my mouth hanging slightly agape. Of all the cars I’d imagined Richard might drive—massive monster trucks or luxurious stretch limos, mostly—this one had never even entered the competition.

	Richard Alderson, head of Winslow’s therian tribe, host to the King of the West, and all-around imposing figure, pulled his minivan to a stop only a few feet away from Bubba’s truck. When he popped the door and stood up, it made a little more sense. This minivan had been modified to accommodate his incredible size, as Richard towered over pretty much everyone and had so much muscle he’d have made every other participant in a bodybuilding competition immediately admit defeat. Then he yanked the sliding side door open, and the vehicle choice became a perfect fit. Because, above all the other things I listed already, Richard was a father, and minivans tended to have exceptional safety features.

	Sally Alderson, Richard’s daughter, bounded out the side of the minivan, eyes shining as she raced to the front gate and stared into the carnival’s depths. It was curious; despite all the grime and general wear the place had suffered, she still seemed utterly entranced by the idea of a carnival of any sort. From behind her, moving at a steady pace that in no way matched his childish form, was Gideon. An ancient dragon who had taken the appearance of a child, there was something unsettling about him, even before one caught sight of his lavender eyes and dangerous smile. Gideon was terrifying, easily the scariest person or creature I’d ever encountered, yet he was also dedicated. He had taken up the role of Sally’s playmate, best friend, and guardian, and to my knowledge, none who’d ever tried to harm her had lived to see another sunset.

	“You brought Sally?” Bubba asked.

	“Wasn’t planning on it, but once she heard I was coming to look over a carnival, she got all excited . . .” Richard rubbed the back of his neck and glanced down, slightly embarrassed. The man could stand toe-to-toe with nearly any parahuman and never flinch; however, even he was weak when it came to his daughter. “She’s never been able to go to a real one—with crowds that size it’s just too dangerous—so since this place is empty, I thought it would be okay.”

	“A real one would be fine as well,” Gideon said, standing a ways back from Sally as she pressed against the gate so hard I began to fear she might accidently push her head through. Though, given all the parahuman strength we had on hand, snapping a few metal bars wouldn’t even be an inconvenience. “I would make sure she was unharmed.”

	“We tried that once, Gideon. You left so much blood on the glass, they had to close the aquarium for a month,” Richard reminded him.

	Gideon merely shrugged. “I assumed thoroughly discouraging the first attempt to take her would give any who planned on trying again reason to reconsider the idea.”

	“Daddy! Can we go inside?” Sally had finally turned from the gate and was looking back at us.

	“One moment. Daddy just has to get the key.” Richard patted his pockets, eventually coming up with a moderately sized key that looked positively diminutive in his massive hand. “Okay, guys, let’s do a nice, thorough check of the property. Lonnie—that’s the wererat asking for the loan—says his grandpa built and ran this place for a few decades. Started as a cover for a moonshining operation in the woods, hence the location, but ended up making enough to turn it into a legitimate business. Even after the people stopped coming, he had enough of a soft spot for the old joint that he kept paying a maintenance company to come out and keep the carnival from falling down, which means it should be mostly safe. Plus, the place still has power, so the first thing we need to do is find the main office and turn on the juice. That should give us an idea of what works and what doesn’t.”

	“Sally and I will be amusing ourselves with rides and games,” Gideon announced.

	Bubba looked over at the carnival. “Hate to tell you this, but even with occasional maintenance and power, I doubt any of these old rides are still working.”

	“I’ve made things move under my will since long before you humans managed to bend lightning to your bidding. Sally wishes to have a genuine carnival experience, so that is what she will receive.” Gideon started forward toward the gate, as though the conversation was concluded. Which I guess it was, for him, and that meant it was done for the rest of us, too. Gideon spoke with us only when he deemed it worth doing, and even that was a sizable courtesy.

	The rest of us followed him over, and Richard began fumbling with the lock. It was old, but sturdy, probably one of the last few well-constructed items in the entire park. Now that I was closer, I could see that despite the place being run-down, it was surprisingly clean, and the lingering scent of human still danced in the air. The maintenance company had clearly just been out, perhaps even that day. Well, at least Lonnie was smart enough to put his best foot forward; that spoke to someone who cared about the project he was undertaking. If the maintenance was thorough, and the attractions were not in need of dire repairs, this might just be something worth putting money into.

	“Get in the—damn it.” Richard’s shoulders slumped, and in his hand I could see the snapped off remains of a key. “Must be rusted or something. I couldn’t get it to fit right. Fred, do me a favor and make a note that we need to buy Lonnie a new lock.” Before I could even take out my notepad to jot the order down, there was a muted crunch and Richard was tossing the broken remains of a lock to the ground. 

	He pulled the chain through the gate’s bars easily, then yanked the massive metal structure open as if it were made of cardboard. “Welcome to the carnival. Please enjoy yourselves, and remember to be safe above all else.”

	That last part seemed aimed at Gideon, who met Richard’s stare without so much as a flinch. “As if you needed to tell me that.” Gideon took Sally’s hand, and together, the two of them bolted off into the darkness. Part of me wanted to call out for them to stop, to wait for the adults so it would be safe, but that was ridiculous. Not only was Gideon older than all of us combined, he was also far and away the most powerful. The truth of the matter was that Sally was worlds safer at his side than ours.

	As they darted off, Richard pulled a small map from his back pocket and looked it over. “I think the main office is to the north. Should be a quick walk. Let’s get the power on and start checking this place out.”
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Finding the main office was a relatively painless process—the walkways were clear of debris, and most of the signs pointing to rides and attractions were still in place. True, the paint had chipped and writing had faded; however, the bones were still there. The longer I looked at this place, trying to see it through the lens of what it could be rather than what it was, the more convinced I became that it might be salvageable. Of course, most of the real information we’d need on that front was going to come from Bubba. Paint and tents were one thing; if the rides were in need of serious overhaul, that was a whole other level of cost.

	We’d found the office and were nearly inside when light suddenly filled up the sky. From our vantage point, we could see over the tops of the other booths and attractions to the Ferris wheel, which was burning brightly in the night sky as it began to play music and slowly turned in place. I was amazed it moved so fluidly, and that all the lights worked. Then I remembered that we had yet to actually turn the power on, and it made much more sense.

	“Gideon?” I asked.

	“Unless Sally has suddenly gotten much better at magic, I’d say that’s a fair guess,” Richard replied. “We’ll check that one out once they’re done with it.”

	Stepping inside, we made our way through the small building, passing up the nurse’s station and a tiny office with a desk that took up nearly all the space, arriving at a door that led down to a basement. Once inside, Richard and Bubba turned a few knobs and flipped a large switch that would have taken a normal person both arms to move. A soft hum of power filled the room, and overhead, several bulbs flickered and began to glow.

	“Huh, thought those would have been dead by now,” Bubba noted. “Does maintenance turn the power on when they come out here?”

	“Given how easily that switch moved and the lack of dust around here, I’m guessing so,” Richard said. “Now that we’ve got some juice flowing, what do you want to start with?”

	“Makes the most sense to start with the big-ticket items. Don’t mean shit if the deep fryers are an easy fix but the roller coaster needs thousands of dollars of work.”

	“I think I’ll look at the food stalls,” I said. “Concessions are going to be a big part of the overall income stream, after admittance fees and ride tickets, so getting a sense of what the place is equipped for, along with what it could potentially handle, will give us a good idea of whether or not that can help keep the carnival in the black.”

	Richard checked his map once more. “Looks like there’s a spinning ride not far from the Ferris wheel, and right next to it was a big café that sold . . . hot chowder?” His nose wrinkled slightly. “I think I’m starting to see why this carnival closed in the first place. Anyway, why don’t we head there? Bubba can check the ride, Fred can look over the café, and I can make sure Gideon isn’t levitating the Ferris wheel halfway to the clouds.”

	I was reasonably sure that Richard was joking—not that Gideon couldn’t do such a thing; I just presumed he wouldn’t be that ostentatious—however, I didn’t ask for confirmation as we made our way up from the basement and out of the building. Through the years, I’d learned that the less I knew about what the ancient dragon wanted and could do, the happier I was overall.

	It took a few turns to make our way toward the Ferris wheel—which was still brightly lit and easy to see, but required navigating around the rest of the area to get to—however, we eventually made it. Sure enough, there was the spinning ride Richard had mentioned. A surprisingly intact sign above the platform labeled it the “Lunch Thief,” which was a name that both conveyed what it would do to those who rode and made me wonder who on earth would ever get on such a thing. Rebranding was going to be critical for a lot of these elements, it seemed, if the carnival was going to make money once more. I made a few notes as I walked away from the Lunch Thief, which Bubba was already pulling up panels on so he could dig around inside.

	The café was indeed directly by the Lunch Thief, just around a corner which in no way would have obscured the sounds of people losing their stomach contents or blocked the smell of cooking chowder from those on the ride. It was like the exact opposite of synergy, and part of me couldn’t help wondering if the whole set-up was an intentionally cruel joke played by the original owner. Location aside, though, the café had actually held up rather well, despite years of abandonment. Most of the tables and chairs were a loss, which meant the whole lot would need replacing, but since they were the cheap plastic kind, it was a relatively minor expense. It was a nice space overall, with plenty of room to host lots of folks taking a break to get food. Near the edge of the seating was a slightly blocked off area that looked as though it had been used for storage. With minimal restructuring, I imagined it could host a stage instead, something to provide some live—or even pre-recorded—music to block out any sounds making their way over from the Lunch Thief.

	Inside the café, I found things in similar condition. There was wear, sure, and some dust, but minimal rusting and rot. While Bubba would need to come check all the appliances over to be sure, it looked from a cursory glance like the place could be easily salvaged. It would need to start serving something other than chowder, obviously, but that was an easy fix. Maybe it could focus on smells not so taxing to the senses of those being spun around a ride. Sandwiches, fried foods, things like that. Actually, why not pick something with a fragrance that might be an aid, rather than a hindrance? Homemade ginger snaps would fill the air with a pleasant scent, and make a good nausea aid for those who’d already ridden the Lunch Thief.

	I stooped down to examine the counter space, mentally trying to find space for two extra ovens, and that was when I heard it: the sound of footsteps racing along outside. I’d have assumed it was Sally and Gideon, except that there was only one set of feet, and they were much too heavy to belong to a child. Or a dragon masquerading as a child. Hauling myself back up, I peered through the dirty windows and out into the eating area, trying to pin down the source of the steps. I’d nearly located them when a new noise burst through the air, loud screeches of terrible rock music obscuring every other sound nearby.

	Darting out the door, I looked around, only to find the same empty café I’d left moments prior. With horrid guitar and off-beat drums in my ears, it was impossible to hear even my own thoughts, so I followed the noise back over to its source: the Lunch Thief. It was spinning out as Bubba smacked at something on the controls, with Richard a few feet away covering his ears. Both of them appeared to be in pain, until Bubba finally found the right button, which mercifully ended the noise and caused the ride to slow down.

	“Well,” Bubba said, speaking much louder than he actually needed to, “the good news is that this one still mostly works. Bad news is that if we don’t find a way to install a better soundtrack, no one’s going to get within a mile of the damn thing.”

	“Make that two miles for therians.” Richard rubbed his temples and shook his head, sending his long golden hair spraying around. “Did Lonnie’s grandfather owe some garage band a favor, or did he just genuinely hate his own customers?”

	“Given that he put a chowder café next to a ride designed to make people queasy, I’m leaning toward the latter,” I said. “But I’ve got good news, too. It looks like the café is in good shape overall. If Bubba gives the thumbs up on the appliances, you’re looking at a solid venue in need of mostly cosmetic alterations.”

	Bubba patted the Lunch Thief’s console gently, careful not to accidentally turn the music back on. “Same here. Needs some tweaks, and some safety features added, but overall, it ain’t too bad.”

	“That’s surprising, and encouraging.” Richard finally stopped rubbing his ears, though he watched the ride warily, as if he didn’t trust it not to spring back to life. “Lonnie may just get his money yet. Anyway, Sally and Gideon are still on the Ferris wheel, and after that, they’re going to the carousel, so I think our next stop should be the Haunted Fun House. There’s a whole row of small food booths by it, and if the mechanics are in good condition, it could be a major draw.”

	“Lead the way.” I paused, remembering why I’d originally darted out of the café to begin with. “Hey, Richard, did you run over here before the music started?”

	“I was on my way,” he told me. “Run might be a strong word for it, though. Why, did you hear something?”

	“I thought so. It sounded like someone running.”

	Richard and Bubba exchanged a brief look. “You hear anything?” Richard asked.

	“Had my head in the guts of this machine,” Bubba replied. “May have been a wild animal; bound to be some holes in the fence around here somewhere.”

	“Hmm.” Richard glanced back at the café, then to me, and then back to Bubba. “It could have been me; my natural pace is brisker than most people’s. Since I didn’t hear anything either, that seems like the most likely explanation. Still, everyone keep an eye open just in case. Places like this sometimes draw in unsavory sorts of parahumans. It’s unlikely, since the maintenance company is regularly coming through here without incident, but anything is possible.”

	“Should we tell Gideon?” I asked.

	Richard hesitated, then shook his head. “I don’t think that’s necessary quite yet. All we have are a set of footsteps that might have been mine. I don’t smell anything out of the ordinary, plus Gideon is virtually impossible to sneak up on. If I told them, all it would do is scare Sally, and I’d like her to enjoy this. It may be the only time she can go to a carnival without Gideon having to kill someone. Let’s just all keep our eyes peeled and our wits about us. Should we actually discover something dangerous, we can decide how to proceed from there. Until then, we focus on the job at hand.”

	It made sense, and the more time went by, the less sure I was about the speed the steps had been moving. Richard was probably right; I’d just overheard him and mistaken the pace. Not every place I went was some seedy parahuman nest waiting to attack. Sometimes, an old carnival was just an old carnival, and if Richard financed the restoration, it wouldn’t even be old for much longer. I was almost certainly just being paranoid.

	At least, that’s what I told myself as we headed off toward the Haunted Fun House.
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Unlike the café, the long line of food booths weren’t nearly as well persevered. Then again, since they’d been constructed from canvas and cheap lumber, that wasn’t especially surprising. Bubba gave the machines inside a once-over—what few appliances there were to be found—and declared that while some might still work, they were so old and had seen enough exposure to the elements that using them would almost certainly be a safety violation. I wasn’t as put off by the news as might be expected though, because, in truth, I could see more potential for this area than just a string of unconnected food stalls.

	I imagined it would be cheaper to create one centralized kitchen and use the booths only to host service personnel, each one offering a single specialty item. That would spread the lines out, give more room for clerks at each respective booth, and overall increase the general speed and potential profit. Plus, we could update the menu offerings. I couldn’t read many of the signs left, but it was hard to imagine “Hot Cherries on a Stick” and “Fried Bubblegum” were quite the draws they’d once been.

	Despite my initial hesitation to take on this job for Richard, I found myself getting more and more enthralled with it. I’d been in many businesses through the years, usually just working on their books; however, it seemed I’d picked up a small bit of practical knowledge here and there. While he’d clearly need to bring in a real specialist to get things optimized, I was having fun working outside my usual boxes.

	Perhaps that cheerful mood was why I followed along with Richard and Bubba as they headed to the Haunted Fun House, straying from my proper duties to take in one the carnival’s main attractions. It was certainly an imposing structure, built to resemble a Gothic manor, though only in the most cheap and cursory of ways. A small track with a line of three cars meant to seat two people each was set in front, flanked by a wide pair of doors on either side. Further over, off to the left, was a massive arc of a doorway closed off by a door so tall even Richard could pass through without ducking. It was painted pure black, a feature that would have been far more intimidating if not for the chips showing the oak color underneath.

	“Looks like they decided to save space and combine two attractions into one.” Richard surveyed the structure carefully, no doubt checking for any outward signs of decay—aside from the decorative ones, obviously. “The cars probably take you through a standard haunted house with stuff jumping out, and I bet the door leads up to the usual fun house fare, probably with a spooky theme. Given that space is at a premium in these sorts of places, it’s not a bad idea.”

	As Richard had been speaking, Bubba walked over and fiddled with the control panel. The sound of cackling laughter filled the air as lights flickered on and the attraction sprang to life. Mercifully, this was not a repeat of the Lunch Thief’s soundtrack, as the laughing quickly gave way to someone doing a terrible Vincent Price impersonation, beckoning people to come inside if they thought they could survive.

	“Want to see if we can take this thing for a ride?” Bubba gently tugged on the lead cart to see if it could move. “We can roll through and write down everything that don’t light up or jump out, then I can walk the tracks afterward and see how much work they need. Be a lot faster than checkin’ it all one piece at a time.”

	“Is that safe?” My eyes were on the cart that, while seemingly able to move, certainly didn’t appear as if it had done so in many years.

	“Not for most people, but I can’t imagine there’d be much in there that could hurt us,” Bubba replied.

	Richard walked over and began easing himself down into one of the cars, filling the space meant for two and then some. There was a lot of creaking and groaning, but nothing snapped or broke apart, so that seemed like a good sign. “I’m glad to go if you can actually make this thing move, Bubba.” After a few more seconds of adjustment, Richard turned to me. “Fred, would you mind checking the upstairs? Just note anything broken that needs fixing, or anything mechanical that Bubba needs to check out when we’re done down here. It will save us a lot of time.”

	“Happy to help,” I told him, because I was, and because I’d have done it even if that wasn’t the case. Fun as this trip was, I was still being paid to do a job, and that meant following the boss’s orders. Especially when he was nice enough to frame them as requests.

	I walked up to the chipped black door, preparing to use as much strength as needed to shove the massive thing open. To my surprise, however, it took only the barest of pushes to send it moving inward. Grabbing the knob, I wiggled the door back and forth for a few moments, trying to figure out why it was so easy to move. The best I could figure out was that the wood was especially light, and there appeared to be some special hinge at the top of the entrance helping it along. I chided myself for not expecting something so mundane; this was supposed to be used by humans, after all. My time with Krystal and the others had given me a predisposition to seeing everything through a parahuman lens, it seemed. But this was just a fun house inside a carnival, one of countless thousands throughout the nation that normal people went to every year. Even I’d visited a few, back when the traveling ones came through my hometown. They hadn’t been a favorite pastime—I was never much of one for large crowds; however, in high school, it was an occasional entertaining diversion.

	Making my way up the stairs, which were also painted black with the exception of two that had been replaced by new boards, I scanned the narrow entrance, searching for any areas with structural compromise or mechanical components. Bubba was right. While we were in little danger wandering a potentially unsound attraction, the same wouldn’t be true once the carnival had human guests. They were such fragile creatures, really. The longer I spent as a vampire, the harder it was to believe I’d survived as long as I had with a normal body. Sure, I had to worry about stakes, sunlight, and supernatural threats, but the overall number of things that could harm or kill me had shrunk to a fraction of its former size. No wonder the older vampires I’d met seemed so inhuman; if I wasn’t still around humans, it would be easy to forget what I’d once been.

	When I crested the staircase, I found myself staring at a man. A pale man—thoroughly unremarkable, if I’m honest—wearing a sweater vest and khakis. Me, in other words. It seems the first attraction of the fun house was a classic: a hall of mirrors for guests to bump their way around in.

	Allow me to digress for a brief moment, because while I’ve never explicitly covered this before, I’m sure some of you will be wondering at just how I was able to see myself in a mirror when vampires are supposed to lack reflections. The simplest answer is that the whole thing is bunk. How would that even work? Assuming our flesh was magically not to be seen in a mirror, which is a silly premise to start with, why would our clothes be absent as well? Does donning a shirt as a vampire somehow transfer some aspect of vampirism to the shirt, but only for the length of time that it stays on our skin? The whole premise is quite strange. As near as I can figure, and this is pure conjecture on my part, the rumor started because there was a time when a “mirror” was just a large hunk of polished silver, which vampires would of course avoid for obvious reasons. Still, that is only a guess; I have no certain idea as to where such an odd rumor came from.

	At any rate, I found myself standing in a hall of mirrors, and proceeded to do what I’d been instructed: make my way through it. A steady thrum of ghostly music and standard spooky sounds played from speakers on the walls, likely meant to instill a bit of terror as I wandered about. Cackling laughter, like at the entrance, heavy panting, doors slamming, wailing moans, muffled footsteps, unintelligible whispers, all the usual stuff one would find on a $3 Halloween album. When I listened carefully—a feat I rarely engaged in—I could make out the same music being played downstairs as well. Why pay for two soundtracks when they could just run the audio to different outlets? Food aside, I found myself with a bit of respect for the previous owner of this place. Pragmatism and creativity were always aspects to admire in an entrepreneur.

	The whole area was something of a boon as well, since nearly all the mirrors were still in one piece. True, several were dusty, and occasionally I would find a shattered one with broken shards shimmering on the ground, but overall, it wouldn’t cost much to replace the few that were needed. If the rest of this fun house was in as good of shape, it was yet another tick in favor of making the investment.

	Turning a corner near what I assumed had to be the end of the mirrors, I once again found myself looking at a man. This one wasn’t me, however. It was someone in dark jeans, a heavy coat, and with their face obscured by a bleached cat mask speckled with dirt. I froze as soon as my eyes fell upon him, and I stood there for several seconds, waiting for him to make a move. When nothing happened but a fresh round of cackling in my ears, I remembered where I was. Right: spooky fun house. There were bound to be a few surprises scattered about to give the guests a scare.

	It was a pretty good one, too. I’d certainly been taken by it. Stepping forward, I moved closer to examine the prop. Unfortunately, that was the exact moment that my true mistake became clear. Whipping his arm forward, the man in the mask stabbed something sharp between my ribs. I yelped, more in shock than pain, and looked down to find a shard of broken mirror poking out from my sweater vest.

	By the time I looked back up, the cat-masked assailant was gone. I tried to listen for him, but with all the music and sound effects blaring, it was impossible to tell what was real and what was just noise. I darted around the hall for a few moments, scouring for my attacker, but there was nothing to find. He’d apparently vanished after stabbing me.

	With a grunt of annoyance, I grabbed the mirror shard and yanked it out. At least this time I knew I wasn’t mistaken. There was definitely something else in the carnival with us.


4.

“Yup, that’s a stab wound all right. Or what’s left of one. Y’all heal faster than we do, and it doesn’t look like it did much damage to start with.” Bubba examined the slice in my chest, now looking like little more than an accidental scratch, then nodded, indicating I could lower my shirt.

	Getting out of the fun house had been a quick affair. Rather than plunging further into the unknown and trying to find my way out, I’d simply doubled back the way I’d come. It was a tactic probably frowned upon when the ride was operating normally, but given the circumstances, I felt justified.

	“Damn. This complicates things,” Richard said. “Fixing broken-down rides and repairing booths is one thing, but if some parahumans have made this place a home, then I’ve got to worry about the backlash from flushing them out, or if I’m even going to be able to. Depends on what they are, and if they’ve got allies. First things first though, we need to find Sally and Gideon. Fred, can you tell us anything else about the assailant? We can keep a lookout while we head their way.”

	“Just that he was large—by normal standards, I mean—wore a cat mask, stabbed me, and then vanished.” I’d have loved to provide more information, but nothing more jumped to mind, no matter how much I wracked my brain. In the moment, I hadn’t realized the need to pay attention, and by the time I was smart enough to look for details, he was already gone.

	Bubba rubbed his chin as I listed off the small bits of information I had. “Could be a ghost, maybe. Been here alone long enough, might have gone crazy and just started tryin’ to drive off intruders.”

	“Then why haven’t any of the maintenance people had issues?” Richard pointed out. “We’re probably dealing with something nocturnal. Ghosts are stronger at night, true, but I can’t imagine that one strong enough to use a physical object wouldn’t have caused at least a little daytime trouble. Given our location, it might be a lost forest spirit that made this place its home. Plenty of those only manifest at night.”

	“Um, didn’t you just say ghosts weren’t nocturnal?” I asked.

	“Ghosts are a type of spirit, one that used to be human,” Richard explained. “But there’s a whole list of other spirit types out there. Most are so weak you’d never notice them if you weren’t looking. Every now and then, you come up against one with real power though, and those can be awfully territorial.”

	Bubba yanked out his phone. “I can call Amy and Neil, have them here handling this place in no time.”

	“Hang on. Right now, all we have is a best guess. I’d prefer to get my daughter to safety, regroup, and come back here during the day with some experts.” Richard took a few steps away from us, lifted his head up, and took a long, deep sniff. I’d seen firsthand how good his tracking skills were, so I wasn’t remotely surprised when he nodded down the fairway in a direction we hadn’t been yet. “This place still stinks of cleaning chemicals and humans, but I can smell Gideon over there. Dragon is a hard musk to mistake for anything else.”

	We began jogging down the fairway, eschewing an outright run so that Richard could take his time following their trail. Bubba quickly fell into line next to me and began speaking loud enough to be heard while still staying quiet enough that he wouldn’t break Richard’s concentration. “If this is a spirit, then none of us can hurt it. You fight those usin’ silver and magic, so we’re shit out of luck on both fronts. Gideon can whup their asses no problem, so we’re fine once we get to him. The upswing is that they won’t be able to hurt us either.”

	“Tell that to my ruined vest,” I muttered. Perhaps I was an extra bit miffed because it was yet another that needed replacing, and in the span of only a few weeks. I bought quality, so the things weren’t cheap.

	“I didn’t say they couldn’t annoy us.” Bubba grinned, and we took a sharp turn as Richard suddenly changed direction.

	He led us deeper into the carnival, bringing us to a midway where he began to slow down. Richard turned to and fro, squinting his eyes and wrinkling his nose. “How much cleaner did these people use? It stinks of chemicals all through here. I can barely follow Gideon’s scent.”

	Richard came to a full stop, looking up and down the different paths leading through the midway. I took a test sniff as well and found that he was right. This whole area did have a heavy scent running through it. It smelled like they’d dumped a whole vat of chemicals on the ground. The lingering stink made detecting almost anything else impossible. Still, I tried my best, because with every passing second, I noticed Richard was getting a little less composed. Even if she was with Gideon, he worried about Sally constantly. I didn’t know the whole story, but apparently she’d been the target of many a parahuman trying to turn the innocent girl into leverage. After Richard’s position cost his wife her life, he’d been determined not to see the same happen to Sally. And that had led to his strange bargain with Gideon: giving the ancient dragon his blessing to wed his daughter when she was of proper age, but only if she agreed to marry him. The blessing was one thing, but Gideon had to win her heart on his own. It was an uncomfortable situation rooted in a culture that wasn’t my own, so I tended to try not to think too hard about it. Richard was a man who loved his family, and when he’d been put in a hard position, he’d made the best call he could. That was the most any of us could do.

	The sudden impact of Bubba’s hand smacking me on the back got my attention away from futilely sniffing the air. Nodding over to one of the game booths—the kind with undersized rings and oversized milk bottles—he drew my attention to movement. Someone was rising up from behind the booth. For a moment, I thought it was my attacker, but the body wasn’t right. Plus, on closer inspection, this one was wearing a rabbit mask, albeit one as sun-bleached and dirt-stained as the cat version.

	Now that I was paying attention, I saw more figures popping into view, rising up from different booths on the midway. They said nothing, their dirty, pale animal masks gazing eerily at us as they appeared. Could one spirit manifest in so many different forms? Or was this a collection of them, who’d all decided to make the empty carnival their home? I deeply wished I’d asked a few more questions before we starting running; information would have been extremely useful in this moment.

	“Shit, that’s a lot of ‘em.” Bubba took a step back, eyes darting between assailants. Even Richard had noticed now, although he looked far closer to furious than fearful. I could hear his heart hammering in his chest from several feet away. Bubba’s as well, which was odd—he didn’t seem that worked up. Then I noticed the next one, and it finally clicked. 

	No wonder I hadn’t realized it before, with the blaring music inside the fun house and my general tendency to block out the cacophony of sounds vampire hearing dragged to my ears. Now that I’d noticed, there was no mistaking the noise for anything else though. It was a sound my senses were fine-tuned to recognize: heartbeats. The sound of precious blood being moved through a body.

	“They’ve got heartbeats!” I yelled. “All of them have heartbeats. That means they aren’t spirits, right?”

	“That’s right, Fred.” Richard’s expression had darkened. His fingers were flexing at his sides, the sharp nails already beginning to take on a more claw-like appearance in the flickering lights of the midway bulbs. “That means they have flesh and blood, both of which can be torn apart if they keep standing in our way.”

	“Looks like the Scooby approach didn’t work.” This voice was new, coming from a man in a dart-throwing booth. It was my cat-mask wearer, features still hidden as he finally spoke. “Too bad you boys didn’t take the warning when you had the chance. Now, we’ve got to get messy.”

	Bubba cracked his knuckles, and Richard lowered his stance, winding up for a pounce. They were preparing to fight, and while the masked people had a numbers advantage, they were still in for a hell of a brawl. Unless it was an entire crew of fey or therians, I had a strong suspicion that Richard was about to rip a swath of blood through their ranks.

	None of us were prepared for what came next, however. Instead of jumping out from the booths to fight us, the masked men all pulled out guns and took aim. We barely had time to register what was going on before Cat Mask yelled an order to the rest of the gang. “Fire!”

	And just like that, the world was suddenly drowned out in a sea of bullets.


5.

Prior to reconnecting with Krystal, my only real exposure to firearms was in the form of action films. However, after we began spending time together, I grew more accustomed to the presence of guns, mostly because she rarely left a room without one, and once Arch joined our group, they became even more commonplace. Rather than making me apathetic to the danger of guns, this fact only served to heighten my respect and awareness of their danger. Crazy as Krystal could be, she took firearm safety seriously, and being around her made it impossible for some of that attitude not to rub off on me.

	That was why, in spite of knowing rationally that a mere bullet would be little more than an inconvenience to me, I still hit the ground as soon as the first shot rang through the air. Assuming safety in a shoot-out was ludicrous, vampire or not. To my surprise, Richard and Bubba were both lying on the concrete as well, dodging the initial volley that ripped through the air overhead.

	“Huh, I wasn’t expectin’ this.” Bubba was close enough for me to hear him over the bullets cutting through the air, unlike Richard, who was stuck several feet away. He’d grabbed a plastic flask from somewhere in his pocket and had the cap halfway unscrewed. Something had stopped him from drinking whatever lay within, though. “It’s hard to get a good whiff with all the chemical stink in this place, but those don’t smell like silver bullets.”

	He was right. While the scent of gunpowder was slowly choking out the chemical stench from the cleaners, there wasn’t so much as a single whiff of silver in the air. Not too surprising; no reasonable person would expect their hideout to be assaulted by a vampire and two were-creatures. Regular guns were more than enough to handle normal threats, especially this many of them, but they wouldn’t do much to the majority of parahumans. All of which begged the question: what were we dealing with? What sort of creature made a home in an abandoned carnival, tried to scare off intruders with stabbings, and then resorted to murder by impromptu firing squad?

	I’m not especially proud of how long it took me to snap to this realization, but as I said earlier, spending so much time around other parahumans has a tendency to color the way one sees the world. “I think . . . I think they’re humans, Bubba. Just regular, run-of-the-mill humans. Or maybe I should say criminals? People who turned this place into a gang hideout.”

	Bubba stared at me, then tilted his head back and took a long, careful breath. “Son of a bitch. That ain’t the smell of no damn cleaner. These assholes are cooking meth.”

	While it took substantial willpower, I resisted asking exactly how Bubba could recognize that scent so readily as he craned his head up and shouted. “Richard! They’re just a bunch of meth-cookers using regular bullets.”

	“Seriously?” Richard looked to us, then over to one of the shooters who was wearing a bear mask. They were angling their firearms down, leaning over the top of the booth’s counters to get a line of sight on us, preparing to shoot while we were on the ground. “Oh. Well that makes this a lot easier.”

	I can’t tell you exactly what motions Richard made, as his movements were too fast for even my eyes to follow. I just saw him press his hands to the ground, grin a mouthful of sharp teeth, and bolt forward into the booth where Bear Mask was taking aim. There was a brief scream from inside, which stopped without either warning or climax. The dirty mask was tossed over the counter, bouncing along the ground in plain view of the other attackers. Only now, it was almost completely covered in blood.

	Instantly, the mood around us shifted. Guns that had been brazenly waved about were suddenly pulled in closer, and people standing out in the open shrank back. They were turning defensive on instinct, having just seen something unnatural, bordering on impossible. Right now, their understanding of what was real was at war with the sight before their eyes. This wasn’t the way things were supposed to go, and they knew it. If they hadn’t just tried to kill us, I probably would have felt genuinely bad for them.

	When Richard rose back into view, his mouth was smeared in blood, a red circle around rows of teeth too big and sharp for any human. Tufts of fur ran down his face and arms, down to hands which ended in long, serrated claws stained vermillion. As Bubba rose from the ground next to me, I kept staring. Being around Richard the father and friend—the kind, oversized man I was used to—it was easy to forget just how terrifying he truly was when the situation demanded it. Richard was an alpha therian who’d earned and held his position at the top of his tribe through no one’s strength but his own. It wasn’t the first time his fangs and claws had been coated in blood, nor did I have any illusions it would be the last. Now, I really did feel sorry for our assailants.

	One of the criminals in a rabbit mask started to tilt their gun toward him, and Richard let out a roar that made the man shriek and draw back. Even if he consciously still thought he could win, his instincts knew to draw back from the sound of an angry lion. The rest cowered, save for Cat Mask, who seemed to be watching it all unfold warily. He knew the situation was dangerous; however, he’d yet to give in to his fear. I got to my feet next to Bubba, keeping my eye on him. No need to take pointless chances and let him surprise us.

	“You poor, stupid bastards.” Richard’s voice was deep and gruff, closer to animal than human. His whole body was tense, poised to strike at a moment’s provocation. “You really have no idea who you’ve fucked with tonight. I’ll give you one chance, and one chance only. Toss your guns into the midway and lay down on the counters. We’re going to call . . . I guess they’d be our version of the police, and they’ll turn you over to the regular cops. Eventually. If anyone doesn’t like that proposal, then feel free to try something.” His tongue, now inhumanly long, stretched out and licked the blood from around his mouth.

	“I’m still plenty hungry enough for the rest of you.”

	The sound of metal hitting concrete filled the air as guns clattered down in the midway. I knew enough to be aware that dropping a firearm didn’t actually discharge it, yet I still winced a little every time one landed. Some ideas from movies are harder to root out than others. While the guns rained to the ground, I kept my eye on Cat Mask, noticing he’d yet to surrender his. After a moment, I realized that his face was turned in my direction as well. Right . . . he thought he’d stabbed me. Well, I mean he had stabbed me, but he’d expected me to stay stabbed. Although I could never be as terrifying as Richard, I could still make sure this man knew he was dealing with beings outside his realm of understanding. With a wide smile showing off my fangs, I carefully lifted my shirt and sweater vest, displaying the now completely healed and unblemished skin.

	“Monsters.” The voice was less composed than the body language, shaky terror replacing the authority he’d spoken with before. “No, there’s no such thing as monsters.” Cat Mask lifted his gun, unsteady as his hand was, and pointed it at me. “We just made a bad batch, guys. That’s all this is. We’re seeing shit. They noticed, and they’re bluffing us.”

	“I seriously urge you to take us up on the chance to surrender.” Bubba’s voice was surprisingly gentle, given the situation. I noticed that he’d tucked his plastic flask out of sight once more. “This is already not endin’ well for any of you, but life is long. One day, you might turn yourself around and discover some happiness in the world. Fire that gun, and you ain’t never gettin’ the chance to find out.”

	They were sound words of advice, and as Cat Mask kept his gun trained on me, I dearly hoped he’d listen to them. If he pulled that trigger, I’d be fine, but Richard would undoubtedly be on him before the recoil was finished. Cat Mask didn’t understand that the person he was really holding the gun on was himself. We stood like that, silent, waiting to see what choice he made. Then a new voice rang out, shattering the silence and changing the situation entirely.

	“Daddy?”

	All eyes moved to the edge of the midway. Sally was standing there, looking over at her father with worry and confusion. And unfortunately, I do mean all eyes, including those of Cat Mask, who swung both his attention and his weapon in her direction.


6.

All of us were moving, dashing, as fast as we could. I dimly heard the tear of canvas and snap of wood as Richard plowed through the booth he was in without being slowed by even an instant. There was no discussion or thought, only a mad race to reach Cat Mask before his arm finished its journey. While it’s true that—and upon looking back, it’s easy to realize that his movements may have been reactionary—there was no guarantee he planned to shoot, and even if he had, Sally was a therian as well. But none of that entered my, and I presume the others’ minds at the time. The only thing we understood or saw was a gun moving in the direction of a child, and we moved our bodies with all we had to stop it.

	None of us were fast enough, however, and that includes Cat Mask. The weapon’s muzzle was just approaching Sally’s general direction when it vanished, along with Cat Mask’s hand and a big chunk of his forearm. I heard a thud from behind the midway, one that I had a firm guess was the gun and limb in question landing, and then Gideon appeared.

	He stood between Sally and Cat Mask, the barest flecks of blood visible on his nails. I was a little surprised the criminal wasn’t screaming in pain, and then I noticed that I couldn’t actually hear any noise coming from the booth he was in, even as he grabbed his stump of an arm and stomped about. Of course. Gideon was magically silencing him for the same reason he’d tossed the arm out of sight. He didn’t want Sally to see or hear such things.

	“You dare point a weapon at her? Make no mistake, pitiful creature, I have woven so many spells and protections around her that even another dragon would struggle to do her harm, yet for you to even attempt such a thing is a dire insult. An insult to me, which is bad, and to her, which is infinitely worse.”

	Unlike Richard, Gideon wasn’t trying to be scary. He was calm, detached even, looking at Cat Mask and the other criminals as if they were no more concern than garbage in his path. In a way, that was much more terrifying than Richard’s performance. I knew too well that Gideon could kill everyone in this carnival—hell, everyone in the state—with little effort and even less remorse. The only person I’d seen him show any concern or care for was Sally, and they’d just turned a gun on her. In that moment, I knew that Cat Mask had just gotten his entire gang killed. Richard might have been willing to let them be turned over to the cops, but Gideon wasn’t nearly so kind-hearted.

	As it turned out though, someone else was.

	“Gideon, no.” Sally reached out and grabbed him by the arm, yanking him back over in her direction. There was a surprising amount of authority in her voice; it was easy to see that she was indeed her father’s daughter. “They didn’t hurt me. Daddy and Bubba and Fred look okay, too. No blood. Not tonight. Don’t ruin the carnival.”

	Gideon met her eyes, nodding over to the booth where Cat Mask was still silently stomping about. “That man would have happily done harm to you, your father, and his servants. The air reeks of bullets and gun smoke; that was the noise we heard earlier. They are bad people, Sally.”

	She crossed her arms and stared him down, refusing to budge an inch on the issue. “Everyone has good in them. No blood, Gideon. If you do, I won’t . . . I won’t talk to you or play with you for a whole week.”

	I genuinely had no idea what reaction to expect from such an ultimatum, but to my surprise, the ancient dragon tilted his head back and let out a genuine laugh. He was smiling as he finished, and he reached over, bringing Sally in close. Gently, he rested his forehead against hers, though his few extra inches of height meant he was leaning slightly to do so.

	“My leardrun, you truly are too kind-hearted for this detestable world. But I cannot abide such punishment, so I have no choice in the matter. As you desire, no blood.” His eyes darted down to the crimson stain on his nails. “No more blood, anyway. Yet these are still criminals. Will you at least permit me to restrain them until the agents arrive?”

	“You won’t hurt them?” Sally asked.

	“Not so much as a scratch or a bruise. Words, only words, with perhaps a bit of magic to ensure my orders are truly heard. You have my promise.” Gideon lifted his head up and slowly moved away from Sally. Once they were parted, he turned to the midway, where a gang of criminals in dirty animals masks looked like they didn’t know if they should bolt, void their bladders, or beg for mercy. There really wasn’t a wrong option in the situation: none of it would have mattered to Gideon. His punishment for their sins would be carried out no matter what.

	“Humans. Pitiful, useless humans with lives as short as the flicker of a candle, be at ease. You will survive to see another sunrise. Her mercy has spared your pointless lives, so gather the few years remaining to you and clutch them close. They are a gift, given to you in spite of what you’ve done here. Use them well, greet every morning with the knowledge that your days were meant to end tonight, here in this battered old carnival.”

	Gideon had moved to the center of the midway, every eye upon him. I wasn’t sure I could have looked away, even if I wanted to. His lavender irises were shining brightly, too brightly, and occasionally, I would catch glimpses of his shadow from the poorly burning bulbs of the carnival. Sometimes, it was the shadow of a child, but sometimes, often for only the span of a blink, it was something else. Something vast, and old, that made my eyes ache to look upon for even less than a heartbeat. From the booths, I could hear tears and sniffling. Behind those masks, the criminals were weeping. Not in joy; their hearts were racing much too fast. It was more like they were staring death in the eye, crying in terror at their utter helplessness. And that was the moment I understood that we were only getting part of the show. The humans were experiencing a speech that was worlds more potent, and horrifying.

	“But with that gratitude, you should also greet each day fearfully.” Gideon was getting louder, his eyes brighter. I couldn’t look away, yet it hurt every second I watched him. “Tonight, you have learned the truth of the world. You now know why your ancestors flocked to the first fire, trying so hard to fend back the darkness. For it is not empty shadows as you’ve trained yourself to believe. You have regained the truth that your kind has fought so hard to deny: there are monsters in the darkness, waiting for the moment that you step away from the light. Remember that, when your time in cells is over and you’re tempted to slink back to another shaded hole like this one. Remember that there are worse things than humans who have stepped off the righteous path. Remember the nightmares who drove your kind toward the light in the first place. And remember me, above all else. Remember the beast with gnashing jaws and scaly hide, who rules over these shadowlands, devouring lesser nightmares. I will be watching, waiting, to see if you dirty her kindness with more wicked acts. And if you do, there is no force that can save you, pitiful, worthless humans.”

	Gideon paused, letting a moment of silence wash over us all. He was smiling again, though this was nothing like the kind grin he’d shown Sally. Once, for a brief time, Gideon and I had been magically connected, and perhaps because of that, I could see too much in his smile. Millennia of blood, battle, war, pain, loss, and suffering, all of which he’d borne. There was no hubris in his words. He was a nearly unstoppable being, bound only by his pride and promises. As well as a single friendship to a small therian child.

	“No one will help you. No one will save you. Not your drugs, not your guns, not your gods. For I am a force beyond your comprehension. I am a killer, a ruler, a king of these shadowed lands. And my name is dragon.”

	At the last word, something in the air seemed to snap. It was like a brief wave of air washing over us, and when it was done, the spell was broken. Broken for the parahumans, anyway. Everyone wearing a mask had fallen to the ground, clutching themselves—some praying, some still weeping, some just babbling incoherently. Gideon had kept his word, though. None of them, aside from Cat Mask, had so much as a single scratch.

	“Someone call the agents to clean these messes up,” Gideon commanded. His eyes, shadow, and voice were all mercifully back to normal. “I promised Sally that we would take a ride on the carousel.”


7.

The relationship between traditional law enforcement personnel and agents is a strange one. While the agents have higher clearances and the authority to get away with hand-waving off very reasonable questions from officers, the normal cops still always seems to know that something is off when they deal with one. That said, police officers are also generally experienced enough to see the difference between a fight they want to pick, and an easy win that it’s better to just roll with.

	Finding an entire gang of meth dealers ready and willing to surrender as soon as they saw flashing lights was just that sort of win. In the days to come, we’d learn that these people were originally employees of the maintenance company hired to keep the place up. One of them, Cat Mask, had seen the opportunity in a remote location with almost no oversight. He recruited some of his fellow workers and crooks, set up shop, and suddenly the carnival wasn’t quite so abandoned anymore. As an added boon, Lonnie’s grandfather had apparently done some bootlegging along with his moonshine business. That, or there was some other reason for hidden tunnels running between the attractions. The honeycomb of routes beneath the grounds allowed the meth dealers to vanish when the maintenance workers came through for their monthly cleaning. It was an ideal set-up, until a few parahumans came sniffing around looking to restore the place.

	I sat on the lowered tailgate of Bubba’s truck, watching as Krystal barked orders at several overworked and visibly annoyed officers. The night had taken such a strange turn. All I’d wanted was an evening out, getting my mind off my vacant assistant position. Which, to be fair, I hadn’t really dwelt on since we arrived. But still . . . I’d been enjoying the work until things went crazy. This had been planned as a simple, normal gig. Sure, the owner was a therian, but a carnival was a carnival. It wasn’t supposed to end in a gunfight. Staring at the once again closed gates, part of me wondered if it was always going to be like this. Were my days of routine work behind me for good? Sure, I liked the occasional burst of excitement; yet I’d also really treasured the straightforward task of normal accounting work. It seemed like the deeper I got into the parahuman world, the fewer and further between the mundane moments became. And as a freelance accountant for the Agency, I was in pretty damn deep by this point.

	From behind a cop car, Gideon and Sally emerged. They’d finished up on the carousel before the police arrived and were now strolling about killing time while Richard finished giving a statement. Bubba and I had completed our conversations more quickly, since we were just hired help, while he needed to explain his presence here. It was strange to watch the children—well, one child and one dragon—knowing what Gideon had done to those people. I had tried to talk to a few of the crooks while we waited for Krystal, and none had let out more than gibberish and whimpering. They’d been broken on a fundamental level. Maybe they’d improve with time, but I doubted they’d ever truly recover. And that had been Gideon showing mercy. Even though I was a vampire, I’d still grown up human, with human ideals and morality instilled in me. I sometimes forgot that such wasn’t the case with all supernatural creatures. They had their own ideas of right and wrong. Ideas I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to fully understand.

	The truck sank down as Bubba took a seat next to me on the open tailgate. He followed my eyes, staring at Gideon and Sally as they chatted with an officer who did her best to keep them from paying attention to the parade of criminals being marched to cars. Bless that woman’s heart, she was trying to protect them from understanding what had happened. She had no idea that one of the children she wanted to shield was the very thing those hardened criminals were scared witless of.

	“Why do I have a feeling there wasn’t bourbon or vodka in that flask of yours?” I’m not sure where those words came from; I certainly hadn’t planned on confronting Bubba about what I’d seen. But the moment I opened my mouth, that was what came out. Perhaps some part of me was dwelling on the night Amy had accidentally turned Bubba into a giant, flame-coated version of himself, which Lillian and I had needed to punch down so he could be cured.

	“Amy’s a determined gal. She ain’t one to let a single failed experiment put her off course.” At least he wasn’t trying to deny it or play games. Dealing with Bubba was refreshing; he was one of the few people in my life who tended to shoot straight by habit.

	“So that stuff would have done what? Turned you into Nightmare Bubba two-point-oh?”

	“Nah, we passed that a long time ago. I think this is version eight or nine, but Amy’s the one who keeps track of that.” Reaching to his pocket, he tapped the top of the flask gently. “And it’s a hell of lot better than the one you saw. I don’t lose control anymore. Trust me, Fred, I wouldn’t have even considered drinking the stuff around my friends if it wasn’t safe. Especially with Sally on the scene.”

	I believed him. Bubba wasn’t the sort of man to take careless risks with others’ lives. I only wished he showed the same amount of concern for himself. “That’s all well and good, but I don’t see why you need it in the first place. You’re plenty strong and tough on your own. And you help Richard as an assistant, not a mercenary. Why do you need more power so badly that you’re willing to go to these sorts of lengths?”

	Bubba laid his hand on the top of his truck bed, using it as an armrest. “First off, if you think working for the head therian of a tribe doesn’t involve busting some heads, then you don’t know jack about the job. But yeah, I can deal with most of that on my own. I grew up a runt, and that means I learned to handle myself early on. The potion is because . . .” He paused, rubbing his face and adjusting his ballcap.

	“Damn it, Fred, I can’t rightly explain this kind of shit to you. Since you got turned, you’ve always had more power than you needed. A little dollop of vampire strength is more than enough to get you through a life of crunching numbers. You don’t know what it’s like to be around people outside your weight class every day, dragons and mages and alpha therians who tolerate you, maybe even like you, but ain’t your peers. Imagine you spent all your time around accountants with much higher educations and certifications than you’ve got, and they let you pitch in on the little stuff, but left you behind whenever a big case came in. Would you accept that? Be happy just to be hanging around? Or would you start upping your own education in the hopes of one day standing alongside them?”

	“I guess I don’t know,” I admitted. It was strange. Though I tended to think of Bubba as vastly more experienced and powerful than me, the truth was that, in the therian world, his small shifted form did make him weak. Weaker than he should have been, at any rate. While I’d been mentally lumping him in with the likes of Richard, in truth, Bubba was probably closer in power to me than the head of the Winslow therians. “I’ll try not to judge, Bubba. This is your life, and if Amy is the one making the potions, then at least I know she’ll be safe. Just promise me you’ll be careful going down this road. You’re not our friend, any of us, because of your strength. You’re our friend because you’re you. And I think we’d rather have you be human than lose you entirely.”

	“Thanks. I appreciate . . . it means a lot.” Bubba seemed to falter, his long speech having used up most of his words for the evening.

	“Also, if you’re trying to catch up to others, aim for Richard, not Gideon. I don’t even want to imagine what kind of potion Amy would need to whip up to put us on his level.”

	“If that recipe existed, I think all the dragons would band together to destroy it,” Bubba said. “They’re not big on competition.”

	We looked over to Gideon and Sally again, the latter of whom was now wearing the policewoman’s hat. “Do you know what leardrun means? I heard him call Sally that, but I’ve got no clue what language that even is.”

	Bubba nodded, albeit slowly. “It’s draconic, doesn’t have a perfect translation to any other language. The closest we’d get on the words is ‘dear one,’ but that can’t really encompass the meaning. It’s a word they use for a being they prize above all others, beyond life itself. There’s no direct relationship implied. It can be used between friends, siblings, and spouses freely. What matters is the context of it, that the word is a pledge to shelter, aid, and protect their dear one in all situations, regardless of the cost. Dragons take their words, and their promises, very seriously.”

	That more or less fit with what I’d guessed the meaning would be, although I’d underestimated the depth of the sentiment. To his credit, whatever else could be said of Gideon, I had always seen him treat Sally just as the word implied. There were legends of kings pleading with dragons lesser than he, only for their words to fall on deaf ears, but Sally had held Gideon back with only a simple demand.

	“Do you think he loves her?” It was another question I hadn’t intended to ask, yet it popped out all the same.

	“I don’t know if dragons have the same concept of love as we do,” Bubba replied. “I don’t know if Gideon is even capable of love. But I know that he’s devoted to her. He reshaped himself and lived as a child solely so that she would grow up with a friend and guardian at her side.” Bubba paused again, though this time, it wasn’t lack of words that stalled his tongue. He’d grown nervous at the topic, which was fair with Gideon so close; it would be foolish to assume he couldn’t hear us. “Fred, do you know what Sally is?”

	“Not all the details, but . . .” I turned to him, not wishing to speak this out loud even if it wouldn’t fool Gideon. This was more for the sake of discretion; some things were not to be uttered in public regardless of circumstances. Carefully, I mouthed the word “Tiamat” before turning away. Gideon had explained part of the situation to me once, and while I didn’t have all the details of what made Sally into one, I knew that a tiamat was a being who could birth dragons, yet wasn’t subject to their issues with low conception rates. Tiamats were named after a dragon mother-goddess for that reason. “I don’t understand everything that comes with that, but that makes her special, right?”

	“More than special. Crucial. If one only comes every thousand years, it’s a miracle. They need her, and he knows that. That’s why Gideon prizes her above even his own life. He’s just one dragon. Sally is vital to their entire species.”

	“She’s just a kid.” I watched as Sally gave the woman back her hat, and for an instant, I saw Gideon’s gaze turn to us. There was no threat in his eyes, no smile promising bloodshed. He didn’t care that we were talking about them. He probably barely even cared that we existed. The only one he gave a damn about was standing at his side.

	“For now. One day, she’ll grow up, and when that happens, a lot of dragons are going to try and make demands of her. If nothin’ else, I’m glad she’s got one in her corner. Gideon is dangerous, powerful, and ain’t got much regard for human life. But he’s promised to protect her, and I’ve never seen him break his word. Whatever is waiting for Sally on the other side of adulthood, at least Gideon will make sure she meets it on her terms. That’s more than the rest of us would be able to do for her.”

	We were interrupted as Richard made his way over, finally released from police questioning. “Well, this whole thing turned into a pain in the ass. So help me, if I find out Lonnie had any idea of this, I’m going to knock his oversized teeth out.”

	“Lonnie is a wererat. They ain’t known for their guts, and I sure as shit don’t expect he planned on a group of drugged-out crooks bringing you down,” Bubba said.

	“All the same, I think I’m going to pass on this investment opportunity. Sorry to drag you both out here for nothing other than a shootout.”

	My eyes finally left Gideon and Sally, turning once more to the gate of the carnival. “Actually, Richard, you should reconsider that.”

	Richard looked at me like I’d just suggested he shave off his golden locks and start wearing a bright blue wig. “You’re joking. The place is a crime scene.”

	“True, but eventually, it will be cleaned up,” I said. “And when that happens, you’ve got a carnival in surprisingly good shape that can be restored at a reasonable cost. But even better, you have a network of tunnels running underneath. With a little re-tooling of the rides, some shading and sun-proofing, along with bigger seats, you could make a carnival that was parahuman-friendly. You’ll tremendously expand your customer base. Plus, during October, let them visit in their natural states and poof: instant haunted park the likes of which no one else can match. There’s money to be made here, Richard. Bring in some experts to do a serious assessment and get real numbers, but I’m sure they’ll back me up on the profit potential. I might even throw in some cash of my own, if you’re open to other investors.”

	He followed my eyes, staring past the gate to the worn-down carnival inside. Only now, he was seeing what it could be, instead of what it was. “If I was part-owner of this place, I could close it off occasionally so that Sally could come through without Gideon needing to kill anyone.”

	“Bring along your friends and loyal employees, turn the whole thing into a morale-building event,” I added.

	“All right, Fred, you’ve got me interested again. I’ll hire some pros to figure out what it will cost to turn this place around, then see if it’s worth the investment. You can stay in the loop, too, if you were serious about buying a stake.” Richard winced as soon as the word was out of his mouth. “Sorry, poor choice of phrase.”

	I waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. And I’m definitely interested. It’s time to diversify my portfolio anyway, and I like the idea of putting cash into something that makes our town a little better.”

	After the night we’d been through and what I’d seen Gideon do, maybe it was only a small bit of good to try and bring a place of fun and entertainment back to town. But it would still be some amount of positivity, and at that point, I was willing to take whatever I could get.




















A Negotiation at the Table


1.

“Shirts, slacks, sweater vests, socks and sundries, shoes, my flask of blood, some backup blood in case we get trapped in a time loop, laptop, snake-bite kit, flashlight, rope, bottle of water, flare guns, a compass, a lock pick set, and a ten-pack of batteries. What do you think?”

	Krystal stared at me from her seat next to the bed, occasionally peeking over the side of my suitcase to see if the items I was listing were really in there. “I think it sounds like you’re packing for a weekend at some sort of camping sex resort, not hanging out with a couple of mages. Snake-bite kit and a flashlight? Freddy, vampires don’t get poisoned by something as mundane as snakes, and you have perfect darkvision.”

	“For now, I do. One random spell and for all we know: poof! Suddenly I’m as a blind as a human in the shadows.”

	“Okay, and the lock pick set? I’m pretty sure you have no idea how to use one of these,” Krystal said, reaching over and snapping it up from within the bag.

	“True, but I have access to the internet, tutorial videos, and depending on what’s happening, I might be highly motivated.” I grabbed the lock pick set back and tossed it into my suitcase, along with the other odd accoutrements for the trip.

	In all honestly, I knew Krystal was right and I was being a touch ridiculous, but I felt as though there was some merit to my attitude. Mages were one of the aspects of the parahuman world I understood the least. Therians and vampires, even demons and dragons, I could wrap my head around. Different species, the evolution of strange viruses or creatures that spawned in unique environments—there was a path to understanding those for one as rooted in a life of normalcy as me. But magic, and those who wielded it, was a whole other story. The mere idea that a few drops of herbs and spoken words could conjure power to defy the laws of nature was just a little too much. It hadn’t really been that bad at first. I considered what Amy did just exceptional use of natural plants and a bit of off-brand science. But then I’d spent several days in a time-bubble conjured by a pair of bickering mages: the Clover twins. That was when I’d first started to get a taste of just how far outside the bounds of reality magic was able to operate. I’d walked away more than happy to never get too involved with the practice of magic again.

	And yet now I was going to meet a grand mage, which was apparently similar to, yet quite distinct from, an archmage. Amy had stopped by earlier that day to let me know that the head of her district—yes, it seems mages sorted themselves by districts in their hierarchy; news to me as well—had requested a meeting with me. Not as myself, mind you, a humble accountant able to help streamline most businesses. No, the grand mage was calling on me as the head of the House of Fred, one that Amy had joined in a show of solidarity last year. I’d known even then that there would be a price to pay for such things, so there was no chance I could, or would, shirk the duty. I just wished I had a better idea of what to pack.

	“You sure you don’t want me to tag along? There’s bound to be some precedence we can use. I bet Arch will be able to think of something,” Krystal offered.

	Tempting as it was, I shook my head to the negative. “The grand mage requested a closed meeting, just me and Amy. This isn’t Agency business; I don’t have a good reason to bring an agent along for backup. Trust me, if I could think of a way to take you with me without starting us off on a bad foot, I’d use it in a heartbeat.”

	Krystal grinned, a touch of mischief in her smile. “I do make a great diplomacy asset. Like a hammer you can bust out and smash through a table.”

	“There is that, yes, but mostly I’d just like the opportunity to spend some time together. It feels like we’ve both been doing nothing but traveling over the past few weeks.” To be fair, that had somewhat always been the case. It was in the nature of Krystal’s job as an agent—she went where the trouble was. Only now, between taking on Agency work, coping with being down an assistant, and pitching in to help Richard with the carnival whenever I could, my own hours were at a premium as well. I’d been hoping to schedule a break over the weekend; however, it seemed that life had other plans.

	Slowly, Krystal made her way around the bed and draped her arms over my shoulders. “I’ve missed you, too. Maybe once you wrap this up, I’ll put in for some vacation time. If you work ahead and let Lillian handle the little stuff, I bet you could swing a long weekend. We could head down to Boarback, have a nice trip exploring the town, away from all the craziness.”

	“Personally, I wouldn’t say no to a wine-tasting tour in Napa, or maybe a nice ski-cottage, but the details are up to you. All that matters to me is that we make some time for one another.” I kissed her—not to drive the point home, but because she was nearby and I loved her. It had taken a lot of strange events in my life, up to and including a slight death, but I’d finally reached a point where I was comfortable in a relationship with someone. That wasn’t something I planned to let slip away by taking it for granted.

	“I’ll put out some feelers to see what kind of dates I can get,” Krystal said. “In the meantime, you need to finish packing. I bet there’s a portable generator or set of drill bits you can still fit in your suitcase. Never know when you’ll need those.”

	A crisp knock on the bedroom door dispelled our romantic mood. “Come in,” I yelled. The door didn’t open; however, Charlotte was standing in front of us a moment later, appearing in her usual form. It had taken a few tries and one powerpoint presentation, but she’d finally understood that, even if we knew she could see everything that happened within her walls, it was still easier for us all if she knocked before appearing in a room. It was a small illusion done for the sake of formality, yet it made a big difference in overall comfort. If we could delude ourselves into thinking we had privacy, that was enough.

	“Fred, you requested notification when Amy had returned. She has arrived in the parking lot. At least, I assume the long golden Humvee limousine is hers. I’d have told you sooner, but I needed to look up what sort of vehicle it was online. Humans have taken their transportation in . . . curious directions.”

	It wasn’t what I’d expected Amy to arrive in, but as a rule, I tried never to expect anything with Amy. She was a little too out there. Whatever I tried to predict was invariably wrong, so instead, I just resigned myself to always being surprised. Even with that attitude, my dismay over the vehicle in question must have shown on my face.

	“Word to the wise, Freddy: Amy is a little more down-to-earth than most mages. You should be braced for more ostentatiousness than I think you’re expecting.” Krystal patted me, half with love and half with amusement, on the back. “A big-ass limo is not going to be the weirdest thing you see.”

	“So long as it has a driver and avoids the sun, I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “Amy is part of my parahuman clan. I’ll be sure to represent her well.”

	“Just be you,” Krystal told me. “Or a version of you that’s thirty percent less skittish. And whatever happens, roll with it. Spell-casters love keeping normal folk off-balance. Don’t try to question things too deeply. Accept the reality you have to work with, and power through.”

	“The more you talk, the more I regret not finding a way to bring you along.” I finished packing my suitcase and zipped it up, hefting it off the bed easily. “Charlotte, you were constructed by mages. Is there any advice you’d like to offer?”

	She hesitated, as she always did when discussion of her previous tenants surfaced. If I’d been less hurried and more considerate, I would have realized the question might be too personal. Just as I was about to apologize and retract the inquiry, however, Charlotte answered.

	“Mages are humans at their core. Humans whose bodies are altered by constant exposure to magic, and who age at a decelerated rate, but still humans. They enjoy and indulge in the culture of other humans, but because of their dedication to the craft and their unique relationship with time, it’s not uncommon for a higher-ranked mage to get . . . stuck, for lack of a better term, during whatever culture was predominant the last time they dealt with normal humans. Case in point: of my builders, one favored fashions from the revolutionary war, one enjoyed Victorian sensibilities, and one embraced the simple rustic look of farmers. So if you meet people who seem a bit out of place, as Krystal already encouraged you, just roll with it. And keep in mind that a mage’s power is not like a vampire’s bite: it is transferred through knowledge and practice, not a simple swapping of blood. Every mage you meet is capable and dangerous, if they wish to be.”

	Part of me really wanted to ask about the clothing thing; just how long did mages live past normal human lives? Unfortunately, time wasn’t on my side, and I already felt like I’d pried deeper than was respectful into Charlotte’s past. I nodded my head in thanks, gave Krystal a quick peck as a goodbye, and headed down the stairs with my suitcase in hand.

	Sure enough, waiting out in the parking lot was a huge, golden Humvee limo. I could smell the exhaust before the front door was even open, and as I darted across the parking lot, I wondered how much of the tank had been burned off simply waiting for me to finish packing. Making my way to the back, I pulled open the door to find Amy already seated, her normally brown hair glowing a soft cerulean and a glass of champagne, clearly poured from the included bar, in her hand. She offered it to me as I took a seat, though I declined.

	“Before you say anything, this wasn’t my idea.” Amy took a long drink from the glass I’d refused, quickly finished it off, and poured herself another. “Cyndi promised to handle transportation, since she was calling the meeting, and this is what showed up. I think she might want to impress you.”

	“It is quite the overt display of—hang on, did you say the grand mage I’m meeting is named Cyndi?” Of all the things to get hung up on, I’ll admit it was an odd one, but that was what leapt out at me in the moment. “Sorry, I suppose I expected something grander, like Merlin or Gandalf—”

	“Or Amy? Or Neil?” She chuckled under her breath as she took another drink of champagne. “We start off as humans, remember. A few take new names when they get to new ranks, but it’s a lot of pain in the ass for very little gain. Get that hokey D&D shit out of your head, otherwise you’re going to be in for a really tiring trip.”

	“Speaking of Neil, where is your apprentice tonight?” I asked. Neil was, technically, a part of my clan as well, so if this concerned Amy, it stood to reason he might need to be present.

	“As far from this shit as I can keep him.” Amy’s relaxed expression hardened for a brief moment before fading away in the calming glow of her hair. “Dealing with the kinds of mages who care about status and rank is the sort of thing he needs to be ready for. For as long as I can swing it, he stays away from the politics of this job.”

	I settled in, placing my suitcase to my side and buckling my seatbelt as the massive vehicle lurched into motion. “Interesting. I never expected mages to have much in the way of politics.”

	With a grim stare, Amy grabbed the champagne bottle and topped her glass off once more. “Then you’d better brace for a lot of surprises, Fred. Otherwise, we’ll both end up floating on shit creek.”
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Our drive was a surprisingly brief one. The limo got onto the highway for approximately forty-five minutes—enough time for me to mentally go through nine scenarios in which I said the wrong thing and got us all killed—before turning off on an exit that led to a small farm-road. Twenty more minutes of driving through trees and dirt roads, some of which I was legitimately certain would be too tough for the limo to navigate, eventually led us to a faded red barn in the middle of a field. The doors unlocked as we arrived, and Amy immediately began to exit, so I followed her lead. As I grabbed my suitcase, I tried very hard not to dwell on the fact that this was exactly the sort of place where it would be easy to kill us and destroy our bodies.

	The unseen driver kept the lights of our limo on as we disembarked, making sure the barn’s front doors were well illuminated. Hardly a subtle hint, but at least we didn’t have to waste time guessing where we’d be headed. Amy took the lead; her small backpack (that I knew held more than it appeared to) was tossed over her shoulder as she trekked through the field without hesitation. It was a strange sight, and not just because we were in the backend of nowhere during the middle of the night. Among the huge bodies and personalities of our friends, Amy often tended to slide into the background. She seemed happy there—part of the action, yet away from its center, around the warm glow of friends without always needing to be engaged. However, that didn’t mean Amy wasn’t a brilliant, capable person in her own right. I’d heard many a time from different sources how highly regarded her work was considered, and as I watched her plow ahead to the mysterious barn without so much as losing a step, I could see the sort of steadfast determination that might account for such a reputation.

	The door opened before Amy arrived, albeit only by a few seconds. It slid itself ajar, revealing an empty barn, which I should have expected, yet which still caught me off guard. Amy wasn’t put off in the slightest. She kept right on walking, passing the forgotten hay bales and empty pens, keeping on track for a door near the back of the barn. I missed it the first time I scanned the room; in fact, even when Amy stepped right next to it, I had to squint and focus to notice the cream-colored door. Unlike the rest of this place, it was clearly new, with golden symbols painted all along the edges and around the knob. Amy paused for the first time since leaving the limo, looking over her shoulder to me.

	“I’m pretty sure you’ve already figured this out, but the door isn’t just going to lead us out of the barn. I don’t know where we’re going, mind you; only that it won’t be here. Cyndi can be a bit distrustful at times, so she tends to prepare all her meetings in secure locations. Anchoring doorways at meeting points is the easiest way to get people there without having them know where they’re going.”

	“Hang on. So we’re going to teleport?” You’d think after being stuck outside time this wouldn’t have seemed like so big of deal, but it was still something I’d yet to encounter. Even Krystal and Arch took planes to get around, so if teleportation existed, I’d assumed the Agency would use it.

	“Technically, no. It’s more like space has been folded over on itself inside the small span of this door. We’re going to step over all the space between and arrive at the destination instantly. Very different from pure teleportation, and please don’t ask me to explain it in more detail than that. The whole thing is highly theoretical. Doing the spell requires an expertise in conjuration, and setting it in a door is only an option for those with a subspecialty in enchanting. Spatial rearrangement is a talent of Cyndi’s though, so you don’t need to worry about anything going wrong in transport.”

	I actually hadn’t even considered the idea until Amy mentioned it. I’d just been wrapping my head around the idea of teleportation; it hadn’t yet occurred to me that the fact the spell existed didn’t mean it would necessarily go perfectly. I’d seen the trial-and-error nature of magic firsthand during my friendship with Amy, and none of that had involved hurling people across rifts in space. Suddenly, I could understand why the Agency might prefer to stick with planes.

	Given enough time, I’d have worked myself into quite a panic, which was perhaps why Amy didn’t give me the chance. She pulled open the door, revealing a white hallway, and stepped through. I followed quickly, afraid that without her around, I might never find the door again after it closed. My movements were so quick that before I even noticed, I’d passed through the doorway. It was completely painless, not so much as even a tingle or a buzz in the ears as I literally stepped across unknown space to arrive at my new destination.

	It was sunny. I noticed that right away, my survival instincts kicking into full gear as I held up the suitcase to try and shield myself from the glowing rays. After a few seconds of hiding, I noticed that the bits of me that had touched the light were neither cooked nor smoking, so I lowered my bag to take a better look. All of the sunlight was coming through glass, and I could make out a few runes engraved on every pane. Enchanted glass to keep the sunlight from hurting vampires, clearly, though this was a step above what I’d seen before. Generally, the stuff always came with at least some amount of tinting, but these panes were so clear it was like I was looking at the sky. I stood there, numb to the rest of my surroundings, as I looked up at the sun. How long had it been since I saw it like this? My eyes watered, perhaps from the bright light, more likely from sentiment, though I wiped them and remembered myself before I lost all sense of composure. I’d come to do a job, and I couldn’t afford distractions, no matter how beautiful they were.

	When I’d first looked through the door—a door I turned around and realized was no long present—I’d taken the white hallway to look sterile. And compared to a filthy, abandoned night barn, it had seemed that way. But these weren’t the white halls of a hospital or government building. No, these were white because they were meant to glow in the sun which came in from all angles, lighting the room and the beautiful turquoise water only steps away. We were at a beach house—a spacious and modern one at that. Had they always used a glass that was vampire friendly, or was it retrofitted just for this meeting? It was a strong message, if they’d done it intentionally. An olive branch to give me something I’d thought forever lost, but also a threat to remind me how vulnerable I was here.

	Following the hallway, I turned to find myself in a vast, stainless steel kitchen. In all my excitement about the sunshine coming in from the ceiling, I hadn’t noticed the music playing in the background, but now that I’d made the turn, it was impossible to ignore. While the tune was one I couldn’t quite place, the amount of synthesizer and general style made it abundantly obvious that this was music from the eighties. For a second, I wondered if I’d somehow jumped through time as well as space when I caught sight of the woman standing in the kitchen, dancing and cooking eggs even as she greeted Amy.

	She wore her light hair in a simple braid which fell halfway down the back of her denim vest atop a garishly bright shirt, a combination that went surprisingly well with the choice of brightly colored tights and leg warmers for her bottom half. At first, I hadn’t really grasped what Charlotte meant when she said mages sometimes got stuck in moments of culture, but as I stared at this woman who looked for all intents and purposes like she’d stepped out of a portal in time, it clicked nicely.

	“Grand Mage Cyndi Gussoff?”

	The woman winced at my voice, twirling around in time with the beat and waving a spatula at me. “No need for titles, Mr. Fletcher. We’re at my home; you can just call me Cyndi. Also, how do you like your eggs?”

	“Over-easy,” I replied, trying for all I was worth to look unbothered by the curious greeting. Krystal and Charlotte had both said to roll with it, so I was doing my damndest to roll like the best of them. “And if we’re eschewing titles, please call me Fred.”

	A curious, cheerful gaze greeted my request. “Interesting. You know, you’re the first vampire I’ve ever dealt with who didn’t fight me on ignoring titles. Not to mention took me up on the eggs. Usually you folks are stuffier, and strict about sticking to blood.”

	“I’m still a relatively new vampire, all things considered. I was only turned a few years ago. Perhaps the stuffiness comes with age.” I walked over and took a seat next to Amy, who had grabbed a bar stool at the kitchen’s counter and hunkered down. “As for food . . . well, I spent most of my life human. Blood is delectable, but there many other flavors to enjoy.”

	“Why am I not surprised that Amy managed to find the only fun vampire out there?” Cyndi cracked two more eggs into a fresh pan—one I wasn’t sure had been on the stove moments prior—and let them cook.

	“To be fair, I’m the least fun member of my clan. If I’d brought along Lillian, you’d have seen a vampire with far more appetite for life than I have.”

	Cyndi poked the eggs gently with her spatula. “Appetite is never the issue I run into with vampires; you’ve all got plenty of that. But most of the time, it’s for the life that’s flowing through our veins. That’s why I was a bit concerned when one of our top earners suddenly lined herself up with a gentleman of your . . . persuasion. Amy is an up-and-comer in the magical world, you know. We’ve all got a lot of hope for what she’ll accomplish one day. So you’ll forgive me for wanting to meet this vampire of hers in person, just to make sure everything is on the up-and-up. You wouldn’t be the first to blackmail or trap a mage and turn them into a living meal.”

	It was a fair concern, and one I’d been braced for. The vampire stereotypes were dangerous and well-earned. Even having only met a few, I could understand her worry. “Let me assure you, Gran—er, Cyndi, that I would never hurt Amy, or any of my clan members in such a manner. We are friends, first and foremost, and treat one another with the respect entailed in such a relationship.”

	“That’s what everyone I talked to about you said, which is why I decided to have this meeting and see for myself,” Cyndi replied. “But let’s save the nitty-gritty for after breakfast. My family had a rule that I’ve kept with me through the years: no politics, religion, or business during meal times. We’re going to talk, at length, Fred. Just not until after breakfast.”

	I contemplated pushing the matter, but Amy shook her head as my mouth opened. Evidently, this wasn’t a trick or a test, which meant my only polite recourse was to respect the rules of her dinner table while I was a guest in her home. It was nerve-racking, yet also a bit reassuring. After the nightmare of dealing with Petre and the Turva clan, a simple request for peace over a meal felt strangely grounded. 

	Teleportation and eggs. If the level of weirdness stayed this high, I might just be able to hold my own until the end.
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The eggs were quite good, which was surprising. Not because I’d assumed a high-ranking mage would be unable to cook, but because I never actually saw Cyndi do anything more than dump the eggs into a pan and heat them up while we made small talk. I’ll admit, I’m not a veteran chef; however, even I know the importance of things like salt and pepper in basic dishes. Yet, when they arrived on a plate in front of me, the eggs were seasoned with shredded cheese and diced chives atop them. As far as magic went, I doubt it ranked higher than a parlor trick, but I was still a bit impressed as I went to work on breakfast.

	Amy, on the other hand, may not have even tasted her food. She blazed through it, stuffing the eggs down as quickly as Cyndi could fill her plate. Granted, Amy had always been one with a prodigious appetite, but there was something different about this. It was like she was stress-eating, trying to hide her nerves in her plate. That was both interesting and worrisome; Amy was never the type to get anxious. Even when we’d been stuck in a room with therian lackeys pounding on the door, trying to find a way to free Gideon from a magical prison, Amy had kept her cool. But this cheerful woman with dated fashion had put her on edge, and I trusted Amy’s judgment enough to take note of that. Nice as Cyndi was acting, that didn’t change the fact that this was a formal visit, not a social one.

	At last the final helping of eggs was consumed, Cyndi managing to put away nearly as many helpings as Amy. Part of me wondered if something about using magic sped up one’s metabolism, but there wasn’t time to ask before Cyndi dropped her plate into the sink. I winced, waiting for the smash or clatter, yet there was only silence.

	“Don’t worry, Fred,” Cyndi assured me, clearly taking note of my reaction. “The plates can’t be broken. They were only partially real to begin with. Once their purpose was served, they fell all the way back to not existing.”

	I glanced at Amy, wondering if there was clarification on the way, but in response, she simply hurled her own plate over her shoulder. Quick as I spun to watch it fall, the plate vanished in the fraction of a moment it left my sight, or perhaps it ceased to exist altogether. Taking a moment, I steadied myself, keeping in mind that there would be many things I didn’t understand when dealing with mages. What mattered wasn’t knowing how these things worked, I had merely to accept that they did and work within that reality. It was the only way I’d make it through this without getting hopelessly sidetracked.

	“Thank you for the lovely meal.” I scooped up my own plate and set it carefully into the sink, purposefully not looking to see whether it was still there or not once I let go. “It’s been some time since I did breakfast late at night, which is what time my internal clock believes it to be. Speaking of, Cyndi, do you mind if I ask where we are? Given the change from night to day, I can only imagine we crossed quite a distance.”

	“It’s a fair question, but not one you’ll be getting an answer to.” Somehow, Cyndi managed to still sound cheerful even as she turned me down. “The politics of magic are not always above board, so I make it a point not to let the location of my homes or myself at any given time become widely known. As for the sunshine, don’t overthink it too much.” Looking around as though there might be people listening, she waved me in close, and then whispered loudly in my ear. “It’s imported.”

	It was right about here that I began to consider the possibility that Cyndi was less eccentric than she seemed and might be outright messing with me for her amusement. Whether that was the case or not, I was still a guest in her home, so I held my tongue and looked perplexed, which wasn’t a very hard look to pull off given how I felt. “What mages can do truly seems to be astounding. Now that breakfast is done, however, may I ask if it’s proper to begin our official discussions?”

	“Asking permission to start . . . you might be the most polite vampire I’ve ever met, Fred.” Grabbing a towel, Cyndi cleaned off her hands and motioned to the living room, where a pair of large, overstuffed golden couches were waiting. I’ll give Cyndi this: the woman picked a signature color and stuck with it. We made our way over, Amy and I taking one couch, and Cyndi sitting on the other.

	There was a lot of silence as we sat there, until Cyndi snapped her fingers once. I blinked in surprise, and when my eyes opened, there were three champagne flutes filled with bubbling orange liquid on the coffee table between us. “Can’t very well do brunch business without mimosas,” Cyndi said, reaching out and taking one. I mirrored her, though I made no motion to actually drink from the glass. Alcohol might not mean much to an undead constitution; however, I’d been around Amy long enough to know there were plenty of other chemicals that could rob me of my wits. She seemed to be thinking similarly, as Amy sprinkled a bit of purple powder over her own drink before gulping it down.

	“Let’s get down to business, as you’ve requested.” If Cyndi was bothered by me not drinking, she hid it well, taking a long drink from her own glass without so much as a waver in her smile. “Fred, you may not realize this, but Amy is a very special alchemist. Her natural talent is incredible, her magical capacity means that one day she could be an archmage, and she’s received personal lessons from the King of the West. I know we mages are mere humans with cheap tricks to you real supernatural creatures, but you’ll find—”

	“I beg your pardon?” The words slipped out, and if I could have blushed, I would have. Interrupting someone during such a formal occasion was the height of rudeness, and I knew far better than to let such a failing of the tongue occur. “I’m so sorry, that came out in surprise. I didn’t mean to interrupt. Please, continue.”

	“No, let’s halt here for a moment. What did I say that took you off guard?” She leaned in, just a little, and I caught a hungry glint in her eye, not unlike how she’d stared down at the eggs.

	“It’s just . . . your comment about me thinking less of mages. I was surprised to hear such an expectation. The things you all can do . . . I feel like I’ve barely scratched the surface, and it’s mind-blowing. Do the other parahumans really look down on you?”

	Cyndi took a long draw of her mimosa and turned her eyes to Amy. “He sounds curiously sincere.”

	The champagne flute in Amy’s hand was turned up, bottom in the air as she finished draining it. I also noted that her glowing hair had shifted color to a lavender shade, one that seemed to be actively moving around as I looked at it. “Fred is a bit of an odd one. Abandoned vampire, so the old prejudices weren’t bred into him.”

	“I see. That would account for much.” Cyndi turned back to me, still grinning. “To answer your question, Fred, mages are rarely granted the same respect as other parahumans, until they need something from us. Because our skills can be learned, theoretically every human could be a mage, which they believe cheapens what we do. Never mind the fact that anyone can also paint, yet only a few will be true masters of the craft, while many will merely push colors around a canvas. The mere fact that our skills are teachable is a strike against us. Again, until they need something.”

	“For what it’s worth, I know Amy is special, even among people who wield magic, and I value her highly. As a friend, and as an alchemist.” In truth, the former was the only real part I’d ever looked for in Amy. While her skill with potions and the like had helped our friends many a time, I’d never needed much from her in the way of magic.

	That seemed to please Cyndi. She settled deeper into her couch, pushing herself back against the cushions. “Well, this meeting is going better than I’d dared to hope. Very well, Fred. You seem like a genuine fellow. Plus, you didn’t trip any of the wards I set up to detect dishonesty, and Amy isn’t flashing any of the secret signals to indicate that she needs help, so it appears to me that there’s nothing unsavory afoot here. A mage belonging to a vampire’s clan is unorthodox and strange, but as a whole, we mages tend to be less hung up on tradition than some of the older parahumans. If she’s happy being with you, and you’re happy having her, then I don’t see why you’d need me to intervene.”

	I started to relax, right up until I felt something land on my lap. Glancing down, I found myself staring at a stack of white papers, all neatly typed-out. “What’s this?”

	“Just crossing the Ts and dotting the Is,” Cyndi said. She swirled her glass in her hand, and it refilled with mimosa before my eyes. “Since Amy is part of your clan, you could technically use that position to try and force her out of various contracts, or into renegotiations for deals long settled. That contract is you waiving the right to cause such mischief. You don’t seem the type to start trouble, but the higher-ups will only be at peace once you show them that by signing.”

	I picked up the contract, eyeing Amy carefully as I did. She still looked nervous, but not outright bothered. If she was worried about something, this contract probably wasn’t it. Still, I’d spent far too long in the business sector to sign anything without reading it carefully. Taking a cursory flip through the pages, I noticed that I wouldn’t be signing away any more rights than what Cyndi had indicated, but there were a lot of those rights I’d be giving up. Just how much power did a leader have over his clan?

	“If you don’t mind, I’d like to read this thoroughly,” I said.

	“Of course,” Cyndi replied. “I’d expect nothing less. I’ve got an office you can use; please look over it until you are absolutely satisfied.”

	“Great.” I took the pages and stood, putting my mimosa back on the coffee table, untouched. “While I’m at it, would you mind if I looked at copies of all the contracts Amy is currently beholden to? Wouldn’t be very smart of me to sign away these rights without knowing if she might need some renegotiation help.”

	“Certainly. They’ll be in the office when you arrive.” Despite the agreeable words, I noticed that Cyndi’s smile dipped, just for a moment, at my request. It was too late to retract it though, and even if I could, it wouldn’t have been a wise move. There was something in those contracts that the mages didn’t want me to see, which meant I needed to hunt it down. Knowledge was always useful after all, especially when they might have a grip on one of my good friends.


4.

Mage contracts, as I learned that day, were extremely arcane. I realize that sounds like I’m trying be cute and make something of a pun, so let me pause to assure you that I mean the word exactly as it was intended: these contracts used outdated terms and language that was highly difficult for anyone not exceptionally well-versed in business matters. While my own contract was simple and straightforward, the ones that Amy had signed were a whole other level of complexity. I spent several hours looking through them, using my laptop to cross-check digital books on parahuman law, and by the end, I had reached an undeniable conclusion: Amy was getting screwed.

	Her business, which had originally been funded by more established mages who covered the start-up costs, was paying back huge percentages every month for interest rates that ballooned and escalated seemingly almost at random. Whoever had built these trappings was a fiscal wizard; they’d set Amy up so that no matter how her business grew, it was virtually impossible for her to get out of the initially incurred debt, in spite of the fact that she’d now paid off the amount by nearly ten times over. It was no wonder they didn’t want anyone having the power the force a renegotiation for any of Amy’s contracts. Cyndi could have probably paid for this beach house and all the “imported” sunshine off Amy’s previous year’s payments alone. Did she have any idea how badly she was getting screwed, or was she, like so many parahumans before her, just cutting a check every month without really questioning where it all went? It was the biggest failing I’d found in the supernatural world: no one bothered to understand the ins and outs of their financial burdens the way they should have. Someone really needed to start an education outreach program, or something along those lines.

	For now, however, I had my plate full with Amy’s situation. My first impulse was to kick down the door, stride into the living room, and boldly declare that we would be voiding everything she signed and the mages could go to hell if they didn’t like it. I quickly tossed that idea aside for several reasons, firstly being that I didn’t know if I actually had the authority to do that, and secondly because I’d never really been the type for striding or bold declarations. While the second issue wasn’t going away anytime soon, I did have the power to change the first problem. Cyndi had, mercifully, left the wi-fi password along with my stack of contracts in the office—a room that was mostly tasteful, aside from the framed album covers of eighties bands—so I composed an email to the only lawyer who dealt with parahumans that I knew and trusted: Asha Patel. Finances I could handle, but for this, I was going to require a precise understanding of the laws applying to me, Amy, and Cyndi, so it was time to consult an expert. Hopefully by now, it was approaching morning in Colorado, so she’d see the email and get back to me. I’d have texted as well, just to cover my bases, but there was zero reception inside Cyndi’s beach house. Given her concerns over privacy, it was hard to begrudge her that, though it did make my task more difficult.

	That done, I shut my laptop and headed back to the living room, where I found Amy still seated on the couch. She’d pulled a book from her bag, some weighty tome with a language I didn’t speak, and was deep in its thrall when I entered. At least, I thought she was until she spoke, eyes never leaving the page. “You finish signing yet? I’d rather not stay here any longer than we have to.”

	I looked around, scanning for Cyndi’s bubbly presence, but her braid and denim were nowhere to be seen. “Where’s our host?”

	“Went to check on some experiments and take a dip on the beach,” Amy replied. “She tried to make small talk after you left, but eventually she got the hint that I wasn’t interested.”

	“Why not?” I sat down on the couch opposite Amy, where Cyndi had been before. “Granted, the fashion is a bit odd, but she seems nice enough.”

	“Cyndi’s fine for what she is; I just don’t enjoy associating with anyone like her.” Amy let out a long sigh, closing the book and dropping it into her bag. “It’s hard to explain what magic is to someone who has never held it or molded it, but trust me when I say that it’s incredible. The feeling . . . try to imagine holding the power of creation between your palms, shaping reality with your will, altering the very composition of existence, even on a small scale. Every mage who has reached journeyman-level has felt that experience, but instead of chasing after it, some of them do what Cyndi did. They have the world’s greatest miracle in their grasp, and rather than devoting themselves to studying and understanding it, they get caught up in the politics of deciding who should wield what. She could be an archmage by now, if she hadn’t decided to become a politician.”

	I’d heard magic referred to as an art before—even Cyndi had compared them to painters just a few hours ago—but it wasn’t until that moment that I truly understood that Amy saw herself as an artist as well as a scientist. It certainly explained some of her more reckless, impulsive behaviors through the years. She was swept up in her craft, taking bold risks and experimenting on herself to achieve that fleeting sense of perfection. But it also meant that I needed to rethink my plan for her contracts. Bad deals though they were, I wasn’t the one bound to them. Being a leader didn’t mean deciding what was right for the people trusting me, it meant finding out what they wanted, and then fighting for that.

	“If you’d like me to, I’ll sign the contracts right now and we can leave,” I offered. “However, I feel you should know that the deals you’re already in are terrible. They’re gutting your finances deeply, and if we can push the terms even a little bit, we could drastically change how much income you’re keeping. That’s only if you want to, though. If you’re happy with things as they are, then that’s all I need to hear. And if you’re not, then I’ll use every ounce of leverage my position offers to get you into better deals.”

	“Fucking money. It always comes back to that, doesn’t it? You know, when I first found magic, when I first discovered how much more there was to the world than what I’d been led to believe, I thought this kind of shit was behind me. Who would spend a lifetime chasing the almighty dollar when there was fucking magic in the world, right?” Amy reached into her bag and pulled out a bottle that had once been full of water, but was currently holding something that looked like blue lava. She sipped it slowly, the veins under her skin glowing visibly once she did. “Turns out, even the power to reshape the world around us has a dollar value tacked on. What am I going to do if I get more of it? I like my house, and my lab. I make enough to do my research, and I never miss rent. I just can’t see how it’s worth the fight.”

	“For you, it’s probably not,” I said. And that was true. While they were gouging Amy left and right, she was a highly valued alchemist with a robust list of clients, including the King of the West. She made enough to be fine. “But it is worth noting that nothing about that contract seemed tailored to you, Amy. Most of it looked like boilerplate. I think they’ve used those terms to get a lot of new mages under their thumbs, people who didn’t know any better or couldn’t imagine they’d need to get a contract vetted after just discovering magic. If you had more of your own income, you could afford to invest in new mages yourself, offering them much more fair conditions than what they’d otherwise see.”

	Amy took a long gulp from her lava drink, her veins shining so brightly that, for a moment, I could actually see the blood pumping through them. I had no idea what that, or any of her other potions, did. She was constantly fiddling with her own chemistry, brain and body, which probably should have made me concerned. But at the end of the day, there were few people I knew who showed as much wisdom and keen judgment when it mattered as Amy had in the past. Sure, she’d also gotten messed up on her own product before, and had caused us to hunt through a park for her; however, that was during a peaceful moment. In the clutch, Amy was someone I could count on. So I waited, patient and silent, as she considered all the things she might be able to do with more of her income left in her own hands.

	“I really don’t want to deal with any of that.” It was a disappointing answer; however, I resolved myself to respect Amy’s wishes. As it turned out though, she wasn’t done speaking yet. “It sounds like a huge pain in the ass. All I want to do is work on my magic, hang out with my friends, and maybe hit a nice buffet here and there. Even if you were able to do something with my contracts, it would be this big ordeal and probably get a lot of other mages chapped at me. Then I’d actually have to deal with doing the investing and what-not, which is even more trouble and a drain on my time. No, I’m not doing that stuff. But at the same time, you’re right. If I turn a blind eye to the shit the older mages are pulling, I become complicit in it, and I’m not cool with that either. Since both options suck, I’m going to just hand all of that shit over to my business manager. And since you’re the only one here, I guess that’s you, Fred.”

	“Flattered as I am by the offer, are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to find someone more qualified?” I asked. “I know next to nothing about mages or how they work.”

	“But you’ve got lots of time to figure it out. It’s not like I’m going to have enough spare cash to start funding new mages right out of the gate.” Amy caught sight of the expression on my face and let out a low whistle. “Wait, I will? Just how much are these jerks taking every month?”

	“Let’s just say that if I cut your payments in half and take ten percent of the savings as my fee, you’ll still be one of my most lucrative clients.”

	“Damn. Okay, so we’ll take some time to figure things out while we let the cash grow, assuming you even can bust me out of those contracts at all.” Amy finished off her bottle and got up from the couch. “I trust you, Fred. Do your best to handle this, and when the dust settles, we’ll go from there. You’ve got my permission to renegotiate on my behalf, if you’ve got the grounds to do so. Just try not to take too long. This place kind of gives me the willies.”

	Looking around, I took in all the sunshine coming in from every angle. The more I stayed here, the less it seemed like a warm welcome, and the more it felt like an implicit threat. If the glass broke, I’d have almost nowhere to hide. It was a subtle form of intimidation, and one I might have been imagining; however, I didn’t put it past Cyndi. It seemed mages counted on being underestimated by other parahumans, and that wasn’t a mistake I planned to make.

	“Hopefully it won’t be long,” I assured Amy. “As soon as I hear back from Asha, we can get this started.”


5.

Neither stalling nor feigning ignorance had ever been skills I possessed much talent with, which made me deeply thankful that Cyndi didn’t try to hurry me along throughout the day. She only popped in twice—once to let me know lunch was being cooked, and once to bring along a nice pressed sandwich with a side of homemade slaw. I couldn’t fault her as a host; if nothing else, she was considerate of her guests while still offering personal space. And that was a good thing, because it took several hours for Asha to get back to me.

	Not that I was sitting on my duff the whole time, by any means. While Asha calculated my angles of approach, I was working on a new set of contracts for Amy. I built a few variations, depending on how much leverage I would actually be walking into the negotiation with, but all of them were built around the idea of reorganizing Amy’s “debt” (I hesitate to use the word, truthfully, since the principal sum had been so thoroughly paid off) and getting her paid out entirely from the burden in the next few years. Timelines and numbers were tweaked so that I’d have wiggle room; however, even the most placating of options was still fairly aggressive. They’d been screwing over my friend, and I knew it, and I wanted them to know that I’d caught them.

	By the time Asha’s return email arrived, I was more or less ready to present, and the news she sent was quite encouraging. In parahuman terms, my role as the head of a clan was something like a parent or guardian in the mundane world. I had to give permission for any of my people to enter serious fiscal or legal arrangements, and deals lacking such permission were retroactively suspect until finalized. It was, in truth, a lot more power and responsibility than I was comfortable having over anyone. For once though, I managed to keep things in perspective. What I was entitled to do and what I did were wholly different values; the power was only bad if it was abused. At that moment, the work I was doing came with Amy’s blessing, so I was still seeing her wishes through like I would for any client. It was like holding a power-of-attorney, nothing more, and I promised myself to never let it grow beyond that.

	Armed with legal backing and a slew of potential contracts, I finally emerged from the office, just in time for what was ostensibly dinner, although it was hard to mark any change of time in this beach house. The sun never moved. The house was always flooded with a gentle, yet full light, like one would encounter in early morning. Part of me wondered if Cyndi only dismissed it when she slept. Another piece of me questioned if she slept at all.

	“Fred, so lovely to see you,” Cyndi called. This time, she had apparently skipped the cooking, as there were a stack of pizza boxes lined up on the counter. “Don’t worry, I told them firmly no garlic anywhere on the pizza.”

	“I greatly appreciate the consideration, and I’m pleased to report that I’ve finished looking over the contracts.”

	“Good for you. Those things are dreadful, aren’t they? So thick and technical, I can’t believe you managed to read them all. And in just one day, too. Very impressive.” She tore into a piece of pepperoni, leaving me unsure of whether she was joking with me or not. Cyndi had obviously done some homework; she must know I ran an accounting firm. Did she really think I wouldn’t be able to parse through their contracts? I glanced to Amy for clarification, but she merely shrugged her shoulders and grabbed a slice of mushroom-and-onion pizza from a different box.

	“Now that you’re done with the reading, I assume you’ve signed your contract and we can finally relax and get to know one another. I’ve got a few board games in the closet we can play, or I could transport us all to somewhere nice at nighttime. I haven’t been to Paris in a few weeks; that might make for a good trip.”

	“Cyndi, forgive me if I misspoke and led you to a false conclusion.” No sense in putting this off; she was going to realize sooner or later that railroading us toward fun wouldn’t deter me from my job. “I have not signed anything, nor do I intend to do so.”

	Her slice of pizza froze halfway to her lips, lowering slightly as she turned to look at me better. “Oh? And why is that?”

	“Because I fully intend to exercise my rights as the leader of the House of Fred in relation to the mage Amy Wells. Primarily, my capacity to overturn existing contracts in favor of renegotiation. If you’d like to set up a time for a formal discussion of the issue, I’d be more than willing to accommodate that. You’ve been a gracious host, and isn’t my intent to try and catch you off guard and unprepared, so we can adjourn if needed.” I was dearly hoping Cyndi would take me up on the offer, because I was still a little too aware of just how much home field-advantage she held in our current situation. The law was on my side, yes, but we were in a sunlight-filled house where she seemed to freely manipulate matter.

	“I see. You disappoint me, Fred. For a moment, I really thought you were going to be different, but it seems you’re just another ‘true’ parahuman looking to use mages. The only difference is that you’ll be squeezing one for coins rather than magic or blood.” 

	Cyndi rose from her seat at the bar, placid look and grin both quickly dissolving. What remained in their place was a set of fierce, determined eyes, the sort that belonged to someone smart and dedicated enough to have achieved such mastery over the domain of magic. The tension in the air nearly crackled, and it might actually have sparked a few times—with magic, nothing is off the table. Before Cyndi could unleash either a verbal or mystical tirade upon me, however, Amy stepped in between us.

	“Fred is doing what I asked him to do. Nothing more. If you’ve got a problem, take it up with the jackass elders who use money to keep us under their thumbs. And make no mistake here, Cyndi, Fred is acting with my full cooperation and what sure sounds like the backing of our treaties. Try to do anything to him other than talk calmly about contracts or terms, and I will protect him like I’d protect any friend getting attacked.”

	Previously, I’d thought the room’s tension had reached a zenith, but I quickly realized how wrong I was. Cyndi and Amy stared one another down, and it was quickly apparent that while I was a catalyst today, whatever was between them had been simmering for a long time. Cyndi’s smile was back, although it looked nothing like the dopey grin she’d masqueraded behind all day. There was danger in those gleaming teeth, and a wicked curve at the top of her lips. “So, is today the day you finally do it then, Mage Wells? Are you going to challenge me for my title at long last? You may be a prodigy and the favorite now, but don’t think for a moment that you’re the first to try and take my position. I won’t be as easy a stepping stone as you’ve imagined.”

	“That’s the problem with you old casters; you forgot how to think outside the box.” Amy reached into her pocket and pulled out a small vial of green liquid. “The moment I break this, an entire square mile is going to be flooded with a gas that, while non-lethal, is going to leave you itchy, doped up, and all around miserable for the next few days. Since Fred doesn’t breathe and I dosed myself with the antidote this afternoon, I’d say that means you’ll be the only one affected.”

	“Unless I transport it away,” Cyndi countered.

	Amy snorted, almost a laugh but not quite. “You think I didn’t trap this bad boy in case of meddling? One bit of magic touches it, and the vial blows. It’s thin, too. Easy to break if someone tried to wrestle it out of my hands.”

	“So, you’ll render me helpless, and then strike while I’m weakened?”

	“No. We’d render you helpless, leave, and report whatever bullshit you tried to do through the proper channels,” Amy shot back. “I don’t want your fucking job. I don’t want to climb the political ladder at all. I just want to be left alone to do my work and live my life. Now, if you want to deal with Fred like what he is—a friend, and the head of my clan exercising his legal rights—then we can go on. If you’re planning to try anything else, then take a deep breath and hold it for as long as you can.”

	Everything fell silent, and I found myself wondering if Amy had an actual escape plan beyond her vial. We were, after all, in a house we didn’t know the location of, surrounded by sunshine, so getting away was easier said than done. Thankfully, Cyndi’s body grew less tense, and she raised her right hand.

	“Upon my magic, I swear that, so long as he acts in accordance with the laws of parahumans, I shall do the same. I will make no acts of aggression, only defense, and even then, only if a threat is clear, present, and provable. Does that satisfy you, Amy?”

	“It’ll do.” Amy relaxed, putting away the vial once more.

	“Good. But with that settled, I think your intervention has proven that three heads are not better than two, so with your permission, I would like to speak with Fred in private,” Cyndi said.

	Amy’s head began to cautiously nod. “I guess that’s okay, if you—”

	It wasn’t that Amy stopped talking; her mouth was still open, tongue still midway through forming a word. But she, like everything else in the house, had frozen still. Having already seen a time bubble before, I was less struck with shock by the sudden temporal shift, though I was worried by how easily Cyndi seemed to have conjured such a potent spell.

	“I needed her permission, otherwise she’d have fought me tooth and nail,” Cyndi said. I think she meant it as an explanation, though it didn’t help me understand much. “Well, Fredrick Fletcher of the humorously named House of Fred, it seems you and I need to have a negotiation. Let us adjourn to the place where properly skilled mages settle such matters, shall we?”

	Before I had a chance to answer—not that I imagined it would have made much difference—the entire world fell away from us.


6.

Despite my friendship with Amy, I’d never been much for drugs. Even in my human days, when leaving my state of perception behind didn’t require the talents of a specialized alchemist, I’d eschewed such mental adventures. Control was a thing I felt I had a fleeting amount of in my life, and I never felt compelled to give up the small amount of it I possessed. I say all that to lend context to the next statement: while having never actually experienced an acid trip, I imagine that they are quite similar to what happened when Cyndi pulled us out of the beach house.

	Every wall fell away, dropping off into space and nothingness, from what I could tell. There was no sunshine waiting for us, however. Instead, it was a sky of stars, too many to be accurate, with glowing colors one never normally encountered in the real world. We floated up toward them, sometimes racing at incredible speeds, sometimes barely drifting, until we finally came to a stop. Before us was a conference room table, a football stadium, a battlefield littered with bodies and armor, and chessboard. I don’t mean each of those things was there side-by-side. It was all of them at once, and none of them. Cyndi and I were right next to one another, and also miles apart. I understand how mad this all sounds—trust me, I do—so please take solace in my poor description by remembering that, as frustrating at it is to read about such striking contrasts, living them was a far greater challenge. Especially for someone as rooted in reality as me.

	“Do you like it?” Cyndi’s voice was all around me, not an echo or a shout, yet it filled the space we occupied effortlessly. “It’s an old spell the archmages’ created ages ago. One that only the grand mages and higher can tap into. Amy likes to pretend there’s nothing to be gained from playing the political game, but membership does have its privileges.”

	“If I ask something like, ‘where are we’? I assume I won’t get a straight answer, right?” Cyndi could hear me, I saw her register my words, but I decided not to wait on a pointless answer. “Instead, let me ask you what the purpose of this place is. I had everything I needed to discuss terms back in the beach house.”

	“I’m sure you did, and you’ll have it all here, too. For the record, you and I are still in the beach house. This is just a space our minds are occupying. See, the trouble with making deals around other parahumans is that they like to throw their might and powers around. You ever tried to negotiate with a fey? Forget it; they’ll glamour you into signing over your whole savings for a twig. Mages built this place to remove those advantages. Here, we are mere projections of our thoughts. You can’t hurt me, nor I you, nor can you utilize any powers you might have gained from drinking other parahumans’ blood.”

	While I’m sure Cyndi meant the statement to scare me, to rip away advantages I’d been counting on, in truth, I was more fascinated than anything else. The mere idea of being able to deal with other parahumans on grounds like this was enough to make me want to crack open a magic book, if not for the fact that corpses, even ones as lively as I, couldn’t cast. Still, if the mages rolled this out widely, it could be incredible. Conference calls would never be able to match this level of interaction.

	“Wow. This is incredible.” I spun around once, doing a front somersault through the air like a child in a pool. Not the most dignified opening, I’ll admit; however, it was hard not to be a little charmed by the experience as a whole.

	Cyndi was grinning again as she nodded her agreement. “Incredible, and useful. Because this does more than just yank us out of our bodies, Fred. It puts up a few negotiation safeguards. Whatever we swear to in here, it’s binding. Binding on a deep level. You can’t break a contract signed here; you can’t even contemplate the idea of it. And you can’t lie, at least not without it being plainly obvious.”

	I finished my somersault and took a standing position once more. “Fantastic. That will speed things along. So, how do I summon what I need? Do I just think of it—whoops, looks like I answered my own question there, huh?” Midway through my sentence, a stack of pages had appeared in my hand. Looking them over, I found it was the contract I’d planned on opening my negotiations with, replicated precisely. Somehow, the spell had pulled a perfect copy from my memories, fleeting as they were. Archmages didn’t do things by half-measures, it seemed. “Here, let me think you a set as well, and we can get started.”

	Another stack of pages appeared directly in front of Cyndi, who reached out and grabbed them, but made no attempt to read so much as even the first sentence. She was eyeing me uncertainly; somehow, I could actually see the confusion surrounding her. There really were no secrets in this place. “You made contracts?”

	“Of course. What did you expect me to do, just tell you Amy worked for me now and barge out the door?” I was joking, yet from the combination of her face and the sense of surprise that rippled around her, I realized that that was more or less exactly what she’d been expecting. “Cyndi, I won’t insult your intelligence by assuming you didn’t do your homework before inviting me for this visit, so why are you so surprised to see me doing business like any accountant would?”

	“Oh, I read up on you, Fred. Or more accurately, I read up on your cover. I’d say you went over-the-top with it, but I’ve committed pretty hard to mine, so that might be overstepping. Seriously though, the accounting firm wasn’t enough for you? Sweater vests, slacks, and glasses, too? You don’t think you’re playing this role a bit too hard?” There was no uncertainty around Cyndi now. She was sure of her words, which only made them all the more confusing to me.

	“You expected me to be less competent because of my fashion sense?”

	“Come on, Fred, we’re playing the same game.” Cyndi lifted her arms and twirled, sending out a shower of glowing lights that illuminated her dated outfit. “Nobody knows this act better than me. I bet it’s just as easy to underestimate a vampire in a sweater vest as it is a mage in leg warmers. But I’m not falling for my own scam. You’re playing a part, a wolf in sheep’s clothing, and now is the time to let the facade drop so we can get down to business.”

	And with that, it all fell into place. She thought all of it—my firm, my job, my reputation, each piece was part of a con to make people think I was a harmless, numbers-loving vampire. “Cyndi, you just said it was impossible to get away with lying here, right? Please look at me very carefully.”

	She halted her spin, training her eyes on me.

	“None of this is an act. I wear these clothes because I like them and they feel right on me. I do my job because I love it, and I believe I’m making the parahuman world a slightly better place. I came to represent Amy because she is my friend, one who has saved my life before. You keep waiting for me to surprise you and drop the mask, but there is no mask to drop. This is me, plain and simple.”

	Her eyes went wide, and a whole new wave of uncertainty rolled off of her. I could see it all, the surprise, the doubt, and then the realization that here there could be no falsehoods. Finally, I saw a glow of acceptance surround her, and it was unexpectedly beautiful.

	“My apologies, Fred. It seems I misjudged you. For all the times I’ve railed against other parahumans thinking little of mages, I was quick to lump you in with all the other vampires. I am sincerely sorry.”

	“Quite all right. It happens more than you might think,” I said. “All that matters is that we put it behind us and get down to determining how to proceed with Amy’s contracts.”

	Cyndi raised her hands, and a page appeared in front of me. “Since I still feel guilty about the error, I’m make this simple and clean. The elders authorized me to give you up to fifty percent of her income each month in exchange for not overturning the contracts. If you want more than that, you’ll have to walk away and wait for them to reach out, but they’ll be petty about it.”

	Carefully, I checked over the page she had presented. Unlike Amy’s contract, this was quite simple. Nothing would change, except that half of the fund Amy paid toward her “debt” would go to me. While that would make things easy—all I’d need to do was hand Amy her cash right back—it still didn’t address the long-term fiscal robbery she’d be enduring by allowing things to stand as they were. It was an appeasement, not a negotiation, and for the first time since arriving, I had a doubt about Cyndi.

	“Forgive me if this is insulting, I don’t mean it to be, but are you actually trained in parahuman accounting regulations and law?”

	“You think I have time to learn all that and get this good at magic?” Cyndi asked. “Nah, like most grand mages, I’m just here to keep the newer casters in line and deal with any issues that pop up. We tend to self-regulate more than other parahuman groups, for obvious reasons. I can contact someone with that knowledge, if needed though.”

	“Then you should do that.” Tempting as it was to crumple the page, we were just getting onto good terms, and I saw no need to undo that progress. Instead, I folded her offer gently in half and set it aside. “Because I didn’t come here to take a cut of Amy’s money. I came to create a stable, fair plan to pay off the remainder of her debt at reasonable interest rates and to move her entirely out of the pseudo-debt you’ve caged her in. And I came prepared.”

	More pages showed up around me, documents detailing my rights as the head of her clan as well as the basic principles of financing. Books appeared as well, though I’ll admit that, at that point, I may have been showing off a little. Within seconds, I was surrounded by stacks of pages and a library’s worth of law and finance books. There may have even been a few rogue numbers just floating about, added more for effect than function. That said, they seemed to be working.

	“Well, shit,” Cyndi said as the last of my tools was gathered around me. “In retrospect, maybe I should have left us in the beach house. But don’t count me out just yet, Fred. I may not know the details, but I know what my people are entitled to.”

	It was my turn to grin as I sent over a new contract—one of the more aggressive versions. “Then, by all means, let’s get down to it.”


7.

Have faith, dear readers, for I am not so ignorant of my profession’s reputation that I would bore you with the details of our negotiation. While I would certainly enjoy rehashing each aspect of the exchange, and I’m sure those of you in the accounting field would relish reading such a play-by-play, I understand that to the vast majority of people reading this, it would be incomprehensible. Thus, I shall spare you the tedious details and simply skip to the end result.

	Cyndi, in spite of her initial reticence, managed to regain her footing and put on quite an impressive display of contract-negotiating skill. It clearly wasn’t her field of specialty, yet she held her own regardless. Still, this very much was a field in which I was competent, and by the time we’d reached an agreement, Amy’s finances were in far better shape. As things stood, she’d be free from any debt within three years, assuming her business stayed level, and the release would be even sooner than that if her income grew, which, based on history, it probably would.

	By the time Amy snapped out of frozen time, I’d finished printing off pages, and Cyndi and I had signed nearly every necessary line to make it all official, since oaths sworn in the dream realm didn’t translate neatly to paper without someone typing them out.

	“How did it go?” Amy stretched her jaw like it was sore, which made sense since it had been hanging open since time froze, but very much didn’t make sense because time had frozen. Or had it? I realized that the only proof of that I had was silence and Amy growing still. It was probably a lot easier to kill an air conditioner and bind another mage than it was to entirely halt the flow of time. My eyes darted over to Cyndi as she responded. I’d gotten the better of her on this exchange only because she’d underestimated me. Something told me that if we ever met again, I wasn’t going to have that advantage, and she was far wilier than the outfit implied.

	“You’ve made a competent friend,” Cyndi said, making a grand swoop of a signature on the final line. “And I’ve met worse leaders in my time. Fred will walk you through the specifics, and I’m sure you’ll be quite happy with what you see. Congratulations, Amy. To be frank, I didn’t think you had it in you.”

	“The ability to ask my clan’s leader to get me a better deal? It wasn’t really that hard.” Amy was eyeing Cyndi as well; she didn’t trust something about that last statement. As it turned out, she was right to be suspicious.

	Pushing the documents together, Cyndi clapped them against the table so they made a neat, orderly lined-up stack. “No, the willpower to push back against the system. Few mages ever do, you know. They’re too preoccupied with their own studies and work. So long as they have enough to live on, which we always make sure they do, that’s enough to keep them content. The rare ones who try to fight off the yolk we’ve shackled them with, and the even more precious few who succeed, are the mages we know to keep an eye on. They’ve got the makings of what it takes to help run things one day.”

	Amy darted back so quickly that, for a moment, I thought Cyndi had struck her with some manner of invisible attack. She put her arms up and waved them furiously. “Nope. Nuh-uh. Not me, not happening. All I wanted was a fair amount of the money I was making so I could do a little good with it. Maybe give rookie casters a better option than I had. That’s it. You all can keep your politics and your bullshit. I want none of it.”

	“Of course. The sort of woman who would fight for a larger percentage of her income and funnel it into less binding financial opportunities for new mages would never have any desire to get involved in the greater mage community. Come on, Amy. Your very explanation proves that sooner or later, you’ll start playing the game. If you want to make changes, it’s inevitable.” Cyndi handed me part of her document stack, and I handed her part of mine. 

	Now, we all had copies of everything, and Amy’s release was nice and official. Although, the more they talked, the more I started wondering if I’d accidentally walked her into a different, more complex cage—and if I’d really come out as far ahead in my battle with Cyndi as I thought. She sure didn’t look like someone who’d gotten the short end of the stick; her grin was back, and wider than ever. What I didn’t fully understand back then was that it’s not the magic that makes mages dangerous. Well, okay, I mean yes, the magic absolutely makes mages dangerous, to say otherwise would be silly. But it’s not the biggest threat when working with them. No, the most dangerous aspect of dealing with mages was that they all had minds sharp and smart enough to handle the working of magic, and it takes quite a brain to manage that.

	“I still say it’s not happening,” Amy protested. “And if you two trading pages means this is over, can Fred and I go home now? I’m ready to be done with this place.”

	Cyndi checked a large golden watch on her wrist, then nodded. “It’s well into nighttime back home for both of you, and the limo is still waiting, so I think you’ll be fine to return now. You’re both welcome to stay for a few more days, though. I’d be happy to walk you through what it takes to start climbing the political ladder, Amy.”

	“Raincheck.” Amy paused, reconsidering her words. “On second thought, what’s the right term for a ‘never-check’? That, whatever that is, pretend I said it. Fred, grab your bag and let’s go.”

	While I didn’t want to be discourteous to our host, it was plain that Amy was leaving soon, with or without me. Taking her cue, I went to the office to grab my laptop and travel bag, which was barely even opened. It was a shame, in a way. Some part of me had hoped for a little downtime, a bit of vacation amidst the work. Then again, if I was going to take a vacation, which I was overdue for, perhaps it would be better to do it officially. That way I could spend the time with Krystal. Maybe we’d head down for that weekend in Boarback, or go check out Alaska during the time with no sun. It was something to consider, at least, as I hauled my stuff back to the living room and down the entrance hall, where the golden door we’d come through had reappeared.

	Amy and Cyndi were both there, waiting for me; although, just as I appeared, Cyndi gave Amy a large hug, pulling her in tight. “Don’t be such a stranger. Come visit next time and hang out for a little while. I’ll even hook a door to some dank lab where you can work when we’re not out in the sun.”

	“If you promise not to talk politics, I’ll promise to think about it,” Amy replied, hugging her back. “And thanks for worrying, even if you didn’t need to.”

	“You are on a strange journey, I won’t deny that, but I think I’ve known that would be the case since the first lesson I gave you.” Cyndi release Amy, turning to me. “As for you, Fred, it was a pleasure to meet you, and to negotiate with you. Next time the elders need some heavy lifting of our books, I know who I’ll call.”

	“I’d welcome the opportunity.” We forwent a hug in favor of a handshake, though Cyndi did pull me close just as we were about to part.

	“Make sure you take good care of my student, Fred. I’m not so set in my ways that I can’t make a quick trip to Colorado if I think it’s warranted.”

	I glanced between the two women, momentarily confused. “Wait, I thought Gideon taught Amy?”

	“He’s given me lessons, sure, but do you really think he has the time or temperament to train a mage all the way up from scratch?” Amy asked. “Cyndi was my mentor. She watched over my education like I’m doing for Neil. Although, she was a lot more pushy about what I should do with my talents.”

	“I saw potential, and I tried to nurture it. I’m not apologizing for that.” Cyndi released her grip on my hand and motioned to the door. “Now out, the both of you. I’ve got some jams to put on, and you’re cramping my style.”

	Amy didn’t need to hear any more than that; she grabbed the knob and yanked it open, revealing the dark interior of an old barn. We stepped through, the door slamming shut behind us, and just like that, the white walls covered in imported sunshine were gone. I let out a small sigh of relief. Enchanted glass or not, I hadn’t felt entirely comfortable in a place with that much light. It felt good to be back home, or at least back in the proper time zone. As soon as we walked out of the barn, the golden limo flashed its lights at us. I really didn’t know if it had been waiting the whole time, or if Cyndi had somehow summoned it, and I didn’t particularly care. It was there, that was the only thing that mattered, and once we were in it, it began driving us back to Charlotte Manor.

	We didn’t say much. Amy drank a few vials from her bag and downed a bottle of champagne on the ride, so that, by the time we made it to Charlotte Manor, her eyes were glowing yellow and sections of her hair were fighting with other strands. It was only when I reached for the door to let us out that Amy spoke.

	“For what it’s worth, I think you’ve been doing a good job. With heading the House of Fred, I mean. I know you’ve been worrying about it a lot, but you don’t need to fret quite so much. Just keep making sure you’re looking after your people’s best interests, not what you might think they want, and you’ll be fine. Take it from someone who had to figure out being an authority figure on the fly.”

	“Is Neil your first student?” I asked. Amy had always seemed so competent as a teacher, I’d just assumed she’d trained mages before.

	“Yup. I might be respected, but that doesn’t mean the higher-ups think I’m responsible, so I never got any of the trainees with real talent. Neil was a necromancer, strike one, who’d already messed up and gotten busted, strike two, and was considered to have a ‘bad attitude,’ which made strike three. Nobody wanted him, which was why I was able to swing in and scoop him up. In a few decades, when he’s got his shit sorted out and his powers under control, there are going to be a lot of mages pissed they didn’t take the chance to train him when they had it. That kid is going places.”

	“In a few decades, you might be, too.” I slipped from the limo and extended my hand, helping Amy down from the high perch. “Cyndi’s right, you do tend to jump in and help when the need arises. Maybe you are suited for mage politics.”

	Amy’s face scrunched in disgust and her hair . . . hissed at me. She shut the door, grabbing her bag and handing me my suitcase before she did. “Mages live a long time, and a lot changes during our lives, but I don’t see me going down the same path as Cyndi no matter how old I get. Time will tell, I guess.”

	We crunched along through the parking lot, toward the warm glow of Charlotte Manor’s porch lights. “Just because you pick the same job as her doesn’t mean you have to do it the same way. I’m sure there are lots of ways to be a grand mage. Maybe you could be obsessed with seventies music and wear lots of tie-dye.”

	“With how many drugs I do? Way too on the nose.” Amy laughed, and her hair waved in what—and bear in mind, I am purely guessing—seemed like a cheerful manner. “But thanks, I’ll think on that idea. Tomorrow, though. Right now, I am ready to rest and relax.”

	“You and me both.” I pulled the front door open to find not only Charlotte waiting there, which she usually was, but also Krystal and Arch in the middle of what looked like a heated discussion. The moment we entered, all eyes turned in our direction and Arch stepped toward me.

	“Good, you’re already packed. We’re running behind and need to head out now.”

	“Like hell he does,” Krystal snapped. “He’s an accountant; he’s not going to an active field site.”

	“It’s never non-active and you know it, but that doesn’t change the fact that inventory and cost assessments are part of the bargain,” Arch replied. “Fred, if you need to refill your blood flask or get anything from your room, you have five minutes to do so. After that, we’re heading out. The Agency sent down orders this morning, you’re going to do a full work-up of one of our more . . . bustling field locations.” He patted me on the shoulder lightly, in what I think was a gesture of reassurance.

	“And if you have any body armor, you might want to pack that as well.”




















An Inventory in the Base


1.

There was no limo or teleportation door this time, just a black SUV that I suspected was armored, an unnamed driver with a stoic expression, and a trek to the same airport we’d visited when I was going for my Agency interview. Despite the fact that I was worn out, curious, and more than a little anxious about where we were heading, it was hard not to wonder about these drivers everyone kept using. Were they a service parahumans could call on, like a secure ride-share, or did everyone employ their own drivers to haul people around in various fleets? Maybe they were like interns, working their way up each organization’s respective ladder, although I’d never seen anyone with such deadpan expressions in the higher roles of any parahuman outfit. It was a question I meant to ask Arch about once we were safely on the plane and out of earshot, but no sooner had we gotten aboard and begun to taxi down the runway than Arch started to speak, and given the subject matter, there was no way I was going to cut him off.

	“I know you’ve done a little work for the Agency already. The trip to the castle, and of course, all the digital tasks they’ve been sending your way to take care of remotely. This isn’t going to be like any of that, not even the castle. Where we’re going, there is serious danger. It’s a base used by active agents whose location is fairly well-known. They’re a boots-to-ground, first response team for their area. We don’t employ these very often, mind you, but sometimes a lot of chaos all gathers in one city, and having agents constantly around becomes a necessity. So I need you to understand that there is real danger in going to this place, and if I tell you do anything, you cooperate immediately. Before we move on, tell me you understand that.”

	“I understand perfectly,” I said. Arch didn’t look any more flustered or anxious than normal, which was about zero percent on any given day, but there was something heavy in his voice. This was serious, and he wanted to make sure I treated it that way.

	“Good.” Arch didn’t relax, exactly—he never seemed to relax as far as I knew—but his tone did get a touch lighter. “Right now, no one is expecting there to be any issues. They’ve just put away an alchemist who was peddling parahuman potions to humans, so there should be a little time before anyone fills that power vacuum. But, as you can imagine, just because things should be peaceful doesn’t mean they will be. Thankfully, you’ll be exposed to minimal danger. All you need to do is check the inventory of the base’s food, ammunition, fuel, and other basic supplies that have to be stocked in case of a siege. Compare it to what they were at last quarter’s inventory, figure out how regularly orders need to go through, work out a budget . . . I think you’ve got the point.”

	I had. It wasn’t a tough concept to understand in the first place. However, there was something odd about it. “Arch, I made this deal with the Agency, and I’ll honor it, but what you’re asking me to do doesn’t really demand an accountant. Anyone with the ability to do basic math and maybe build a spreadsheet could knock this out no problem. What’s going on? Is this some kind of power play to show me the kinds of places the Agency can send me if I start pushing back on assignments?”

	We had to pause our discussion as the engines flared to life, thundering in our ears as they strained to get us up from the ground and into the safety of the clouds. It dawned on me then that I still had no idea where we were even going, although that felt like the least of my problems in the moment.

	Finally, the engines died down to a steady roar, and Arch was able to reply. “Maybe. I don’t know for sure what’s going on. This stunk to me too, so I tried to shake out a little information before you arrived. All I was able to suss out is that the order to send you over didn’t come from Roderick. It was higher on the chain of command, high enough that no one was giving me a straight answer. That’s why I decided to tag along.”

	“Wait, you weren’t assigned to transport me?” I asked.

	“Fred, I know to you, it seems like I don’t do much when I’m at Charlotte Manor, but trust me when I say they don’t have agents like me spend time being flight-buddies with freelance assets. No, I decided that if they were sending you out like this, then you’d at least have the courtesy of a bodyguard. Technically, I’m doing a spot-visit on the base to see how the team is holding together, but I’m going to be at your side the whole time, just in case.”

	“Thank you for that, sincerely. I’m honestly amazed Krystal didn’t storm onto the flight as well.” When I’d kissed her goodbye, Krystal had looked like she was ready to pistol-whip the first person who looked at her sideways, but she’d let us leave. Evidently, even she had some orders she couldn’t refuse.

	Systematically, Arch pulled guns out from under his coat, checking the sights and clips in each one. “Oh, she would have if I didn’t, no matter what the brass up top said. But she doesn’t have the seniority I do. She can’t just start shoving her way onto missions whenever she feels like it. Not without cause, anyway. Besides, I have an in with this group. I used to be part of it.”

	“I thought you did training,” I recalled.

	“I do whatever I like in between times when they really need me,” Arch replied. “For a while now, it’s been teaching. Before Albert came along, I was helping to get this team up and running. They’re all good agents, mind you, but like most of our kind, they weren’t used to teamwork. I had to smooth out those wrinkles, although it didn’t take very long. By the time Albert needed help, they were already running like a well-oiled machine.”

	This time, I was the one who let the conversation lapse, and my reasons had nothing to do with the roar of the engines. Talk of Albert made me feel . . . actually, I wasn’t sure how to feel. The office wasn’t the same without him, and while we saw each other semi-often, it was almost always in passing. We both had jobs to do, and they demanded much of us. He looked happy, and I hoped he was. Part of me was afraid that the fleeting smiles I saw were an act, though. I’d pushed him into a new direction with his life, and in my heart, I was terrified by the idea that I’d steered him wrong.

	“How is Albert’s training going, anyway?” I tried to be nonchalant about it, but from the way Arch half-rolled his eyes, I didn’t think it was a successful attempt.

	“Good. He’s growing much faster now that we’ve got time to train properly.” Arch didn’t slow down his inspection of his guns as he spoke; if anything, he cleared through them faster.

	“And is he happy?”

	“Most days he is, although sometimes, he wishes he could go back to being an assistant.” If there was one thing I could count on Arch not to do, it was mince words. “He’s been handed a weapon of destiny, with all the duty and weight that entails. It’s a lot to bear, especially for a kid his age. Wanting to run from it is natural, so of course there are days when he feels like going backward. But in the end, this will be better for him. The thing about destiny is that it keeps on coming whether we like it or not. Thanks to you, when his arrives, he’ll at least be prepared to face it.”

	I nodded, looking away from the guns and out the window to the night sky. “As long as he’s happy.”

	“He will be, and he won’t be. Nobody gets a fully happy life all the time, and if you’re trying to lead your friends to one, then prepare for a lot of disappointment. Just listen to what they want, and try to remind them of that when they hit a crossroads. Good leaders point you toward the right path; they don’t drag you down it. Because if they did, it wouldn’t be your choice anymore, and that’s not leadership. It’s tyranny.” Arch finished cycling through his weapons and put the last one away, tucking it seamlessly under his jacket, where it became impossible to spot. “If we’re done talking about Albert, do you have anything else you want to know while we’ve got the downtime to talk?”

	“Where we are going seems prudent,” I said. “And how long will we be there? I do have other clients and appointments, you know.”

	“They checked with Lillian to make sure you were clear for three days, so I doubt it will be any longer than that. Like you said, it’s not a hard job, especially for someone as experienced as you. As for where, have you ever heard of Northview, Maine?”

	I shook my head, since it didn’t ring so much as a single bell.

	“Yeah, didn’t think you would have. Used to be a midsized town until they created a big incentive program to get businesses to build their headquarters within city limits. Tax breaks, cheap land, the works. It was effective. Lots of companies moved or started there, which brought jobs, money, people, and of course, parahumans. It’s a new slice of metropolis, and every parahuman is scrambling to make sure they end up on top of the heap,” Arch told me. “The agents’ job is to ensure they do so within the confines of the treaties and don’t get humans caught up in the turf-war.”

	The plane shook as we hit a patch of turbulence, and I buckled my seatbelt. “Sounds tough.”

	“It’s the job agents sign up for.” I noticed Arch didn’t bother fastening his safety belt as he spoke. “But you didn’t, so I’m going to do my best to make sure you don’t get caught up in anything besides inventory. Remember: keep your head down, stay in the base, and do what I say at all times. Stick with that, and we should be fine.”

	I wasn’t sure if Arch was genuinely optimistic or lying to keep me calm, and he was too inscrutable to figure out which it was. Instead, I turned my head back to the window and looked up at the stars. Something told me this was going to be the last bit of peace I might get for a few days, so I’d better savor it while I could.


2.

When Arch had described the place we were heading as a “base,” I’d immediately pictured something heavily fortified, set well away from the general public, with spotlights and big chain-link metal fences around the perimeter. The failing there was on me, because in my curiosity, I’d allowed my imagination to run wild, forgetting the very real obligation agents had to get their work done while blending in with the rest of the human world. So of course their base wouldn’t stand out so overtly. Still, I felt like it was something of a stretch to call the rustic brown townhome near the center of a newly built downtown a “base.” The gate around the yard didn’t even come up past my waist, for goodness’ sake.

	I was suitably more impressed a few seconds later, as we crossed onto the property and I felt the ethereal tickle of passing over a ward. I hadn’t been through many at that point in my life, but it wasn’t a sensation that was easy to forget. Almost like fingers running gently down your bones. We made it to the front door without issue, and Arch rang the bell. Loud footsteps raced from behind the door, followed quickly by the sound of something metal and heavy being moved. It took a few seconds—a few seconds where I felt oddly exposed given how suburban and pleasant my location seemed—before the door was flung open to reveal a large man with shaggy brown hair in a leather jacket.

	Now, let me pause here, because I recognize that the word “large” has a somewhat shifting meaning in my social circles. This fellow was large by human standards, standing well past six feet tall, with broad shoulders and a muscular frame. It was adequate bulk to be intimidating, even if he would have paled in comparison to someone like Richard. Still, he was big enough that Arch seemed to disappear in the giant, wide-armed hug the man wrapped the smaller agent up in.

	“We just got word that you were coming!” The larger man was squeezing so hard I wondered if Arch would pop, or simply start shooting. I couldn’t remember anyone hugging Arch before, or at least not so freely as this. To my surprise, Arch didn’t fight back or object, he just let the hug run its course until he was set back down on his feet once more. Only then did the man in leather turn to me and extend a friendly hand. “You must be Mr. Fletcher. I’m Agent Persimmons, but everyone just calls me Wallace.”

	I shook his hand, noting that the grip was firm, yet never veered into anything aggressive. “A pleasure to meet you, Wallace. Please, call me Fred. I’ve never been one to stand on formality, especially with friends of friends.”

	“Oh, someone else willing to call this old curmudgeon a friend. Arch, you must be getting soft.” Wallace motioned for us to step inside, which we did as he shut the door behind us. As it turned out, the innocuous townhome had metal walls all throughout the interior, with arcane symbols painted around every window and door in sight. Wallace had to shift several heavy bars back in place to fortify the front door, making it even harder to get through. This sort of set-up was probably a serious fire hazard in terms of easy exits, but it did make me feel less nervous about where I’d be spending my next few days.

	Arch and I followed Wallace down the hallway as he spoke, visibly excited about the visit. “Harris is putting together a meal that should be done pretty soon, Paula and I were cleaning out your old room, and Marj is prepping a cot and cell for Fred. Sorry about that, by the way, but the cells are the only spare space we’ve got to put guests.”

	“Fred can have my old room. I’ve slept on plenty a prison cot in my day,” Arch offered.

	“A cot is fine. I plan to spend most of my time working, anyway,” I replied. In a way, this was better. No comfort meant no distractions, which meant I could get the job done all the faster and we could go home. Amiable as Wallace was, I still had no desire to stay here any longer than needed.

	We turned a corner, of which there were an odd amount in these halls, and nearly ran smack into another vampire. Unlike Wallace, she wasn’t wearing anything leather and had normal human proportions. Dark pants, a gray shirt, and a pair of guns on her waist, she looked professional and collected. Our eyes locked, studying each other, until she smiled with more sincerity than I’d been expecting. No fangs in the grin either, which was a nice change of pace for new vampire meetings.

	“Paula, this is the accountant that goes by Fred,” Wallace said, making quick introductions. “He’s the one the Agency sent for inventory.”

	“I read the memo, but I didn’t believe it. So, you’re the vampire who’s been working as a freelance accountant, huh?” Her voice was gentle, yet I had no trouble making out her words. After the overt evil of Quinn, Petre’s visible disdain, and Lillian’s bombastic nature, it felt odd to meet a vampire that was so composed.

	“I am indeed. Fredrick Frankford Fletcher; though, as Wallace said, please just call me Fred.”

	“And I’m Paula. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.” She walked past me, to Arch, though she didn’t wrap him in a hug like Wallace did. Instead, they just shook hands briefly before she smiled again. “Will you have time to face me while you’re here? My accuracy has improved quite a bit since our last duel.”

	Arch didn’t answer right away, which was unusual for him, but eventually he tipped his head forward in agreement. “As long as we hit the shooting range when Fred is working nearby, I don’t think that will be any sort of conflict.”

	Paula smiled again, then continued down the hallway in the opposite direction. Quiet and to the point, now there was something I hadn’t seen a lot of among parahumans. We kept walking, stepping into a kitchen where a man who looked like he was in his early twenties was racing about, various foods flying around him. 

	That’s not hyperbolic language, by the way. Eggs, celery, carrots, and a whole chicken were wobbling through the air as this man ran between the stove, oven, and several mixing bowls on the counter. Occasionally, he’d reach up and snatch an ingredient from mid-air, tossing it into a bowl almost haphazardly before turning his attention elsewhere. Wallace tried coughing loudly several times to get his attention, but eventually, he gave up and spat out the cook’s name. “Harris!”

	“Huh? What? Ten more minutes!” Harris whirled around on us, a streak of flour on his cheek that I couldn’t imagine he’d gotten through normal means. “Oh shit. Arch is here already?”

	“I told you he was here when I ran past to get the door,” Wallace said. There was exasperation in his voice, but the sort that was resolved to knowing that no amount of frustration would change the situation. This was clearly Harris at his usual, and as a teammate, Wallace had made peace with that a long time ago. “And the vampire next to him is Fred. He’s going to be doing inventory for the next few days, so try not to do any big runs on the food supply until he finishes.”

	“What, you want me to cook for our guests with what’s in the fridge? You ask me to shame my pride as a chef.” Harris defiantly put his hands on his hips and stared Wallace down. Before either of them could dig in for a long fight, Arch stepped forward and broke the tension.

	“So, it’s a chef these days, huh?” Arch turned to me, something almost like a smile on his face. “When I left, Harris was training to be a top-tier mixologist, and before that, I believe it was a sculptor, and before that—”

	“I will not apologize for searching tirelessly to find my true calling,” Harris snapped. His expression turned sheepish when he realized who he’d been short with, and the next time he spoke, it was with a more subdued tone. “Sorry, I get a little testy when I’m mid-recipe. You all head on down, I’ll call you when the food is ready and I can have a more even-tempered conversation.”

	Wallace took the cue, leading us past Harris and the floating food to a set of stone steps leading downward, ones I was positive hadn’t been part of the home’s initial construction. Once we were on the stairway, Arch leaned into me and whispered, “Harris is a great caster, a prodigy with the makings of an eventual archmage. But he says too much magic on the brain can make your mind stagnant, so he’s always trying to master new hobbies as distractions. It’s a pain, but it does seem to make him better at magic, so we all learned to put up with it.”

	It hadn’t escaped my notice that we were barely through the door and Arch was already lumping himself in with the rest of the group. I wondered how long he’d spent working with them, and why he’d been so ready to leave a place he clearly felt at home. Was Albert really important enough to have left somewhere like this behind?

	The stairs went on for a while, as we passed several floors and still kept descending. When we finally stopped, it was because the stairs had as well. They went down no further than the floor we were on. Stone was all around us—I was certain that this area definitely wasn’t on any permits at city hall—and more arcane symbols dotted the walls at regular intervals. Wallace took us down a short hallway to a large open area with several doorways.

	“To the left is our makeshift jail. It isn’t very nice, but we’ve got one cell without silver bars at least, so that’s where you’ll be staying, Fred. Up ahead are the training rooms, and one of our ammo storage areas. It seemed like a bad idea to store all the guns and ammo in one place, especially near the jail, so there’s a few rooms through the house you’ll need to visit to do a full inventory. On the right, however, is pretty much all of our goods that aren’t dangerous. Food, toiletries, water, flea shampoo, all the essentials.” 

	Even if I hadn’t already suspected Wallace’s nature as a therian, his comment about flea shampoo being an essential would have clued me in. A vampire, a mage, and a therian—not a bad team, all things considered. But there was still one more person Wallace had mentioned that we’d yet to run into. As it turned out though, the door to the jail area opened right then, and a woman in jeans and an oversized sweater stepped out. I waited for an overt clue as to her nature, like I’d gotten from the others, but as she walked over, nothing jumped out at me. She seemed human to my senses, not that that really meant much. Krystal and Arch both read as human to me, and while I still had no idea what Arch was, I knew Krystal was anything but mundane.

	“Arch, so good to see you again.” She was the first one since Wallace to greet Arch with a hug, and while it wasn’t as strong or as enthusiastic, it was surprisingly tender. I was about to look away when they broke apart and she looked to me. “And you must be Fredrick Fletcher, the accountant who goes by Fred. I’m Marjorie, but everyone calls me Marj, and you should, too. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

	We shook hands, and I studied her, trying to figure out what qualified her to be on a team of parahuman badasses. Still no hints, so I let the matter slide out of my mind. The parahuman world was a big one, and there were plenty of types I’d never even heard of, let alone met. No sense searching my mind for knowledge that wasn’t there.

	“Pleasure to meet you, as well,” I replied. “Do you all have a particular order you’d prefer I handle the job in? I’d like to cause as little disruption to your work as possible.”

	“If you could start with the food so Harris doesn’t pitch a fit about not being able to cook, that would make everyone’s life easier,” Wallace said. “After that, go in whatever order you like. We’re stood down for anything except emergencies while you do inventory, so we shouldn’t need much in the way of ammo.”

	“Closest thing we have to a vacation.” Marj sounded oddly cheerful about the fact that they rarely got time off, but perhaps she was just happy because they were spending the downtime with an old friend. “Arch, you want a rundown of what’s been going on since you left?”

	“I’m here to watch over Fred,” Arch said. “So we’d need to be somewhere close to him.”

	“Why don’t you all have a meeting right here?” I suggested. “Wallace, if you can show me to the storage area with the food, I’ll get to work so that Harris can have free rein of his kitchen once more.”

	“Bless you, Fred. I was not looking forward to fighting him over the next meal.” Wallace brought me to the door on the right and led me through.

	Behind us, Arch and Marj were already deep in discussion, and I worked hard to tune them out. Whatever they were talking about, I probably didn’t have the clearance for it, and even if I did, I was almost certainly happier not knowing. With any luck, I could just do my job, he could have a nice visit, and we’d be back on the plane soon.

	Even as I told myself that, however, I didn’t really believe it. While it would be nice to dismiss such feelings as intuition, the truth of the matter was more straightforward: I was finally learning to prepare for the unexpected. Not that any amount of bracing could have truly prepared me for what was to come.


3.

The first day went surprisingly smoothly. For all the emphasis Arch had put on being alert and prepared for anything, ultimately, it was a quiet patch of hours spent taking stock of the group’s food and sundries. No one bothered me, except for Harris popping in repeatedly to ask if he could have access to the pantry once more, and even that stopped once I gave him permission. Curiously, he didn’t actually take anything to cook once he could; he just smiled, grew visibly more relaxed, and left me alone. With mages, I was slowly learning there was a certain amount of peculiarity cooked into their personalities. I had no idea if it was a side effect of using magic, or whatever enabled them to accomplish such a feat in the first place, and I didn’t spare much time trying to figure it out.

	I was all about the job, forgoing sleep even after my watch told me we were into the daytime once more. True, I was a little tired, especially after the outing with Amy, but Arch wasn’t a man to use hyperbole. If he thought the less time spent here, the better, then I’d sleep when I was safe in Charlotte Manor again. Besides, I’d gone far longer than a few days without sleep during the crunch of tax season. We were still well within my comfort zone, and I planned to be done before the lack of sleep could wear on me.

	As for Arch, he was staying true to his word. Every time I popped a head out the door of the storage room to ask something, he was there. Sometimes alone, more often talking with one of the members of the group. They were always polite and quiet enough that I could tune them out, but it was plain that they wanted to spend as much time with their former member as possible. He seemed to be enjoying it too, which made me feel a bit guilty about how quickly I was racing through the job. However, since he’d been the one encouraging me to get this over with, I kept up the pace. If Arch wanted to change the plan, he’d have told me about it. The man was never shy about giving orders.

	By the time the sun set once more, I’d finished logging the storage room’s contents and had moved on to inventorying the nearby ammunition stockpile. If you’re surprised that it took me so long to complete one room while working nonstop through a day, then you are severely underestimating how much they actually had on hand. I’d thought Wallace was just using a simple phrase to convey meaning when he mentioned a siege, but the truth was that they really were set-up to withstand a prolonged attack for weeks, if they had to. There was even an impressive blood storage system that I suspected was magical and meant to sustain Paula.

	Through all the counting and calculating, however, the same thought kept nagging at me: this was simple, basic work. While I’m not above doing menial labor when needed, that didn’t change the fact that this was a strange use of my time. The Agency didn’t own me outright—they could only force me to work so many hours in a given year, and this is how they were using a big chunk of them? It made no sense, which kept me searching for some other reason or explanation as I worked. Confidential materials they wouldn’t trust to someone with less experience, or a convoluted tracking system that would take expertise to figure out, anything to explain why I’d been brought here. A whole day had passed though, and I’d come up empty, which should have made me more relaxed, but was instead only increasing my anxiety. Unseen complications were always more worrying than the ones you saw coming.

	A polite knock on the door roused me from counting bullets, which is a chore that lends itself to taking any distraction possible, and I saw Paula step into the ammo room with a pair of coffee mugs. I didn’t even need to sniff to know that they had blood inside them; the scent reached out and crammed itself into my senses instantly. Vampires were hardwired that way. I could tune out a lot of noise and smells when I put my mind to it, but blood cut past every line of mental defense I had and went right to the primal part of my brain.

	“Evening, Fred,” Paula greeted. “We thought you might want to take a break for some nourishment. Even Arch eats at least once a day.” She extended one of the mugs to me, and I accepted. The blood was glorious—it always is, since the liquid lights up every part of a vampire’s tongue and brain—and before I realized it, I’d drained half the cup. Apparently, I was hungrier than I’d realized.

	“Thanks. Sometimes when I work, I tend to zone out and forget about basic necessities.”

	She snickered under her breath, explaining before I had a chance to ask about the laughter. “Sorry. It’s just a little funny, you know? There’s the old legend that if you throw seeds or small objects in front of a vampire, they’ll compulsively count them without pause, and here I come down to find you so spaced out from counting bullets that you forgot to eat. Makes me wonder if maybe that’s why they sent a vampire to do the inventory.”

	“Sadly, my tendencies toward tallying extended well back into my human life as well,” I admitted. “Though I can’t say I ever had occasion to count bullets. Unless you count bullet points, which you probably shouldn’t.”

	Paula sipped from her mug and walked over, taking a look at the pages where I was keeping track. “You’ve gotten through a lot of stuff already. I’m impressed, but I guess I shouldn’t be. Arch says this is your gig full time. I’d love to hear the story of how that happened.”

	“Not much to tell, I’m afraid.” In retrospect, this sounds like I was being coy, but at the time, I really didn’t feel like my story was particularly worth recounting. “My sire turned me because I was a socially anxious shut-in who was better with numbers than people, hoping that giving me this power would let my ‘dark side’ out and I’d go on a killing spree. But with no one to teach me about parahumans, I just stuck to my old life. By the time I met another parahuman, I was sort of set in my ways again, so I found a way to bring my old life and my new life together.”

	“Abandoned, huh? That’s a tough start. A lot of abandoned vampires don’t survive their first year. They draw the attention of agents or piss off the wrong people, or go crazy because they can’t accept what’s happened to them. I’m glad you made it through.” Paula was looking at me curiously, studying my face. She was probably checking for falsehoods, and I didn’t begrudge her that. Given her job, and that I was in their safe haven, it was natural to make sure I wasn’t concealing some wicked intentions.

	I took another, more measured drink from my mug as I debated how to respond. It felt like she was fishing for something, but I didn’t know what. Since I had nothing to hide, I decided to barrel on as if I hadn’t noticed the scrutiny. “It was hard for a while, but thankfully I made some friends who taught me how this world works. How about you? How did you become an agent?”

	Paula shrugged. “Was turned a few decades back. Didn’t mind the clan I was in at first, but eventually I wanted more for myself. Took a few years to train, and then applied to the Agency. Once they decided I had the right ethics and brain for the work, I got started. That’s pretty much it.”

	It didn’t escape my notice that her story was really a few short points with as little detail as possible in between, though I didn’t raise the issue. Despite us both being vampires, we’d only just met, and it wasn’t polite to pry. Besides, it wasn’t as though I hadn’t skipped over quite a bit myself.

	“Sometimes I wish I’d gotten the experience of getting taken in by a proper clan, other days I’m glad for the way things worked out. If I’d been educated by a vampire clan, especially one that would have had my sire as a member, I’m sure I would have inherited the old biases and fears toward other types of parahumans that they held. Instead, I got to make up my own mind about things, and I have more friends for it. In a way, I guess Quinn did me a favor abandoning—”

	My words halted as the mug in Paula’s hand went tumbling down toward the floor. It never made it though, as she dropped and snatched it out of the air without spilling so much as a single drop. Sometimes I forgot just how powerful our kind was when we applied ourselves. Still, she didn’t exactly look steady as she stood back up, mug clutched firmly in hand. “Fred . . . did you say Quinn? As in, Quinn the one-armed vampire and former necromancer? That’s your sire?”

	“He didn’t used to be one-armed,” I said, unsure of how else to really respond. “But then he messed with Krystal. Anyway, yes, Quinn is, or was, my sire. Why?”

	“Because Quinn is one of the major players in Northview, a rat we’ve been trying to smoke out for months.” Paula downed the rest of her blood in a single gulp, then set the mug down on a nearby table. “That seems like a bit too much of a coincidence. If you’ll excuse me, I need to go talk to Wallace.”

	As if he’d been waiting for the cue, we both heard the pounding footsteps of the group’s largest member barreling down the stairs. Frantic whispering sounded outside, and then the door swung open to reveal Wallace, looking far less composed than he had the last time I’d seen him.

	“Paula! Gear up. That Ghoul Lord we’ve been searching for just showed his face on the other side of town, and he’s got a small army of lesser ghouls with him. Orders are to suppress as quickly as possible before civilians get hurt.”

	Paula looked between Wallace and me for several seconds, then her eyes darted to Arch in the doorway. “You’re staying behind, I assume?”

	“Do you really need me for something like that?” Arch countered.

	“No, but I wanted to make sure Fred would have some backup, just in case.” Paula dashed past the door, yelling over her shoulder. “Give me two minutes to gear up, and I’ll be ready.”

	“Fred, Arch, you two just keep at it,” Wallace said. “We should have this done in an hour or so, and be right back. Harris will seal the place tight, so nothing can get in, but that means you can’t get out either.”

	“I’m aware of lockdown protocol.” Arch was checking his guns again, and this time, I was thankful for the ritual. If anything went awry, he was the only trained agent around. “I’ll explain it to Fred. You go deal with the Ghoul Lord.”

	Wallace followed orders, dashing out the doorway and back to the stairs. From the speed at which he was ascending, I estimated it would be a few minutes at most before he and everyone else was out the door. I turned to Arch, noting the wary expression on his face.

	“Do you expect any trouble?”

	“As a rule, always,” Arch said. “But something that big happening—big enough to draw the entire team out with you on hand—makes me suspicious. From now until they return, you don’t leave my side no matter what, Fred. Is that understood?”

	I nodded quickly. There was no way I planned on disobeying that order.

	“Good, then get back to counting.” Arch pulled out a folding chair and set it so he was facing the doorway with his gun drawn. “There’s still work to be done.”


4.

Despite what you might expect, and certainly what I was prepared for, the door Arch was watching didn’t suddenly get knocked in by a crew of evil parahumans. Instead, nothing happened, save for me tracking the sounds of the team getting into their cars and driving off. With no other way to occupy my time, I took Arch’s advice and went back to counting bullets. In a way, I was glad for the task, as otherwise, I would have spent my time dwelling on all the possibilities of what might happen. There was one thing, however, that nagged at me, and eventually it grew so bothersome I couldn’t even focus on my work anymore.

	“Arch, did you know that Quinn was in Northview?” It was blunt, I’ll admit, but conversations with Arch tended to work best when one got right to the point. Besides, we’d been through enough that I felt like we were friends, or at least amiable enough to skip some niceties.

	“Of course. Krystal and I both get daily briefings about any activity that even slightly smells of Quinn,” Arch told me. “He’s the type to hold a grudge, so we’re always trying to be ready in case he finally musters up the courage to come back to Winslow. His presence is why I insisted on coming along.”

	“Oh. Why not just tell me that on the plane, then?”

	“Because I wasn’t sure it would come up, and I didn’t want you spending three days with that dangling overhead if it wasn’t necessary. There was always the chance that this was a coincidence, after all. They do happen, even to parahumans.” Arch’s eyes and gun never wavered from the door as he spoke; his focus was unbreakable.

	“You don’t think so anymore, I take it?”

	There was a long stretch of silence this time before Arch responded. “I think the Agency sending a useful resource to get a job done is a coincidence. But a big attack happening within a day of our arrival, one that leaves us alone in the house, that’s a step too far. My money says someone was trying to smoke Quinn out and decided that you’d be bait he wouldn’t pass up. They just didn’t count on him being organized enough to put together this big of a distraction.”

	I was about to protest that the complexity of such a plan felt far-fetched, but then I remembered the last time I’d seen Quinn, in a church surrounded by ghouls under his control. He liked using ghouls as pawns, so turning them into a massive distraction fit his usual pattern. Arch was right; this was too much coincidence to brush off. “At least we’re locked up in a fortress.”

	You might think that was the moment the door was kicked down, or a mighty explosion interrupted us, but you’d be wrong. Nothing happened for several more minutes as I went back to work and kept counting bullets. When something did occur, it was more subtle than I’d been expecting, so much so that I almost didn’t notice. Without warning, the lights in the room simply died, and as I strained my ears for the familiar hum of electricity, I heard nothing. Nothing except for faint footsteps from somewhere above us.

	“They killed the power,” I said. There was no point in pretending anymore; something was definitely going on, and given the number of footsteps, it was certainly a “they” situation. “I hear a lot of feet moving overhead, but I can’t tell if they’re in the house, or just on the property.”

	“If they aren’t in now, they will be soon. Someone came here with a plan.” To my surprise, Arch had left his chair and was digging through his coat. Rather than pulling out another gun, however, he produced a pair of glasses with runes along the rim and donned them. “Enchanted for night vision, plus I won’t get blinded if someone throws a flash grenade. They’re also next to impossible to knock off. This isn’t my first time working in the dark.”

	It took me a second to realize that Arch was responding to the confusion on my face, which he could now see perfectly. In general, I considered myself a well-prepared person; however, I had nothing on Arch and his personal arsenal of weapons and tools. Just as I was preparing to grab some heavy equipment to bar the door, Arch walked over and carefully pulled it open.

	“What are you doing?” My voice was barely above a hiss, yet it sounded so loud, too loud, in my vampiric ears.

	“We can’t stay down here. From what you said, it sounds like Quinn brought a whole team with him. They’ll find us, and there’s no way we could keep them out long enough to wait for our people to get back. Depending on the type of parahuman he brought, I might not be able to kill them all before they got to you. Better to stay on the move, give ourselves some options until the others return. But we’re going to need a little help.” 

	Arch dug into his coat once more, pulling out a dark leather bag. Reaching in, he scooped out a handful of dust and sprinkled it on himself before turning and blowing the rest of it around me. Some got up my nose, and I went to sneeze, but before I could, the sense of it had vanished. The bits around me were gone too, like they’d never been there. I took a test sniff and didn’t smell anything. Anything. Not even the residual blood in the nearby mugs.

	“Powder from the bones of a shadow-walker,” Arch said, as if that somehow served as an explanation. “They won’t be able to smell or hear us unless they’re very close. It’s how I sneak up on vampires, therians, and other parahumans with enhanced senses.”

	While I was a bit miffed at the sudden onset of anosmia, I did have to admit that having such a material on hand was pretty . . . well, cool. I’d seen Arch in his role of authoritative leader, and I’d heard other agents talk about how respected he was, but this was the first time I’d ever seen Arch really on the job. He was composed, quick-thinking, and seemingly had a plan and tool for any situation. I just hoped he continued to live up to the hype once we actually met our attackers.

	Slipping out of the ammo storage room, I strained my ears to hear the sounds of movement, but apparently the shadow-walker dust cut both ways. I could still hear, mind you, it was just that the amount I could hear was highly diminished. For that matter, when I really tried, I could pick up occasional smells from around me, though nothing like what I could normally detect. It took a few moments for me to realize what Arch’s dust had done: he’d dialed back my smell and hearing to human levels. Disconcerting as it was, things only seemed so silent when compared with my normal hearing capacity. I wondered if I could buy some of that powder for nights when I wanted to work and the neighbors were being loud.

	“Wait,” I told him, my eyes catching a door to another room. “What about the jail cells? They said most of the bars were silver, right? We could hide out in one of those. Even if Quinn finds us, he wouldn’t be able to get through.”

	“It’s not a terrible plan, and if everything goes to shit, use it, but you can still shoot a lot of things through bars. Better not to leave you at his mercy if we can avoid it. Now, come on. I can hear them working on the door.”

	“Really? How? You got hit with the dust, too,” I pointed out.

	“Fred, my hearing is always at a human level. I’ve just spent a lot of time learning how to get the most out of that. Now, do you want to stand here gabbing, or do you want to get a fucking move on?” Arch stood there, unmoving, waiting for me to respond.

	“Sorry. Lead the way.” I fell in directly behind him, and as soon as I did, Arch began moving forward once more.

	We crept up the stairs, Arch stopping occasionally to cock his head and listen as we ascended. I had no idea where we were heading; however, Arch never hesitated. He knew this place, after all, and apparently, time away hadn’t dulled his memory in the slightest. Bit by bit, we rose, until we were almost back at the top floor. It was there that I heard the first sound from our attackers since Arch had coated me in dust, and it wasn’t because the effects were fading.

	The loud bang that echoed through the house and into its subterranean catacombs was impossible to mistake for anything other than what it clearly was: the massive, metal front door being roughly broken through. Arch and I looked at each other, though we said nothing. There wasn’t a point in speaking the words out loud; we both knew what had just happened.

	Our attackers had broken through the front door. They were now officially in the house with us.
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Had I been on my own, I would have most likely frozen in panic until I was inevitably discovered by the intruders. Thankfully, Arch had no such reticence. No sooner had the noise started to fade than we were on the move again, past the kitchen and into the one of the bedrooms. It seemed counter-intuitive to me that we were moving closer to the people breaking in, but this wasn’t really the time to question Arch’s judgment. Especially since we were within earshot of the others, vampire hearing or not. I could make out the sounds of them scrabbling inside, and just before Arch eased the bedroom door shut, a familiar voice rang out—one that conjured terrible memories of a ghoul-infested church and Krystal with a bloody throat.

	“All of you by the couch, go to the kitchen and head downstairs. Start at the bottom and search a floor at a time. If I know my spawn, he’ll have holed up in the darkest corner he can find and be cowering in it. The rest of you, start working from the top down. Except you, Beauregard. You guard the front door.” Quinn’s voice was unmistakable, still as mad as it had been the last time. Except there was something different, even if I couldn’t put my finger on what. His words seemed stronger, heavier, like there was an air of authority with every inflection.

	Also . . . he’d just called someone Beauregard. That was a hell of a coincidence, seeing as Krystal had turned his old lackey with that name into sliced-up ashes. Did Quinn seek out underlings with that name? It was a weird detail, one I really didn’t have time to dwell on, but it’s amazing the things a mind will latch on to in a state of panic.

	Through it all, Arch was silent, listening to the sounds of footsteps moving to various parts of the base. I could make out some, though not in much detail, but apparently he had a far better sense of their location than I did. Pulling out a dark gun in one hand and a gleaming silver dagger in the other, Arch tilted his head toward the door and whispered. “Four of them are still up here, not including the big one by the door. I can’t tell which one is Quinn, but he might be among them, so be ready for anything if he pops up. Our best bet is to avoid the five up here, or kill them if they see us, and sneak out the front while the rest are searching below.”

	“Won’t all of them come running the first time you shoot that?” I pointed to his gun, in case he’d missed the context.

	Arch double-checked the weapon before shaking his head. “No, I pulled the enchanted one. Between the muffling spells and the shadow-walker powder, they shouldn’t hear it. Trust me, Fred. I’m used to getting the drop on bigger, stronger enemies.”

	Not for the first time, I found myself wondering just what exactly Arch was. I knew he’d been alive for a long time, yet that was literally the only supernatural feature he’d demonstrated, unless one considered constant calm a parahuman power. Which, given how impossible such a skill was for me to grasp, it might as well have been.

	“We’re going to have to move now. I can’t risk leaving you on your own,” Arch continued. “No matter what happens out there, don’t worry about me. If I get hurt, pay no mind. Unless someone manages to shoot or stab me in the brain. Then, run like hell and just survive until help arrives.”

	I realize I’ve just commented about Arch’s calm demeanor, but I was still bowled over as he placidly discussed the idea of his being shot in the head. There was no time to ponder it though, as he pushed open the bedroom door and led us out into the hallway, gun first. Arch was methodical, checking every corner we encountered as we took a route that felt circuitous, but that was probably picked to maximize our chances of making it out while encountering as few intruders as possible.

	It was a good method, until we were halfway down a hall and another vampire stepped into view. There was no question of what this man was; his fangs were bared already, and they only continued to stretch further as we stepped into view. Yet there was something off about him as well. He moved more like an animal than a person, and dark, pulsing red lines stretched across the sclera of his eyes and into the iris. That was all the detail I could take in before a soft pop came from Arch, and the vampire’s head whipped back. He was right; the gun really didn’t make much noise. I stood, ready for my fellow undead to rise up; bullets weren’t the best method of stopping us, yet he stayed on the ground, a small pool of dark blood stretching out around what remained of the back of his head.

	Much as I’d have loved to back away, this was still the direction we were heading, so I had to press on. As we made our way past the vampire’s body, because that’s all it was now, I saw that the back of his head looked like a cannonball had soared out of it, and I caught the distinct glimmer of silver. I’m not quite sure why I’d never realized that agents, especially ones as prepared as Arch, would have bullets specially made for vampires, but it was still disconcerting to see the results laid out upon the ground. So much destruction from one shot; it boggled the mind. And Arch hadn’t even hesitated. He’d fired without pause directly into the skull. Moments like these showed me why so many parahumans were afraid of agents.

	Eventually, we made it past the corpse, although I wasn’t sure it was a sight that would ever entirely leave me. As of the writing of these pages, it still hasn’t, but plenty more terrible images have been added to keep it company. Arch slunk down the halls, always listening and at the ready for another attack. Whether it was luck or his guidance, I don’t know, but we managed to make it to the living room where the front door was located without encountering another attacker. That, however, was where our luck ran out.

	Arch’s elbow dug into my ribs as he pointed at a mirror on the wall, one that had clearly been placed to check the entryway covertly. The hulking monster in the doorway would have caused me to gasp audibly if I hadn’t stopped breathing to stay quiet. It was a vampire—at least, I thought it was—but I couldn’t even imagine the cocktail of blood it had been fed to assume such an appearance. Standing so tall his head brushed the doorway, the man was as wide as Bubba, but with a physique more akin to Richard’s. His fangs were exposed, shining in the moonlight, as were the black claws on his hands and six horns lining his bare skull. Instead of the usual pale skin our kind had, this vampire—presumably the new Beauregard—had a complexion mottled with splotches of red, purple, and green. Beyond that, his skin’s shape was wrong; it had odd lumps and dips, like poorly molded clay. The eyes, however, were similar to the ones we’d seen in our first fight, if one can even call it that—red lines across the sclera, just like the dead vampire in the hall. The rest of him was so bizarre that I wasn’t even sure Beauregard counted as a vampire anymore. Quinn had done a real number on him, just like he’d do to me if given the chance.

	Arch was stepping closer, getting ready to attack the behemoth blocking the door, when his eyes suddenly darted to a nearby doorway in the hall. Seconds later, a vampire woman with the same unnatural eyes—even by our standards—came bursting through. No sooner had she entered our view than Arch struck, slicing her with his blade. Unfortunately, she was quicker than the first guy, throwing up her arm to block and letting out a pained shriek as his dagger cleaved easily into her flesh. The pain caused her to pause, unsure of what to do next, and that was all Arch needed. Another pop, and she was down. Mercifully, the small hole in her forehead was all I could see this time. But dead or not, the damage was already done. Her yelp hadn’t been muffled like our actions, and in the mirror, I could already see Beauregard rushing forward.

	What I didn’t see, however, was the vampire sneaking up behind me. No, Arch was the one who caught that, grabbing me by the arm and shoving me roughly to the side as he fired into its chest. The wounds were enough to slow it down, and Arch finished it off with another shot to the brain, but by the time he turned back, Beauregard had already arrived. One deft slap from Beauregard’s massive paw of a hand sent Arch slamming into the wall. I suspect that if the whole place hadn’t been reinforced, he’d have gone through it, but I could still hear the crunch of bone when Arch hit.

	With him cleared out of the way, Beauregard advanced on me. There was no joy or surprise in his face; it was empty of any such higher brain functions. He was like a caged wolf being let loose on its prey, just a wild beast doing its master’s bidding. God . . . what had Quinn done to these people?

	Before Beauregard could snatch me up and rip me in two, however, more muffled gunshots rang out. The mighty vampire looked pained, but he didn’t drop to the ground. Instead, he spun in place to face his attacker. Arch was standing there, popping in a fresh clip, looking annoyed that his bullets weren’t doing their usual damage. This time, I was the one who saw someone creeping up behind him, a familiar form that I pointed to while trying to get my friend’s attention. “Arch!”

	He started to spin around, just as the blade cleaved through his neck, separating Arch’s head from his body in a single smooth motion. The body fell to the ground, but the head seemed to float for a moment. It took me a second to realize that, just like Paula and the mug earlier, Arch’s attacker had caught his head before it could drop. Even one-handed, Quinn still had exceptional reflexes.

	“Silly little agent. Did you think I’d learned nothing from tangling with your kind? This Beauregard is testing implanted subdermal armor for me. Magic might not be able to stop silver, but humans are remarkably adept at finding ways to keep their pathetic flesh-vessels safe.” Quinn stepped fully into view, his left—and only—hand holding a long saber in the palm, his fingers wrapped around Arch’s hair. Aside from the missing arm, he looked just as I remembered him, with the exception of the black collar with glowing runes wrapped around his throat. He grinned at me briefly, that smile promising all manner of suffering, before turning his attention back to Arch’s head. “Funny how we endure for a few moments even post-decapitation. You’ll be dead in seconds, so if you have anything to say to my spawn, I’d do so now.”

	I looked into Arch’s eyes, from which the light was fading quickly, and noticed that he moved his lips silently, squeezing out a single word before his face went slack.

	“Run.”


6.

I did as I was told. I’m not proud of it, by any means. I dearly wish I could tell you that I was filled with righteous anger and that I rose up to stop Quinn and Beauregard right there, but if I had, then I wouldn’t be writing this. That would be where my story ended, because they’d have easily overpowered me and, if I was lucky, killed me on the spot. No, I didn’t find some hidden reserve of senseless bravery. Instead, I did what all humans, undead or not, have been hardwired to do since the beginning of dawn. I tried to survive.

	Bolting back down the hallway, I did some quick mental math. Arch had said there were five vampires on the top floor, counting Beauregard. Between the three he’d killed and Quinn, that meant there shouldn’t be anyone standing between me and the kitchen. Granted, I’d be plunging into floors with unknown amounts of vampires waiting for me, but there was at least a chance I could lose Quinn. With the time Arch had bought us, and the shadow-walker dust making me hard to find, I might be able to last long enough for the other agents to get back. I couldn’t bring Arch back; however, I could still testify and make sure Quinn paid for the murder. That thought almost slowed me down; the grief at seeing a friend slaughtered made me want to fall over and weep. Survival is a powerful instinct though, and it wouldn’t let me process the loss until I was safe.

	Making it to the kitchen was easy. So easy, I felt a bit suspicious, not that I’d had any other options in the first place. With a giant, bulletproof uber-vampire blocking the front door, it was going to take someone with real strength to break through. All I had was a knack for numbers and a sweater vest. I bolted down the stairs as fast as I dared, making a break for the bottom floor. If I was lucky, which seemed unlikely, the first team would have finished searching it already, and I could hide out there for a while. Maybe I’d even be able to get into one of the jail cells with the silver bars. That probably wouldn’t stop Quinn, but it might slow him down. At this point, I was playing a game of minutes, perhaps even seconds, where every bit of time I bought could be the difference between survival and death.

	I made it to the bottom floor so fast it was a blur, leaping off the stairs and racing toward the cells. I managed exactly three steps before the vampires fell upon me from the shadows. Their grips were incredible. If they hadn’t been drinking therian blood, then I didn’t want to know what gave them this strength. They yanked me to the center of the room. Four of them had been here, had been waiting for me, with one grabbing each limb. I tried to prepare myself to be quartered, by which I mean that panic gave way to momentary acceptance of my fate. 

	Curiously, my life didn’t flash before my eyes, as I’d always heard it would. Instead, my mind filled with images of the people I loved. Krystal, Bubba, Amy, Neil, Albert, Charlotte, Richard, Sally, Lillian, and even curmudgeonly Arch. My clan. My family. I hoped they’d be okay when I was gone. I hoped the death of a leader didn’t hurt the clan. I should have looked into that. I should have done a lot of things differently. It was oddly clear, here at the end. I could see now all the places where I’d been letting my fears and insecurities hold me back. One of life’s cruel jokes, I suppose, that only in the moments before death do we see our lives plainly.

	Except . . . they weren’t ripping me apart. The other vampires, all with the same sclera-tainted eyes, had dragged me to the middle of the room and were holding me still. It didn’t take me long to realize why, as footsteps came from the stairs. Slowly, Quinn stepped into view, sword in hand and evil smile on his face. He walked across the ground slowly, savoring the moment as he stared at my captured body.

	“You are not an easy man to get to, Fredrick Fletcher. It seems the longer I leave you alone, the more connections you make. Once the dragon liked you, I nearly gave up hope of ever setting eyes on you again, but then you turn up here, in my backyard, staying in a house I was already preparing to infiltrate. Truly, the gods smiled upon me this day.”

	“If it was this hard for you to catch an accountant, you might be losing your touch.” I would like to claim this defiance as bravery; however, in truth, it was simply terror worming its way out. With the certainty of death gone, I’d realized that Quinn was capable of doing far worse than ending me, and my panic had returned. All I could think was to buy time, keep him talking, wait for someone to arrive. It was a poor plan, admittedly, yet it was all I had to keep me going.

	“I see your bitch’s rudeness has been rubbing off on you.” Quinn smirked as I struggled against the other vampires. If they’d let me go, I doubt I could have done anything, but something still compelled me to try after he spoke about Krystal like that. “Oh, Fredrick, defiant as always. Why couldn’t you just do what you were supposed to and go on a murder spree? I had so many plans to put into place while you were drawing the agents’ attention. Do you even know how many people like you I had to kill before one of you finally turned? And of course, it was you, the one who wanted to play nice.”

	“Wait . . . what do you mean, people like me? There were others?” It was not the most salient piece of the discussion, I’ll own up to that, but it served the purpose of keeping him talking. Besides, I wanted to know what the hell he was talking about. It’s human nature to be curious about our origins, after all.

	Quinn laughed, and as he did, the other vampires seemed to shake, like they were chuckling as well, though no sound escaped their snarled lips. “Oh my, have none of your dear friends told you yet? Turning a human into a vampire is a difficult, imprecise process. No one is ever entirely sure why. Some believe it to be a curse placed on our kind to keep us from growing our numbers too fast. Generally speaking, only about one in every hundred people will actually turn into a vampire when properly drained and fed. The rest simply die.”

	I looked away from Quinn for the first time, glancing at the four vampires still holding me still. One in a hundred didn’t mean he’d had to kill four hundred to make them, I understood statistics well enough to know that, but it did mean he’d probably killed a lot of people to form this little army of his.

	“You like them? I had to work my way through quite a few transients and drifters to shore up my ranks without catching the Agency’s attention. Although, I will say this, Fredrick, you were a lesson for me. I no longer trust my spawn to act properly on their own. That’s why I took some time off to acquire the lovely accessory around my neck.” Quinn stepped closer, and as he did, I could see red lines running between the runes on his necklace, just like the ones in the vampires’ eyes. “Sires naturally have some control over their creations, you see, but those with strong wills can fight it. While I hardly expected you to qualify, it was a lesson worth learning. No longer do I take chances. Instead, this useful tool exponentially increases my control over my spawn. They follow my orders perfectly, even if I’m not in earshot. That’s why they were waiting for you, by the way, and why they work as such a well-oiled machine.”

	A few moment’s prior, I’d thought death was scary, but the idea of having my willpower stripped away and being forced to serve Quinn as a mindless puppet . . . that was a whole other level of terrifying. Quinn seemed to drink in my fear, grinning wider as he sheathed his sword and stepped closer.

	“I’m sure you were hoping to stretch this talk indefinitely so that help would arrive, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to cut this short, Fredrick,” Quinn said. “For a long time, I dreamed about killing you as payback for what you cost me, but ultimately, I decided against it. That’s too quick for you and your little clan. No, I think instead, you’re going to be found, wounded yet alive, and brought home. Once there, you’ll be the one to start killing off those friends of yours. One by one, until eventually, the bitch who took my arm is forced to put you down. Now that feels like a more appropriate punishment, don’t you think?”

	Quinn’s hand gripped my chin, pulling my gaze upward until our eyes locked. Too late, I realized what he was doing and tried to shut them, but the powerful hands from my captors lifted my eyelids. His gaze burned into mine, and the collar glowed brighter. “Don’t worry, I only need eye contact the first time. After this, you’ll do what I say whenever I say it. You, Fredrick, are finally going to be the obedient, useful spawn you were always meant to be.” The collar brightened even more, to the point where it was hurting my eyes to look upon it. I’d have blinked the pain away if I could have, but instead, I tried to ignore it. Whatever he was doing, I needed to fight it. I needed to stay in control. I couldn’t . . . couldn’t let myself be a puppet. Especially not one he might use to hurt my friends.

	“Hear me well, Fredrick, spawn of Quinn,” he said, voice low and heavy. The collar flashed, so bright I couldn’t see anything else. It felt like my eyes were going to burn in their sockets. “Hear me, and obey.”








7.

**Author’s Note: While I was running from Quinn, there were quite a few significant events going on overhead, so I’m going to pass things off to someone who was actually there to tell what happened.**

	Every time I die, I have the same dream. Maybe it’s a memory, but so many years have passed that I can’t recall what the moment was truly like anymore. All I have is the dream that haunts me in the fleeting instants of death. She’s there, of course. Lying on the ground, body shriveled and weak. Still beautiful, though. No matter how much time passes, no matter what happens between us, I’ll always remember her as she was then, a perfect vision of kind, gentle loveliness. Were it just her, it might be a nice dream, even in the context of that particular moment. But it’s not just her. I’m there too, and so is it. Dark wings spreading like dusk, gleaming eyes staring down at me, the scent of cinders and sulfur filling the air. I reach out to take one of its clawed, yet surprisingly graceful hands. A handshake. Such a simple gesture, with so much power behind it. Just as I take grip of those slender fingers, she looks up at the two of us from the ground and starts to cry out.

	“Don’t! Please, don’t do this Arch—”

	And then, as they always have since that day, my eyes snap open. Decapitation is a son of a bitch. Most wounds, I can shake off, they’ve self-repaired before I can fully notice them, but losing connection to the brain is another matter. Headshots and decapitation take me out of the action for a full ten seconds. If that doesn’t seem like a long time to you, then I’m guessing you’ve never squared off against violent parahumans out for blood. Ten seconds is a lifetime, sometimes quite literally.

	I didn’t move. That lesson took me longer than I’m proud to admit, but eventually, I figured out that people ignore corpses. If I leapt up unprepared, Beauregard would rush me again, and I’d probably end up losing another ten seconds and starting right back on the ground again. Instead, I listened. There’s an art to listening, to shutting out the world and yourself, focusing only on the certain sounds you want to track. It took me years to master, studying with some monks who’d dedicated lifetimes to it, but it was worth the effort. Besides, time is the one thing I have plenty of.

	Beauregard was still nearby; he’d gone back to guarding the door, and had left my body in the hall. That was good luck for me; even someone that out of it would have noticed a head rejoining to its neck. Quinn had obviously done something to these vampires; the exact method he’d used was a mystery, but I got the general gist: he’d traded their intellect for stalwart obedience. He was hardly the first tyrant to do so, but it was a strategy that came with a lot of faults. Followers like that weren’t soldiers, they were fodder. Extra hands attached to one mind that couldn’t properly control them all. The big vampire blocking the door was no exception. If he’d had access to his own brain, he might have swept the area occasionally instead of just standing in the open waiting for trouble to come to him.

	Faintly, I could hear footsteps hurrying down the stairs, and another set going at a slower pace behind them. Good, if Fred was still running, then he wasn’t dead yet. Had I dropped in a more covert place, I’d have taken off after him, but my legs sticking into the part of the hallway facing the remains of the front door meant that the moment I twitched, the brute would be on me again. Helping Fred meant taking Beauregard down first.

	One of the few upsides of dying: people tend to talk more freely to someone they think is being swept off the game board. Quinn was nice enough to give away why my bullets didn’t work: subdermal armor. I doubted it was anything sophisticated; given Beauregard’s misshapen frame, it was probably just lumps of metal or other hard material surgically placed below the skin. The poor guy had clearly been the test subject for a lot of Quinn’s “upgrades,” so I needed to be ready for anything. I was going to have to kill him, and while I took no joy in offing someone under obvious mental control, some part of me suspected that if the real person in there could speak, they’d have begged me to end it for them. Maybe that was a fantasy I concocted to ease my conscience, but I doubt it. I’ve been an agent for loads of years, and I did other work before that. My conscience made peace with this sort of necessity a long time ago.

	Carefully, I tested my hands and found my weapons still in them. The body naturally seizes up in death, so I’d long ago gotten into the habit of taking firm grips on my tools when I was slipping over. Habits were important, almost as important as training. I took a slow, steady breath as I lay on the floor, mentally picturing how the fight would go. I’d move, he’d charge again, and the next few seconds would be crucial. Beauregard was faster, stronger, and tougher than I was. But those were odds I was accustomed to facing. Fred’s steps were getting fainter; he was probably near the bottom of the stairs. I needed to hurry.

	In a single, near-silent maneuver, I rolled my legs overhead and flipped into a standing position. Some part of me hoped that maybe Beauregard would be looking away at that particular moment, but the sound of his lumbering stride said that my usual amount of luck (none) was holding strong. This time would be different, though. This time, I didn’t have to try to protect a civilian and fight.

	The walls snapped and cracked as Beauregard slammed into them, showing about as much grace as I expected from someone his size. He whirled around, reaching for my head, but I’d dropped into a crouch and darted forward. Pain was going to be my friend in this fight. My enemy was irrational and incapable of complex thought, so the first step was to injure him and make him even more erratic. Without knowing where Quinn had shoved armor into the skin, I had to gamble that since Beauregard wasn’t moving slow, he hadn’t picked any spots that compromised maneuverability. 

	I pressed my gun’s muzzle into the back of Beauregard’s right knee and fired twice. Unlike when I went for the torso, these rounds went right through, expanding as they flew and nearly severing everything below the shin. I expected a howl of pain, but he barely grunted, even as he began to slump over. I guess Quinn knew that pain was easy to exploit as well, and had turned down Beauregard’s sense of it. Inconvenient, yes, although it did mean no screams to alert Quinn that he was under attack again. Plus, Beauregard had lost the ability to maneuver, and that was really all the advantage I needed.

	I kept my movement going, racing between his legs to the other side. Beauregard kept after me, spinning in place and tearing off more pieces of the already destroyed knee. He probably planned to snare me and drain me to repair the damage, but when he finished the turn, I was right there waiting for him. The gun was aiming down at his other knee, and even in his primal state, he understood the threat. Beauregard lunged for my right hand just as I’d hoped, leaving my left completely unattended.

	Throats are another piece of the body it’s hard to armor. Too many delicate pieces in there, even for vampires. A zombie might be one thing, but vampires live by drinking. Maybe one day, Quinn would find a way to reinforce that part of the body; he certainly seemed adept at this sort of horrible work. This experiment, however, was still vulnerable there, and I took full advantage of it. Slitting a vampire’s throat won’t actually do much, mind you, aside from annoy and momentarily injure them. Jamming a silver-composite blade through the throat and up into their brain is another matter entirely. My left hand finished the work before Beauregard could even lay a claw on my right, and he fell to the ground, heavy and limp.

	I’ll spare you all the gory details. Suffice it to say I quickly recovered my weapon and made sure Beauregard wouldn’t be getting back up, then moved for the stairs. I could hear Quinn’s voice; he was monologuing, and I found myself entirely unsurprised by that fact. It did give me some hope, however. If all he had brought with him were puppets, then that meant the only person worth talking to was Fred. All Fred had to do was keep him talking for a little longer, and I could get there to even things up. Quinn had gotten the drop on me before, I’m man enough to admit when I’ve been bested, but he’d find me a much tougher challenge when I didn’t have to worry about a brute clawing my friend to death.

	As much of a hurry as I was in, I still kept my pace steady and silent. Tipping Quinn off that reinforcements were coming wouldn’t help anyone; it might even get Fred killed. So I was quiet and careful as I descended, arriving at the bottom just in time to see Quinn grabbing Fred’s chin while a pair of his flunkies yanked Fred’s eyelids open. Whatever whammy he’d put on the others, he was about to put on Fred. I rushed forward, lifting my gun to aim just as Quinn was speaking.

	“Hear me well, Fredrick, spawn of Quinn. Hear me, and obey.”

	And just like that, I knew I was too late. See, it’s like I told you. Sometimes, ten seconds is a lifetime.


8.

**Author’s Note: Since Arch and I rejoined one another here, I’ll resume the telling of the story from this point.**

	

I felt the magic wash over me. It burned as it struck, not like standing in a fire, but like the soft, radiating pain of a sunburn. The sort of pain I’d never get to truly feel again. The sensation was quite unique, and hard to put into words. The best way I’ve found to describe it is that I could feel Quinn’s will surrounding me, burning me, intent on replacing my own sense of agency. I readied myself to fight it, to mentally scratch and claw for all I was worth in order to retain my sense of self.

	And then . . . it faded away. Whatever latch it was looking to unhook in my mind hadn’t been there, and as the glow of the necklace faded, I noticed two things: a look of total shock on Quinn’s face, and Arch running forward from the stairs with gun raised. Honestly, it was hard to say which was more surprising, since I’d left Arch as a headless corpse in the hallway, but it was an easy choice to see which one was more pertinent.

	“Arch! The necklace! They’re under Quinn’s control, and he’s using the necklace!” In hindsight, giving away Arch’s approach wasn’t the soundest tactical move, but since he’d somehow shrugged off a decapitation, I was far less worried about his health than that of the innocent vampires holding me.

	Quinn whipped around, moving so fast even my enhanced vision failed to track him. I heard the dim pop of Arch’s muffled shot, but instead of a sudden hole appearing in Quinn, there was a sound of metal hitting metal. In the span of a blink, he’d drawn his blade and deflected the bullet. What on earth had he been drinking?

	“You survived? My, my, you are quite the resourceful one. I think I’ll have to take a taste of you and see just what you’re made of.” Quinn didn’t sound nearly as nervous as I’d have liked him to. And why would he? He had a vampire squadron at the ready to do his bidding; one word, and they’d drop me to swarm onto Arch. Which meant they’d die, and Quinn would either use the chance to murder me, or slip away again, killing four more innocent people in the process.

	I couldn’t let that happen. He’d already hurt so many, me included. What he’d taken from these people was something they could never get back, but it didn’t have to be the end. I was proof that there could be life after Quinn—just not if he used Arch to off them. They’d already lost their lives once; they didn’t deserve to have their second chance taken as well. I wished I could think of something to do. With my arms and legs held tightly, all I had to use was my mouth, and while I might be able to manage some light taunting, I’d never summon the wit to distract Quinn from an agent with a gun. He was standing so close, too. If only I had one limb, one piece of my body to work with, I might be able to slow him down.

	And then a memory flashed unbidden through my head, a snippet from the last time I’d had my entire body locked down like this—back at the high school reunion, when I’d been held on the shoulder of a werewolf/asshole. Maybe I wasn’t so helpless after all. Quinn might have taken care of every one of my limbs, but he’d left me a vampire’s most basic, powerful tool. With no time to think, I let the primal part of my brain do what it always wanted to do, what my kind were quite literally designed to do.

	I bit. Specifically, I lurched forward and sank my fangs into the flesh of Quinn’s left calf. Truth be told, after the last time we fought, and I failed to so much as even scratch him, I’d been prepared for my teeth to bounce off his flesh. Maybe he was drinking different parahumans these days, or maybe the fangs of a vampire have more piercing power than I realized. Whatever the case, they slid in easily, and I locked my jaw as fiercely as I could. This was a terrible position to be in. With my head extended, one swipe of that sword would slice through my neck as easily as it had Arch’s, and I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be getting back up from it. But it was a distraction, damn it, and it was the most I had to offer. All I could do was put my faith in Arch and hang on for dear life.

	A lot of noises came quickly after that. Quinn yowled in pain, more pops from Arch’s gun rang out, metal clanged as some shots were knocked away, and then . . . how do I put this? “Explosion” isn’t quite the right word. It was more akin to getting hit with a massive blast of wind, only instead of air, it was light that buffeted into us—a blast of red light that tore out from Quinn and slammed into me and the other vampires so hard that it sent us hurtling into the wall, me with a chunk of Quinn’s leg still in my mouth.

	Vampires can generally take a lot of punishment unless there’s silver involved, but I’ll admit that my ribcage was rather rattled as I slowly pulled myself up after hitting the wall. I spat the bite of Quinn out—it was disgusting, and I’ll do you the kindness of not trying to describe the taste—as I wobbled to my feet. My ears were ringing, and there were spots in front of my eyes that I tried to ignore as I scanned the room. This wasn’t over yet; it wouldn’t be until Quinn was captured or killed. I had to stay on guard until then, in case he decided to finish off his flunkies.

	“He’s gone.” The voice came from over by the door to the cells, where Arch was standing calmly, lighting a cigarette. “After the collar broke, he started for you and the others, but changed his mind when I put a bullet in his uninjured leg. Instead, he made for the stairs right when I had to reload.”

	“So why didn’t you chase him?”

	“Because I didn’t come here to catch or kill Quinn,” Arch snapped, taking a long draw from his cigarette. “I promised Krystal I’d protect you. Also, to be honest, I was kind of blind at the time.”

	Now that brought me up short on whatever I was about to say. “Blind?”

	“Yeah. Caught the light show full-force when the collar broke, and it burned out my eyes. They’re better now, thanks for asking. Though I will need some new enchanted glasses.” He nodded to the set of frames on the ground, which were smoking and crumpled.

	“But you said you shot him in the leg,” I pointed out.

	Arch let out a breath of smoke, like a short, gun-toting dragon. “I said I was blind, not deaf. Being able to shoot without vision comes up more than you’d think. Anyway, why don’t you go ahead and step on over here, Fred. I’d like a little space between you and the others before they shake that explosion off.”

	Moans and squirming were coming from near me, but I made no move to leave my fellow vampires. “They’re not bad people. Quinn was controlling them with the collar.”

	“Maybe. Or maybe he told you that so you’d let your guard down around them. Or they were bad people who signed on and then got whammied. Heck, maybe they’re starved and will attack the first thing they see. Point is, without knowing their situation, I can’t risk you being too close.”

	Arch was raising valid points, and I knew that, despite my addled senses. All the same, I willfully ignored those points and reached down to grab the shoulder of the nearest vampire. It was a young man, probably not much older than Neil, who let out a small yelp at my touch. “Hey, hey, don’t worry. It’s going to be okay. Quinn’s gone now. You’re safe.”

	For a few seconds (which probably weren’t that long, but that, in the moment, seemed to stretch on indefinitely), there was no response. Then, slowly, he tilted his head up and stared me in the eyes. The red lines reaching across his sclera were gone, although it looked like there were dark scars where the lines had been. “He’s . . . gone? You’re sure? What if he comes back? What if he calls to us again?”

	“Quinn isn’t coming back tonight,” I assured him. “Quinn runs when he can’t win, and he can’t beat my friend over there. The artifact he used to control you is broken, too. It’s okay. You’re safe. I promise.”

	The discussion pretty much ended there. Not because the vampire grew silent, mind you, but because he collapsed back to the ground and started weeping. I lifted my eyes from him to Arch, who had nearly finished his cigarette.

	“It’s possible I may have been more worried than necessary.” He reached into his coat, but instead of pulling out a gun, he produced cell phone. I was tempted to ask where that had been earlier, but then I realized: who would he have called? Even if they’d known about the trap, his old teammates would still have had to prioritize stopping a Ghoul Lord over protecting one vampire who already had an agent with him, and no one else would have been near enough to help. Arch clicked a few buttons, then held the receiver to his ear.

	“Evening. I’m going to need a transport team with some counselors on board. We’ve got a batch of vampires that were turned and controlled. I imagine they’ll need a lot of therapy. Also, put me on Veronica’s books for a meeting next week. Someone just used my friend as bait, and I’m damn well going to know who.”


9.

Things happened quickly after Arch’s phone call. The team came back, a few of them sporting small wounds and looking worn out, although that was nothing compared to the panic that hit them when they saw the state of their base. Arch calmed them down and explained things, though I wasn’t around for the exact conversation. I kept myself planted on the lowest floor with the other vampires until help arrived. Part of me had been wondering what kind of counselors would show up; after all, the Agency seemed like a place where people were given a shot of whiskey and told to “walk it off” when trauma happened, but perhaps I’d underestimated them. It turned out that people being forcibly turned into different parahumans wasn’t as uncommon as it should have been, and they had an entire department dedicated to helping people cope with the change.

	None of the vampires had really recovered by the time the counselors came to take them somewhere more stable, and I didn’t blame them. Being trapped under Quinn’s control, having their bodies used like puppets . . . I couldn’t even imagine what it would take to come back from that. One of them, however, did manage to tell me his name. Doug was the vampire I’d talked to earlier. He gave me his name just before leaving, and I handed him some of my business cards in case he or any of the others needed to talk. I didn’t know if they’d call or not; maybe this was something they’d want to bury deep and never think about again. I just had to let them know I was around to listen if they needed it.

	Once the vampires were gone and Arch was busy with his team, I did the only thing I could think to do: work. Well, that’s not entirely true. First, I took an hour to do some research and reserve a few items online, then I got back to work. It was probably pointless—inventory didn’t matter much for a base that might very well have to be abandoned, now that it was compromised—but I was determined to do my job. It was how I found peace in the chaos, and more importantly, I didn’t want anyone at the Agency saying I’d shirked my duties. This was going to be a shitshow, I could see that already, and I wanted to offer little ammunition for whatever was coming.

	Arch kept checking in on me regularly, and I had a long conversation with Krystal to let her know I was okay. She’d been shipped off to Seattle on assignment not long after we left— none of us thought that was a coincidence—but should be back by the time Arch and I wrapped things up. Wallace, Marj, Paula, and even Harris stopped by as well, each making small talk and checking on me without staying long. They meant well, and I knew it, but they’d lost touch with how to talk to people who didn’t live in mortal peril constantly. They understood that the events had been hard for me, yet to them, it was really just any other workday. Aside from those visits, people mostly left me alone. I think they were glad I put myself out of the way, as there were bigger issues for them to tackle, anyway.

	It was nearly a day later when the door to the room I was in—the last room I was inventorying, in fact—slowly opened. This time, my visitor wasn’t Arch, or one of the team. Instead, I found myself looking at the bald, pale head of Roderick. It was the first time I’d seen my DVA contact in person since the interview, though we had done a few video chats to work through particularly complex files.

	“Glad to see you’re looking well, Fred.” 

	“You too, Roderick.” It was a little more curt than I might normally have been, but given my feelings toward the Agency at that moment, it felt justified. I kept on task, counting up the shotgun shells the team stored by the case.

	Roderick took a seat in one of the hard metal folding chairs and set his briefcase on the ground. “For what it’s worth, and I know that won’t be much, I tried to push back on sending you here. The danger was obvious, anyone could see that, and I didn’t want to subject you to it. I’m sorry this happened.”

	“It’s . . . okay. I’ve been in a company before. I know how powerless you feel when your bosses make poor choices you can’t change.” Bothered as I was by what had happened, it didn’t make sense to take it out on Roderick. He was a cog in a machine; all he could do was turn in the direction he was ordered.

	“Thanks. And if it helps, I think it’s safe to say you’re not going to be getting any assignments that are even remotely dangerous for a while,” Roderick said. “This whole thing was a pretty big clusterfuck. People are pissed, and I don’t just mean Arch. Gideon has filed a formal complaint that we willfully endangered your life, and I know that sounds like nothing, but when the King of the West complains, trust me—people listen.”

	“Gideon filed a complaint for me?” I was shocked, and not just by the fact that Gideon was capable of playing by the rules enough to do anything formally. I didn’t think he’d care enough about me to make the effort.

	“Well, officially his complaint was that, since you save his host money on taxes every year, and that money is often spent housing Gideon, by endangering your life, we were effectively robbing him.” Roderick let out a long, weary sigh. “And dragons do not take being robbed lightly. It’s been a long day.”

	Now that sounded more like the Gideon I knew. I was still touched by the gesture though, even if I suspected that the real motivation was that Sally liked me, so my death would trouble her. It was a kind act, regardless, and I made a mental note to write him a thank you card once I was home and my bigger tasks were handled.

	“Roderick, I don’t mean to be rude, I know you came a long way to have this meeting, but I’m nearly done with my job. Once it’s finished, I’m getting on a plane and going home, which I greatly look forward to. So if we could perhaps skip the small talk and pleasantries just this once, I’d really appreciate cutting to the heart of the matter.”

	His egg-like head bobbed up and down in agreement as he lifted his briefcase and took some pages out. “You know the Agency has a reputation for being ruthless and scary, one I won’t deny is somewhat earned, but part of representing parahuman interests means owning up to and making amends for our failures when they happen. What happened here was a mistake, and no one is claiming differently. We put a useful freelance asset into an unstable field position knowing that a dangerous criminal would probably go after you. That’s wrong, and shitty, and someone is going to answer for it. But since we brought you back into the focus of a dangerous, wanted vampire, the least we can do is offer protection from here on out. You’re getting a bodyguard, Fred.”

	“A bodyguard? Do you have enough agents that you can spare one to just follow me around? Also, and I think this is worth noting, I already spend most of my time in a magically fortified house with two other agents.”

	“Bodyguarding is a different skill than being an agent, though sometimes our people retire into that job. We’ve got some sources we trust for this kind of work, and I’ve personally been selected to head the search. Krystal and Arch will both have to sign off on whoever I pick as well, just to make sure you get someone who can do the job.”

	I finished counting the shotgun shells and made a brief notation on the paper. “I appreciate the gesture, but no thank you. I don’t think Quinn is going to come to Winslow anytime soon. Between the therians and Gideon, it’s not a safe place for him. If you want to give someone a bodyguard, give it to those four vampires he left behind. There’s no telling if he’ll come back for them.”

	“The sentiment is noble, but it isn’t really up for discussion.” Roderick walked over and handed me the pages, none of which required a signature. I wasn’t being offered this; I was being told it was happening. “You’re important to several of our people, and you got handed a raw deal. Nobody is willing to risk that happening again anytime soon. Don’t worry about the other vampires, either. We’ve got programs for them, all Agency run. I promise, Quinn won’t get within a hundred miles of those four on our watch.”

	I read over the documents Roderick had handed me. There wasn’t much to unpack; it was largely a breakdown of what my bodyguard would be accountable for and the tasks that could be assigned to them. Straightforward and simple, a peace offering, though one I wasn’t entirely sure was really directed at me. This whole bit felt more like I was a valued possession of someone important rather than important myself. I could have probably fought it if I wanted to, surely there were avenues available, but the truth of the matter is that I simply didn’t care enough at that point. There were bigger things on my mind than the Agency saying they’d work to keep me out of danger.

	“Fine. If Krystal and Arch are making the final selection, I guess it’s okay. Just don’t rush or anything, okay? I’d like to preserve my privacy for a little while longer.”

	“The selection process takes time,” Roderick assured me. “And even when you have a bodyguard, they’ll be adept at discretion.”

	I wasn’t sure how much I believed that, but it was something to worry about another day. So long as the guard never got access to my clients’ accounts, there wouldn’t be much to fret over. It wasn’t like I did anything worth spreading about as gossip, anyway. However, since I was giving in on the point, I decided to use my small bit of leverage. “Look, Roderick, I won’t fight you on this, but I want you to do something for me. Keep me updated on how the other four vampires are doing. Nothing private; they deserve their own lives. Just let me know how they’re getting along overall from time to time. And if they need anything, let me know. We abandoned vampires have to look out for one another.”

	“I think I can swing that,” Roderick agreed. “But you’re not really an abandoned vampire anymore, Fred. You have a clan.”

	“Doesn’t change the fact that we all share the same horrible sire,” I countered. “Just keep me in the loop. That’s all I want.”

	“Consider it done.” Roderick picked up his briefcase once more, putting the chair away before heading toward the door. “We’ve got a plane waiting for you whenever you’re done here, or whenever you just want to leave. There are other people who can do this kind of work.”

	“Maybe so, but Fletcher Accounting Services doesn’t leave its job’s half-finished. Thanks for coming out, Roderick. Hopefully next time, we’ll see each other under better circumstances.”

	Roderick took his leave, and I went back to the task at hand. The truth was, pride in my work wasn’t the thing keeping me there. I just had time to kill, and I preferred to spend it doing something. If I sat around, I’d get in my head and probably talk myself into chickening out on what I still had to do.

	Because as scary as the last few days had been, they were nowhere near as terrifying as the task waiting for me back in Colorado.


10.

“So, has anyone figured out why Quinn’s magic necklace didn’t work on you?” Krystal was holding my arm as we strolled through the park, a night of cloudless stars twinkling overhead. She and I had been almost, though not quite, inseparable since our respective returns to town. It was only thanks to the fact that she needed sleep that I’d been able run a single covert errand.

	“No one seems to be sure, but the best idea I’ve heard so far is that it’s like my silver-immunity. Whatever changed in me when I channeled Gideon’s power broke the connection between sire and spawn that Quinn would have exploited. It’s just a theory, mind you. We’re still in uncharted territory.”

	Krystal pulled me in a little closer, nuzzling her head against my shoulder. “At this point, I’m so comfortable in that realm, I’m not sure I could deal with actually knowing what’s going on. I still wish I could have been there to cap Quinn for good, though.”

	It wasn’t the first time she’d expressed such a sentiment, and I didn’t expect it would be the last. Krystal was among the most powerful people I knew, which probably made it all the more frustrating when she couldn’t use that strength to protect the people she cared for. I suspected that, deep down, she felt guilty for not finding a way to tag along, ridiculous as that was. Her job was a serious one, and disobeying orders wasn’t something to do lightly. Given the circumstances, she’d done the best she could. I not only knew that, I appreciated it.

	“Quinn is slippery; getting away is what he does best. In the end, it worked out okay.” Well, okay except for the vampires Arch had killed during the attack. Even knowing that it was unavoidable, the thought of so many innocent lives lost turned my stomach. I was trying hard not to dwell on it, but I’d begun to see their faces in my dreams. I didn’t know how Arch could handle the guilt; probably practice.

	Together, Krystal and I walked along the park’s concrete path, winding through its grassy expanse. Despite the nice weather, we had the place pretty much to ourselves. That was one of the perks of being nocturnal: at three in the morning, there were precious few instances where I had to deal with crowds. Our walk continued in silence, over a bridge that crossed a small pond, where I could see ducks sleeping on the shore. It was nice, peaceful, a fine contrast to the busy townhome where I’d spent the last few days. On any other night, I’d have reveled in the ambiance, but that evening, I barely noticed. I was so anxious, it was taking all my focus to keep my hands from shaking.

	“Hey . . . wait a minute. I know those tables and benches.” Krystal let go of my arm, pointing to a picnic area not far off from where we were standing. “This is the park where we met Neil and Albert, isn’t it? Hoping to find another LARP group, Freddy?”

	“No, having that experience once was more than enough,” I replied. “But I did realize that this was the park where we met them. It was our first real adventure-date, unless you count the high school reunion, which I decided not to for various reasons. Most important being that I didn’t think I could get you to go all the way back to Kent with me.”

	Krystal turned from the benches, confusion and a touch of suspicion splashed across her face. “You’re not usually the overly nostalgic type, Freddy. Something going on?”

	“Absolutely.” I stepped closer to her, absorbing every detail of the moment as best I could. Nearly being torn apart had made me realize how much I was taking for granted, and it was a lesson I was determined to learn from. “Krystal, during the attack, there was a moment where . . . where I was sure I was about to die. Not like the times when I’ve just been in danger. This was different. I knew, in the deepest part of my heart, that it was over, and I faced that truth because it was the only thing I could do. It was . . . well, not a pleasant moment, but an enlightening one. I saw things with a new clarity, especially where you were concerned.”

	Her suspicion was quickly overtaking her confusion, her features starting to grow sharp and defensive. Given the way my words were coming out, I could hardly blame her. It was going about as smoothly as I’d expected, which was not very smooth at all. “Go on.”

	“What I mean to say is that, for a long time, I’ve looked at this relationship with a short-term view. I figured that sooner or later, whatever attraction or need was keeping you with me would fade, and I’d go back to being on my own. You’re an agent, Krystal, and a great one at that. I’m just a guy who likes working with numbers. I could never see a real place for me in your life.” She was looking more and more bothered, so I kept going without pause. I had to get through all of this. 

	“Then, when I almost died, I realized how utterly idiotic that whole idea was. I’ve gotten to meet other agents, and I’ve finally realized that they aren’t mythical beings divorced from humanity. They’re just people. People with a lot of power, sure, but people trying to do their best, all the same. They have hobbies, and fears, and friends, and things they care about. Your job isn’t what’s going to end us. I am, if I keep letting my own insecurities and fears get in the way of what I know we both feel. And while I’ve made my peace with many forms of cowardice, that’s one that I cannot stand for.”

	Krystal stared at me, the suspicion shifting back to confusion as she took my long, admittedly rambling, speech in. “I’m glad you’ve realized you’re not just some phase for me, Freddy, I really am, but I have to wonder where you’re going with this.”

	In response, I took her wrist and slowly lowered one of my knees down to the concrete below us. My hand was fumbling, there was no stopping the shakes anymore, as it dug into my khakis and produced a small black box. Finding a ring had taken some care, but thankfully, most jewelry stores posted their wares online. Once I had one reserved, it had just been a matter of slipping out while she was asleep. I’d never been particularly adept at secrets or lying; however, some things were meant to be a surprise.

	“Agent Krystal Jenkins, I love you with everything that I have, and everything that I am. You are the most amazing, exhilarating, terrifying, heroic, gentle, and loving creature, human or otherwise, that I’ve ever met. You’re not just my best friend, you’re my favorite person, and I want to spend however long our immortalities last at your side.” I flipped the top of the box open, nearly dropping it, but somehow managing to hang on as the ring came into view. “Will you marry me?”

	Krystal didn’t answer so much as dive forward and tackle me the rest of the way to the ground, kissing me so hard it probably would have drawn blood from another person. We stayed like that for a time, embracing under the stars and the moon’s soft spotlight. Finally, perhaps because it seemed like the time had come, or maybe because she needed air, Krystal pulled away long enough so speak.

	“In case you couldn’t tell, that was a yes.”

	“I was hoping, but I didn’t want to make any assumptions.” She grinned at my stupid joke and kissed me again, though this time, it was far more tender, which I enjoyed as well. When it ended, I continued. “Also, a fair warning: the others are putting together a party for us back at Charlotte Manor. I figured that if you said yes, we’d want to celebrate, and if you said no, then I’d want my friends and some cake.”

	“Bubba found out and insisted on throwing a shindig, didn’t he?” Krystal asked.

	“Very much so,” I admitted. “But I didn’t object as much you’d expect, so I’m counting that as partial credit for planning it.”

	“That seems fair.” 

	Krystal got to her feet, and I followed her lead, pausing to lift the ring from its box. Carefully, my hands still a bit shaky, I slid the metal circle topped with a diamond onto her finger. It went on without issue, gleaming in the night’s gentle light. She stared at it, tilting it to and fro as she admired her new accessory. “It’s beautiful. You picked a good one.”

	“We both did.” That earned me a laugh—the short kind that burst from her mouth when she was genuinely caught off guard. Those were my favorite.

	“I should probably give you a little warning, though. Us getting hitched will come with some . . . unique paperwork issues,” Krystal told me. “But we can deal with those later.  Tonight, let’s celebrate.”

	While not generally one to put off paperwork, on this occasion, I was in full agreement. There would be time to deal with the inevitable hurdles and obstacles of such a union, but it wouldn’t be this evening. Tonight was about friends, and cheer, and the overwhelming joy of finding someone to share our lives with. The rest could wait until we were damn well ready for it.

	My fiancé took my arm once more, and we began walking back the way we’d come. It was time to go home.
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