
        
            
                
            
        

    
	01 - Broken Doll

	 

	Twenty years ago.

	Agent Ryan wished the small child would stop screaming.

	Unfortunately, she didn’t, and the Solstice cultist decided to escalate the situation. ‘Get the hell away from me, proxy!’

	The cultist, a young man – though one unlikely to get any one, struggled for his next breath, exhausted from the chase. The Solstice clutched the terrified toddler to his chest, one hand tight around her middle, the other waving his pistol wildly. He looked around the room - presumably for an exit.

	He moved to the left a little and blocked the only door to the room. Now the only escape from the nursery was through the small windows, and the cultist was unlikely to do that - it would mean turning his back. ‘Put the child down.’

	‘If I do, you’ll kill me!’

	He kept his gun steady. ‘Only if you believe your own propaganda, I’m willing to talk.’

	The cultist’s impromptu human shield started to struggle harder. She screamed again, then settled on crying, clutching the doll in her hands tighter to her tiny chest.

	He watched as the cultist gripped the little girl tighter. ‘Put your gun down,’ the doomed Solstice yelled with a confidence he didn’t have. ‘Or…are you going to kill this kid as well?’ He lifted the child higher, allowing him a better view of the crying and terrified girl. He stared blankly at the cultist - unwilling the harm the child unless there was no other option.

	‘Oh look, you bastard,’ the cultist said sarcastically, ‘you made the thing cry. Are you really going to hurt this precious little civvy? Pick one you soulless prick!’ he shouted. ‘I don’t have time for this shit!’

	It impressed him that no one had called the authorities, or had even noticed the situation. This type of situation usually lead to a screaming and frantic parents making things difficult. No one was screaming. No authorities - besides himself of course - had been called. The party outside must have been very important. And loud.

	He didn’t mind - he preferred to work without interference. It made his job easier.

	He had no wish to prolong the situation. ‘One last chance. Talk.’

	‘No,’ the cultist hissed as shook the child to quieten her – it failed miserably, and she dropped the doll, the fragile porcelain smashing on the floor.

	He nodded in acceptance of the cultist’s decision to…well, to die. ‘You brought this on yourself.’ He lifted his free hand and clicked his fingers. The child disappeared from the cultist’s hands and reappeared in his own. Tipping the situation in his favour gave the Solstice another chance to reconsider – they often did, the fear of their imminent death saving them at the last moment.

	The cultist howled in rage and fired wildly. The bullets smashed a lamp, a picture frame and into his chest, he fired a single shot in return and the cultist fell. The body landed with a wet sound, then everything was still.

	He took a moment to concentrate and heal the holes in his chest. It was then that something became very apparent.

	The child had stopped moving.

	The gun faded from his hand and he lifted the child to look at her. A single bullet had gone into her chest – straight through the purple dinosaur on her shirt. The tiny spark of her soul floated past his eyes, hung hesitantly in the air for a moment then began to fade.

	No.

	His hand shot out grabbed it. The blue light streamed out through his fingers, like he was holding a small star, and he could feel it trying to fade away. Effort creased his forehead as he tried to stop it from disappearing.

	‘What are you doing?’ a cold voice asked. He held onto the soul for a moment longer, then released it. He’d done what he’s needed to do – he’d garnered her attention. He held the tiny body close and turned to look at Death. All he could see of her face was a skeleton’s grinning mouth.

	‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she asked again.

	He looked down at the dead child. ‘She is too old to become a Starbright.’

	‘Far too old. Your point?’

	‘Lady, please, I beg of you.’

	‘She cannot make the choice to come back on her own.’

	‘Has she passed?’ he asked, afraid of the answer.

	It took her a long moment to answer. ‘Not beyond my knowing.’ She removed her cowl, disappointment apparent on her “human” face. ‘One day you are going to have to live with the consequences of your actions.’ She looked closely at the girl. ‘It may not be today, but one day, you will.’

	He stooped and placed the body on the floor, and as an afterthought, picked up the broken china-headed doll. Death nodded to him and they faded from the world. He kept his eyes closed as he sank through death’s realm – he hated the feeling of the void, the utter nothingness around him. No matter how many times he went there, he still felt like an intruder. It was not a place that an agent belonged.

	When he felt solid ground under his feet again, he was brave enough to look. He was in Limbo. The gray ground was the same as it always was, as was the winter-dead forest. The perpetual storm clouds swirled overhead, promising a great storm, one that never broke. A slight breeze stirred the dirt at his feet, and a laugh made him look up.

	Near the tree line of the winter-dead forest, the guardian of Limbo - herself having the appearance of a little girl - sat playing ball with the dead child. Limbo, in her monk’s robe, was a being that existed in grayscale - her hair silver, her skin ashen and her eyes black. Nonetheless - he realised as he watched the two girls roll a bright red ball back and forth - that she was joyful as a sprite.

	Death touched his hand, a rare gesture. ‘You’re hesitating.’ He looked down to her. ‘And before you ask, no, you do not have the right to do this. And yes, there is every chance she will become a ghost, is that what you wish on annotations her?’

	‘Of course not.’

	‘Then let her pass.’

	He looked over at the little girl - in this place, the bullet hole in her chest didn’t exist. ‘No.’ Death looked up at him. ‘She deserves a chance.’

	‘As you wish. She has to come willingly,’ Death reminded him.

	They walked over to the two girls, and he crouched before them. Limbo’s guardian stood, handed him the ball, then walked over to her older sister.

	The little girl blinked at him and expectantly held out her little hand for the ball. When he didn’t roll it, she scooted away a little. He put down the ball and held up the doll with a smile. She stared at it for a moment, then burst into tears. It occurred to him then that showing her a doll with a broken head wasn’t the best idea he’d ever had.

	He frowned, then looked at the doll, a moment later, the china slipped and melted, repairing the broken face. The little girl squealed in delight and ran over to him as fast as her stumbling legs could carry her. She grabbed the doll and hugged it tightly.

	He stood and looked at Death. ‘May I take her back now?’

	‘She has not said yes yet,’ Death replied.

	He opened his mouth to protest, then felt small arms grab onto his leg. He looked down and saw the girl hugging him. She mumbled something that could have been ‘thank you’ into his pants leg.

	‘Now she has,’ Death said with a smile.

	He knelt down and picked her up. ‘Time to go home Stephanie.’

	 


02 - Meeting

	 

	A knock made Stef’s hands slip on the keyboard, she swore and started again. So close, she was so close.

	There was another knock.

	Her nostrils flared but her eyes remained glued to the screen in front of her. In this moment, there was nothing more important. The firewalls were closing in around her, blocking further access to the system, trying to keep her from reaching her goal.

	There was a third knock.

	She swore again, this time in binary, she found the steady stream of repeated digits - she found that it focussed her - it didn’t relax her frustration, but it allowed her to direct it.

	Her computer gave a soft beep. She stared at the screen for a moment, stood and threw the keyboard across the room. It didn’t matter, there were eight more in her wardrobe.

	She sighed, rolled down her crumpled sleeves - the light purple dark in comparison to her monitor-bleached skin. A deep breath steadied her, then she stomped to the front door of her unit.

	‘Mr Jenkins,’ she started as she groped at the keys. ‘I put the rent in your…’ she cut herself off as she stared through the peephole. The man outside wasn’t her landlord, nor anyone she recognised. The man on the other side of the door stared down at a silver pocket watch.

	Anger forgotten, she silently opened the door.

	‘Two minutes and thirty-two seconds, Spyder, you only had twenty-eight seconds left.’ The man was tall, and looked more like a rich playboy than a…talent scout. ‘My name is Dorian. Are you ready?’

	His appearance matched those of the rumours - sketchy details as they were. She didn’t waste time asking unnecessary questions - there was no question who he was, so no time to waste.

	She was tempted to follow him as she was - but the feel of carpet under her bare feet curbed that impulse. Instead, she simply turned and ran from him.

	Back in her bedroom, she tore off her crumpled pyjamas, leaving them in a pile on the floor - they would keep the other dirty laundry company while she was gone. When she returned - and she had every intention of retuning victorious, for whatever value of victory there was to be had - she could worry about mundane things like laundry then.

	Luck smiled on her for once as she pulled clothes from the wardrobe - the first two things matched. As she pulled the shirt over her head, she noticed Dorian’s reflection in the mirror. ‘You didn’t actually say yes,’ he said, ‘some run away because they aren’t interested.’

	‘Didn’t want to waste time when the answer was obvious,’ she replied as she ran her fingers through her short hair - it was quicker, and almost as reliable as a comb.

	Looks weren’t a prerequisite of this job - only talent matters. Looks were transitory, talent she had, in arrogantly large quantities.

	She slid her laptop into its case and emptied a full drawer into a black bag. As she turned, she saw Dorian looking at the failed breach on her computer.

	‘That’s not a…’ she said, ready to defend herself.

	‘Indication of your talents?’ He shook his head. ‘I do not have so little faith in you Spyder - if I did, I would have crossed you off the list. The car is waiting.’

	The car was an anonymous dark blue town car, a silent chauffer held the door open for her, then gently closed it after Dorian.

	A plain brown folder was passed to her. She opened it and began to sift through the pages, when she came to a sheet of code, she froze.

	‘That’s what you’ll be working with.’

	She stared at it and murmured calculations as she did. ‘So I guess that part of the rumour was true.’

	‘There isn’t as much false information in the rumours as you may believe.’ She grunted in response, unable to take her eyes off the code. ‘I’m the one who feeds and maintains them.’

	‘Why?’

	‘It’s the most effective means of doing what we wish to achieve. By having the information out in the open, so to speak, we can separate out those not worth our time from those who might be valuable. Those with talent rarely need to boast about it.’

	She nodded. ‘One piece of information that isn’t among the rumour is the goal.’

	‘Could it be that the journey is the goal?’

	‘No.’

	‘Then you aren’t a fool.’

	‘The goal is always the most important thing. Ends justifying the means is another issue.’

	‘This is all completely legal.’

	She looked up for a moment. ‘One year, five months, seventeen days.’

	‘That being?’

	‘How long since I’ve made money in a strictly legal way. Not that I need it.’

	Dorian stared at her for a moment. ‘Couldn’t you get used to chauffeured rides?’

	‘I have no need for frivolities,’ was her curt answer.

	‘If you do what he needs of you, he will give you whatever you wish.’

	‘If that happens, then I’ll have gotten out of it what I wanted - a challenge. Correct me on whatever bits of disinformation you’ve put into the rumours, but to work with a completely new code within a completely new system on an…experimental mainframe, yeah, that’s enough to make me happy for months.’

	‘Most want a chance at the money.’

	‘Money is just numbers. Meaningless in the data stream. What is it, a million? That’s seven numbers. Seven characters, that’s not even a drop, I know a lot of words that are longer.’ She looked out the tinted window. ’Money doesn’t really have an impact on the data stream.’ She stared questioningly at him. ‘Are you in it for the money?’

	‘I’m doing it for the story.’

	Her paranoia rose. ‘I don’t want my real name in it.’

	Dorian smiled. ‘Not a report. Not a news story. Not a tell-all book. Nothing so…tabloid. Literally for the story. So many lives these days are pedestrian, carbon-copies and attempts at copies, emulation and cliché, the want to be a picture in a magazine…it sickens me.’ He stared at her. ‘It is a rare chance to be a part of something truly worthwhile. That is what I get out of this.’

	‘…then sell it for a million bucks to some publisher?’

	‘Perhaps, it has worked for me before. Even if I change the names, the places and the story a little, the truth will remain, and that’s the important thing. In any case, some people find more truth in fiction than they do in reality.’

	They finally broke free of the traffic congestion, and continued in silence. The tinting of the windows was strange, and made it hard for Stef to keep a track of where they were going. As an afterthought, a slide of her thumb turned on her wireless connection, so at least she could trace their route later on.

	When they pulled into the gates of a mansion, she couldn’t help but be impressed. ‘I don’t even want to think about the rates for this place.’ The property was massive, and the house was three levels.

	‘The others are on the second floor,’ he said as they stepped out the car. He handed her a large manilla envelope. ‘This is all you need to know.’ He looked up at the boarded windows. ‘Don’t go up onto the third floor.’

	She gave him a deadpan look. ‘Why, is there a rose in a glass case?’

	Dorian shook his head. ‘House rule. Besides, there are things up there that would burn your virgin eyes.’ She didn’t bother to blush, it was true. ‘He mostly stays up there, don’t expect to meet him.’

	‘Isn’t this important to him?’

	‘Only the success, failure is meaningless. His thoughts on this are worthy of Edison.’

	‘Prefer Tesla myself. At least he wasn’t evil.’

	A smile crossed Dorian’s lips. ‘Yes, he was fascinating. I…wrote a thesis on him,’ he clarified as she looked at him.

	‘I’m assuming I have to stay here?’

	‘Room and all meals are provided. And by meals, I mean an open smorgasbord of appropriate snacks and foods. Should one of you people actually decide to eat at a regular hour or subsist on something servicing the other food groups, we have several chefs on staff.’

	She grinned. ‘Don’t get mad, it’s how we operate. We’re special.’ To this, Dorian smiled. ‘Who else is here?’

	‘Some have been asked not be named - the others will likely introduce themselves.’

	 


03 - Birds in the Night

	 

	Magnolia looked over the edge of the building to the nightclub below – a lot of trouble dancers congregated there. The bouncer scratched at the red pebbly skin on his head and pocketed a few of the bills in his hand. She couldn’t identify what kind of dancer the bouncer was – and didn’t intend on announcing her presence by asking.

	Dancers.

	More accurately, demons.

	Agency lingo had long since burnt itself into the forefront of her brain. No one referred to demons as demons in the new circles, they were “dancers.” She wasn’t sure who had come up with the term, but she did understand the reasoning – saying “dancer” in public caused almost zero alarm, whereas “demon” would raise suspicion.

	‘My child.’ She looked up and let her eyes focus on the darkness. Her mother stepped from a patch of shadow and into the small circle of light.

	‘I’m on patrol,’ she said and looked back over the edge of the building.

	Her mother jumped and perched herself on the building’s edge, sharp claws dug into the concrete. ‘There’s no one of interest down there.’

	‘Mother, you don’t even know what I’m looking for.’

	‘You’re looking for a way to avoid your death.’ She looked back at her mother and watched as the older magpie’s beak faded away and left a human mouth on her feathered face. ‘You’re going to die soon.’

	She patted her heart. ‘I lived.’

	Her mother shrugged, the sick and pale light refracted an oil slick rainbow on her feathers. ‘You are going to die soon.’

	‘Soon for you is not soon for me, mother.’

	The spirit simply stared. ‘I wonder if you would have sought out a pie if I’d made you like your brothers.’

	She gave another shrug right shoulder and played with her striped arm warmers. She scoffed after a moment. ‘That’s blackbirds mother, and in any case you’ll never know, you made me human instead.’

	‘Don’t lower yourself to their level, you aren’t one of them.’

	‘I’m closer to them than you,’ she spat. Her watch beeped and she shook her head. ‘I’m done here. Either leave me alone, or deign to speak to me more than every five years.’ She turned and walked away, slid down the building’s ladder and gunned her slick black bike down the alley.

	The small keycard opened the door to the Agency’s garage. She managed to avoid the other recruits on the way to his room. This pleased her. She didn’t like them. They were little more than organ donors in training – it was a harsh opinion, but one she held strong. Most lasted a year at most – she’d managed to survive two so far.

	She took a piece of paper out of the drawer, signed it and hid it again. It was her will – what little there was of value to leave. In this line of work, mortal lives were severely truncated. She’d come too close not to be prepared.

	She paused to adjust her white hair and the black feathers in it. She refastened one of the feathers back in with a thin cotton thread. The way she decorated her hair led many of her fellow recruits to believe that they were in fact simply a part of her hair. She liked it that way, it kept them at a respectful distance so she didn’t have to deal with their usually inane questions.

	The feathers didn’t grow through her hair like she made it appear, but nonetheless they were hers.

	The soft bed beckoned her, and she gladly went to it.

	 


04 - A Conversation

	 

	Stef stared out the window at the pre-dawn light, in front of her, code cycled and ran through theoretical permutations.

	Code she could barely read, but still made sense. The cipher wasn’t important, at least not yet, only the ability to manipulate it.

	She picked up her coffee cup and huffed the leftover smell. The jug was only twenty feet away – she wasn’t quite sure she was able to make it. She reached over to the next computer – whose operator was safely asleep down the hall – and stole a bar of chocolate. The sugar somewhat roused her, not as good as coffee would have, but good enough for the moment.

	A few keystrokes removed the UI and let the code cycle without the interference of any interface. It looked better that way. Her mind drowned in the overflow of data, but it felt good.

	‘Beautiful,’ rasped an old voice.

	She turned and saw an old man in the doorway. ‘I never realised how beautiful it was...’

	Straightening herself, she stood and walked over to him. ‘It’s…’ she began.

	The old man laughed patted her on the head. ‘No child, I’m not the one who hired you. Just letting him use the house.’

	‘So you’re financing this for your…son?’ she guessed.

	‘All of my family is long gone,’ he slapped his frail chest, ‘I’m the only one left. It’s a sad thing to outlive everyone, to stand by so many graves…not something I recommend. Go when it’s your time.’ He tapped a pipe on the back of his hand. ‘So many graves. I just want someone to stand over mine.’

	She shifted uncomfortably, unsure as to what to say to that.

	‘If he finds her, he promised to be that person standing there.’

	‘Finds who?’

	The old man made a vague gesture at the banks of computers and cycling code. ‘Her. That’s what you’re doing. You’re looking for her.’

	Disapproval scrunched up her face. ‘All of this is…’

	He held up a hand to silence her. ‘In the war, I made love to a beautiful girl. Real beautiful, not like the clothes-peg-dolls they call women these days. I lost her. I traveled the five corners of the earth to find her, and the child…Sometimes you just know there’s going to be a child. I traveled to find her, to see her, to make her my wife, to live out our days. I found her. I just want to give him the same chance. It would be…I can’t say inhuman, but unfair if I didn’t.’

	‘Not sure what all of this,’ she said with a wild gestures to the bank of computers, ‘has to do with it, but I approve.’

	He pointed a bony finger at the cycling code on her monitor. ‘That’s how we find her. That, that’s everything…and I mean everything. Find your way through that beautiful mess, and you’ll find her.’

	‘…Google Earth would be easier,’ she said.

	‘Think of it as all the telemetry of a journey, along with the memories of the pilot who flew the trip.’

	‘Simplified data would make the job simpler.’

	‘Anyone who accepted Mr Gray’s invitation was not after simple.’ He smiled. ‘Goodnight.’ He patted her on the head again, and she fought an urge to bark. He tottered off, leaving her alone once again. Only once alone, she realised what he’d said. ‘Dorian…?’ She reached down to the desk, blindly groped for the chocolate then chewed on it while staring at the early morning light.

	Once she began to chew on foil, she sat and started to type again.

	Dawn came and went and the dutiful cooks brought in trays of food once the others began to rise. They stood by as the eggs and bacon were ignored for waffles and pancakes. She snagged a lonely-looking piece of bacon and added it to her short stack. She would have felt sorry for the cooks, but if it was one thing she’d learned in her youth was that in a house this size, food never went astray. The uneaten breakfast foods wouldn’t go astray, neither would the pate and occasional tray of caviar or other delicacy.

	She went back to her computer – determined this time not to spill maple syrup on the keyboard – it was terrible to work with delicate code only to have the letter “j” stick and turn the whole thing into nothing but a mess.

	There was a wolf-whistle from one of the tables across from her. Currently being the only female residing the mansion, and obviously not the one the whistle was aimed at, she turned to look at the double doors leading into the room.

	Dorian was escorting a pair of breasts wrapped in a tight red blouse and tighter black jeans. Perfectly permed hair fell across the face belonging to the breasts in that “messy, but not too messy” way. Several of the code monkeys fell over themselves getting up to walk over and great the new member.

	‘-Harvard graduate,’ she heard Dorian say over the rush of greetings. ‘Currently working for...sorry, classified, let’s just say she’s on loan from Silicon Valley.’

	She spat pancake all over her monitor and dissolved into giggles, and desperately tried to cover up by faking a coughing fit. A passing code monkey slapped her on the back before joining the crowd around the new arrival.

	A glass of water was passed to her. ‘Don’t want you choking Spyder,’ Dorian said, his expression telling her that he wasn’t buying the story. ‘They’re real, by the way,’ he said, keeping his voice low.

	‘I don’t even-’

	‘Had enough experience to tell.’ He looked over her shoulder at the screen. ‘Any luck? I have the feeling that a pretty girl was all that they needed to take them away from not achieving anything.’

	‘I’ve only been here-’

	‘So, no progress?’

	‘If I were sane, I’d be afraid to say this but...I’d stake someone else’s fortune that it wasn’t...’

	‘Say it,’ he said, sliding into the seat beside her.

	‘Not-’ she shook her head and turned back to her pancakes. ‘Not human,’ she said, a blush rising over her face. ‘Looking at it, it’s old, but it’s not, it’s so much more complex, I don’t even recognise half of this.’

	‘Keep going with that line of thinking.’

	She grinned at him. ‘Was this was salvaged at Roswell?’

	‘Oh come on Spyder, no one believes in Roswell.’

	‘I wasn’t-’

	He held up a finger and shushed her. ‘You were on the right track, don’t go off onto a tangent.’

	‘How can it be-?’

	‘Don’t ask “how”, just keep it as a mindset.’

	‘Well, I guess I should listen to what Dorian Gray says...’

	He winked and went back to the pair of breasts in red.

	She chewed on the pancake and watched the code attempt to compile in front of her.

	‘So,’ she mumbled, ‘should I try and give you a cold?’

	 


05 - Jones

	 

	A dozen windows filled Jones’ screen – reports, data and calculations all indicating the same thing.

	He stared at the data for a moment longer, just to be sure. ‘Mirrorfall,’ he said, then began to print out the data.

	His printer provided some much-needed noise to the silent lab – it would have been easier to simply require the documents into existence – pulling them from the firmament of the multiverse, but this gave him time to think.

	A blue folder appeared and sighed as he ordered the documents and placed them into the folder. He paused to adjust his lab coat before hesitatingly opening the door. The world outside his lab was always filled with a lot of chaotic elements - things he could never predict. It made him nervous - he liked the security and stability of his lab.

	His footsteps were light as he walked down the bright hallway toward the lift. It was a quiet morning – he couldn’t hear any of the recruits. Then again, most of his recruits tended to keep odd hours, and he had no intention of stifling this. He didn’t require that they awoke each morning at six for rigorous training before breakfast as Taylor did.

	The fact that his recruits were “unregulated” angered Taylor – then again, most things did. The combat agent thought of the technical department as a waste - and had no problem voicing these thoughts. They were a waste - at the very most, a barely necessary evil. It didn’t matter that the techs were responsible for figuring out how to track down enemies, trace Solstice meetings, organise upgrades, predict events or any of the other sundry tasks they were assigned. All that mattered was that they were weak.

	Taylor refused to abide weakness.

	This one simple fact had brought him nothing but misery over the years. He sighed and cleaned his glasses as he waited exactly eight seconds for the lift doors to open.

	A pink bra stared at him as he entered the lift. He stood frozen for a moment, as if he were intruding. He shook his head and crouched down – he pressed a finger to the soft lace and it disappeared.

	Recruits often had trysts – especially those regularly engaged in combat – it was a fact of belonging to the Agency that it generally truncated the human life span. Leaving evidence of a tryst, however, was never good – it led to Taylor lecturing and banning all recruit privileges for a few days.

	The doors slid open with a soft ping and he stepped out.

	He walked down the short hall to Ryan’s office – now he could hear recruits. This floor of the Agency tended to the busiest, as the main gym was there, as were the recruit recreation areas. It made him relish the quiet of his floor.

	He extended a hand and knocked on Ryan’s door.

	‘Come,’ Ryan’s voice said a few moments later.

	Jones entered the office – Ryan slammed a desk drawer and looked up. ‘Yes?’

	‘There’s another mirrorfall coming.’

	Ryan stood and took the proffered data. ‘When?’ he asked as he flicked through it.

	‘No less than a week, no more than two.’

	Ryan looked down at him. ‘It’s going to fall here?’

	He nodded. ‘Yes sir.’

	Ryan snapped the folder closed. ‘I’ll inform Taylor. Give me a more accurate estimate when you can.’

	 


06 - 2am

	 

	It was two in the morning again.

	Across the room from Stef, three of her fellow code monkeys had created their own little LAN party – taking the night off instead of working on the task at hand. She stared at the screen until it got fuzzy. ‘Code Steffie get up, get coffee,’ she muttered and pushed herself back from the desk. It took a minute for her legs to cooperate, then she stood.

	The coffee pot was empty. It stared at her and beared its lack of liquid life without shame. Grasping it by the handle, she lifted it and hurled it across the room at those that had emptied it.

	She swore in binary, and headed down the hall to her room – a lack of coffee was definitely a sign to give up for the day. It wasn’t like she could remember the last time she slept in a bed anyway.

	The door to her assigned room was ajar – wishing she hadn’t thrown the coffee pot, she grasped for a small vase on the table next to the door and lifted it.

	The intruders weren’t thieves. Nor were they an apparent threat to anyone.

	‘Room five is mine,’ she announced to the mid-coitus couple occupying her bed.

	It took them a minute to stop. Her expression didn’t change when the top half – Dorian turned to look at her. ‘Er…’

	She reached down to his discarded pants and lifted the key chain. ‘I’ll take your room for the night. We will never speak of this.’

	‘Can…?’ he began.

	‘Yes,’ she said tersely, ‘I’ll lock the damn door.’

	‘Thank you Spyder,’ Dorian mumbled as he turned away.

	She locked the door, she replaced the vase, and made it five feet down the hall before giggling. There was no blame to be had – all of the rooms were identical, and in the dark, even more so.

	Dorian’s room was down the end of a long, lonely hall, lit only by the light coming through the picture windows. The night was quiet, lit by a gibbous moon and a few brave stars that managed to shine through the light pollution. She stopped to watch for a moment – there was a high wind, clouds appeared from nowhere and disappeared almost as quickly.

	She turned the key and opened the door to Dorian’s room.

	A silk covered boudoir wouldn’t have surprised her. A four poster bed was almost expected. A large portrait hidden under a heavy cloth wouldn’t have been a stretch.

	A dark staircase surprised her a little.

	She sighed, muttered the binary for a question mark and felt for a light switch. Since this secret passage hadn’t skipped the twentieth century, it was lit. A self-mocking laugh escaped her as she ascended the stairs. Things like this were supposed to happen to frail blonde girls in inappropriately see-though nightdresses, not insomniac hackers who were still wearing their sneakers.

	She closed the door and started on the stairs.

	In situations like this, you were supposed to be afraid and say “Oh My” over and over until you ran around and broke your ankle. No wait, not broken, sprained – just enough to be ineffectual.

	You weren’t supposed to climb the secret stair in a crumpled purple top while noting the energy efficient light bulbs and the lingering smell of fresh paint.

	The door at the end of the staircase opened with the same key.

	A monster stared at her as she opened the door.

	 


07 - The Beast

	 

	There are several ways one can react to seeing a monster.

	To a towering, hairy hunchbacked monster with a sunken, barely human face and oddly luminescent eyes.

	These include, but are not limited to: screaming, crying, running away, grabbing a weapon, testing your breath for alcohol and, of course, ignoring it. All perfectly reasonable responses.

	Stef merely stared at it. After a moment, she blinked. It hissed at her, then lunged. It roared in her face – and she hoped the sharp teeth weren’t “all the better to eat hackers with”.

	She stood her ground. There was literally no point in being afraid. She would leave the room, or she wouldn’t - she was smart enough to know when she wasn’t in control of a situation. ‘Dorian gave me the key. He’s busy shagging in my bed. Needed somewhere to sleep.’ She looked up to the monster’s eyes. ‘And it’s nice to meet you, boss.’

	The monster snarled and retreated behind a huge desk. ‘I didn’t expect Dorian to be my downfall. I may as well have called the angels for help and ended this sooner.’ His – well, the voice sounded male – accent was strange, she couldn’t place it.

	She crinkled her nose and chided herself. She was staring at a monster – there was no chance that the man in front of her was human – and she was thinking about his accent. This, Spyder, is why you almost get hit every time you cross the road. Over analysis of a situation. I don’t over analyse, I notice.Keep telling yourself that. Monster? Oh, right.

	‘If you haven’t noticed, I’m not screaming. I’m not going to run down stairs and tell the others we’re working for G’Mork. It’s your prerogative – staying up here and appearing eccentric seems to have worked so far.’

	He snorted and turned to her. ‘Why aren’t you screaming?’ He thumped a hairy fist on the desk. ‘You were warned not to come up here. I could eat you. You should be afraid.’

	‘I didn’t think you were a tame lion,’ she muttered. ‘If you’re going to hurt me, there’s nothing I can do. The only good exit is a staircase, which you could simply push me down. I’m not screaming, because I’m not an idiot.’

	He stared silently at her.

	She bit her lip. ‘Yeah, ok, I’m insane ok? Certified. I did the certification, which probably makes me more insane.’ He wasn’t asking for a life story, he was deciding if you were a midnight snack. Shut up, maybe he can smell truth or something. No, they give the weird truth powers to reporters. Who do? …convention? If you don’t know, why would I?

	The monster snorted again, then lifted a clawed finger and pointed down an adjacent hall. ‘Dorian’s room is down there.’

	She stepped toward the hallway, but stopped. ‘What’s her name?’

	‘Why does it matter?’

	‘The data is degrading.’ Just as the memory of a pilot would. ‘I’m not the only one who has noticed. If it’s changing and degrading, it’s dynamic. If it’s dynamic and degrading, there’s a deadline. If you’re looking for someone, and there’s a deadline, there’s only one possible way it could end well. I don’t care about the Romeo and Juliet – I don’t believe in that crap, but you promised to go to an old man’s funeral if I…if the code monkeys found her.’

	The monster stared at her.

	‘I don’t know where you came from, or what the hell that data is, but that old guy didn’t get to see the Narnia you came from, all he wants is for someone to remember him and see him off to…whatever’s next.’

	The monster growled, and stared at her with its glowing eyes. ‘You know what comes next, nothing. Just because you came back doesn’t mean he will. There is nothing after this life.’

	Please tell me this is one of those moments where I’m imagining things. Shut up, I’m hiding in this corner over here. He’s a monster, they lie. No, that’s trickster gods. Do you know he’s not one of those? No. Then shut up.

	‘You made a promise to an old man, my ten fingers, my genius brain and my keyboard are going to make sure you keep that promise, now tell me her damn name.’

	‘Her name is Mela.’

	‘Thank you,’ she said, then strode down the hall.

	Then turned and walked halfway back up, as she had gone past Dorian’s room.

	 


08 - Solstice

	 

	The smell of coffee woke her.

	On autopilot, she lifted one hand and groped for the coffee.

	‘You’d best sit up,’ Dorian said.

	‘It wouldn’t be a stretch to think you’re some sort of pervert,’ Stef said as she extracted herself from the sheet.

	‘I am a pervert – everyone has their perversions, Spyder. Even virgins like you.’

	She glared and took the coffee from him. She ignored the fact that he was half-naked. ‘So…’ she said as she looked over the rim.

	‘The obvious doesn’t need to be said,’ he said as he sat on the bed.

	‘Who else knows?’

	‘You, me, the professor.’

	‘Was it on purpose?’

	‘No. I didn’t chase after you…’

	She sipped at the coffee. ‘Because you were busy.’

	‘Because,’ he said, pointing his finger, ‘I knew you’d be able to handle it. Surely he’s not the first strange thing you’ve seen in your life, I mean…’

	‘Well, I’m staring at a fictional character.’

	He gave her a withering look. ‘I’m as a real as you are. Come on, before this…’

	‘Nothing. Nothing like this.’

	‘You must have been very young.’

	She stared coldly at him, then down at her coffee. ‘Why did you wake me? Haven’t exactly gotten much sleep lately.’

	‘You were right, last night, we are running out of time. He’s asked for…for me to bring in some…people.’

	She held the coffee cup in one hand and wiggled the fingers on her right hand. ‘Spooky,’ she deadpanned. ‘People.’

	‘Cultists.’ He let this sink in for a moment. ‘These people have a very skewed view of the world. You found out we work for someone who looks like he came from a nightmare, and you didn’t run. You, are sitting here talking to a “fictional” person, and your biggest concern is how much you’re blushing at his bare chest.’

	‘It’s distracting.’

	He smiled. ‘Thank you.’ He took the coffee from her and moved closer. ‘These people have found out certain things about the world, and don’t like it. Everything that you know, and think you know, is perfectly natural. Some of it more natural than…than sex. They won’t, don’t, can’t accept that. In their mind, if you aren’t human, than you’re nothing. They think they’re above everything, and want to cleanse all the…wonder from the world. They never will, of course, it’s impossible. But…it doesn’t stop them from making it a living hell for those they do catch.’

	‘Forgive me, caffeine levels low, WHY are they going to help?’ She reached for the coffee and drank deeply. ‘If they’re such fscking Nazis – and don’t invoke Godwin’s on me - why are they going to help Beast find his Belle?’

	‘Because they’re going to betray him.’ His tone was so matter-of-fact that it stopped all of her thoughts, his expression was one of resignation. ‘I’ve seen it before. I’ve seen it so many times before.’

	‘Then warn him?’

	‘He would gladly give up his life to see her once more. He knows what price he’ll pay – though he’ll try and hold off paying the piper for as long as he can. I won’t be around to see it.’

	‘These guys don’t like books?’

	He stood and walked over to the cupboard. ‘In their eyes, how human can I be? I’m a hundred and eighty-two years old.’ He opened the door, and she could no longer see his face. ‘Why would they be kinder this time?’

	‘What did-?’

	He cut her off. ‘No.’ He closed the cupboard door and slipped on the shirt. ‘You don’t need to know. You won’t want to know.’

	‘I’m staying,’ she said defiantly.

	‘I wasn’t asking you to leave. You’re not in it for altruistic reasons, but your goal isn’t the cash, and that’s worth something.’

	‘Should I be worried about mind control or anything else weird?’

	‘Praise.’

	‘Mayonnaise?’

	He shook his head. ‘Compliments. Adoration. Anything that makes you feel special. They like to make you feel warm and fuzzy, then ask you to join them. That is…if they don’t see straight through you.’ She remained silent – not trusting to herself to speak. ‘If they do see through you, they might kill you outright – that would be kindest. Otherwise, the Lady will see you safely through her realm.’

	‘I’m human. Not a fact I’m proud of, but human all the same.’

	He reached out for her, but she withdrew. He caught onto a few strands of hair. ‘You’ve been to the same gray land I have. You can see it, if you’re around for long enough, you learn to spot it. In their arrogant, misinformed, condemning opinion, you should have stayed there.’ He stood. ‘And that it’s their job to send you back there. And…you don’t have the same guardian angel I do.’

	‘I don’t believe in angels.’

	‘Smart girl.’

	‘What are these bastards called? Or are they too special for a name?’

	‘Solstice. The Order of the Solstice. Culties. Assholes. Dangerous morons.’ He paused for a moment. ‘There’s always more than one side to a story, but everything I’ve told you is true.’

	‘So when are you running away?’

	‘After breakfast. I owe Tara a goodbye at the least.’

	 


09 - Ryan

	 

	Ryan sat at his desk, staring at Jones’ reports. Another mirrorfall, so soon - it wasn’t fair. There was the obvious reason they fell on the city of course - what had happened just over two decades ago had made the city a magnet.

	Seven out of the last ten mirrors had fallen there. Two had been destroyed outright, Echelon had managed to get control of three - and had safely disposed of them. The other two - those had been lost.

	One had been used by a demon named Remington to create a powerful monster - it had been a terror until dispatched by their counterparts in the London Agency. The final mirror had remained a mystery.

	It would show up, things like that always did. Like bad pennies.

	Echelon had almost destroyed all of the bad pennies, and the bad one cent coins. The latter had been the more difficult - as their numbers had been far greater than the initial run of bad-luck low-value coins. It had involved removing the one and two cent coins from circulation. It had been a major effort, and the one of the only things their Agency had ever done to impact the public so greatly.

	This mirrorfall, however, was going to be a problem. Dancers had begun to organise - not in any great way - organisation was a foreign concept to demons as a whole - but enough to be dangerous.

	He swivelled his chair to look out the window - he needed a break from the task at hand. Ghosts of old, alien planes flew past, some dove and rolled - the buildings around them were no obstacle for them.

	As quickly as they had appeared, they disappeared.

	He’d been watching the ghosts from this mirrorfall, he always did. There was little use in learning about a planet that had, or was just about to - at the same time, there was no harm in it. No harm in keeping a few memories of an entire world blinked out of existence.

	He always took heed of the assumed relative level of technology of the dying world - to try and get an idea of when his world was going to die.

	All worlds died, it was an irrefutable fact. It was the how - especially relevant in his case, as Earth couldn’t suffer a traditional mirrorfall, and the when.

	In comparison to the technology around him, it seemed that most of the worlds died when they were older than the Earth. Sometimes, he noted as a ghostly zeppelin floated past the moon, it happened a lot sooner.

	He shook himself from his thoughts and turned back to his desk. An incomplete letter was there. A condolence letter to the parents of a recruit. Recruit Adams had died the previous night, shot by a vengeful member of the Solstice. One who had a very personal vendetta against the recruits, and relished killing his recruits.

	Jones’ recruits rarely died, they rarely left the Agency. There was the occasional accident, but mostly they either died of natural causes, or left of their own accord, feeling they had accomplished enough. Some graduated into being general recruits, and in extremely rare cases, combat recruits.

	Jones wrote heartfelt letters, detailing what the recruits had achieved - what achievements weren’t classified in any case.

	Taylor had someone else deal with it. His idea of a condolence letter was a form letter - if there was indeed any family to send it to. Taylor’s recruits - with the exception of those that came from military academies and services - tended to be criminals or murderers.

	He felt caught between the two - he didn’t have the close relationship Jones did with his recruits, so he couldn’t feel empathy with the parents, nor was he as callous as Taylor. He’d never had a complaint, though, he supposed, when you lose a family member, the wording of the letter from their employer hardly mattered.

	Ten minutes later, the letter was done. He folded it and placed it in an envelope. He touched it and it disappeared, it would be delivered the next day, as would the details of the pension. Money was simply numbers, so they had no problem supplying the families - or the recruits themselves if they chose to leave - with a pension.

	There was a hurried knock on his door. It wasn‘t a recruit, he knew that, there had been no footsteps preceding the knock. It wasn‘t Taylor, when he was in a hurry, he simply barged in ‘Come in Jones,’ he called.

	Jones pushed the door open, the prerequisite blue folder in his hand.

	‘What is it?’ he asked of the flustered tech agent.

	‘Solstice is on the move.’

	 


10 - Taylor

	 

	Taylor stared at his recruits and a row of recruits with buzz cuts and severely tied back hair stared back. They all stood at attention, awaiting his next command.

	‘Sir.’

	It was Magnolia’s voice. The only recruit to not attend practice. This annoyed him. Had it been any other recruit, disciplinary action would have been obvious and immediate.

	However, since it was Magnolia, he had second thoughts. He left his recruits with an hour’s worth of exercises, then turned and strode from the gym.

	She trailed behind him, but was stopped when he closed the door.

	He sat behind his desk, stared angrily at the paperwork that had accumulated there, then up at the door.

	‘Password.’

	The reply came, slightly muffled by the door. ‘Alpha sequence, three-five-alpha-six-two-eight, sir. Omega sequence seven-seven-seven-beta-beta-two, sir.’

	‘Recruit number?’

	‘Five-six-nine-two, sir’

	‘Come.’

	The doorknob jiggled. His eyes snapped up. ‘If you walk through that door, you’re no longer a recruit.’

	‘Sir…’ the pain in her voice was obvious, but he easily ignored it.

	‘Shift in, Recruit, or do not come in.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	It took her a long moment to arrive, he noted the look of pained concentration on her face as she faded in, before she schooled it back to neutral. She held a blue folder in her hand, though it was spotted with blood.

	Magnolia did not wear a training uniform, nor a suit. He allowed her to wear what she wanted -it was a freedom he only allowed her. He wasn’t quite sure why he allowed this - though the utter and complete loyalty he had shown her was a factor.

	She did as she was asked, no matter what. He had told her that it was likely that he would kill her one day, when her dancer heritage got the best of her and she rebelled - she had merely snapped a salute and responded that she had supposed that from the beginning.

	The dress she wore today was short, with a needlessly complicated skirt. He didn’t understand fashion, nor would he ever. What had drawn his eye, however, was that the black and white material was stained red. Arterial red. Some of it was hers - the wound in her side was still bleeding, the one hand she held to it wasn’t an effective tourniquet.

	She crossed the room, dripping blood onto his carpet.

	‘Report.’

	She gritted her teeth, then looked up. ’Took down three dancers, scared the rest off. Sir.’ She closed her eyes and swayed a little.

	‘Anything else, recruit?’

	‘Nothing of note, sir. Nothing I hadn’t seen before, sir.’

	‘You’re injured.’ He’d appraised her as soon as she’d appeared in the gym, it wasn’t anything life threatening, though, even if it had been, procedure was procedure. He stared at his recruit, knowing his weak companions would have allowed her medical attention before making a report.

	He disliked that they valued the recruits over the facts. The fact was that information was always time-sensitive. It was also a fact that recruits were expendable and replaceable.

	‘You’re injured,’ he said again.

	Magnolia looked up, the smallest of smiles on her face. ‘Not too badly.’

	He stood and snatched the file from her hand. ‘There’ll be nothing else recruit.’ With a thought, he shifted her to the infirmary.

	 


11 - The Last Morning

	 

	The Solstice were as subtle as a sledge hammer. Stef increased the bass on her headphones a little more to block out the noise. Fifteen of them had come, very impressive considering that there had only been ten hackers at any one time.

	They had brought their own equipment, and set up on the main tables, ousting the original team to the spare tables. They wore arrogant expressions, and only spoke among themselves whilst they set up.

	A handful of hours later, things had finally gone quiet again. There was only the sounds of an occasional whisper, cry of frustration, and the tapping of keys.

	She felt a presence behind her, and she instinctively alt-tabbed. ‘I once killed a man with a keyboard,’ she said as she stared at the reflection of the Solstice cultist – an older man with greying hair and a serious expression. ‘And a screwdriver,’ she added after a moment.

	‘How’s it going?’

	She’d found the cipher. She’d found the permutation to use. The data was cycling. By the end of the night, she’d have the answer. She’d rather cut her tongue out than tell him that.

	‘It’s not,’ she replied. ‘No one is having any luck with this.’ She spun on her chair. ‘The data is a pile of crap. I’m looking for the hidden cameras.’

	The man smiled – his mouth wide, but his eyes mirthless. ‘If it’s so useless, than why are you here?’

	She stared coldly at him. ‘Money’s money, right? Not gonna say no to a cool million.’

	He stared at her for a moment longer than comfortable, then nodded. ‘As you wish.’ She turned back to her screen, surreptitiously watching him circle the room. He reminded her of a shark, a patient predator waiting for a chance to strike. Dorian’s red-headed shag-buddy had no problem striking up a conversation with him, and she hated her for it. It was like no one could detect his the high levels of creepiness he was radiating. Her Spyder-sense came in handy sometimes – as they said, just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you.

	The Solstice were constantly looking around, she could see it out from the corner of her eyes, along with Tara, they’d pulled in a couple of the other hackers. What had started out as a group of people with the same goal was now feeling like the clique and the outsiders.

	She transferred her data to a flash drive, pocketed it and made an idle comment about going to sleep before exiting the room. The professor walked past her in the hall, carrying a small bag. ‘Too crowded,’ he said without removing his pipe, ‘beach is nice this time of year.’

	‘Er, have a good time,’ she said as he walked out the front door. The same chauffer that had brought her to the mansion bowed to her, then closed the door.

	Dorian was gone. The professor was going. A bunch of creeps had staged a hostile takeover. She was out of cookies.

	The day was not going to end well. There was no way this day could end well.

	The sound of the first bullet, scarcely nine hours later, confirmed this hypothesis.

	 


12 - The Last Moment

	 

	Ryan fired again and another cultist went down. Then another. They had scattered, and were running – there were more than they had expected, but not more than he could handle.

	The Solstice were like rats – as many as you took down, some always got away. He tried to avoid the bank of computers – he knew Jones would need to examine them.

	It was one of the sources of wonder that the Solstice believed their own propaganda so much, that even in the face of reason, they would choose to run, be defiant or fight. Echelon, the two-thirds that wasn’t the combat division in any case, were always willing to talk.

	Objectively, the line between a cultist and a recruit was quite fine, so occasionally, there was a reasonable person among the Solstice ranks.

	He stepped over one of the bodies, and listened to the running feet, deciding on the best path to take. After a quick shift, there were two more bodies. Another shift, another body.

	A few moments later, there was only one life sign left on the premises, and it wasn’t moving.

	A number of possibilities ran through his head. It could have been a hostage, but it hadn’t seemed to have been that kind of operation. It could have been one of their victims – in which case there was a fifty-percent he’d have to kill them anyway. The life sign in question could have been asleep – but with all the noise, that was a remote possibility. They could have been scared – that was a common enough occurrence.

	He shifted into the room containing the life sign – it was just another of the small bedrooms. There was a large open window, but the room itself was dark. The occupant wasn’t apparent.

	The sound of breathing betrayed the occupants’ position. The wardrobe. A strange sense of wonder brought a smile to his face – it was such a quaint place to hide, and it afforded no real protection. Obviously, it had been a desperate act.

	There was the sound of tapping keys.

	He crossed to the wardrobe, the floor creaking as he did so. The tapping of keys stopped for a moment, then resumed. He reached for the wardrobe door and pulled it open.

	Hidden in the shadow of the deep wardrobe, illuminated only by the light of her laptop, was a young woman. She refused to look up, or in any way acknowledge him, her eyes were glued to the screen.

	She was the last one left – all of the other life signs were long out of reach, and he’d informed Taylor that when his combat recruits were back from whatever mission they’d conveniently taken, that they could pick up the scent. He appraised the hacker, thankful that she wasn’t sprouting the normal Solstice gospel – it made a quiet end to a night for once.

	As he stared at her, frankly amazed that she was obstinately ignoring him, her file loaded. One fact stood out above all others – a cross-reference to himself.

	The child?

	A rush of conflicting emotions washed over him, but a sense of duty overrode them all.

	He lifted his gun and fired.

	 


13 - Abeyance

	 

	The bullet passed right in front of her, between her face and the laptop screen. It slammed into the back of the wooden wardrobe with a deafening roar. Television always glossed over that part – just how loud and real the sound of a gunshot was.

	Stef swallowed, but didn’t look up. At this range, there was no way in hell that he’d missed accidentally. It had been a warning shot.

	A warning of things to come.

	Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the man move, he pressed the gun against her head, pushing it ever so slightly to the right. ‘Yes,’ she said as she looked up, ‘you have my attention.’

	The bedroom was dark, and she couldn’t see the man very well, but with what she could see, it was obvious he was a narc. ‘Four more keystrokes and I’ll know the meaning of life, then you can pull the trigger.’

	Tap.

	The gun was jammed further against her head, pushing it against the to the back wall of the wardrobe. Unfortunately, since it wasn’t a gateway to Narnia, there was no where for her to go. Splinters from the first shot pressed into her cheek, and she fought a grimace.

	Tap.

	The narc’s other hand reached in and pushed the laptop closed.

	Crap.

	She slumped, and closed her eyes - there was no point in adjusting them to the darkness. ‘Fine. Whatever. I’m not going to run.’

	‘You brought this on yourself.’

	She snorted derisively. Thoughts raced through her head: the backup server would upload all of her data to the web in a week, unless they destroyed it - everything she had ever done would live on beyond this moment. The web was alive, and data was forever. Even if she wasn’t.

	‘A legal job ends my life, there isn’t enough iron in the world for that.’

	‘The Solstice is hardly…’

	Her eyes flew open. ‘Wait! What? WAIT! No!’ she struggled to get to her feet, but he pushed her back down. ‘Me not one of them!’ she managed as she struggled to sit back up - the cramped space of the cupboard didn’t assist in this. ‘I…I’m not one of them. A couple of big differences you might care to notice: I’m in here, they were out there, and I’m alive.’

	‘Temporarily.’

	This stopped her for a moment, and she stared at the man. ‘Of course temporarily, everything, especially life, is transitory.’

	The gun retreated a little. ‘Why are you here then?’

	‘For the job. Working with the code. That’s all.’

	His left hand reached into the cupboard and yanked her out. She clutched the laptop to her chest, but didn’t dare open it. Her eyes had adjusted enough to make out some of the narc’s details - he was younger than his voice betrayed - somewhere in his thirties. Everything from the three-piece suit to the gun indicated she had very little chance of walking out of the room alive.

	‘Speak,’ he ordered.

	‘Woof!’ she barked on impulse. A shot flew past her ear and slammed into the wall behind her. ‘Scare tactics are not going to work.’ If it could have, her nose would have grown an inch.

	‘Keep in mind that everyone else in this house is dead, and that there is very little you can do to convince me that you are not a member of the Solstice.’

	Her eyes narrowed, and she swallowed – the reality of the moment was finally starting to set in. ‘If there isn’t anything I can do to convince you, then why bother talking to me?’

	The light flickered on. He didn’t touch the light switch. Yeah…like that’s important right now. Of course it’s important, it’s data. You’re the half that’s going to get us killed. No, that would be the scary guy with the gun.

	‘Very little,’ he clarified, ‘not nothing.’

	She’d already said her piece, she had nothing else to say. She clutched her laptop tight, holding it as a child would a blanket, or a doll.

	…a doll…

	All she could do was stare at him, there was something off about him, something familiar, except not. Then again, that could be the fear. Memories stirred, but refused to break through the surface.

	He levelled the gun at her. ‘You brought this on yourself.’

	The memory broke through.

	She swallowed and looked up at him. ‘I remember you.’

	 


14 - Confirmation

	 

	‘I remember you,’ the girl said again.

	Ryan shook his head. No. Not possible.

	She took a slow step back, as if he were about to pounce like a rabid dog, and put the laptop on the bed. She simply stared at him – and the gun he had trained at her head.

	‘You’re mistaken Miss Mimosa,’ he said. Usually, knowledge of someone’s name unnerved them – she gave him no reaction.

	‘I am rarely mistaken,’ she said as she jutted her chin out. She lifted a finger to make a point, but put it down when she saw that it was shaking. ‘And I remember you.’

	‘Are you going to come with me?’

	‘Are you going to show me a badge?’

	This brought a smile to his lips. ‘Do you really think I need to show you one?’

	She shook her head, then went still. ‘I don’t hear anything.’

	‘That’s because there’s no one left alive.’

	‘So why don’t you shoot me and save yourself the paperwork?’

	He allowed all the emotion to drop from his face. ‘I can if you wish.’

	The girl shifted comfortably for a moment. ‘Why,’ she asked, ‘do I remember you?’

	‘As I said, Miss Mimosa, you don’t. Are you going to come quietly, or are you going to join the dead.’

	‘Well, apparently I’ve already been dead. I remember Alexandria, pain, cold, lots of cold, you, even more cold and then nothing. So either confirm my certification of insanity, or tell me why I remember you.’

	‘Your mention of the Great Library does nothing to further your case.’

	‘Not the library.’ She paused and hesitantly took a step closer. ‘My doll.’

	He wasn’t able to keep the surprise from his face.

	The girl smirked, and he simply stared. She’d been a child, there was no reason why she should remember after all this time. One day, yes, two, yes, even a week was reasonable. Not twenty years.

	There was no point in denying it. He put the gun down. She deflated with relief.

	‘You are…correct.’

	‘So what happens now?’

	He raised his eyebrows. ‘As I said, you have to come with me.’

	She watched he holstered his gun. ‘So, you’re not gonna shoot me then?’

	‘Not unless you are a member of the Solstice.’ He crossed the room and picked up the laptop. He grabbed her upper arm and shifted them away from the mansion.

	Her bulging eyes and open mouth emitting a sound of disbelief made him smile – most humans reacted the same way the first time they were shifted. He sat behind his desk and required a couple of files and the standard blue folders appeared on his desk. As an afterthought, he also required a chair for her.

	‘Sit, please, Miss Mimosa.’

	The girl looked down at her legs as though she didn’t trust them to move. ‘No…’ she said. She swallowed and looked up. ‘No electrical tingle to indicate machinery, no apparent loss of time – it was instantaneous. No lapse in consciousness to indicate that I was in fact destroyed upon disappearance and remade upon entry. No equipment visible, no transponder, you did that with a touch.’

	He smiled, she sounded Jones.

	‘Conclusion?’ he asked after watching her stare at her hands for a solid minute.

	‘Not technology,’ she said at last. ‘However, in light of recent events, not surprising.’

	‘Recent events are what we need to discuss,’ he indicated to the spare chair.

	She slowly crossed the room and sat down, the new leather creaking as she relaxed. ‘One question first,’ she said. ‘What’s your name?’

	‘I’m Agent Ryan, now please, start from the beginning.’

	 


15 - And Then?

	 

	Stef squirmed in the seat, memory or no, this guy was still a narc - jail was still possibility. That, or getting disappeared. Left in a fscking ditch you mean, this carpet‘s probably easily replaced. ‘I tell my story, but then what happens?’

	Ryan stood and walked over to the window wall, she stood and followed him after a minute. ‘Conventionally speaking,’ she said to break the silence. ‘I should be able to see my house from here.’

	He pointed. ‘Fourteen buildings and a tree block your view.’ She pressed her nose to the glass and tried to prove him wrong. ‘What happens next Miss Mimosa, depends on you.’

	She wiped the oily nose print from the window with her shirt sleeve. ‘Meaning?’

	‘It depends on how much you wish to cooperate with us.’

	‘Well this certainly isn’t ASIO, so who’s “us”?’

	‘This is Echelon.’

	‘What do you do besides shoot people, scare hackers and kidnap babies?’

	He smiled. ‘I did not kidnap you Miss Mimosa, you’re in my custody.’

	‘Anyway…’

	‘You have three choices.’

	She looked up at him. ’You were explain-’

	He cut her off. ’You have three choices,’ he repeated. ’One, you cooperate and then you leave. Two, unlikely I believe in your case, but I must state it nonetheless, you refuse to cooperate and I shoot you.’

	She stared at her fingers for a moment. ‘Does knowing there’s weird crap in the world change the base math to the point where two equals three?’

	‘Most people jump at the first, or definitely choose the second.’

	‘So what’s the third?’

	‘Rather than simply cooperating with us, you come work for us.’

	‘So I’d have my own licence to kidnap babies, scare hackers and shoot people.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘Speaking of which, did you shoot this bearded guy with a creeptastic expression, slight aura of GTFO?’

	He simply stared at her. She pouted. ‘Forty or fifty-ish, wiggy eyes, badly cut grey beard…’

	‘Are you referring to David Kane?’

	She heard him, each syllable reaching her ears in order, where they were translated to English, altogether, they brought her to one eloquent response. ‘BAH?!’ He took a step back from her. ‘That guy, that guy was David Kane, as in the guy who’s son disappeared?’ She began to pace. ‘The Drama teacher who kept taking out ads about his articles to make himself more important and plastered himself all over the news when his son Tim…Jim…not a doctor…Khan? Karl?’

	‘Oliver.’

	‘Oliver disappeared. Made all the conspiracy sites buzz, then that whole lot of crap with the rusty cars and dead trees and frozen cans and Surprise Fiction and…oh my god…’ She looked up to him. ‘So that was all real?’

	He nodded.

	‘Cool…’

	He regarded her quietly for a moment. ‘Have you made your choice?’

	She nodded and grinned widely. ‘Sign. Me. Up. Complete cooperation, hell, keep my laptop if you want, so long as I get to erase my porn, anything, if I get to find out more about what’s going on.’

	 


16 - Recruitment

	 

	Ryan had to smile, though the ease of the recruitment was unsurprising, it was a rare pleasure for a new recruit to be so openly excited. More often it was a case of “yeah, sure, whatever” or “how much do I get paid” or “so long as it keeps that eight-armed-hippo-beast away”.

	Persons who had been exposed to the true wonder of the world, rather than just the humdrum of the everyday subconsciously drew themselves towards it. They naturally gravitated towards groups like Echelon or the Solstice, or one of a hundred smaller factions that didn’t really matter at all. For recruits, it was a definite plus, as it made them more accepting, for the Solstice, it was also a plus - in their case, it made them more willing to hate.

	‘Follow me then,’ he said as he walked toward the door. She stayed in place by the window.

	‘Ryan?’ the girl said and he looked back. ’Or is it sir now? Admiral? Grand Moff?’ She sighed. ’I don’t know if it’s something you’ve noticed…but I’m kind of in my pyjamas, and unless this entire building is empty, do you think you could like conjure me some real clothes?’

	He clicked his fingers and required her into a gray version of the recruit training uniform - a three-piece utilitarian costume and motioned for her to follow.

	She looked down at herself. ’I’m not sure if I should feel violated or awesomed by that.’

	He stared at her for a moment and wondered if she was always like this. It certainly was a change from “Yes, sir, of course sir, I’ll do that sir” and “No sir, sorry sir”. Taylor had a way of making all of the recruits believe that, if angered, any agent was capable of throwing a troublesome recruit through a window, door or wall.

	She followed a few steps behind him as they headed for the lift, looking at the doors and the walls. ’So, is it like a battleship and you navigate by numbers?’

	‘Most recruits don’t have a problem navigating the Agency.’

	‘It’s not like the Enterprise, right?’ she asked as the lift doors slid open.

	‘I beg your pardon?’

	‘On the Enterprise, there’s only one bathroom.’

	He ran a quick self-diagnostic, then replayed the girl’s words. Yes, she was in fact saying the words that he was hearing. There was always the possibility that this was a trick by a playful god, or an intrusion on reality by some unknown creature, however, all reports indicated that everything was normal. ’We have,’ he replied at last, ’more than enough facilities.’ He paused and considered the reasons why it could have been brought up. ’Did you need…?’

	‘No,’ she said quickly, ’just crossing out some possibilities. Abundant bathrooms is good, the lack of elevator music is expected, the nature of exactly what you are is still puzzling me.’

	‘I’m an agent.’

	‘Yes, the suit, gun and office kind of gave that away. I meant the literal what.’ She bit her lip and waved her hands. ‘There isn’t exactly a more delicate way to phrase that question.’

	A single thought stopped the lift in its journey. ‘What are your conclusions so far?’

	‘You can conjure stuff, but there’s no arcane bullshit so I’m not expecting that this place is Hoggle’s. No runes, no smoke, no wand, no reagents. You arbitrarily clicked your fingers but I don’t think that’s key - it’s no nose of Samantha. Teleportation, you can take at least one person with you, but I don’t know if it has a recharge, hence why we’re taking a lift when you had no problem bringing me across the city in a few seconds. There’s no obvious Scotty, possibly personal, possibly some variant of shunpo. You have amazing knowledge, though you could have been lying about the twelve buildings.’

	‘Fourteen. And a tree.’

	‘I have no conclusive conclusions. In a case such as this I would gladly defer to a simple answer.’

	‘We’re guardians, we protect the world from those that are not supposed to interfere.’

	‘Immortal?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘How immortal?’

	He gave her the look he gave to recruits he wished to scare off. ‘That’s not something we discuss.’

	She raised her eyebrows. ‘So you’ve got a weakness then?’

	He shook his head. ‘No, rather, it generally bothers humans to know that we have none.’

	She cocked her head to the side. ‘So why do you need me?’

	‘Recruits?’ A thought restarted the lift. ‘We don’t need them, but we aren’t going to deny anyone’s wish to protect their world.’

	She leant back against the life wall. ‘Spare me, please. If I have to sign up for the whole saving the world rhetoric then maybe this outfit isn’t for me.’

	‘You’re a hacker, Miss Mimosa. Data and information is your world, correct?’

	‘Yes, but-’

	‘Then the only rhetoric you have to believe in is your own.’ The lift doors slid open. ‘This way.’

	 


17 - Mela

	 

	The sun looked purple as it went down, the moons were the same pale green as his skin, stardust fell through the air. It was a beautiful night, the nights were always beautiful, but the only thing he could look at was his lady.

	The lady of the house, Mela MiShon, the one he was sworn to serve. The one he’d fallen in love with.

	She turned and smiled, and it was a perfect moment.

	Astrin looked up from his meal as the wind whistled through the cracks of a building. It wasn’t a pretty sound, it was strained, hurt, and distorted by metal. Everything in this world was so harsh, so angled, so confined.

	It was an ugly world. Cities here were such ugly things. At night, the sky was filled with so much unnatural light that it blocked out the stars themselves. He’d seen pictures - he knew that the entire world wasn’t like this.

	Part of him hoped that if she fell to this world, that she would enter it in a prettier place. A park. A beach. Somewhere that wasn’t angles and boxes and dirt.

	He wept as he ate, he was hungry, he was always hungry. The transformation he’d been through had changed his metabolism for the worse. At the mansion, the professor had kept him fed, out here, he had no such help. The angels had found the mansion, so he wasn’t able to go back there, all he could do no was wait, and hide.

	The followers of the sun, or whatever that group called themselves, would be after him. They were going to kill him, use him or destroy him utterly - it didn’t really matter, all that mattered was staying away long enough to see Mela again.

	The meal of dog satisfied him enough to allow him to sleep.

	When he awoke, he was bound, gagged, hurting and in a dark room. His eyes, which had been perfect for seeing in the dark since his…transformation, were able to see nothing. He let out a long breath and let it echo around the room - it was solid and it was stone, that was all he could perceive.

	He stared into the darkness, and wished for once that it would stare back. The darkness wasn’t something to be feared - people always failed to understand that. People feared the dark because they feared the unknown, they feared what hid in the dark.

	He cringed and felt the wires and tubes bite deeper into his arms and legs. Barbaric. It was such an ironic though to have. For the moment, this was nothing but suspension - nothing to do but stare into the abyss and wait for whatever came next.

	He followed Mela further down the path around the lake - the distant lights of the main house were dimmer than that of the stars above. The still water was still like glass, still enough for a spirit to dance upon it. Mela cried out in delight - something she rarely did in the confines of the main house, twirled in a circle, then ran back to him.

	To his surprise, and his pleasure, she grabbed his hands and danced with him.

	Then, under all of the bright stars, he kissed her.

	 


18 - Computers

	 

	Jones opened the door to his lab and let them in. He noted Ryan’s awkwardness at once, but assumed that since the girl wasn’t in handcuffs, that all was well.

	He hefted the evidence box from a side bench and brought it over to the main table. Inside were several laptops, along with numerous data devices and phones. A typical haul when it came to investigating a Solstice set up.

	The technology was undamaged – no more so than when it had been collecting – as a couple of the laptops were no longer functional – bullets through the screen tended to put a dent in function. Still, the thought of it simply thrown in a box – as the clean up crew were not particularly gentle – made his stomach turn.

	He hadn’t had a chance to sift through this lot yet, the clean up crew had deposited them there barely two minutes before. There would be more, there was always more – from what had been described to him, it didn’t sound like a one-box day, it sounded like at least three.

	The girl looked up at him, then back to Ryan, then threw her hands into the box and retrieved her laptop, staring in disdain at the others. ‘Guess I should be glad you’re a good shot,’ she muttered to Ryan. She opened it and he noted a happy smile when it beeped. ‘So what do you need?’

	He stepped forward. ‘Could you show me the data you were working with?’

	She nodded and spun the laptop in his direction. The code was as he had expected, but the manipulation of it wasn’t. He pressed a few keys, and looked at a few different sections of the code.

	It looked suspiciously skilled. Beginners rarely got this much right on their first try. If they did, it would make teaching his recruits a lot easier.

	He looked up. ‘What were you attempting to do?’

	‘Find the right castle.’

	By themselves, the words made sense, he even had a fair idea of the reference she was making. If it was a reference. It could be that she spoke in riddles, as a psychological defect or such. Occasionally, there were recruits like that.

	They never lasted.

	She crinkled her nose and pulled the laptop back across the table. ‘I’ve got to hit two more keys, then it’ll be finished compiling. I’m not exactly sure what it’s going to compile into, it could be nothing, it could be the meaning of life, or a bowl of petunias.’

	He was beginning to understand Ryan’s posture and bemused expression.

	‘Go ahead.’ Even if something did happen, this was the best place in the Agency for it to happen. The room was completely sealed, and had more sensor equipment than even he could recall hidden away in the walls.

	She took a deep breath, then spun on her chair to look at Ryan. ‘You’re still not going to shoot me?’

	Ryan looked over at him, asking for an analysis. He shook his head up and held up a single finger. One strike.

	‘Go ahead,’ Ryan said to the potential recruit.

	He shook his head as she showily pressed two keys.

	 


19 - Cell

	 

	‘How long have you been waiting to do that?’ Mela asked with a laugh as she broke away from him.

	Astrin raised a hand to his mouth, unwilling to accept the reality of the moment. It had to be a dream, this moment only ever happened in his dreams. Things like this did not happen in real life.

	Ladies of standing did not fall in love with their help, they didn’t come into the noise of the city and go on an adventure like in a children’s book. They didn’t stand up to their fathers and cut themselves off from their money.

	‘Astrin?’ Mela said after a moment. ‘You poor boy, shall I do it again to wake you up?’

	‘Longer than I wish to admit,’ he said, ‘is how long I’ve been wishing to kiss you, my lady.’

	‘Unless you want to compare me to the sad lady or the cold lady, call me Mela, as you’ve always done.’

	A hot spike drove itself into his side. He felt his damned fur singe and wither. The pain was bright – it hurt so badly that spots swam in his vision. He fought against them, fought to go back into the darkness to escape it.

	‘Were I a lesser man,’ a gravelly human voice said, ‘I’d quote scripture at you. I’d claim that you were an abomination unto god and thus, something to destroy.’

	Something hard hit him in the face, and for once, he was glad that the transformation had left his skin dulled of most of its feeling.

	‘I wish your only crime were that you were an abomination unto god. Personally, I don’t care if he likes you or not, if he exists. No god cares enough to watch this world closely, to protect that which breach her borders. No, you are an abomination unto man, which is worse.’

	I am a man. He wanted to say. Somewhere, under this form, I’m probably a better man than you are. He spat blood onto the dark floor. At least I was.

	‘You’re like a rat, and you know what we do with rats?’

	He was hit across the face again. Evidently the answer was “hit them with lead pipes”.

	‘Destroy me already,’ he muttered, feeling blood and chips of teeth in his mouth. He spat, and took a deep breath. ‘If that is your intent.’

	The man sniggered. ‘That’s usually what you do with rats. However…if there’s a cat to feed them to…’ Someone yanked on the wires and tubes in his veins. ‘Then you don’t destroy them, you use them.’

	A cruel laugh, then harsh light flooded into the room. He blinked, and hurried his eyes to adjust, then wished he hadn’t. The floor of his room was covered in blood – it hadn’t even been washed, the older, dry blood simply flaked off and blew away.

	There was an open doorway directly across from him – inside was young woman that looked human enough, being beaten with lengths of metal similar to the one in his captor’s hands.

	Panic rose – he’d become a love-sick pup, the mere sight or sound a woman made him think of Mela – but fell, her skin, even covered in blood was the wrong colour. The assaulters noticed the audience, and closed the door. Muffled screams still filtered through, and he prayed, just for a moment, that Mela was dead, and not trapped in a place like this.

	‘The only way out is if you call on that bastard Death, then again, that would assume he has pity on creatures like you.’

	The human shut the door, and he was glad of the darkness.

	 


20 - Data

	 

	As the data compiled and aligned itself into neat quadrants and easily read text and pictures, Stef stared at the data, pleased that it had worked so well. No, not pleased. Happy. Very happy. The kind of happiness that most people would ascribe to the act of procreating the species.

	The agent – she’d decided he was an agent, as it wasn’t very often that people had bright green eyes, unless they were contacts, which was always a possibility, so he might not be…

	‘Are you an agent?’ she asked of the man in the lab coat. ‘Just so I can keep a track of who’s what and such.’

	He gave her a deer-in-the-headlights look. ‘Er, yes, yes I am. Jones. Agent Jones. Technical division.’

	She looked around the tech-Mecca. ‘The last part, I kinda guessed.’ He pulled at Prometheus and attached a couple of strange USB cables to it. ‘What are you doing to Frankie?’

	‘…Frankie?’ Ryan repeated.

	She looked back at him. ‘I name my computers, doesn’t everyone?’

	The agent shook his head. ‘I don’t.’

	Jones typed a few things, then the data appeared on one of the large screens on the wall. The kind of large that was wonderful, but impractical for an apartment. The data cycled for a bit, then froze up.

	After a moment, the data refreshed, when it did, she fell off the chair. A rough hand grabbed her from behind and pulled her to her feet, but she didn’t even look back at Ryan before running over to the screen.

	What had been simple text and bad seventies-style maps had turned into rotating, fully three-dimensional data, information and pictures.

	‘Telemetry,’ she said as she absorbed the data, ‘it is telemetry. He’s going to find her.’

	‘Jones?’ Ryan said. ‘Mirrorfall?’

	‘Yes. The world was Dajulveed. The mirror is falling here, as I told you, in three days. With this radius, it’s good – shipping yards, no civilians.’

	A feeling crept over her. The one feeling she hated. Feeling sad she could handle – handled by getting angry, of course. Feeling sick she could handle, medical science was something she trusted.

	Feeling dumb she couldn’t handle. Prickles of discontent ran up and down her back. ‘Mirror? Mirror falling?’

	‘Never mind.’

	She’s just a human, don’t tell her anything. Sir, she’s not a zombie, she’s a cookie. A giggle escaped her. Did you hear what you just said? Teh dumb is infectious. GET IT OUT! GET IT OUT! Just shut up and try again. Sir, she’s not a human, she’s a zombie, give her a cookie and an explanation. As you wish, now Miss Mimosa, you see, when a daddy mirror and a mummy mirror…

	‘Dear god my brain is a strange place,’ she muttered.

	‘Gods,’ Ryan corrected, sounding as if he were on autopilot.

	‘Dear gods my brain is a strange place,’ she repeated, and enjoyed the tired expression on his face. Until he decided to shoot her - which she’d decided was still a possibility – she intended to try and make him use that expression as much as possible.

	After all, every heroine needs a sidekick. Unless…

	Crap.

	 


21 - Night

	 

	Ryan looked at his potential recruit – his asleep potential recruit. Though he’d heard recruits say that Jones’ technological explanations put them to sleep, he’d never actually seen it.

	It was quite impressive, one moment, she had been watching Jones manipulate the data, the next she was asleep, face down on the desk. It looked uncomfortable.

	He reached forward and grabbed her shoulder to rouse her. She snorted as she woke, then froze in his grip. ‘Wake up, Miss Mimosa.’ She refused to move, so he loosed his grip.

	She slowly sat up and turned to look at him. ‘Sorry. Tired.’

	He nodded. ‘It’s understandable. Adrenalin takes a toll on body. If you follow me, you can sleep somewhere other than a table.’

	‘Cell?’

	‘Possibly.’

	This earned him a shrug, but she stood and followed him. Back down the hall, back into the elevator and back out into the hall.

	‘This looks like the floor we started on.’

	‘It is.’

	‘This is where the cells are?’

	He stopped walking, but didn’t turn. ‘You haven’t done anything to earn me throwing you in a cell.’

	‘Good.’

	‘Yet,’ he added, then continued down the hall.

	He came to a halt outside an empty recruit room. ‘The room, however, will be locked. There is no phone, no internet access and no window. You cannot break out through the door, nor the walls, there is no ventilation shaft and no drain. Do you understand?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Should you pass the tests tomorrow, it will simply become your room. Any questions?’

	She looked around, then back at him. ‘Where’s room twelve?’

	It was a keen observation. The kind of thing a Solstice member was trained to look for. ‘It was dissolved due to an accident.’

	‘What kind of accident?’

	He went with the cover story, it generally stopped further questions. ‘Nuclear.’ He wasn’t surprised to see her eyes light up at that. ‘Anything else?’

	‘Food? I assume you feed your not-prisoner-but-captive-since-I’m-in-your-custody-s?’

	Not for the first, nor even fifth time, he was beginning to wonder whether or not recruitment was a good idea. Perhaps, relegating her to the tech division would be best – he doubted whether the impending tests would reveal any combat ability. That wasn’t a bad thing, they liked to place recruits where they would do the best work, and not put them in out of their depth where they could avoid it.

	‘The room is fully stocked,’ he replied, then opened the door.

	She stepped inside and regarded him stoically. ‘Night,’ she said evenly, then he shut the door. He didn’t even get half a metre away before furious knocking brought him back. He opened the door. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Thank you, for not shooting me, and for believing me. And…for whatever it was that you did when I was little, if it wasn’t kidnapping.’

	He smiled. ‘You’re welcome.’ He closed the door, and waited for another summons, after a minute, he went back to Jones’ lab.

	‘Conclusions?’ he asked.

	‘About the mirrorfall, or the recruit?’ Jones asked, looking up from the girl’s computer.

	‘About Miss Mimosa. What was the strike for?’

	Jones opened his mouth, closed it, deflated a little, then began to talk. ‘Sir, the data manipulation is very clean for someone who has supposedly had no contact with it before this. It’s rough, but it’s easily as good as some members of the Solstice. The timing is also very convenient.’

	‘A plant?’

	‘Possible sir, I’m not very good at judging these things.’

	‘Focus on the mirrorfall data.’ He looked to the gun in his holster. ‘If she become a problem, it’s an easy fix.’

	 


22 - Midnight Snacks

	 

	A few hours of sleep were all that Stef could manage. The bed was comfortable, a lot more so than her own – not that she even slept in her own that often. Plus, it was a strange experience to sleep in a double bed – there was a lot more room to spread out.

	The walls were some sort of non-offensive gray with a touch of blue, the sheets were gunmetal – she was pretty sure she’d found the colour scheme. At least it wasn’t black and white – rooms without a touch of colour made her feel as though she were going blind.

	She missed her laptop. She hoped that Jones was taking care of Frankie. Frankenstein. Prometheus. Sometimes she was sure that the laptop had identity issues.

	Rolling over didn’t help. Lying sideways on the bed didn’t help. Under the doona. On top of the doona. On top of the pillows. Curled up like a cat. Nothing worked. There was no more sleep to be had.

	The fridge was indeed stocked, basics like milk, juice water, butter, eggs and the like. There were some ready meals in the freezer – two of which she threw in the microwave – it wasn’t like she could remember the last time she’d eaten.

	Oh right. Two bags of cookies and a block of chocolate that afternoon.

	That didn’t count, the adrenalin had burnt it away. Probably.

	She blearily watched the food spin and cook while the kettle boiled. The room was small, but functional. As she poured water into the cup, she wondered if this was how she was going to live for the rest of her life.

	After all, she was about to get disappeared, wasn’t she?

	That’s what happened. First of all, the magic cat came, then gave you a locket, then you ran around in some little outfit that provided no armour whatsoever, announcing your attacks so that the enemy had plenty of time had to avoid them, still made it to school on time, got the guy and a memorable theme song.

	Yes. Exactly like that.

	‘How did I get stuck with a dumb brain like you?’ Oh, you know you love me, I make life worth living. ‘Shut up.’ Coffee now plzkthnx? ‘Fine.’

	Get disappeared? Logically, the concept should cause panic – taken away from all that you know and love, forced to work for a government only interested in your brain, for slave labour wages – if any pay at all, then taken out to the desert and buried when you were no longer of use.

	Coffee kicked in yet? Not yet. Now? Now.

	Get disappeared? In actuality, seemed pretty cool.

	That was, if she avoided getting shot.

	The meals, despite being in the freezer for god knows…gods knew how long, tasted very good – not the usual slop. This in itself was a good sign, if they bothered to provide good food, then they were probably above dumping bodies in the desert.

	However, dumping them in the river was still a possibility. Everyone knew there was an untold number of bodies in the river.

	 


23 - Elevator Action

	 

	‘Seven anti-meridian isn’t a time of day I like to acknowledge as existing,’ Stef said as she stared at Ryan.

	‘My recruits have been up for an hour. Taylor’s have been training for two.’

	She stared. She blinked. ‘That’s…evil.’

	‘Jones has finished analysing the data on your computer, and he needs a few things clarified.’

	‘Ok, sure.’ She looked down at herself. ‘You going to awesome me again?’

	Ryan’s face, had it been an emoticon, was somewhere between “capital O, underscore, capital O” and “colon, forward slash”. ‘I…beg your pardon?’

	She smirked. ‘Are you going to magic clothes onto me again, or can I have a minute to get dressed?’

	‘Ah.’ He closed his eyes, shook his head, and she felt fresh clothes appear on her body.

	‘Not sure if I’ll ever get used to that.’

	‘If you don’t pass the tests today, you won’t have to worry about it.’ He said as he walked down the hall, she closed the door and quickly followed him. She could hear the voices of other humans – it wasn’t too much of leap to assume that shriek joking threats at the top of their squeaky girl lungs.

	‘What tests?’ she asked as they stepped into the lift. ‘Wait. Question before that. Is this a magic lift?’ His face was a surprised emoticon again. ‘Last night and now, we only had to wait like five seconds for it, with all the buttons inside, there’s a low statistical probability that it was that close each time.’

	He went very quiet, and just stared at her. For a moment, she wondered if he took lessons from a statue – no muscles in his face moved. It was then that it became evident that he didn’t breathe all the time. ‘That’s…a very astute observation, Miss Mimosa.’

	This is going to happen sooner or later anyway. You really are an idiot aren’t you? ‘Yeah, well, they train us well.’ Three…two…Gun. There was the uncomfortable feeling of metal being pressed up against her skull and the sound of the safety being removed. The lift came to a halt and then there was just silence.

	‘Are you waiting for me to say something?’ she asked after a moment.

	‘You should choose your words very carefully.’

	‘You still think I’m a cultie.’

	‘You just admitted as much yourself.’

	‘No, I said something vaguely incriminating to see how you would react.’ He grabbed her shoulder, spun her and pushed her against the wall of the lift. ‘Dumb, I know, ok, geez…’

	He stared at her.

	‘Just because I notice things doesn’t mean I’ve been trained to look for them. I’m used to not living in the world, so when I venture outside my apartment, I take in all the data I can. My brain works different to normal, I think, I don’t feel. I notice, I don’t ignore.’

	The gun retreated slightly.

	‘What, exactly, can I do to prove…like big prove so I don’t have to worry about getting shot, that I’m not one of them?’

	He pressed a hand to her forehead and she squirmed. She tried to move away, but the gun faded from his other hand and he held her still. ‘I can…’

	‘Get your hands off me.’

	‘Miss Mim…’

	Hot sparks ran up and down her spine, his grip was unmovable and his expression stony. Screw it. She slapped him and pushed him away. It was a lift, there wasn’t exactly anywhere to go, but she retreated into the corner.

	She expected a shot. She expected to wake up in her bed with no memory of the last week or so. She expected to be swallowing river water.

	Nothing happened. After counting to twenty, slowly, in binary, she chanced looking up.

	What she hadn’t expected or calculated was a smile. An actual smile.

	Did our sanity count slip a few points? Checking…nope. Wow…

	‘Consider me convinced, Miss Mimosa.’

	 


24 - Love Child

	 

	Astrin looked down at Mela as they walked through the market, she was a creature of pure beauty – even in comparison to the jewels and fine silks all around them, there was nothing that could make him tear his eyes away.

	The few coins and bank bills in his pocket felt heavy, weighted by guilt, rather than by mass. An entire month’s pay, but still not enough to buy her more than a trifle. He’d seen suitors come by and gift her presents a hundred times more than what he could afford.

	She slipped her arm through his and pulled him toward a hole-in-the wall food stall, the smell of curried meats and herbed eggs tantalised his senses – the mind may be able to live on love alone, but the stomach would always crave food.

	He bought their meals and they found a spot under a tree in the small park at the intersection of the four market sections.

	‘Not feeling well, Astrin?’ Mela asked as she sipped from a red bottle.

	He stared at his curry. ‘I haven’t found you a gift yet.’

	‘My birthday isn’t until next week.’

	‘A present for today, I mean, not, um…’ he blushed as she scooted over to him. She lifted his arm and draped it over her shoulder. ‘I want to…’

	‘Kiss me?’ He did so, then sighed. ‘Astrin…I don’t want you to be a source of gifts. You aren’t a boy of standing trying to impress my father, you’re the one who wants to give me something you can’t – or shouldn’t – put a price on.’

	‘Is that always going to be good enough?’

	‘I’m going to give something, then you tell me.’ She sat up. ‘Now close your eyes.’

	He obeyed, and wondered what it was – he’d been eyeing a bone-handled knife, and…

	‘Here,’ she said, and placed something cold in his hands.

	When he opened his eyes, he felt the world shift under him. In his hand was a large, egg-shaped piece of orange quartz. He was pretty sure his mouth was hanging open as he looked up at her. Mela’s expression was pinched into one of fear and worry. ‘I didn’t want to do it like this, I…’

	His gaze swung back to the egg. ‘Me? Are you sure?’

	She stroked the egg, as was tradition, it was her birthstone. ‘You are a good man, Astrin. That’s all I need from you.’

	The quartz was slowly warming in his hand. The invitation to father a child – a proposal much more serious than simple marriage.

	He calmed his heart and stared straight into the eyes of the woman he loved. ‘I would be honoured, Mela.’

	He’d survived the night – at least, he figured that he had. Enough time had passed for it to be morning again – not that it made a difference in this place, the light, and lack of light remained constant. He wondered if this was intentional – to help drive the prisoners mad.

	It was certainly working.

	His stomach cried out for food – he hated the constant hunger that the transformation had brought around. He also hated his body’s mistaken belief that he was still eating for two.

	 


25 - Tremors

	 

	Jones had been talking for twenty minutes, for the first ten, Stef had been able to keep up. Now, she was happy just to watch. He spoke of things she didn’t understand and complex equations spilled out as easily as poetry.

	She chanced a look at Ryan, who wore a similar expression. He noticed her looking, then moved forward. ‘What is the bottom line?’

	Jones stopped his pacing. ‘Put in simplest terms,’ he said as he took off his round glasses and placed them on the desk. ‘No matter what data he had, no leech could ever hope to track down a single person. No, he is tracking the mirror.’

	She thought back through all the mental notes she’d taken. ‘How could he have known it was going to fall here?’

	The tech agent shook his head. ‘He couldn’t have, but he was obviously chancing that it was. He wanted to know when and where it was going to fall so that he…’ Jones fell silent.

	She shrugged. ‘He wants to use it as red materia?’

	Both of the agents were silent for a moment, then Ryan turned to her. ‘The mirror is potential in a physical form. If he gets to it first, he could recreate this woman.’

	‘Recreate, not summon?’

	‘Very few leeches make it through the void, it’s likely she’s already dead, this is his only course of action – that is, if he was telling the truth about his intent.’

	It wasn’t a statement, it was a question.

	‘So much as I refuse to believe in that romance junk, the Beast is after his Belle.’ She sighed. ‘This is the part where I ask why it’s a bad thing and you tell me it will cause the end of the world or something.’

	‘As easily as it can recreate a lost love, it can create a weapon, a killer, a plague, a gateway – there are so many ways in which it could, indeed, end the world.’

	‘One. Duh. Full.’ She looked at the screens behind Jones. ‘At least you know where it is, so go grab it first.’ The looks on the agents’ faces told her it wasn’t that easy.

	Ryan looked to the ceiling, then down at her. ‘We can start the testing now.’

	She nodded and followed him out of the lab, then down one floor and into one of the small, anonymous rooms only differentiated from its brethren by the small number plate.

	The room was small, functional, and had some hard plastic chairs, a desk and a large plasma screen, there was also a back door, a young man with a buzz cut and a mountain.

	No, not a mountain, a volcano, and one that looked like it was about to erupt. She was pretty sure it was shaking, and the red on top was obviously fire, lava or the beginnings of a pyroclastic flow.

	The volcano rumbled, it was a deep, rocky sound – one that would have made the residents of Pompeii wish they been thrown in jail.

	Ryan addressed the volcano. ‘Taylor. Are we ready to start?’

	 


26 - Brick Walls

	 

	The agent – Taylor – terrified her, and he was just standing still. Every bit of her imaginary Spyder-sense was telling Stef to run.

	So she did.

	She turned and ran from the room – down the hall, past the recruits, to the lift. There was a shout behind her, and the sound of running footsteps, but she ignored them.

	She pushed into the lift as soon as the doors opened, repeatedly pushing the close doors button. Ryan reached the doors just in time for her to see the look of disappointment on his face, but she didn’t care. There was only so much a girl could take.

	Monsters, sure. Fictional-maybe-not-fictional characters, sure. Guns, sure. Angry men exuding pure terror, no. That was where she drew the line.

	The lift opened on the ground floor and she ran out the doors and into the bright sunlight. She stumbled on the concrete, but at least she recognised her surroundings. It had been easy enough to guess the building’s location when she had looked from Ryan’s window.

	It occurred to her that she had no money, but, unwilling to go back, she reconciled herself to walking home.

	She borrowed a key from Jenkins to get back into her apartment, then collapsed on the couch. Normal, she was back to where things were normal. Safe, where things were safe.

	There was coffee, there was chocolate, there was expired Chinese take away – the staples of her life.

	The staples of her old life.

	She looked around the apartment, and shook her head. This wasn’t where she wanted to be.

	Taylor opened the back door and she followed the buzz cut through. Through the door was a substantially larger room, in which were two brick walls.

	Two thirty-foot tall brick walls.

	Freestanding of course, not like they had any visible means of support. Logic obviously didn’t apply here, it must be…

	No. I’m not saying the M word. Going to have to get used to it. I’m not going to live my life saying… ‘…that a bloody wizard did it.’ The three men all turned to look at her. She imagined smoke coming from Taylor’s ears. She shrugged. ‘Sorry. Thinking out loud.’

	Taylor walked forward and stood between the two walls. ‘First test. Objective: get to the other side of the wall. There is equipment over there.’ A thick finger was stabbed towards the side of the room.

	‘So, you’re like the joke I’m being tested against?’ the buzz cut said as he picked through the gear.

	She examined a set of suction cups, and dismissed them – they were for climbing glass and smooth metal, not brick and mortar.

	‘Secretary?’ was his second guess. ‘They couldn’t get anyone else?’ He snatched the grappling hook from her hand. ‘I used this in basic, I know what I’m doing with it.’

	‘If these tests are based on individual merits, why would they need to test you against someone?’ she asked as she turned away from the gear. All of it was useless to her, there was only one obvious way over the wall.

	She ran at the wall and launched herself at it when she was ten feet away, and flew into the air as if it were liquid. The red brick and white mortar blurred as she flew past it. When she came to the top, she spun, her legs reaching over her head as she did a tenuous handstand. It felt amazing. Flipping forward, she fell to the ground and landed in a crouch. Applause came out of nowhere and she was proclaimed ruler of the universe.

	She smirked at the thought, leading the buzz cut to scowl at her. He snatched up his gear and made for the wall – he strapped himself into a harness and used a pulley and the grappling hook to pull himself to the top, then slid down the other side. This earned a nod from Taylor, and again, all eyes fell on her.

	With no gear in her hands, she approached the wall. She stared up to the top, and the heady images from a moment ago swam through her mind. There was only one way over the wall, and for her, it didn’t involve ropes.

	She took a deep breath, then walked around the wall.

	 


27 - The Second Test

	 

	Stef was pretty sure she heard the buzz cut slapping himself in the head. With a courage that usually only came with severe sleep deprivation – the kind of courage that made her walk out in front of traffic – she turned to Taylor.

	‘Was that satisfactory?’ He silently fumed, so she pressed the issue. ‘It was never stated to go over the wall, just to get to the other side. Was it a poorly worded instruction, or one open to interpretation?’

	Taylor tensed, and as he did so, he seemed to get bigger. He turned and stalked into the next room. She raised her eyebrows and turned to Ryan. ‘Was that a pass or not?’

	‘A pass, though…’ he his dropped as he approached. ‘My suggestion would be to give Agent Taylor a wide berth from now on?’

	‘I just asked for clarification…’

	‘You acted outside of expected parameters.’

	‘Um, if you haven’t…’

	‘Trust me, Miss Mimosa, I have noticed. Outside parameters for you seems to be normal.’

	She smirked again. ‘I think there was a compliment somewhere in there.’

	‘Go through that door for the next test.’

	She felt something that might have been disappointment – she wasn’t sure though, it wasn’t an emotion she was used to. Then there was fear. ‘I’m going to be a in a small room with him?’

	‘Taylor won’t be present for the next test either.’

	She set her physical emoticon to “greater than – underscore – less than”. ‘Please tell me you’re not locking me and the ADFA dropout in a room with knives and we have to fight for the honour of being accepted?’

	‘Jones is administering the next test.’

	This brought a smile to her face and she ran into the next room. There were three desks and two computers, Jones stood behind the one at the front of the room whilst the buzz cut sat at the computer to her right. The way he stared at the keyboard gave her the impression that he typed with two fingers.

	She slid in behind the spare computer and Jones nodded. ‘In front of you,’ the tech agent said, ‘is a simulated system for you to breach. You have thirty minutes to get as far as you can.’

	The buzz cut raised a hand. ‘This isn’t what I signed up for.’

	Jones stared back. ‘All potential recruits are tested on all facets. It helps us decide where to place them.’

	‘Well, I guess this is what you’re for,’ the buzz cut said as he turned to her.

	She glared back and clicked into the only icon on the screen.

	Twenty minutes later, she’d cracked the entire system open, and was rewarded with a large image of a smiley face. Rewards such as those made life worth living.

	She looked over at Jones, who was reading from two blue folders. Likely their profiles. Two much slimmer red folders lay unopened on the desk – those she had no idea about. The tech agent looked up and saw her looking.

	‘Finished?’

	‘Of course.’ She shot a withering look at the buzz cut. ‘And by the number of pop-ups I’ve been hearing from over there, I’m assuming he’s using the internet for what Avenue Q says it’s for.’

	‘Am not,’ the buzz cut said quickly.

	‘Do you even have any idea what I said?’

	‘…no.’

	Jones indicated to a door. ‘You may both proceed.’

	 


28 - Laughter in the Dark

	 

	The next room was amazing – the first few feet was simply the same white-gray floor as the previous rooms had been, but a few metres in, it blended into concrete and broken tiles. The outside of a warehouse was visible, and above, there was a night sky.

	Ryan stood at the point where the gray floor began to segue into concrete. Stef smiled as they approached, and kept the expression there, even after she noticed the guns in his hands.

	‘The building,’ he said, ‘is split into two halves. There is a door on the left and a door on the right – in each half there is a creature. I expect you to consider the situation, and take appropriate action.’

	She accepted the weapon as he handed it to her and looked to the doors. ‘Left is always right,’ she murmured, then made her way over. A long tone was sounded, then the doors clicked open.

	The weapon in her hand wasn’t an uncomfortable weight, but it was a strange one. It wasn’t heavy – that in itself was a little surprising. It was a tool of death, yet it weighed less than some of her peripherals.

	She wished she had a holster, but one didn’t appear, so she tucked it awkwardly into her waistband. This was yet another thing they made look easier on television.

	Television was evil.

	The building was lit well enough, but all of the pipes and large metal containers reduced the effective visibility.

	Having seen the beast, it worried her a little as to what other things existed. Ghosts, werebunnies, mermaids, vampires. She hoped there weren’t vampires – simply so she didn’t have to make it a personal vendetta to exterminate every single velvet-wearing emo one of them.

	A laughter rang through the room – it wasn’t a particularly evil laugh, but at the same time, it was vaguely unnerving. Not human. The voice behind it was too melodic, too modulated.

	That erased the possibility that they were using existing recruits in sheets to jump out and say boo.

	Gunshots broke through the relative silence of the building. The lack of a bloody hole in her posterior told her that it was buzz cut.

	Something screeched overhead and she spun. A dark, fuzzy shape ran across some pipes and jumped down behind a metal shipping crate.

	She heard a shout from across the divide, and more firing, but she fought the urge to reach for her own weapon.

	Assess the situation meant have all the knowledge before making a move. It didn’t mean shoot first and ask questions later. There might be girlish screaming and a mad fumble for a gun, but that didn’t…

	Her mind went blank as she saw dark, glittering eyes staring at her from a pool of shadow. The shape laughed again. Up close, the laughter was unsettling – it was the exact kind of laughter you didn’t want to hear coming from a dark alley at night.

	No badge. No back up. No frame of reference.

	A lack of data always managed to piss her off.

	‘My name is Spyder. I…’

	It lunged at her.

	 


29 - Hobnail

	 

	Stef didn’t scream, she was damn sure of that. Screaming did nothing except give an attacker satisfaction. The fuzzy shape with the glittering eyes knocked her to the ground, and she had the uncomfortable pleasure of looking up on it with her gun digging into her back.

	It was male. His hair was looked like a muppet reject. It was a creature of dirty white and black. The black leather it wore was sprinkled with small pieces of glass - sewn in as decoration, rather than the evidence of a defenestration. It’s face was wrinkled, like a apple left in the sun.

	‘I’m…’ she began, after she wheezed a breath back in.

	It took a swipe at her, it’s long fingernails cutting into her shirt. ‘Intruding. Brooding. Confusing. This is my home, you’re not a gnome. Did you have a key. Did you have permission?’ It’s voice was wild, untempered, raising and falling like the roar of a crowd.

	‘Didn’t need a key. Had permission.’

	‘Have to pay the price, have to pay the penalty, you shall see…’

	‘Is it your intention to rhyme?’ she asked as she attempted to sit up.

	A small fist punched her in the face and she was knocked back down. ‘Intruding, brooding girl. Bad!’

	It jumped onto her middle, and this time, she screamed. It was smaller than a human man - a rough guessed placed it at about three-quarters of a textbook son of Adam, but it was still an uncomfortable experience.

	She tried to push him off, but long fingernails flicked at her wrists. ‘Should make you a statue, like that, will you? Put you in a cave, be your grave? Always watching, never moving, what you get for intruding.’

	‘Unless,’ she said through gritted teeth, ‘you have some biological imperative that will explode your head unless you do, quit with the rhymes!’

	It ran its hand up her face. ‘Moody prudey. Toasty roasty.’

	Assess the fscking situation! Just shoot the annoying thing, the push-up-drunk guy did. What if that’s wrong? I have no desire to be a hacker kebab.

	‘What are you?’ she wheezed.

	‘Bob, Bob, Bob, not a Bob, hob.’ He looked down at her and licked his lips. She slowly slid her hand to her side, wondering if she could get the gun before it struck.

	If it strikes. I thought I hard-erased the optimism from my brain. Nope.

	‘Hob. Like a brownie? Household spirit?’

	‘Kitties and tigers, broody prudey.’ It jumped off her laughed again. ‘Kitties and tigers, guess which I am?’

	Assess the situation. ‘What are you doing here?’

	‘Always here. Always in the city. Like it here. Belong here.’

	At least it didn’t rhyme this time. …did you just…? Shut. Up.

	‘This is your home?’

	His dark eyes showed no emotion - at least none that she could recognise - as he stared down at her. ‘And my meal.’

	Aren’t I supposed to have some sort of chocolate to offer? Isn’t that how it’s supposed to go? If you haven’t been attention to your own diet, you are made of chocolate and you bleed coffee, you’re a walking, talking mocha. I hate it when you’re right.

	‘This is so messed up.’ She looked up at the hob and giggled. ‘You’re completely ridiculous.’

	The hob snarled.

	‘What do you eat when you can’t get hacker?’

	‘Garbage.’

	She snorted. ‘That explains the smell.’

	‘Moody prudey…’

	‘Moody prudey was doing what she was told to do. Have you attacked any civilians?’ The hob shuffled, then shook its head. ‘Actively working for anyone…evil?’ Another shuffle and head shake. ‘Affiliated with the Solst-ass?’ The anger on its face gave her the answer for that one.

	She slowly stood. ‘I deem you not a threat.’

	The hob gave another high-pitched laugh. ‘Moody prudey thinks that makes all the difference?’

	She looked around. ‘Yes.’

	The gun was on the floor - and she wasn’t so sure in her conviction to turn her back whilst unarmed. She kept eye contact, knelt, picked it up and backed away from the hob. It stayed there, watching her, then retreated into shadow itself.

	She released the breath she’d been holding for half a minute, then ran from the building.

	 


30 - Table Talk

	 

	Stef slammed the door closed, took a deep breath, then walked over to where Ryan was waiting. The buzz cut was standing beside him, and it was fairly obvious the shots she had heard were the least of the fight.

	His shirt was covered in blood, he had cuts up and down his arms, and he looked a lot worse for the wear. He had a handkerchief in his hand and an angry expression on his face.

	‘What’d you do?’ he said as he spat into he handkerchief. ‘Hide the entire time?’

	She blinked, then looked to Ryan. ‘I assessed the situation.’

	‘And your assessment?’ the agent asked as the buzz cut made faces at her.

	‘Was only dangerous because it was provoked. Had not harmed civilians – and before you ask how I know, I asked, and if it was open about its intent to eat me, there would be no reason to lie about doing it to others.’

	Ryan’s expression remained expectant.

	‘With no further information, I extrapolated that I was to judge the situation independently. It didn’t warrant the use of my…the gun.’

	‘I don’t know what you had on your side, geek, but I was dealing with some viscous little bastard who wanted to disembowel me.’

	She glared at him. ‘What was it?’

	‘Huh?’

	‘Eloquent. What was it? What kind of creature attacked you?’

	‘Humanoid. Crappy dresser. Furry.’

	‘What did it identify itself as?’

	‘Didn’t. It attacked me.’

	‘Were you brandishing your detachable penis?’

	‘Miss Mimosa…’

	‘Shoot first and ask questions later doesn’t really work, you know. You went into its home, carrying a weapon, what would you do if someone walked into your house holding a club full of nails?’

	‘I would…’

	‘Exactly.’

	‘Three drinks and a pair of shorts on the angry femme,’ a voice said. There was a coughed response to this.

	She turned to look, hearing the sound of a safety click off as she did. The hob she’d encountered, and one that looked similar enough to be his twin, albeit one with several bullet wounds, walked toward them.

	Ryan turned to the buzz cut and the gun in his hand disappeared. The agent nodded to the hobs, who smiled in return, then faded away.

	‘I…killed it.’

	‘Mister Stern, killing a spirit takes more than a few simple gunshots. A fact you should be glad of.’

	‘It attacked me,’ he said again, but the arrogance had disappeared from his voice.

	‘If you had taken his life, without cause, you would likely be buried alive under concrete.’

	She couldn’t help the smirk on her face. Still, cat-killing curiosity coursed through her. ‘Folklore is wrong?’

	‘Sometimes,’ Ryan replied. ‘In the case of the hobs, however, it is simply incomplete.’

	‘So who passed?’ the buzz cut – and he was going to remain nothing but a bad hair cut to her, wastes of carbon didn’t deserve a name – asked as he pocketed the handkerchief.

	‘The differences in how you handled it will be taken into account.’ He looked to the ceiling. ‘Agent Taylor will be here shortly to supervise the final test.’ He indicated to the side. ‘There is refreshment over there.’ With that, he faded from view.

	She trailed behind the bleeding buzz cut as he made a beeline for the table and the water bottles. Part of her was acutely aware of the fact that she was armed, and he wasn’t – though that didn’t mean much, she was fairly certain she wasn’t allowed to kill him.

	He tore the cap off one of the bottles and doused his head. ‘I don’t know what pussy half-assed effort you put in, but I showed I was willing to get my hands dirty.’

	‘Let me get the world’s smallest audience for you. You managed to “kill” an innocent creature. You seem to be more in line with the Solstice’s ideals.’

	‘I don’t know how they think, but I know there are some things that don’t belong in this world.’

	She put the bottle of water down. ‘And you get to decide what belongs and what doesn’t? Like some…QA supervisor with a smite button?’

	‘Someone needs to.’

	‘How about someone with the frame of reference to make the right choice?’

	‘I made the right choice. I made the choice to save my human life. Why the hell are you being defending them?’

	She fixed her best stone-cold-bitch stare on him. ‘Because humanists piss me off.’

	‘Someone has to look out for our interests.’

	‘If you could, would you kill that hob, just in case it attacked you again? Or one you saw scavenging in a dumpster?’

	‘What doesn’t belong, doesn’t belong.’

	Suddenly, her gun felt very heavy.

	She took a sip of water, then carefully set the bottle back down. ‘Is that a yes?’

	‘Sure.’

	In one awkward movement, she lifted her gun and fired.

	 


31 - The Body

	 

	The buzz cut looked down at the wound in his chest, gurgled some blood and dropped to the ground. He twitched for a moment, then went still.

	‘Crap,’ Stef said, ‘probably should’ve kneecapped him.’

	Apparently, it was easier the second time around, as she didn’t feel the urge to hurl this time. It also could have been the surrealism of the moment - everything was so quiet and calm.

	Someone was screaming, and it was her. The darkness of the apartment only served to make it more of a nightmare. She vomited again, then fumbled for the light switch.

	She put the gun on the table and picked up the bottle of water again. There was no point in running - she’d seen at least three security cameras. There was no point claiming self-defence - it hadn’t been.

	There was nothing to do but wait. She experimentally nudged the body with her foot, just in case he wasn’t dead. He was, and she didn’t particularly care. You know, it’s probably a good thing you declared yourself insane. Normal people don’t think like this. Normal people don’t find themselves in this situation. The door clicked open. Time to pay the reaper, hero.

	She could see that it was Ryan from the corner of her eye, but she didn’t turn to look at him. The lack of emotion, rather, the lack of remorse, would probably work against her.

	Though, at least she wasn’t prancing around in a ballerina outfit soliloquising about the Rorschach-esque shapes that the blood splatter had made.

	‘What happened here?’ his voice was a monotone. She heard the swish of his long jacket as he crouched - presumably checking the corpse’s pulse.

	She wondered what the point was of checking for a pulse when there was a bloody hole in his chest, and a complete lack of movement. Surely those two indicators were enough to pronounce a person as dead.

	She swallowed. ‘Look, ya, mistake, ok? Automatic failure? Just don’t neuralise me ok?’

	His voice remained a monotone. ‘Why?’

	‘I should have kneecapped him. I panicked, no I didn’t, that’s a damn lie, it felt like the right thing to do, and now you think I’m insane cause I said that, and guess what, I am.’

	He put his hand on her shoulder only long enough to spin her to face him. ‘Why did you kill him, Miss Mimosa?’

	All the fear slipped away. All of the trepidation. All of the second-guessing.

	She looked him and gave him a nod. ‘He was thinking like a member of the Solstice.’

	‘That’s all?’

	‘Isn’t that enough?’

	He looked down to the body. ‘You tell me.’

	‘Yes,’ she said after a long moment.

	He didn’t reply, he just stared at the body and the large pool of blood around it. ‘Good.’ The body faded away, and he turned to her.

	‘A test?’ she asked, ‘or is that simpler than a body bag?’

	‘A test of course, as everything in life is.’

	It should have alleviated guilt - problem was, she wasn’t feeling any. On the other hand, that probably wasn’t such a big problem. ‘What now?’

	He extended a hand. ‘Welcome to the Agency.’

	 


32 - The Last Suit

	 

	‘Would you shoot me if I squeed?’ Stef asked, resisting the urge to bounce off all the walls. This was much better than the time she’d hacked…this was better than any hack.

	Wow…is that actual happy? Quick! Bottle it and sell it on eBay! Don’t ruin this for me! You’re the one who just calculated the shipping cost for empty bottles. Your logic will never defeat me, now back to… Do the thing where you pretend to pay attention.

	Ryan was giving her that look again. ‘The bathroom is…’

	‘Squeed,’ she clarified, ‘not…oh, never mind, the moment’s gone, what now?’

	I’ll issue a uniform, then to Jones.’

	To Jones, of course, professional geek time, this is… ‘…like the cool version of what happens to hackers – I think this is better than Silicon Valley.’

	He stared at her for a moment. ‘Recruit Mimosa, did that sentence begin your head?’

	Magic power: earth swallowing me whole, go! …you’re not magic, genius.The burning sensation in her cheeks told her she was blushing. ‘Yes.’

	He gave a slow nod, then turned. They walked back through all of the rooms and she reached for the door leading to the hallway. Ryan coughed, and she pivoted – he was standing in front a door that hadn’t previously existed.

	‘Does that happen a lot around here?’

	He seemed to consider this for a moment, then gave a smile as an answer. The light inside the room was already one – though she was beginning to suspect that the Agency was a giant fridge. Which made her like some giant piece of sentient mould wandering around hungering for…wait, what? Like a giant fridge, in that the lights automatically came on when a person entered a room.

	The room was huge, but cluttered – rows and rows of uniforms were surrounded by shelves of weapons, phones, cables, a small nuclear device, scanners, computers and hats. It was almost like an army disposal store – it had the same musty smell, even though everything was clean, and there was no dust to be seen.

	Also, for some bizarre reason, a small container of what seemed like promotional badges. She picked the container up and experimentally shook it. ‘No,’ Ryan said, ‘we don’t know where it came from.’

	She stole a pin, then moved to the next shelf. A row of gleaming white lab coats shone at her from the corner of her eye and she moved to those. It was the rule of the caffeine-fuelled lifestyle – whatever was shiniest was what took priority.

	The material was supple, though she was sure it wasn’t going to stay white for long. ‘So, do I just pick one out, or what?’

	‘No, but this one should fit.’

	She let go of the sleeve, and turned, silently hoping that was going to be roomy enough – that it wasn’t going to be…She promptly turned away, then back, slower this time.

	Her level of confusion was a notch above what it would have been had he been holding purple ice cream and gibbering about buttons.

	In his hands was a suit.

	A suit, like the one he was wearing. Black pants, white shirt, blue vest, blue tie, big black jacket.

	Not the uniform of the tech department.

	For the first time since Jenkins had left a “Santa” present outside her front door on her first Christmas alone, she felt like hugging someone. It was a strange feeling, and she wasn’t sure she remembered where the arms went, so she settled for a smirk.

	‘Just so you know,’ she said as she accepted the suit. ‘I make a problematic pet.’

	 


33 - A Matter of Time

	 

	‘Hello Kane, come to check on me?’ came the words out of the darkness. He hated the speaker and his…t wasn’t exactly a real voice, and sometimes the sentence arrived in the wrong order, but the intent was always there. And the malice.

	Kane shuddered as the room grew colder. ‘Midnight?’ he guessed. ‘It’s always cold at midnight.’

	‘Not tonight, this is what ten years from now will feel like.’

	He moved forward into the hell and hit the speaker across the face, only hard enough to bruise, not hard enough to draw blood. He hated having to hold back, but this prisoner was Important. Useful. The origin of their most powerful weapon.

	Time.

	The enemy was all powerful within the standard three dimensions that bounded the world, but the fourth appeared to be something outside of the knowing and control.

	The prisoner in front of him was Time’s son – though there was nothing mythical or romantic about it – Time had simply seen a mortal woman he had desired and taken her.

	Half-mortal and half-something-more-powerful-than-a-god, the young man hadn’t had an easy life. His power had manifested and he had been unable to control it. He had destroyed property, killed wildlife and plants…and two people.

	He stared at the boy and wondered how he ever could have loved him. He’d raised him as a son, only ever vaguely curious why he didn’t look like him – he looked enough like his maternal grandmother to dissuade his fears, with the assumption that he took after his mother.

	After his power had manifested, he’d had no doubts that “his son” was nothing but a bastard.

	He’d found the Solstice, and they’d help capture him. They had explained how dangerous he was – even though he’d seen the destruction first had. They had told him that there were other dangers out there like his…like Oliver.

	They had told him they could use Oliver to fight those dangers.

	He had said yes, after all, it was kinder than execution, and he owed something to his late wife, even if the bitch had betrayed him.

	‘Here to kill me, father?’

	He hit him again. ‘Not today.’ He placed a container of water on the floor.

	‘Past or future?’ Oliver asked after a long moment.

	‘Future,’ he snapped.

	Oliver lifted a foot and dipped a toe in the water – and it began to glow green. In the early months, they had allowed him to use his hands, but after a couple of fatal escape attempts and more than a few destroyed tables, they had resorted to this.

	The chains wouldn’t be so successful, was Oliver not rooted to his prison by guilt.

	The water hummed and boiled, then settled, a vibrant, almost glowing green. It was laughably like something a mad scientist would have in their laboratory.

	He placed the cap on it, then lifted it – this would be enough for an encounter or two, it was enough for now – they would start production for mirrorfall in the morning. They would even offer him a treat by way as compromise, some extra rations, or a few moments free of his bonds.

	‘Same time tomorrow?’ Oliver asked.

	He slammed the cell shut without another word.

	 


34 – The Laughter Heard Round the World

	 

	Naked under the stars and the moons, Astrin felt more at peace than ever before. Mela lay curled up on his chest, her soft hair tickling his chest whenever she moved.

	Their child was growing inside him, with no problems – at three months into a six month gestation cycle, this was a good sign. His belly had swollen, though it was no match for his over-inflated sense of pride.

	Mela’s father had been unhappy – in his opinion, marrying a guard, someone below her station, was not the kind of thing a young lady should rush into. However, his future father-in-law had relented when Mela’s mother had reminded him that their branch of the family tree existed solely because a young lord had taken an interest in a scullery maid. Since then, there hadn’t been any hiccups, and for that he was glad. A lot of times, the egg failed to take the first time – in the past, old women had used this simple biological reaction as a reason to break up relationships.

	He twirled Mela’s hair in his fingers, and listened to a dryad sing – he wasn’t sure where she was, in the lake, in a tree, one with the air, but the melody was enough to make him sleepy.

	As he closed his eyes to sleep, the dryad stopped singing, and everything went quiet. He couldn’t hear any of the evening birds, any of the insects, or indeed, the lake’s waves lapping at the shore.

	It was as though the world had stopped for a second. He gently removed Mela from his chest and stood…nothing was moving. Above him, a bird was frozen in the air, the ripples on the lake were frozen, and leaves on the wind didn’t move.

	Then it started…low and deep at first, like an earthquake, then higher and higher, like the screaming of a steam train.

	Laughter.

	It seemed to permeate the very air around him. The warm evening air vibrated with the insane giggle. He felt cold, and the memory of being buried in a snow drift came back to him.

	His fingers began to burn with the cold, and he watched as they turned a deeper shade, and ice crystals grow on the hair on the back of his hand. He screamed, and the warmth returned to him.

	The laughter remained.

	Mela stirred and pulled the blanket around her as she sat up. ‘Astrin, what is…?’

	He didn’t know, and that frightened him. He dropped down beside her, and pulled her into a tight embrace – as if holding her could drive the terror away.

	The laughter continued.

	There was a hiss from the sand beside them, the image of a woman’s face and her curly hair formed in the grains. ‘Go to your families, this is the last song of the world.’

	‘What?’ Mela screeched at the apparition of the dryad.

	‘Pushawn, the god, he’s dying. Escape if you can, only if you can handle the consequences, else hold each other while the world ends.’

	‘How long?’ he managed to choke, his brain fighting the information.

	The dryad’s sandy eyes flickered to his belly. ‘Long enough for you to name your child, short enough for it to become a Starbright.’

	The laughter continued.

	 


35 - Shoes

	 

	Stef stared at herself in the mirror – the changing room was large and well lit, and bizarrely normal in comparison to everything that had happened so far. It was just a change room, like they had at…well, she assumed they had at most stores.

	Her method of buying clothes was to choose something in the approximately right size and shape and take it to the counter. They were a necessity, nothing more. Her logic was that the less she spent on them, the more she could spent on accessories for her computers.

	Frankie was like a spoilt child – and likely the only kind of child she’d ever have. Pets had tended to be a bad idea, and an actual child was out of the question.

	The suit fit her well, and that was surprising, considering he’d – at least apparently – just grabbed it off the rack. It was comfortable, and surprisingly cool – in terms of temperature anyway. It would take her a little while to get over the oh crap, narcs! part of her personality before she fell in love with the uniform.

	She predicted this would take six more hours.

	There was a cough, and then she felt something against her foot. She looked down to see that he had pushed a pair of anonymous black shoes under the door. She looked down at the sneakers on her feet and decided to keep those instead.

	She slipped the tie around her neck, and for the only time ever, she was glad of her stay in hell. Five straight years of knotting a tie to go with the ugly uniform was finally coming in handy.

	The door was still locked, and Ryan couldn’t see through it. She hoped he couldn’t see through it. He could probably see through it. Crap. ‘Are you peeking?’

	‘Recruit…’ was the tired answer.

	‘I’ll take that as a “no”,’ she muttered, and lifted her gun.

	She struck a pose, then giggled. She struck another and made an attempt to look tough – she was fairly certain it failed miserably. The “bitch with a gun” pose worked well though.

	‘I think I’m going to like this way too much,’ she said as she holstered the gun.

	She left her old clothes, and the black leather shoes, in a messy pile on the floor. She assumed some sort of laundry gnome would deal with it. Or not.

	Ryan looked her up and down, and his gaze stuck on her shoes. ‘Re-’ he began, but she cut him off.

	‘You pulled a hacker off the street and brought her to the heart of narc-dom and the only resistance she has shown is her choice in footwear, is this going to be a problem?’

	‘I was simply going to ask – I required those shoes less than an two hours ago, how did they get dirty?’

	She shrugged. ‘My shoes do that. I think it’s my superpower.’

	‘No Recruit, I believe that…’ He coughed. ‘You have to see Jones now.’

	‘I thought I was your new pet?’

	‘All recruits are given the ability to require, we find it comes in handy.’

	She smiled and followed him from the room.

	 


36 - Requirements

	 

	It dawned on Stef that there was something different about Jones’ lab this time. The screens were the same, all the desks were in the same place. The colour of the paint hadn’t spontaneously changed to hot pink. Yet…there was something different.

	It may have been the three-foot tall crystal on this desk.

	May have been.

	She felt her physical emoticon set itself to “capital O, underscore, capital O” and stay that way, no matter what she tried.

	‘Do I…actually have to ask the obvious?’ she said as she stared at it, unwilling to approach it until she knew what it was.

	‘Sit please,’ Jones said, gesturing to a chair that hadn’t been there a moment before.

	‘You didn’t answer the question I didn’t ask.’

	Jones still didn’t answer her, and instead began to type. The crystal began to hum and glow like a cheap special effect. A beam of warm light shot out and lit up her forehead. An image of her appeared on Jones’ screen.

	‘A super-advanced web-cam,’ she said dryly.

	‘Not quite,’ Jones replied.

	The beam got hot, then clicked off. ‘That’s it?’ Jones nodded. ‘I have to say, the lack of theatrics of strangely refreshing.’ She wiggled her fingers. ‘So how exactly does it work?’

	It was Ryan who answered. ‘Simply think “require”, then the object you need.’

	Her mind went blank. She’d been given the powers of a genie, and she had no idea what to wish for. A pony. A car. A zeppelin with machine gun turrets. A cookie.

	Require…Yeah, like this actually going to work. I’ve seen him do it. You’re going…You’re going to shut up. Require: cookie.

	A chocolate chip cookie appeared in her hand.

	She stared at it in confusion. The fact that she’d pulled it from thin air was fine, the fact that it was chocolate chip was not. How did…‘…it know to be chocolate chip?’ She sniffed it experimentally. ‘I just thought about a cookie, I didn’t…’

	‘Is it what you imagined?’ Ryan asked.

	‘Yes. Exactly. Oh…’ He gave her a nod. ‘It’s like…ok, I can deal with that. It’s the command of non-specific request dealing with a brain macro. Ok, I can deal.’ She looked up at Jones. ‘What are the limitations?’

	‘You cannot require someone dead, nor the inverse. You cannot heal using it. You cannot require a person into being, that limitation does not extend to other animals. You cannot manipulate a person beyond placing clothing on them. If you misuse it, it will be taken away.’

	‘So I shouldn’t run through the city and make all of the emos wear pink and fluffy bunnies.’

	‘As well as a misuse, that would be a security breach, and subject to punishment.’

	‘I haven’t used the internet in almost twelve hours, I am being punished.’

	Ryan’s expression was unreadable, and it made her squirm. ‘Sorry sir, not complaining sir.’

	His expression remained unreadable. ‘Would you like to meet the other recruits.’

	She stared at the cookie, then looked up. ‘No.’

	 


37 - Void

	 

	The laughter had subsided somewhat, drowned in the cries of anguish, screams of protestation and the roar of the void.

	The world was going to end, and there was nothing anyone could do. No hero could save them, no bargains could be made, no legend would help them.

	A week to the hour after the god had begun to laugh, the void had opened up. It was giant black gaping maw in the middle of the world. It a pit into nothing or into everything – which, when seen from an objective point of view are the same thing.

	‘I still don’t understand,’ Mela said as she stirred in Astrin’s arms. He kissed her on the head and sighed.

	‘No one does, it’s unfair.’

	‘The dead do not come back. Not after they pass through the cold lady’s realm.’

	‘Gods are different Mela, they’re a different kind of life to us.’

	‘The dead aren’t meant to destroy.’

	He shook his head. ‘The dead always destroy Mela, always. The dead destroy friendships, families, communities, marriages, lives. The dead can have more impact on the living than the living can.’

	She buried herself deeper into his chest. ‘That’s not making this any better.’

	The baby stirred within him. ‘What do you want to call him?’

	‘Him?’ Mela asked. ‘I thought you asked the doctor not to tell you?’

	‘Mysteries can only stay that way for so long. The underside of my stomach turned green this morning.’

	Mela hemmed and hawed for a moment, while stroking his belly. ‘Natenal,’ she said.

	‘Your grandfather?’

	She gave a nod. ‘Is it all right?’

	The baby stirred again. ‘I believe he likes it.’

	‘I just hope that when he…’ he heard her clap her hand over her mouth. ‘He’s not going to grow up is he?’

	‘The dryad said the Starbright god will take care of him. It is better than nothing.’

	She stood and walked to the window, her naked form beautiful in the moons’ glow. He stood and followed her over. ‘We could go to the void.’

	Her expression turned to horror. ‘I want to see my baby, at least once, I don’t want to…’

	‘It’s not death,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ve was told that it isn’t death.’

	She turned to him and shook her head. ‘It is death Astrin. The cold, the dark, what else could it be?’

	‘A chance.’

	‘That’s a story!’ she shouted. ‘You can’t…’

	‘Trianna did.’

	This stopped her anger, and she gave him a confused expression. ‘Who?’

	‘She runs one of the markets. The old lady who wears a hood because she was burnt? She’s not burnt, she’s not from this world.’

	‘Astrin…’

	‘I am telling you this, because I want to give you the option. It is one chance in a million, but if you would rather take it than sit here and wait to die, then…’

	‘What would happen to us?’

	‘I don’t know, she said no one can know. You fall and fall and fall, sometimes you land, sometimes you simply pass into the death you believe it is.’

	‘We’d be aliens.’

	‘I’ll go first.’

	She shook her head. ‘No, I won’t…’

	‘You have to…’

	‘I won’t let you take my child!’

	‘Then we stay. We will watch our world dissolve around us, our child will come into the world long enough for him to smile, then we all die.’

	She looked at him as though he had grown an extra appendage. ‘How can you be this cold?’

	‘I’m sorry.’

	‘No you aren’t.’ She stared out the window, then deflated a little. ‘We’ll go together.’

	‘Mela…’

	She looked up at him and her expression told him there was no changing her mind. ‘Is this what you want to do?’

	He stood silent for a long moment, then nodded.

	‘Then it’s what we’ll do. Together.’

	 


38 - The Other Love Story

	 

	Magnolia spat blood onto the gym floor and waited for the next blow. There was always another blow when she fell. Kick them when they’re down was something Taylor drilled into every one of his recruits. Kick them when they’re down, and kick them hard. Kick them so hard they won’t want to get back up.

	There was a sharp pain in her back, then she pushed herself up. The black and white gingham on her bodice was already stained with blood – usually he didn’t draw blood until at least twenty minutes into a training session. Something was bothering him.

	He was angry.

	The though amused her, though she didn’t let it show on her face. Taylor was always angry. There was always cause for him to be upset about something, even if it was just he persistent existence of recruits.

	He was very much against the idea of recruits.

	Today however, he was that special kind of angry that usually got someone thrown through a window. Most of the time they were all right.

	She managed to duck a blow, only to step into another one. She took a deep breath and screeched in his face – her mother’s side came into handy sometimes. The agent stepped back, dazed for a moment, and she hit him.

	Hitting him was an exercise in masochism – it felt like punching a brick wall, and he always hit back twice as hard.

	It didn’t matter though, their whole relationship – if it could be called such – was an exercise in masochism.

	One day, he was going to kill her. He told that her every day.

	‘Sir, something wrong, sir?’ she asked as he landed a solid punch.

	‘You’re here to train, not talk,’ he snapped.

	No, I’m here because your other punching bag doesn’t bleed. ‘Yes sir,’ she said as she jumped back from his next blow.

	Training was the last thing she needed. Her mother had abandoned her before she’d hatched, her father not long after that. She’d needed to learn how to protect herself a long time before the other kids had even learned the meaning of “grievous bodily harm”.

	Grievous bodily harm was now an every day occurrence, whether she was inflicting it, or dealing with it.

	She felt a rib snap.

	They had no signal for a time out, even if she stopped, he would keep going until he knew she wasn’t going to get back up. He pushed her hard, and it made her good.

	She got to go the best missions, black ops missions so dark the other recruits didn’t even know they existed. She’d single-handedly killed entire groups of cultists, assassinated some prominent figures and been asked to advise on missions at other Agencies.

	She fell to the floor, enjoying the cool of the polished wood on her face.

	He kicked her.

	One day, he was going to kill her. He told her that every day. That’s why she loved him.

	 


39 - Breaks and Meetings

	 

	Stef made a quick mental calculation and supposed that it had been about fifteen minutes. She wondered how long a bathroom break could stretch until Ryan invaded the ladies’ room looking for her.

	For the thirty-eighth time, she looked at the window, somehow, she couldn’t convince herself that dropping six stories was better than human interaction.

	Besides, she’d been doing human interaction over the last week. Sort of. Not really.

	She pouted and required another cookie – the bathroom was so sparkly and clean that she felt safe eating. There were definite upsides to being a genie – star shaped cookies were hard to come by and there wasn’t a decent place to get churros anywhere in the city.

	This is bull…Come on Spyder, you knew this part was coming. What part?The part where they rip out your brain, dye your hair blonde and turn you into a useful member of society. I really would jump if they try and do that.Be a team-player and all that…Might not be like that. You gonna chance that? She stared at her cookie, then placed it on the sink. Yeah, why not?

	She walked to the door, wondering if her expression was that of a person going to the gallows.

	She swung open the door, he was leaning against the wall. This surprised her, she hadn’t expected to see him in such a relaxed pose.

	‘Recruit,’ he said, ‘I have read your file, I am quite aware you are not used to social situations. However…’

	She felt a real smile tug at her lips. ‘If I promise I won’t maim them with knives, will you promise that I can run away if I want?’

	‘You still have to retrieve your computer from Jones if you need a valid reason to leave.’

	‘Hiding in that closet was the best thing I ever did.’ She turned and walked down the hall. He cleared his throat and she spun on her heel. ‘Of course it’s the other direction, I think reality was crying out for a cliché.’

	The mess hall was messy. Eight other recruits in varying amounts of uniform sat around a large table. Two girls, six boys, all of which looked up when they entered the room.

	First day of school jitters rose. Say something! You say something! Ryan said something.

	‘This is Recruit Mimosa, scored high in both field dynamics and technical aptitude.’

	You’re incognito, they don’t recognise you’re a freak, use it! ‘Hi,’ she said with a slight wave. She didn’t want to like them, but avoiding a burning stake in her first week would be good.

	Besides, her hair didn’t do too well around fire. This was a lesson she had learnt at least three times.

	A girl with dark, cropped hair banged the empty part of the bench beside her and gave her a curt smile. She then looked across the table and made some furious hand signals. AUSLAN.

	Ryan gave her a look, then left without another word.

	Alone. With humans.

	Crap.

	 


40 - Fast Break

	 

	The urge to run was growing, but against her better judgement, Stef sat down at the table. This was different to sharing a house with hackers – most of the communication at the professor’s house had been through instant messages.

	Some of the hackers had been so smart in their specialised ways that they were unable to articulate themselves verbally.

	The recruits around her had no problem being loud. After a few minutes, they noticed she wasn’t joining in.

	‘So,’ the one at the head of the table said, ‘what’s your story?’

	Voilà! In view, a less than humble vaudevillian voyeur…No, that’s not right.This is the winter of our distant content? Spyder, they’re asking about you.

	‘My name is Stef, I’m a hacker,’ I was hired by Dorian Gray to help a Beast find his Belle, I think a world is ending and…‘I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, or the right place and time, depending on how you look at it.’

	‘Dancer?’ the girl with the ability to speak asked.

	She gave the girl a confused look. ‘Grandparents forced me to take ballet when I was four…’

	This made all of the recruits, “at” laughter, rather than “with” laughter. She hoped she wasn’t blushing.

	One of the boys across the table, with hair as plain and brown as her own, shook his head. ‘She’s a newb, she doesn’t know the jargon yet.’ He looked at her. ‘If you were chasing a bad guy through Southbank, would you rather scream “dancer” or “demon”?’

	Her confused expression continued. ‘Why would I scream?’ She held up her hands and wiggled them. ‘I assume the sewn-in wireless mics can pick up a range of frequencies, so there wouldn’t be a reason to yell.’

	The boy at the head of the table sighed at his breakfast, it disappeared, and some sort of energy drink appeared in his hand. ‘Ah,’ he said with that disappointment, ‘that kind of field aptitude.’ He looked at the other recruits. ‘Bets in.’

	‘In days, right Brian?’ the talking girl said.

	‘Of course.’

	Her desire to run off and get Frankie was rising, but she was glued to the spot, wondering exactly what it was that she’d done wrong. She cleared her throat. ‘If I might inquire…?’

	Brian held up three fingers. ‘You got the geeks, the black ops and us, the field. You never, ever get into black ops unless you deserve to be there. Poor bastards,’ he added after a moment. ‘Most of the time, it’s pretty obvious who goes into the brain trust, especially if you partake in more than your fair share of Dew and nachos.’

	This brought more laughter.

	‘The line between us and the brain trust can get a little blurred sometimes, like if you have tactical planning abilities, or some power that would go to waste in front of a computer.’

	She decided that a non-committal blank stare was the best idea.

	‘So, newb, do you think you should be here, or go see Jones?’

	‘I was placed where they thought best, until it is decided otherwise, I will stay.’

	‘Sure you don’t want to reconsider that?’

	‘Yes,’ she hissed.

	‘Don’t be hasty to make a decision, Jones doesn’t kill his recruits.’

	Another layer of confusion was added – she was beginning to feel like an onion. ‘Now what’re talking about?’

	‘The guy you replaced, Ryan killed him. He was hurt, yeah, but…’

	She cut him off. ‘So why are you still here?’

	‘The perks outweigh the constant threat of death. Taylor might be fear itself, but Ryan is…’

	‘Gotta pee,’ she said in a monotone as she stood from the table.

	She walked from the mess hall, towards the magic lift, into the lift, and into Ryan.

	 


41 - Rooftop Retreat

	 

	Stef looked up at Ryan. ‘Does this place have a roof?’ she asked.

	He silently pressed the “R” button and waited for the doors to slide closed. ‘Recruit…’

	‘Not yet,’ she said quietly, ‘can’t breathe yet.’

	The doors slid open and she practically ran out. She made a beeline for the edge, and held onto the railing. ‘City’s no so ugly when you see it from this height, I guess.’

	‘Recruit…’

	She looked out at the buildings, at the reflections in the glass, at the trash on the wind, anything except him.

	‘Did I lose my name when I signed up for this gig? And you didn’t give me a lexicon either, are we supposed to get a handbook or something?’

	‘Mimosa…’

	‘Closer. It was so hard to breathe in there, humans make me feel like I’m choking. They thicken the air with bullshit, cruelty, prejudice and lies. You know, if the ability to tell the truth was removed from the world, I think like exactly seven people would notice. Seven’s a good number, days in the week, sins, colours of the rainbow, virtues, lucky seven good number.’

	‘Stef.’

	‘You’re not human. You put a gun to my head. I know for a fact you murdered people last night, you expected me to handle all this stuff without blinking, and I think you’re secretly mad that I’m still wearing sneakers.’ She went quiet and stared out over the cityscape.

	‘I hate to ask,’ he said after a moment, ‘but are you continuing this conversation in your head?’

	‘No, just trying to find an eloquent way of…’ she rested her head on the railing for a moment, then turned to face him. ‘They said you killed your last recruit. I don’t know you, not really, not at all, yet…I’m more willing to believe you than them.’

	He gave her his emotionless look. ‘I did kill my last recruit.’

	‘Yeah? What’s the other half of the story?’

	‘A member of the Solstice shot him, the injuries caused by it…the doctors would have been unable to do anything, it was better than him suffering.’

	‘Do you know for certain that they would have been unable to help him?’

	‘Medical Agent Parker confirmed before I shot him.’

	‘Enough time for a diagnosis, not enough time to get him to the hospital?’

	‘The diagnosis took three seconds. Not even Agency doctors could have done anything in that span of time.’

	‘So it was a mercy killing.’

	‘The other recruits do not see it as such.’

	‘They’re human, they’re flawed.’

	‘So are you.’

	She pouted. ‘Human or flawed?’ She shrugged. ‘I guess I just have a different perspective on stuff.’

	‘That…would be my fault.’

	‘Something to do with you kidnapping me?’

	He sighed. ‘For the absolute last time, I did not kidnap you.’

	‘So tell me what did happen then.’

	He stood frozen for a long moment, then sighed. ‘I was pursuing a cultist, he went into a house for cover – there was some sort of party or event going on.’

	‘Probably a family meeting, if I’m as young as I think I was, then it makes sense, they would only bring out the babies when they were being cute.’

	‘He took you hostage, he tried to use you as leverage. I shifted you away from him, he got desperate and fired. You died, instantly.’

	‘So there’s some sort of second-chance scenario built into the world?’

	‘Not so much. Not in the way that you might think. And not in this case. I stopped you from passing, I begged the Lady, I went to Limbo to see you. You chose to come back. Apparently, hugging the leg of an agent who gives you a doll is a “yes” in that situation.’

	‘I still have the doll. She’s broken, someone stepped on her.’ She turned away, to look at the city again, just in case she was showing too much emotion. ‘So you do that for every fat-faced toddler that gets killed? Some sort of superhero who saves babies?’

	‘I felt it was my responsibility to try. If I had handled the situation differently, you might not have died. You wouldn’t have your different perspective on the world, you…’

	‘…wouldn’t be looking at zeppelin floating over Brisbane?’

	 


42 - Of Chaotic Zeppelins

	 

	Stef continued to stare at what she was sure was a zeppelin – although it could have been shapes from the restrained tears. She couldn’t make out a lot of detail, but if it was there, then it was…

	He moved over to the railing. ‘You can see that?’

	‘…sort of? Basic shape, but I didn’t notice it the first half dozen times I looked at the sky. Why is there a zeppelin?’

	‘Mirrorfall. Along with the mirror, nearby worlds always see ghosts, memories, dreams from the dying world. It’s not really there, it’s just an echo.’

	‘That’s…actually really sad. It’s like stargazing, a lot of the stars up there are already gone, we’re just watching the echo.’

	‘Exactly.’

	‘You didn’t really explain it yet, not so I actually understand it. The mirror is a big blob of potentia and it’s killed a world?’

	‘The mirror is the heart of the world. Every planet has one, they’re left over from the time of Chaos, the beginning of everything. The gods and sometimes the demons, bury their dead in a world. Their kind, death is not always death, sometimes there is something left over. They can come back, only so much as a ghost can, but if that happens, that insanity tears a world apart. The god and the world they gave life to, die.’

	‘Blob of mirror, planet. Blob of mirror, planet, dead god, life. Blob of mirror, planet, insane god, death. Blob of mirror, dead planet, ghosts. Blob of mirror, mirrorfall. Right?’

	He gave her the confused look again, and she wondered how many of those she was going to get a day. ‘Your verbal flowchart is correct.’

	‘If I have urges to kill the other recruits, do I have to transfer to Jones?’

	He turned to her. ‘Will you act on those urges?’

	She smirked. ‘I’ll…try not to?’

	‘The tech division does not usually carry weapons.’

	‘I’ll really try not to. Plus I like the suit. I always wanted to be a Turk.’

	He handed her a card. ‘Your security clearance has been activated. This is your security card, field ID and credit card.’

	‘What’s the limit?’

	‘Recruit, you could require a hundred trillion in any currency into a bank account, what would the point of putting a limit on it be?’

	‘I like asking questions.’

	‘The mirror is falling the day after tomorrow, Solstice activity is going to be on the rise, if you are not going to give in to those urges, then you’d best go practice. It is unlikely the next person you pull a gun on is simply going to stand there.’

	‘Doesn’t that mean…’

	‘No, you can train on your own, though you may wish to try at least being civil with the other recruits, as you will not be allowed to go on missions or patrols by yourself until you have proven ability.’

	‘Couldn’t I just go with you?’

	‘Go train, recruit.’

	She gave a lopsided salute, then went back to the lift.

	 


43 - Hopes and Nightmares

	 

	The void was a thing from a nightmare. The world around it was warped, there were bodies of those who had taken their own lives in the face of the horror it represented, and there was the terrible wind that was slowly sucking their whole world into it.

	The reports had been right, it was like looking at everything and nothing all at once. Had it not represented the end of the world, Astrin was sure that philosophers would have looked for the meaning of life in it.

	Mela took his hand and they pushed forward – it was too late to go back. Weren’t they past the point of no return?

	‘Mela…’ he said as he slowed his pace. ‘We don’t have to do this.’

	She refused to look at him. ‘It was your idea.’

	‘We can bring Natenal into the world, then go.’

	She let his hand go. ‘If I see my child, I will never make the jump. If he is here, alive, smiling at me, I would never take the chance.’

	He stared at the void, his teeth chattering and his mouth dry. ‘What if it…what if I’m wrong, what if we’re wasting our only chance?’

	She turned, stood on tiptoe and kissed him then smiled. ‘I believe in you.’

	She ran for the void.

	‘MELA!’

	A pipe hit him in the face. ‘Wake up, beast!’

	‘MELA!’

	The pain in his joints increased.

	‘NO!’

	His stomach stirred.

	The pipe hit him again, and he sank lower to the floor. He prayed that the cold lady would take mercy on him and free him from this life soon. The mirror was going to fall – or it had fallen, he had no way to keep a track of time. Mela was gone, he wasn’t going to save her, he’d given up on that fantasy. His baby was dead. There was nothing left for him in this world, or any other.

	‘Kill me!’ he screamed at his unseen tormentor. Thick, dark blood obscured his vision and only served to make the experience more like a nightmare.

	The pipe hit him one more time, then his tormentor laughed, he heard the sound of the door slamming a moment later.

	‘Lady,’ he mumbled through broken teeth and bloodied lips, ‘please take me from this place.’

	This world was out of touch with reality, creatures hid away from the people, only daring to come out at night, or peek through the corners. No one had come to save him, no spirits had visited him, none were decent enough to kill him.

	It was madness.

	The pain made it impossible to sleep, though it stirred old thoughts and fears.

	What if this wasn’t another world at all? What if this was the void?

	There were always the stories of those who had come close to death, but made it back, they had said that they had revisited their lives, seen old memories and forgotten faces.

	The void was the tool of destruction, it had been pulling Dajulveed apart, it was the memories of a hundred thousand people and places, their dreams and memories, their imaginings and fears.

	What if this was just the nightmare before he died?

	His stomach stirred.

	His baby kicked.

	 


44 - Gym

	 

	Stef found the gym easily enough, it was the biggest room she’d seen yet. Typical equipment occupied the middle of the room, there was a shooting range off to the left and a balance beam off to the right. There were bleachers at the back, along with sparring mats and vending machines.

	A hand wrapped around her shoulder. ‘Don’t get overwhelmed newb, it’s not that scary.’ She stepped forward and shook off the hand, resisting the urge to slap him. ‘And if you’re going to train, change out of the suit.’

	She stared at the recruit, the one with the straight brown hair. ‘Not overwhelmed, assessing. Not changing, what’s the point?’

	‘To be comfortable?’

	‘Do you go into the field in what I’m wearing, or what you’re wearing?’

	‘We train in training uniforms, suit yourself. Curt, by the way.’

	‘Sorry if my manner offends.’

	‘I meant, it’s my name.’

	‘Ah.’

	‘Now, did you pass the bonus round of your tests?’ He noticed her confusion. ‘Did you shoot, kill or otherwise maim someone?’

	‘Yes. It was the logical thing to do at the time.’ She enjoyed the look on his face. ‘If you’re asking if I know how to shoot, not really, point-blank is easy for anyone.’

	He swept his arm wide and walked over to the shooting range. ‘Standard paper targets,’ he said, ‘when you want something more complex, go into the holodeck. Sorry, the training simulator. You can set the level of difficulty, though it doesn’t let you do a mission more than once.’

	‘Just like in real life.’

	‘You’re unlikely to run out of missions though, I think there’s maybe two dozen recruits in history who have done them all.’

	‘A lot are similar, and you’re graded on each of them. Just remember, all results get CC’d around, so don’t go in with the intention of losing. Looks bad for you.’

	She looked to the doors beyond the shooting range. ‘Do people actually…’

	‘Danger makes some people hot, work it out.’

	She stared at him for a moment, feeling her brain slowly reboot after that stupidity of the revelation. ‘And…and…’ she slapped a hand to her head. ‘Anyway…’

	‘If you’re planning on sticking around, we might want to know who we are. Me Curt, remember. The girls are Enid and Lisa – if you want to be nice, you could pick up a bit of AUSLAN for Lisa.’

	‘I’ll go find my year eight dictionary…’ she muttered. It had been a fad during high school to teach yourself the AUSLAN alphabet from the back of the dictionary.

	‘Brian is the one with the General complex, he thinks he’s in charge. When you get to be the one who’s been here the longest, you’ll feel that way too.’

	‘How long is long?’

	‘Just on two years now. The others are Quart, Lee and Stag – used to be small time crooks, don’t listen when they talk big. And Red, well, his granddaddy was some sort of demon or spirit. Has a tendency to burn things when he’s being careless.’

	He pointed to the paper targets. ‘So shoot already.’

	 


45 - Bite the Hand...

	 

	Astrin lay still in his cell, ignoring the pain, the darkness and the fear. He concentrated and prayed that what he had felt wasn’t a sign of insanity.

	His body screamed for food, but beneath all of that, he was sure that he’d felt a kick.

	He wished he could rub his belly, to make contact with Natenal, to feel if his son was still alive.

	After a long while in the dark, he began to doubt the feeling. He hadn’t felt his child move since falling to this wretched world, and he was sure the grotesque changes his body had undergone had simply erased his child from existence. That maybe Natenal had been the void’s price for landing on another world.

	Dorian had told him that he had met many…on this world, his kind were called “leeches”, and that no leech had given birth to a child they had carried from their previous life.

	Natenal kicked again.

	This time, he knew it was real.

	He pulled on his chains, they barely budged. No matter how strong this hideous form was, it had no power when it was hungry.

	Food. They would bring food soon.

	He pushed the pain of hunger away, and thought of Mela. She would handle this so much better, she’d always been so much stronger, even if she hadn’t known it.

	He pushed his thick tongue out of his mouth and took a deep breath. The breath hurt – he was sure at least three of his ribs were broken. After a moment, he began to sing to Natenal.

	The old ways dictated that the first child should be a scholar – that way, they would be able to help any future siblings with their choices, and to have the informed choice whether or not they wanted to join the family business or not. No one listened to the old ways anymore – they had long ago decided that he could be anything he wanted.

	All he wanted for his son was for him to begin his life.

	He heard the rattle of the food cart – it came around every once in a while, sometimes they would throw bread to the prisoners, sometimes they would just laugh and move on.

	Demons, the old demons with delusions of power, at least had reasons for their cruelty. This place…this was a manifestation of a nightmare without rhyme or reason. They thought they had reason, and that made it all the worse.

	When the door opened, the jailer lifted a dry piece of bread from the rusty cart and brought it closer.

	Wait…wait…wait…NOW!

	He lunged forward and bit the man’s hand, he relished the man’s scream as his teeth went straight through. There wasn’t time for moralising this time. This time, it was life or death. He shook his head like a dog and the man’s hand came loose, after a couple of bites, he swallowed it.

	‘Undo my bondage,’ he hissed at the man, dribbling blood from the morsel.

	The man cried in pain, and stared at the bloody stub. He brought his face closer to that of the terrified man. ‘I will kill you. Free my bonds and I may let you live.’ He gnashed as the man’s face, enough to draw blood on his cheek.

	The man fumbled for his keys, and shakily undid the cuffs.

	He pulled the wires and tubes from his limbs and stood properly for the first time in hours. He was weaker than he ever would admit, but that didn’t matter.

	He placed a hand on his belly, then ran.

	 


46 - Marathon for Life

	 

	Astrin ran, it was the only thing he could do. The cellblock was long, and the floor was wet, he assumed from where they had washed blood away. He heard the screams of the other prisoners, but saving himself came first. It had to, otherwise Natenal had no chance at all.

	The alarms went off before he even made it to the end of the hall. He bounded up the stairs four at a time – for once glad of his long legs.

	Fighting his way out wasn’t an option, he needed a quick escape.

	He could hear the cultists scrambling, running, shouting, like a nest of angry rats. A soft breeze kissed his face and he turned.

	A window.

	He ran to it, and almost immediately dismissed it. It was covered in bars, and was far too high off the ground.

	The sound of running footsteps got closer.

	‘May the gods protect me,’ he prayed as he pulled the bars away.

	There was a shout behind him as he climbed up onto the frame, an he jumped. As he fell, he wished that the void had gifted him with wings instead of…any of the other mutations. Anything that would have slowed the fall. Anything to stop the concrete from rushing up to meet him.

	It would have been illogical to grab onto the side of the building, the only result of that would have been…damage similar to what his jailer had experienced.

	His world spun as he hit the ground, he felt bones snap, he felt organs bounce, he felt his mind go blank. He fought to remain conscious – falling now would have made the attempt all for nought.

	He took as step and stumbled.

	Every fibre screamed for sleep, for unconsciousness, for the sweet thoughtless dark.

	Natenal kicked, and he ran.

	There were shots, and shouts behind him. A humming fence blocked off his exit – no matter how strong this form was, he doubted it would like being electrocuted.

	The only other option was the river.

	The river so dirty even the sun couldn’t penetrate it. The river that sang at night. The river that…didn’t contain anything as dangerous as the bullets he was dodging.

	He made an inelegant belly flop into the river, allowed his fur to absorb the polluted water and sank beneath the depths. One foot down, then another, then another. Soon, he couldn’t hear them anymore, and all was peaceful.

	There is a great peace in drowning.

	Natenal kicked again, but for the first time in hours, he felt safe.

	The water was cool on his limbs, and enough light penetrated so that he could keep a track of which way was up. He kicked his long legs and began his journey across the river.

	All he had to do now as avoid being hit by boats, or seen by humans.

	After a moment, he surfaced for air, just long enough to fill his lungs. Though, he reasoned as he resubmerged, should anyone have seen him, he was sure they would explain him away as a pile of rotting garbage.

	The swim was harder than he expected, the adrenalin of the escape was wearing off.

	Were he to die now, the Starbright god would take care of Natenal. It was part of the old legend. Should a pregnant parent drown, their child would become one of the merfolk, and swim the waters for their life.

	Sleep…he just wanted to sleep…

	One stroke after another, he was determined to make it at least to the shallows. He could sleep then, forever if he wanted to. He wanted to pass into the cold lady’s realm without guilt. Knowing he had failed Mela and his child…that wasn’t the note he was going to end his life on.

	Stroke.

	Kick.

	Shallows.

	He looked around with weary eyes…it seemed secluded enough. Enough so that he could get some sleep. Safe enough for now.

	The blessed darkness took him.

	 


47 - The Outside World

	 

	Don’t shoot the humans. Don’t deny your nature, shoot them. Do you want to get banished to the tech division? It’s where I belong, and Jones is nice.Come on, you want to be able to shoot things, just don’t pull the trigger now.Give in, give in, it’ll feel good. Are you really going to listen to…I’m the smart on here remember? We’re genii, we’re both the smart one. Both? You know what I mean…

	‘Yo, newb, you ok?’

	The gun was heavy in Stef’s hands, the paper target at the end of the range was shredded, with varying degrees of accuracy. Arcade machines weren’t really useful in teaching a person how to shoot a real gun, and it didn’t help that it was lighter than she had expected.

	She managed to pull herself out of “kill all humans” mode and looked up. ‘Shouldn’t this thing have a silencer on it?’

	‘It’s a personal choice.’

	She put the gun down. ‘I think I need to eat. Didn’t really have breakfast.’

	He smiled. ‘I know a good place.’

	‘I was just going to…’

	‘Is the world doing the spinning thing?’ She stared at him, then gave a slight nod. ‘It’s a first day thing.’ He jerked his head at the other recruits in the room. ‘I’ll try not to give you a hard time about it, you’ll feel better with some air.’ He closed his eyes and his training uniform disappeared, replaced with casual clothes. ‘You gonna wear that outside?’

	Run. Run away now.

	‘The mirror’s going to fall soon, don’t you want a chance to breathe first?’

	Wait, what?

	Smile. Normal people smile. She hoped her forced smile didn’t resemble that of a serial killer. ‘Sure. Outside. Good idea.’

	She followed him down the hall, into the lift and to the ground floor. The lobby was small, the colour scheme was blue – this was expected. The potted plants through her for a loop, as did the secretary.

	‘Signing out, recruits?’

	‘Hey Natalie, yes,’ Curt said as he accepted the clipboard.

	The secretary gave her a smile. ‘Good morning Stephanie, welcome to the Agency.’

	‘Stef,’ she corrected on autopilot. She dated and signed the form on the clipboard. ‘Do I ask the…’

	‘No,’ Natalie said, ‘I’m not an Agent, of a similar nature though. Have a good time.’

	‘Come on newb!’ Curt called from the door.

	She blinked as she stepped into the sunlight, and for some reason, half-expected the building to disappear when she turned back. It didn’t, and she followed Curt through the throngs of morning commuters and shoppers.

	She looked up into the bright sun, but couldn’t see the zeppelin, it had faded, or was just hiding beyond sight again. People bustled past her as though she didn’t exist. The world kept spinning and she felt the urge to run back into the Agency.

	Strange, considering that a little while ago, her urge had been to run home.

	She curled her toes inside her sneakers, feeling the mundane reality of shoes calmed her somewhat. It stopped the world spinning, just a little, just enough for her to walk.

	After seeing the zeppelin, and listening to Ryan talk, she had expected to see more ghosts, to see them walking through people on their own, personal funerary marches. Wisps of memory and dream, remnants of a dead world.

	Maybe even Mela. Not that she had any idea what the Beast’s Beauty looked like. The beast…he deserved a happy ending – that of, course, was assuming happy endings existed.

	She tried to keep up with Curt, but kept stopping, looking around, trying to see the city with new eyes, expecting to see things she hadn’t seen before. It was disappointingly normal – maybe all of the differences were more evident at night.

	‘How do you know about the mirror?’ she asked as she finally managed to pace him.

	‘Let’s just say only chased tail with tails.’

	‘That doesn’t explain anything. Just says you’re not entirely normal.’

	He stopped walking, and stared down at her. ‘I am only going to say this once,’ he hissed.

	Cliché alert…

	‘I am as normal as they come. The tainted blood in my veins is not my fault. I cannot be blamed for the sins of the father. Grandfather. Whatever. That had nothing to do with me. I didn’t ask to be born into…’ He cleared his throat. ‘At least Red has the fire thing, it’s annoying, I didn’t get anything useful, just see things a bit easier.’

	Her imaginary Spyder-sense was going berserk.

	‘I saw a zeppelin this morning,’ she said to try and remove some of the tension from the air. ‘Always kind of had a thing for zeppelins. I think it’s got something to do with Indiana Jones…’

	He stared at her for a moment, then his shoulders slumped and the air of threat disappeared. ‘When you start seeing the big stuff, it means it’s close. Saw a ship sail past my window this morning.’ He looked up at the sky. ‘So, foodstuffs then?’

	Sure thing, Solst-ass scum.

	Another fake smile. ‘That’s why we’re out here, right?’

	 


48 - Coffee

	 

	Stef stared at the back of Curt’s head and wondered if she’d be lucky enough to shoot him in the place that would make it explode. Solst-ass scum. You are fully aware that you’re psychotic, right? Fine, won’t shoot him till I have proof. Good girl, here, have some endorphins.

	‘Hurry up newb!’ he called as the light flicked from the green-walk-man to the flashing-hurry-the-hell-up-man. He stopped and waited for her to catch up. ‘I know what you’re doing.’

	‘I’m dawdling,’ she muttered.

	‘No,’ he said as he turned. ‘You’re making a mistake.’

	‘English doesn’t appear to be your strong communication suit, so try binary?’

	‘You’re looking for…well, for things you didn’t know existed twelve hours ago, right?’

	‘More like thirty-six.’

	‘Knowing this stuff doesn’t lift some sort of curtain off the world, then every other barista has purple skin and half of the businessmen are actually spirits. There are plenty of non-humans walking amongst us, but most of the time, they’re really hard to spot.’

	‘Oh hell no,’ she said as Curt entered a shop. ‘No.’

	‘What’s wrong newb?’

	‘This place is an affront to the purity of coffee.’ She looked up at the sign. ‘And it’s named after a Battlestar Galactica character. I never liked that show. Even if it did have Ben Cartwright in it.’

	‘It’s just Starbucks, now stop making a scene.’ He walked into the stop, she stared at the pavement. The pavement was good, it was safe, it was normal, it didn’t use Italian sizing and strange flavourings.

	However…the smell of what remained of the coffee’s purity was too much to resist.

	A girl with auburn hair brushed past her, carrying some sort of iced concoction.

	‘Hey,’ she said to the girl. ‘Is that good?’ The girl stopped and turned back to her, a confused expression on her face. ‘Drink. Icy thing. Fray-pay. Is it any good?’

	‘Ah. Frappe,’ the girl corrected. ‘It’s quite good. Not this combination though. Orange and raspberry do not mix well with peppermint.’

	‘Thanks,’ she said. The girl gave her a nod, then walked away.

	‘Newb!’ Curt stood at the register. ‘What do you want?’

	She looked to the girl behind the counter. ‘I’d like a…just a mocha please. The big size. Large. Lots of chocolate.’ Curt translated this into barista-speak and the girl nodded.

	A few minutes later they had their drinks. She stared at hers like it might explode. She hoped it would explode.

	Curt sipped at his concoction. ‘It’s not evil.’

	She stared at the mocha. ‘Everything is evil, nothing is innocent.’

	‘Does it get tiring being you?’

	‘Humans tire me out.’

	‘“Humans”?’ he echoed. ‘You talk like you’re not one of us.’

	She took an experimental sip. ‘Just because I didn’t know what “dancer” meant doesn’t mean I’m entirely normal.’ It was true, not in the way he thought, but it was true. It certainly perked his interest.

	‘Parents? Grandparents? Something happen to you?’

	‘Mysteries remain that way for a reason. Don’t you want there to be a little mystery in life?’

	He shook his head. ‘No. I lived with mystery for too long. I like things to be simple and clear. Knowing this stuff…it messes up your world view for a while, you don’t know who to trust and who not to trust, who’s on your side and who is only playing the part. One simple opinion can break couples apart. Destroy lives.’

	She shrugged. ‘It’s better to have an opinion than be a sheep.’

	‘People shouldn’t die because of opinions.’

	‘No. No one should die because of a wrong opinion.’

	‘Truth is subjective.’

	‘No,’ she said as she pushed the cup around with a single finger. ‘It’s really not.’

	 


49 - A Hot Meal

	 

	Astrin’s eyes snapped open as something bit him. He looked to the side and saw a dog. He closed his eyes, then reached up and snapped the dogs neck. He coughed the remains of river water out of his lungs and sat up.

	Dog. Dog meat. He’d gotten used to eating small animals when falling to this world. Sometimes they were pets, sometimes they had been strays. Sometimes…

	‘Holy Christ!’

	He looked up from the meal, blood on his hands and face, and saw a man holding a small brown bottle. ‘Why’d ya have to kill my dog?’

	His eyes flickered back to the dog, and lifted another portion of meat to his mouth. ‘Hungry,’ he said. It was the only explanation, it was the only reason.

	‘I’m used to those little bobby blokes and sheilas who are there one minute and gone the next, but…you I’m gonna call in. City don’t work when there’s a killer around.’

	‘Not for me,’ he said as he chewed. There wasn’t enough meat on the dog, not enough to make him strong. Not enough for Natenal. ‘For my son.’

	‘I don’t see him.’

	Hungry. He was still hungry.

	He stood, raising himself to his full height. ‘I’m not going to apologise. The cold lady will see you to the beyond.’

	‘What the-?’ the man had time to scream before his throat was gone.

	‘Astrin?’

	‘It’s all right Lady Mela, I’m here now.’

	‘What happened to…?’

	He cut through the ropes holding her to the chair. ‘Your kidnapper is dead. Did he hurt you?’

	She gave him a brave smile. ‘He didn’t dare.’

	‘Are you sure? Your father wants a…Lady Mela, are you sure that you’re all right?’

	She rubbed at her arms, then reached up and touched his face. ‘I’ve been rescued, of course I’m fine.’ She looked past him at the door. ‘And father didn’t have to give up his money, so that’s good.’

	He offered an arm. ‘Money can be recouped, other things cannot.’

	‘My aunt’s family could continue the family line, even if I could not.’ She looked up at him. ‘Why did he want the money?’

	‘We never found out. It doesn’t matter now, it’s a matter for the constabulary to figure out. You’re safe, that’s all that matters.’

	She smiled. ‘I wouldn’t want to put my favourite bodyguard out of a job.’

	He fell back from his meal, sated for the first time in hours. He felt strength in his grotesque limbs again. The guilt settled in his chest, as it always did.

	There wasn’t much left of the man and his dog. He washed his hands in the acrid river water, then moved out of sight – now was the time to think of a new plan, to find a safe place to care for Natenal, to prepare for mirrorfall.

	He rubbed at his belly, his all too flat belly, but managed a smile when he felt Natenal kick.

	There were some factories over the hill – he knew there would be places to hide in them. Factories always had nooks and crannies that even those that worked there every day didn’t know about, or had forgotten about. Factories were warmer than streets, there were always little lost things to sell at market, forgotten lunches made good meals. This was something every orphan remembered.

	In any case, it was safer than being out in the open.

	 


50 - Resurface

	 

	Stef’s afternoon managed to be uneventful – more practice in the gym, retrieving Frankie from Jones, avoiding much contact with the other recruits.

	She had discovered that her room did have internet access now – the speed was beyond compare, but that didn’t stop her from having thirty tabs in three browsers open at once. Old habits died hard, if they died at all.

	The data kept calling to her. It was like a siren song.

	She opened the data back up, and started to sift through it. It made so much more sense now that it had a true context. It didn’t tell her any more than she already knew, but it was reassuring to see the fruits of her labours.

	Most of the data was concerning pathing, chaos, the trip between world, predictions of landing spots. All of that was unimportant, Jones knew when and where the mirror was going to fall.

	She started to look at the non-specific data, parameters, she assumed had more to do with the Beast than his Belle. It was interesting, containing recurring patterns, cycling information and strange bit of data she’d never seen before.

	It was…

	She closed the lid on Frankie and ran from her room. The quick magic lift didn’t seem this time. She punched the button for the tech level, then began to pace the floor. Ideas always felt like explosions in her mind, and right now her mind felt like a minefield.

	She clutched the laptop to her chest and banged on Jones’ door. No answer.

	Something hit her foot, she looked down and saw a radio controlled car. Crouching to pick it up, she snapped her hand back when it gave her a shock. ‘Cute,’ she muttered and knocked on the door again.

	A pair of goggles appeared beside her. ‘He’s not in there.’ The pair of goggles was attached to a boy that was somehow shorter than she was. ‘He’s in the common room. Klaatu Barada Nikto.’

	She grinned. ‘Good to know all those years spent practicing to look like Gort didn’t go to waste.’

	The goggles smiled. ‘Oooh, one of us…’ He grabbed her hand and dragged her down the hall. ‘What’s his/her name?’ he asked with an exaggerated gesture at the laptop.

	‘Prometheus. But I call him Frankie.’

	The goggles nodded. ‘Nice.’ He pushed open the door to the common room. Inside was a plasma screen half the size of the back wall, with a game paused on the screen.

	The walls were covered in posters and printouts. There was a green couch, a purple couch and a rainbow couch with half a dozen recruits lounging on them. Another stood in front of the TV arguing with Jones about something.

	Goggles whistled and everyone turned. The lounging recruits turned away after brief waves and smiles, Jones handed what looked like a hybrid controller over to the recruit he had been arguing with and walked over.

	‘What can I do for you recruit?’

	‘Something…can you tell me what the game is first?’

	‘It’s a side project, the coding for a fight simulator in this format has real-time applications and may lead to the creation of new training simulations.’

	‘The graphics are shiny…’

	Goggles giggled. ‘Shiny Entertainment doesn’t have anything on us. Save the world and make video games, that’s why tech recruits never leave.’

	Jones looked to her. ‘You’re welcome to join in, it would be worthy of your talents, but for now, what’s wrong?’

	She looked down at Frankie. ‘Can you use the data from last night to track the monster?’

	‘The leech’s parameters? Of course. He was off the radar though, the last time I checked.’

	‘How is that possible?’

	‘The Solstice…have ways of making blackout zones. We can’t see into these places, and we don’t venture into them. They keep their prisoners inside these areas, as to make retrieval impossible.’

	Goggles tapped her on the shoulder. ‘We do ok in the first three, but we can’t fight the fourth.’

	‘Dimensions?’ she asked. ‘They’re using…time?’

	Goggles nodded. ‘They’ve got their own little time machine. David Kane’s kid. Reason for about half a dozen conspiracies.’

	‘Can you show me how to track him using this data?’

	Jones’ smile faded a little. ‘Why would you want to track him?’

	‘Someone told me he’s an interesting story, and it’s not over yet.’

	‘May I?’ he said, reaching for the laptop. She passed over Frankie, and watched as he propped the computer on the top of the purple couch. It quickly came back to life, and he laid a hand on the keyboard. ‘The tracking program is now loaded.’ He double-clicked the new icon and loaded the data.

	It cycled for a moment, then loaded. A blue and black map of the city appeared, it zoomed and resized itself as Jones typed. Dozens of red circles of varying sizes appeared. ‘Those are the blackout zones. Some are as small a building, some are entire city blocks.’

	‘And the monster?’

	Jones pointed to a faintly pulsing orange dot. ‘It appears he has resurfaced. You should inform Ryan of this.’

	 


51 - Respect

	 

	Stef stood outside Ryan’s door, unsure as to what to say to him. It wasn’t hard to guess what they were going to do with the Beast when they found him.

	It wasn’t fair.

	Then again, the world wasn’t built for fairy tales.

	The door opened. ‘Recruit? Did you need something?’

	‘Beast…the monster, he’s not in a blackout zone anymore. Jones said I should tell you.’

	‘Well, this can be your first field assignment, if you want it.’

	‘Yes,’ she said without hesitation.

	‘I was listening. To you. Talk to yourself. There’s something you don’t understand about leeches. For every leech that comes to this world, no matter the kind of person they may be, or how pure their intentions may see, they tip the scales towards chaos. Those that escape their own dying worlds can cause the end of others. Chaos was the beginning of all things, but is also the end of everything. This world is a lot more fragile than most. Anything could tip the scales out of our favour.’

	‘I…’

	He put his hand on her shoulder. ‘We do what we do to protect the world. So that humans can continue to be human. It’s not evil, it’s simply serving the interests of the greater good.’

	‘And one life…’

	‘One extra keystroke can spin a program out of control. One missed command can ruin a hack. One extra kilo can sink a ship.’

	‘Why aren’t you yelling at me for thinking like this?’

	‘Do you think I relish taking innocent lives? To destroy those brave enough to journey between the worlds?’

	‘No…’

	‘I do not shy away from my tasks, but I do not enjoy them all.’

	She looked at her dirty shoes for a moment. ‘I think I’m feeling respect, I don’t really know what that feels like though.’

	He stared at her for a moment, then shook his head. ‘I will inform three other recruits. When it’s time, you’ll be shifted there, so make whatever preparations you need to.’

	She nodded and walked back towards her room – there was no reason to bring Frankie – after all, he was an innocent. She put him on the table and plugged in the charger on instinct – it was probably possible to require the battery full, but why take the chance of making him explode when the ordinary way would do just fine.

	‘Yo, I want a mirror.’

	Nothing happened.

	Require: mirror.

	A full-length mirror appeared in front of her – it was the kind bounded by wood, the kind that had always scared her as a small child. She had always believed that she could see things in them – there was something magic about mirrors – not just the ones that fell out of the sky.

	She adjusted her uniform a little then looked at herself. A hackers in a suit – that was only supposed to happen for court appearances.

	‘The man or the monster, Spyder, you can only choose one.’ Which is which?How well do I know either? Oh don’t start with this – you’ve known Ryan your whole life. As a spectre in my dreams, some faint ang- Don’t use that word. The Beast just wants his Belle, that’s not a crime. You going to give up the world so some freak can have his fairy tale ending? Fairy tales don’t contain clones. Love makes people do strange things. Like you would know. I’m just going to pick up my gun and do my job. Good girl. Don’t I get endorphins? Not this time.

	 


52 - Cannery

	 

	As Stef stroked Frankie’s scratched casing, the world blurred and spun. She fought the urge to reach out and grab something as everything came back into focus. She wasn’t sure that she would ever get used to it – fiction always portrayed teleportation as something seamless – Star Trek crews didn’t fight nausea when Scotty/Chief O’Brien/random bad guy of the week transported them somewhere. Shifting was entirely different – then again, thing in reality usually were, reality wasn’t able to gloss over the inconvenient details.

	Curt slapped her on the back and earned a glare. ‘You’ll get used to it,’ he said with a jovial laugh. ‘We’re in a sub-level. There’s no employees down here, and there won’t be until we clear out, so we don’t have to worry about civilian casualties. However, if you like cheap canned fruit, watch out for the collateral damage.’

	She looked at the suspected Solstice cultist as though he grown a second head – he almost sounded competent, it was a little unsettling.

	‘You two go left, check in every five minutes. We’re looking for something big and ugly. I’ll take the newb, she knows what we’re looking for.’

	Enid and Lisa saluted then moved off, Curt looked up at the roof, then down at her. ‘So what are we looking for?’

	‘You’ve been briefed. A monster.’

	‘There are plenty of monsters, wanna be a little more specific?’

	Ignoring him, she looked up at the pipes and noted the lack of lighting. The layers of shadows covered more than they showed, it was going to be a nightmare to find anything.

	Require: night-vision goggles.

	The world was bathed in fluorescent green light, but the tangles of wires and pipes still concealed hiding spots and boltholes.

	A mocking laugh stripped away the joy of using a technology she’d always revered. ‘What did I do now?’

	‘Every newbie FBI agent asks to see the X-Files office. Every NSA recruit asks to be reassigned to something off the books. Every member of ASIO wants to know why most people don’t know who the hell they are. Every Agency recruit requires night-vision goggles. Exactly how many time did you see Jurassic Park?’

	‘Four,’ she answered in a hiss. ‘This place is the armpit of hell, conjure some spotlights, or let me use the goggles.’

	The attack came from nowhere. One moment, she was fine, the next, the side of her head was stinging. ‘Did you see that?’ he asked.

	The goggles clattered to the ground. ‘Exactly why did you do that?’

	‘Did you see the attack coming?’

	‘No, you smacked me in the head.’

	He hit her again, this time, she saw stars. ‘Did you see it that time?’

	‘Hazing. I get it. Touch me again, and you’ll lose that hand.’

	He set his jaw and shook his head. ‘It’s not hazing, I’m teaching you. Goggles might help you see in the dark, but they put blinders on you. They take a lot more lives than they save.’

	‘And you couldn’t have just told me this?’

	‘This method is more effective.’

	This method makes you look like a jerk.

	‘I…’ she began, then a pipe beside them exploded. The force flung her backwards, into a guardrail and over it.

	She had a moment to realise she was aloft before she fell into the darkness.

	 


53 - Measure of Monster

	 

	Stef coughed and spat blood onto the floor.

	Not dead. I think that’s good.

	She retched and more blood came. Painfully wheezing air into her lungs, she took a stock of her body parts. Head was in working order, so much as it usually was. Her chest hurt, shooting pain ran through her like the lights on an arcade machine. She twitched her fingers and toes – no sign of paralysis.

	Goody.

	‘Oy, newbie, you alive?’ came a voice from her pocket.

	She opened her eyes and looked up into the darkness, then numbly slapped at her vest pockets. She found a headset, similar to the Bluetooth one, and stared at it – she hadn’t remembered it being there before. She brushed the hair away from her ear, feeling blood there, and touched the button on the side. ‘Alive.’

	‘Call in and get yourself shifted to the infirmary.’

	She grunted as she pushed herself up into a sitting position. ‘No…I’m…ok, I’ll make my way back up.’

	‘You should be dead,’ Curt replied, actual concern filtering through the headset.

	The sound of heavy breathing behind her finally registered.

	‘Rags. Big pile of rags. Should be glad they don’t clean down here.’

	‘Check in when you start moving.’

	She removed the headset, removed the battery and placed it on the floor. She pushed the hair from her eyes and wiped the blood on her pants. ‘Hello Beast,’ she said without turning. Require: um…one of those little square lights.

	A small, square lantern appeared and she clicked it on. Pain shot through her eyes, so she turned it off. ‘Photosensitivity, it that a sign of concussion?’ She listened as the Beast shuffled around in front of her. ‘Are you what really broke my fall?’

	‘By accident.’

	She hung her head forward and put her hands flat on the floor to keep the room from spinning. ‘So…’ she said after a moment. ‘Is there a way back up?’

	‘You shouldn’t have come here.’

	‘Had to. Dunno why, just had to. Your promise to the Professor…you’re not going to keep that.’

	‘Circumstances beyond my control are not my fault.’

	She barked a short laugh. ‘You brought this on yourself. You brought the Solstice in. You perpetuated everything.’

	His blow sent her flying back into the wall. Ok…now one of those ribs are cracked.

	‘I did what I did to save my love. She is the mother of the child I carry, can’t you understand that I would do anything…’

	‘So why are you cloning her?’

	‘Your word means nothing to me.’

	‘Right, you still got zeppelins. Copy, the mirror’s only going to make a copy, why would you do that if you loved her?’

	‘To be with her.’

	‘A copy isn’t the original.’

	‘I would rather an echo than to be alone.’

	‘Then I guess you are a monster.’

	She closed her eyes and braced herself for the next blow, but it never came. Cautiously opening one eye, she found herself surrounded by bright light.

	Oh crap, I can’t play a harp…

	Then a doctor came into view. ‘Your partner couldn’t contact you, so we shifted you here. Have you lost consciousness?’

	‘At least once,’ she replied. ‘And photosensitive. And body sensitive. And blood.’

	‘Ah.’ He smiled. ‘Welcome to the Agency. These are typical of first injuries. There’ll be no permanent damage, you’ll be fine to go back to work tomorrow. For now…’ he injected a clear liquid into her arm. ‘Sleep.’

	She opened her eyes and let them focus on the white roof. The pain was gone, and her hair felt strangely clean. She sat up and looked around, the clock above the middle door leading out of the infirmary informed her that it was five in the afternoon.

	Then she noticed Ryan sitting beside the bed. He silently placed her headset on the bed and gave her an expectant look.

	‘Shouldn’t you have your gun out or something?’

	‘I want to give you the benefit of the doubt.’

	‘The Beast was there. I wanted…just to talk to him.’

	‘If Agent Taylor were in my place, he’d be accusing you of working with a leech in order to obtain the mirror.’

	‘I’ve got no use for that thing. I don’t…wishes are dangerous things. I just wanted to talk to him, I was working with him first, he’s…lost everything, I know what that feels like. I needed to be able to rationalise the…’ She flopped back onto the pillow. ‘Do I have to write lines or do I get my internet privileges revoked or something?’

	‘Were you able to make peace with yourself? The first is always the hardest. Aspects of this job take getting used to, many recruits cannot handle it, despite apparent aptitude or doing well on the tests. Practical field experience really is the only telling test.’

	‘The save the world thing I’m not so much into, but Disney fairy tales don’t involve cloning.’

	‘Is that a yes?’

	‘Have you ever seen a Disney movie?’

	‘That’s hardly relevant.’

	She looked at him and smirked. ‘I have a concussion, I’m allowed to ask stupid questions.’

	He shook his head. ‘You are healthier than when you came in. And you do not have a concussion. Anymore. Was that a yes?’

	‘Yes.’

	 


54 - Best Laid Plans

	 

	The recruit looked up into the night as they stumbled along the riverbank. Night in the city had a completely different feel than to the day. During the day it felt like it was choking, barely standing up under the strain of all the people and the bullshit.

	At night, it felt like that weight dropped away. In the well-lit places, people breathed easier, in the dark patches, people tried not to breathe at all, lest they catch the wrong kind of attention.

	The recruit breathed easily, unafraid of attracting attention. Attracting attention was the purpose of “sneaking” out of the Agency.

	The beast dropped down from the sickly mangrove tree and stood to his full height. ‘I didn’t expect to see you again.’

	She required a steak and threw it to him. ‘We didn’t exactly get to finish our conversation before.’

	The beast tore into the steak and wiped his mouth with an enormous clawed hand before looking back to her. ‘What more did you to say?’

	‘Don’t you want to know when the mirror is going to fall?’

	The beast sagged. ‘It is close.’

	‘The night after tomorrow. If you can manage to stay hidden for that long, and avoid…undesirables until then, you’ll be golden.’

	He snorted. ‘You haven’t told me what you want out of this yet. I don’t have access to the currency anymore.’

	She sat on a tangle of roots, unworried about the mud on her shoes and pants – one requirement would fix that – and looked up at him. ‘From what I know of the mirrors, you won’t need all of it to bring your girlfriend-’

	‘Wife,’ he interrupted.

	‘Whatever. Back from the dead. Heart of a whole world, you don’t need it all.’

	‘All is safer.’

	She snorted and drummed her fingers on her knee. ‘If you want all of it, you don’t get my help. If you give me some of it, just enough to make it a good payday, then I’ll help you.’

	He paced back and forth, mumbling in a strange language. Alien language. His language. Finally, he stopped and stared at her with his strange, almost glowing eyes. ‘How much do you need?’

	‘You take the big part so can make your girl, I’ll take whatever I can get my hands on.’

	He knelt and put one of his big hands on the ground in front of him, she watched as it sank into the mud a little. ‘You have a deal,’ he said. ‘You have a deal.’

	‘Night after tomorrow, ship yards up the river,’ she pointed. ‘It should appear about ten, need a watch?’

	‘No.’

	‘Stay hidden until then, and be there early. We’re not the only ones after it, and not everyone has such altruistic reasons for wanting it.’

	‘What is…your reason?’

	She stood and scoffed. ‘Like I said, a good payday. Money makes the world spin, what else is there to care about?’

	The beast looked at her. ‘If you do not know, there is no point in telling you.’

	She walked over and stared down at his kneeling form. ‘Just so you know, if you double-cross me, I will kill you.’

	He shook his hairy head. ‘I am quite aware this world is without mercy.’

	‘Be there, or I’ll take it all for myself.’ She turned to walk away, but a hairy hand stopped her.

	‘Not once have you given me your name.’

	‘Like a monster needs names,’ she hissed as she shook his hand away. ‘But…fine, whatever. It’s Enid.’

	 


55 - Evening Stroll

	 

	Stef stared at the clock. Night. Night was for sleeping.

	Especially considering apparently she was going to be woken up only six hours after midnight. Being awoken at such an hour – and being expected to function as well – gave the entire Agency a new spin. A sinister one.

	Punching the pillow until she imagined it crying for mercy, she threw her legs over the side of the bed and stood. She paced for a while to no avail – her mind was going over a hundred different things, and her fingers had the urge to type.

	This wasn’t the kind of night she slept on.

	She required the mirror back into existence and stared at it. The pyjama top she’d required less than half an hour ago looked as wrinkled as something that had escaped her laundry basket and went rogue. Which had happened more times than she cared to remember.

	Laundry. Dishes. Cleaning the windows. Small tasks like that didn’t seem to be something recruits had to worry about. The building seemed to take care of itself. That, or there was a legion of laundry gnomes, washing-up gnomes and gnomes that ate unattended cookies.

	She wondered if anyone would get mad at her if she set a trap.

	‘Screw it,’ she muttered. She looked at the mirror briefly, then closed her eyes.

	Require: uniform.

	It was an unnatural feeling to feel fabric skating over skin, disappearing, morphing and growing. It was almost instantaneous, but she paid attention to the sensations. Little details kept the world real.

	She liked the suit – though she had no intention of wearing the jacket like Ryan did. Wearing something like that in Brisbane in summer was suicide.

	She wondered if his jacket had a built-in air conditioner.

	Require: laptop bag.

	She slipped Frankie into the blue bag, grabbed her ID from the bench and left the room. At least two of the other recruits were awake, and lacking soundproofing in the wall of their room.

	The lift appeared as quickly as it always did and she punched the button for the ground floor.

	Natalie was still behind the desk. ‘Going out again recruit?’ the secretary asked as she handed up the clipboard.

	‘Can’t sleep, want to go for a walk.’ Not quite true, but good enough.

	The secretary gave her a nod. ‘Be careful.’

	She looked down at the uniform. ‘Yeah, guess I am a walking target.’ She shrugged and handed back the clipboard. ‘Not going far.’

	The night did nothing to calm her. Urges to run, scream or hack into three banks simultaneously – which never worked, but was always fun – banged against the inside of her skull. She held Frankie close and just walked. There was no point looking for a bus, what busses there were this time of night were unreliable and usually darker than the night they were supposedly safe passage through.

	Train it was then.

	Central station wasn’t far – and the walk, the simple act of one foot in front of the other, calmed her a little. It was normal, so much as she hated it, it was what she needed.

	Nothing jumped out and attacked her, there were no ghosts or zeppelins so far as the eye could see, what few people she could see were on the other side of the street.

	She didn’t wait for the walk signal at the intersection near the coffee shop she’d been that morning, but she did pause in the middle of the street, just to glance up at the sky. A patch of sky that wasn’t obscured by buildings, though it was faint from the light pollution – there was no chance of seeing stars.

	A car honked and she jumped out of the way. A drunk leaned out the window and shouted something unintelligible then sped off into the night.

	‘Die in an alcohol-fuelled fire,’ she muttered under her breath, then strode quickly up the hill.

	Figuring an all-in-one ID/credit card/licence to kill might still not be good enough for the ticket inspectors, she required a few coins and stabbed her finger at the ticket machine until it responded. The machines were new, but already unreliable.

	Freshly printed ticket in hand, she waved it at the guard as she passed through the gates. The guard gave it a cursory glance and gave a vague nod.

	She leant against the escalator railing down to the platform and sighed at the timetable screen. The next train wasn’t due for a while.

	Pulling Frankie from the bag, she stared at the reflections on his case until someone blocked her light.

	‘Hello Spyder.’

	 


56 - Shades of Gray

	 

	Stef didn’t have to turn around to identify the speaker, she’d only heard a voice like his once.

	‘Or should I call you angel now?’ Dorian asked as he sat beside her. ‘Assuming that suit isn’t just your fashion sense taking a detour.’

	‘I thought you would have been long gone by now. Back home, or off in another story.’

	‘I never came to this godsforsaken city for Astrin, I was here for something completely unrelated – no, I’m not telling you what – the professor just happened to stumble across me, and knew I’d like the job.’

	‘Is this what you do? Gallivant around?’

	He smiled and stretched. ‘It’s one of the perks of being immortal. Well, the fun kind of immortal, if you’re born to it, you usually don’t cherish it. Look at how pathetic the gods are, they don’t take an interest in anything.’

	‘I wouldn’t know.’

	‘You will soon enough, work for the angels long enough and you’ll pick it up. Well, before you die, of course. The uniform you’re so proudly displaying means you aren’t using the same talents I wanted you for.’

	‘Not planning on getting killed you know.’

	‘You’re sitting alone, in Central station, at night, wearing what may as well be a target.’ He pointed to the end of the platform. ‘The Solstice aren’t afraid of sniping people. Change your clothes. Now.’

	‘That almost sounded like concern.’ The look on his face told her he wasn’t joking. She concentrated and required herself into something that may as well come from her wardrobe. ‘Better?’

	‘Didn’t they warn you about that stuff?’

	‘Not really, no.’

	‘No bloody wonder there’s such a high turn over.’

	She pushed the fear aside for a moment. ‘Do you hang around train stations for a particular reason?’

	He flashed a ticket. ‘There’s nothing here for me now, I’m going somewhere else. Take a holiday, escape the world for a while. Any place where a mirror’s going to drop is depressing, it’s all I can do to keep from screaming every time I see a ghost.’

	‘How many have you seen?’

	‘Mirrorfalls or ghosts?’ he asked. He sighed and stared at the tiled ground. ‘More than I’d like of both.’ He looked back up at her. ‘Spyder…’ he said slowly. ‘The suit, is that you really want?’

	‘Better than being Solst-ass.’ She slipped Frankie back into the bag. ‘What, you asking me to come with?’

	‘I always book my tickets with a “plus one” just in case.’

	‘Never had a fictional character wanting to sweep me off my feet. While awake that is.’

	‘You’re not my type, but this has nothing to do with that.’ He grabbed her bag and placed it on the ground and slid closer. ‘This is…’

	The train pulled into the station.

	He put a hand in front of her. ‘Catch the next one.’

	‘I didn’t even move.’

	‘Good girl.’

	Her heart began to beat faster – being this close to a person always made her nervous, especially when it was by their own volition. Especially when they were…roguish and dangerous. He was attractive, she supposed, not that she was much of a judge when it came to that sort of thing.

	The train pulled away from the station.

	‘There are sins, there are virtues – everyone belongs to one of them. Me, I belong to Fortitude, I was always his, and I impressed him a lot more than most, hence the embargo. It was his idea to sell the story to finance the rest of my new life.’

	She nodded.

	‘You could belong to any of them, but you also belong to Death.’

	‘I…wait, what?’

	‘You’ve already died once, Spyder, how long do you really think it’ll be before you go back there? That cold darkness, that’s somehow so much like going home that it feels right, how long until you sink back through that and go to whatever’s next?’

	She opened and closed her mouth a few times. Witty words and cold comebacks had abandoned her. ‘Hopefully a long time. No one knows when they’re going to die.’

	‘Those that have died once are always drawn back there. The professor’s gone, Astrin’s gone, the rats have left, you’re in a suit, I’m guessing the angels rained some hell onto that place, yet here you are without a scratch.’

	‘I was lucky.’

	‘How many more times are you going to be lucky?’

	‘Considering my luck in other aspects of life, I’d say I have a few more chances up my sleeve.’

	‘You’ll be dead before the end of the mirrorfall. Is that what you want?’

	‘I want to live.’

	‘Then you’re in the wrong place.’

	She smiled. ‘No I’m not. Besides, there’s someone here I want to get to know. Someone who did more for me than anyone ever has, and he didn’t even know me.’

	‘Don’t fall in love with an angel, only leads to pain.’

	It was her turn to look at the floor. ‘I don’t think I know how to be in love. It doesn’t really figure into my world. It’s not love anyway, it’s more like…’ A grin spread across her face. ‘I’ve found the story I want to be a part of.’

	‘Careful Spyder, stories are dangerous things.’

	‘Everything is dangerous, some things are worth it.’

	He squinted up at the timetable display. ‘My train is in four minutes. Last chance. Maybe literally.’

	She required herself into her suit for a moment, then back into the incognito clothes. It was all the answer he needed. He stood and bowed. ‘It was a pleasure, Spyder. Don’t screw it up and die.’

	She smirked. ‘I’ll try.’

	He stood and walked away.

	‘It’s my story,’ she muttered. ‘I probably will screw it up.’

	 


57 - Home Again

	 

	Stef watched as Dorian’s train came and went, her own arrived a few minutes later. The carriage she stepped onto had half a dozen other occupants, a couple only interested in each other, three half-asleep men in team colours and a man with lank black hair staring out the window.

	She stepped off the train a few minutes later and walked up past all of the reconstruction, flashed the ticket to the guard and walked out onto the street.

	They Valley was a lot safer than it had been a decade ago, but somehow, the fear associated with it had clung like a bad smell.

	The walk to her apartment took a few minutes longer than it usually did, as she kept pausing every few minutes to make sure everything that had happened was still real.

	By the time she got to the main door of the building, her pockets were full of small required trinkets.

	She instinctively patted her pockets, looking for a key that wasn’t there.

	The door opened anyway. ‘Welcome home. Forget your key again?’ Mr Jenkins, the landlord, asked.

	She brushed the hair back from her face. ‘Yeah…’

	He smiled. ‘Come on in Stephanie, I’ll loan you a master. Just pop it back into the mailbox as always. Speaking of which, your rent is…’

	Suddenly, the realisation that she’d been gone for more than a week hit her. ‘Oh right,’ she fumbled with her pockets again, requiring just enough to cover the rent. ‘Here, sorry, I was…out.’

	‘So long as you’re safe, I don’t like the idea of trying to rent that apartment again.’

	She rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, rent you charge, it’d be on the market for a whole eight seconds before it got taken again.’

	He stared at the notes in his hand. ‘I could always put it up.’

	‘I didn’t mean, I-’

	He handed her a key. ‘Leave full sentences for someone who needs them to understand.’

	‘Night,’ she said as she made her way up the stairs. She didn’t bother the mailbox – the only time she kept an eye on it was when she had ordered something, the rest of her bills were paid electronically, so the paper was only the unnecessary murder of trees. Probably evil trees though.

	The stink was the first thing to hit her when she opened the door. Rotting garbage and mouldy food. She dropped the bag to the floor and slammed the door. ‘Great…’

	Require: make my damn apartment clean.

	The smell remained.

	‘Some magic power you are.’

	She flicked on the light.

	The complete destruction that lay at her feet became more important than the smell.

	There was graffiti on the walls, the couch had been ripped apart, its stuffing strewn around. There were broken jars of sauce and pasta on the carpet, there were muddy boot prints all over the cream carpet and the rug.

	The curtains covering the glass door the balcony had been torn down. Someone had broken the screen of the television. There was still a small hatchet in the DVD player.

	She took an experimental step forward. Her fridge was open, its contents all over the floor. Cabinet doors were off their hinges. Spices and herbs coated the floor along with the rotting food.

	Stepping over the broken remnants of her life, she made her way to the bedroom. The bed had been upturned, her few boxes of possessions had been torn apart. Her clothes were piled onto the floor.

	Her computers were missing.

	The black curtain that hid the sunlight so well was gone. As was her secret stash of chocolate-covered coffee beans.

	The bathroom was flooded, the shampoo and soap covered the floor.

	She slumped against the wall and slid down onto one of the only remaining patches of carpet, staring at the piles of clothing. Up until this point, she had been aware of how much clothing she actually owned.

	She knew the “who” - Solstice. She knew the “how” – the balcony door was open, and it was possible to get in from the outside, this she knew for sure. It was the “why” that escaped her.

	She had very few things that meant anything to her. Photos of her parents counted for very little – and most of them could be replaced with a few phone calls and minor bribes. She had no…

	‘Alexandria…’ the word tumbled from her mouth before the thought finished itself.

	She pushed herself up and ran back into the lounge room. The bookcase where she usually sat, appraising the world with one ice-blue eye and faded red hair, was upturned. She pushed it aside, onto the corpse of the DVD player and found most of her CDs and DVDs missing – they were easily replaceable.

	A small glass vase that she’s bought as a place to store marbles – as proof that she really hadn’t lost hers – was broken.

	Alexandria lay face down, crushed into the carpet.

	She crouched and gently picked the doll up, wincing as she heard small pieces of the head drop back to the ground. One hand was nothing but ceramic dust, the other was almost complete. She swallowed and turned the doll over.

	Alexandria’s head had been broken for years now, but the half face she’d had for a decade was better than the ruins of the one she had now.

	Only a small piece of the face remained, and as she lifted her, the last blue eye fell away, and rolled onto the floor.

	Moisture slipped from her eyes, and she fell back against the wall, on top of broken disc cases and vase fragments.

	 


58 - Angel

	 

	‘Crying on the floor Stef,’ she said to herself. ‘Yeah, that’s mature.’ She stared at the ceramic corpse of her only treasured toy. ‘Fscking madmen, that’s what they are.’

	A hand reached down and pulled the doll from her hands. ‘You’re very lucky, you know.’ Alexandria, as perfect as they day she’d been bought, was handed back to her.

	‘Getting my entire life spilled out onto the floor is lucky? How long have you been standing there?’

	Ryan proffered a hand. ‘Not long.’

	She stood and indicated vaguely to the mess. ‘Why would they do this?’

	‘You were at the mansion with the other hackers, and you haven’t made your presence known on the net since I…’

	‘Yeah, yeah.’

	‘Therefore, it is their assumption that you are dead. They’re honouring you.’

	She grabbed a lost t-shirt and wiped her face with it, then laughed in his face. ‘Honour?’ She tossed the t-shirt aside and stepped over the couch. ‘This is honouring me?’

	‘If I had shot you, any of those times, you’d be dead.’

	‘Wow, thanks, I didn’t know that. Dead, by gunshot, that’s such a fscking revelation!’ She pushed the doll at him. ‘Hold her for a minute,’ she said as she walked away from him. She punched the bedroom door as she walked in, and kicked away the clothes from in front of her wardrobe.

	‘I did have a point,’ he said as he stepped over the piles of clothes. ‘My point was…why are you hiding in a closet?’

	She pulled shoes off pegs on the sidewall and climbed up onto them and used the shelf to help balance herself. ‘Not hiding, checking something.’

	‘Yes. Well. In any case, we would have come here, a clean-up crew would have taken possession of your computers and peripherals, and we would have looked for any connection between you and the Solstice.’

	She punched at the roof of the closest until one of the panels came loose. Dropping the panel to the floor, she pulled a large biscuit tin out and jumped back down. She leant against the side of the bed and peeked into the tin. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

	He handed the doll back to her, and she quietly placed the items on the desk. ‘I guess I must seem pretty pathetic right now.’

	‘You should simply be thankful that they were gone when you got here. If they’d still been here, you’d very likely be dead.’

	‘Does the entire world have a “shoot first” policy?’

	‘The difference is, we take responsibility for what we do, the Solstice don’t. We take care of the bodies, the evidence, we arrange for widow’s pensions or placement for orphaned children – so they as they don’t follow in the deceased’s footsteps.’

	‘At least some of that is as much to protect you as it is them.’ She looked around at the nearly empty desk. ‘So Bart and Sophia are just casualties of war?’

	‘If you are referring the your missing computers, yes. They will…’

	She held up her hand. ‘No, don’t tell me, if I’m not going to get them back, I’d rather not know what they’re going to do to them.’

	‘We don’t mount rescue operations for computers…’ he trailed off.

	He didn’t need to say it. ‘Or recruits.’

	‘Or recruits.’

	She yanked on the upturned bed and sat on the corner of the mattress. ‘So if I get snatched, policy dictates you let them take me?’

	‘As soon as pass into a blackout zone it’s out of our hands.’

	‘Then I guess I’ll try and not get snatched.’

	‘That is…always the best course of action.’

	‘So basically, I’ve signed up for a life where I can be thinking about cookies one minute, and dead the next.’

	‘You always have the option to leave. However, that’s always done best sooner rather than later, less chance of the Solstice recognising you. If you’ve ever been affiliated with us, you’ll receive the same treatment as a current recruit.’

	‘Wonderful…’

	‘Recruit-’

	‘That’s not my name.’

	‘No, but it is your title.’

	She looked away from him. ‘Everything that’s happened to me is because of you, you can at least call me by my name. I couldn’t really remember you, but I…’ she looked away, pushed Alexandria off the tin and slowly opened it. She pulled out a book and flipped it to the back page. ‘But I didn’t forget about you either.’

	‘Stef….’

	She held up the book, on the inside of the back cover was a blue crayon stick-figure, a small brown stick figure and a little red circle. ‘So sue me, I’m not an artist.’

	He took the book and stared at it. ‘I assume…I’m the blue one?’

	She reached over and closed the book. ‘I thought you were an angel.’

	‘Technically, I am.’

	She stared at him, an eloquent inquiry formed, but it somehow failed to translate when she opened her mouth to speak. ‘Buh-what?’

	‘Only technically, we were created by the gods. Though,’ he said as he inspected the cover, ‘we have neither robes nor wings.’

	She stared at her feet. ‘You’re not going to shoot me?’

	‘Are you going to give me a reason to do so?’

	‘Maybe.’

	She hugged him.

	 


59 - Rooftop Redux

	 

	Magnolia ducked the swinging punching bag – the sound of the song was getting to much to ignore. The aria for a dead planet, the coda. It was the most depressing thing in the entire world – more depressing than suicidal recruits, and certainly more depressing than the Solstice’s pathetic belief that they were actually affecting the world.

	She slammed the door of the gym and took the stairs up to the roof. She wondered how the other recruits could simply sleep through the penetrating notes and lamenting tones. She knew the answer though – they were once again protected by the simple virtue of being “normal” – whatever that was.

	Pushing open the door to the roof, she watched as a parade of ghosts marched overhead. Soldiers intertwined with pretty girls, old men on floats and a woman in a carriage. All so pretty, all so happy, all so dead.

	Someone had explained it to her once, someone now long dead. The ghosts visible in the mirrorfall, they were the strongest happy memory of the person, whatever burned brightest in their memory, a moment that had defined them, or somewhere they belonged.

	Pilots were always with their planes, captains always with their ships. Parents with their…

	‘Reminding yourself of your mortality, little one?’

	‘Go away mother, you aren’t allowed to be here.’ She didn’t give her mother the satisfaction of looking at her. She owed her nothing. She didn’t love her. She didn’t even respect her.

	‘Reminding yourself of what you will become?’ the old magpie asked as she spread her wings wide.

	‘I will never become a ghost,’ she whispered. ‘I’ve told you that, mother.’ Her lip curled. ‘You’ve said so little to me in my life, you could do me the favour of remembering what I did say to you.’

	‘If mortal is what you choose to be, then mortal words are all they are, and of no interest to me.’

	‘You made me this way,’ she snarled.

	Heavy footsteps approached from behind. ‘Recruit. You’re slacking.’

	‘Sorry sir.’

	Taylor slapped the back of her head. ‘Apologies are for the weak.’

	‘Sorry sir.’

	Her mother laughed. ‘Is this how you feel like a man? Hitting little girls.’

	‘You are not even welcome here. If you do not understand the concept of trespassing, I will get someone to translate for you.’

	She looked up and watched her mother. The older magpie’s wings melted away, but her clawed feet remained, she grew a little taller and walked over to Taylor. ‘You can’t touch me,’ she hissed. ‘You aren’t allowed.’

	Taylor’s hand shot out and grabbed her mother by the throat. ‘You are bothering my recruit.’

	‘I am visiting my daughter.’

	He shook her. ‘I said, you are bothering my recruit. Desist, or I will find a way to deal with you.’

	Her mother slashed him across the face. Deep cuts bleed freely, but he made no move to mend them. The magpie jumped back from him. ‘You’re just proxy, nothing but ash.’

	‘I am an agent, and you are a disturbance.’

	‘I am the allegro, you are the snail.’

	She watched as a machine gun appeared in Taylor’s hand, and he raised it at her mother. This wasn’t the first time it had happened, and this time, like the last time, she made no movement to protect her biological progenitor. She owed the bird nothing. The life she had was nothing to be thankful for.

	‘You are going to leave. Now.’ Taylor spat blood as it passed over his lips.

	‘Caw,’ her mother said, then disappeared into the night.

	She stiffened and snapped a salute, awaiting her punishment. He turned and she watched as the cuts healed themselves – it was a talent she was jealous of.

	‘You abandoned your training.’

	She lifted her head. ‘Sir, the Lady’s singing, I’m sorry sir, it was distracting.’

	He lifted his head and listened for a moment. ‘Can you do anything about it?’

	Confusion rose. ‘Sir?’

	‘The song is a lament. Can you do anything to make it cease?’

	‘Sir, no sir. It’s…what must be done, sir.’

	His uniform rippled and blurred as it refreshed itself. ‘Return to your training, recruit. Do not allow yourself to be distracted.’

	‘Sir, yes, sir.’ She turned towards the door.

	‘Recruit.’

	‘Yes sir?’

	‘The trespasser. That is another distraction you must ignore.’

	She looked at the night her mother had disappeared into. ‘I try, sir.’

	 


60 - Insomnia

	 

	Stef lay on her bed in the Agency. The apartment had been easy enough to clean up – piles of rubbish had disappeared at a thought, genocide had been committed against the populations of mould in the fridge and all of the breakages repaired.

	She’d hidden the book away, where it would be safe. Ryan had given her a strange look, but hadn’t pushed the issue. It was her assumption that he thought she was nuts.

	She punched the pillow, then tossed it across the room, leapt from the bed in order to give it a good kicking, then made it disappear into whatever smelly sub-dimension all of the things required away went to. If such a place even existed. If not, the whole concept played merry hell with physics. Apparently the “m-word” didn’t have to take physics into control.

	Looking at the clock for the fiftieth time, she required herself into some real clothes, and left the room. There was no point lying around when sleep wasn’t going to come, and if she regretted it the next day…later the same day, then she’d deal with it then. Night was for hacking, night was for being jumpy on caffeine while writing a new program, night was for staring into the light-polluted sky waiting for it to stare back at you. Night was not something you spent in bed, on your back.

	All of the other recruits were asleep now, no sounds indicating biological practices came from behind the doors. No other insomniacs wandered the halls. The gym was dark, at least until she stepped into it. The lights clicked on as soon as she stepped over the threshold. She stepped out and the lights went off.

	‘Stupid refrigerator building,’ she muttered as she went to the lift.

	The lift arrived exactly eight seconds later. She leant against the back wall and slid to the ground. She knew where the “R” button went, as well as the “G” button. Levels four, five and six were easy enough – combat, field and technical. One two and three, she had no idea. There was a “PG” button, which was either advising parental guidance, or a parking garage.

	There was a key operated panel, under which, she was sure were more buttons. After three screwdrivers and a blowtorch, she decided it was impenetrable.

	Suddenly, the lift began to move.

	Shrugging and sitting cross-legged, she waited for the lift to open.

	It dinged open one level up. Jones, and Goggles walked in, didn’t say anything, and hit the button for the ground floor. Goggles punched the emergency stop and tugged on the sleeve of Jones’ lab coat.

	‘Jonesy?’

	‘Yes?’

	‘Someone left something lying in the lift again. Finder’s keepers still applies right?’

	Jones spared her a look, then turned back to his recruit and nodded. Goggles turned and crouched in front her, staring out from behind green-tinted lenses. ‘It’s a bit bigger than the usual bits of trash people leave behind. But more interesting than a pair of knickers,’ he added.

	‘If it is too unwieldily,’ Jones said, ‘you can leave it for the hobs to find.’

	‘Nuh-uh!’ Goggles whined. ‘Those guys have detect treasure, they always get the best stuff.’

	‘…you actually look for stuff left behind in lifts?’ she asked, staring up at the bouncy recruit.

	‘Eek! Aghast! It speaks! Is it an escaped experiment?’

	Jones looked at her again. ‘Not one of mine.’

	‘Neat, it’s mine!’ He collapsed to the floor and latched onto her arm. ‘I shall call her squishy, and she shall be mine, and she shall be my squishy. And I’ll put her hair in pigtails.’

	‘She is armed, Merlin,’ Jones commented as the lift restarted.

	He clutched her arm tighter. ‘My squishy wouldn’t hurt me, my squishy wouldn’t hurt anyone.’

	She looked up at Jones. ‘Sir…am I dreaming?’

	‘That’s a silly question to ask, Recruit, if this were a dream, how could you trust the answer?’

	‘I’m only asking because I have something attached to me, and I’m not sure whether to react. If it’s a dream, it’s ok, if I’m awake, I’m going to start screaming in fourteen seconds.’

	Goggles let her go and leant against the other wall. ‘My squishy hates me!’

	The wailing continued until Jones threw a small plush toy at the recruit. Goggles snatched it from midair and started to chew on its head. ‘Jonesy, I wanna go to the games room.’

	‘As you wish,’ Jones said and the Goggles faded away with a wave.

	The doors slid open. ‘This is your floor. You should get some sleep, you look exhausted.’

	‘Can’t sleep. Clowns will eat me.’

	‘Actually, my recruits have clown-proofed every wall in the building.’

	She pushed herself up. ‘I think that’s quite possibly the coolest thing I’ve ever heard.’ As she stepped out of the lift, Jones’ hand gently grabbed her arm.

	‘Please, do not think badly of Merlin. He spent the first twelve years of his life in almost complete isolation. Now, he craves all the contact he can get.’ He sighed. ‘My recruits understand, most of the others avoid him as though he were contagious.’

	‘The only thing that bothered me was him OM NOM NOMing a plushie. Does he do that a lot?’ Jones simply nodded. ‘Are you sure the walls are clown-proof?’

	‘As yet, we’ve had no clown-related incidents within these walls.’

	 


61 - Time and Again

	 

	‘Enough father, I’m tired.’

	Kane looked at the last bucket of water in front of the gaunt young man. ‘One more, then you can rest.’

	Oliver pulled against his bonds. ‘I have nothing left.’

	‘Then you’re even weaker than I thought.’

	His “son” laughed. ‘Is this how you’re going to treat me until I die?’

	‘Are you even going to die, you freak?’

	Oliver closed his eyes and the room began to shake. Slowly, the walls decayed and fell away. Grass crept up through the cracks in the floor and the sun, hidden behind red cloud, shone down on them.

	‘What have you done?’

	‘Nothing, father, I just don’t want you to forget what I am.’

	He lifted a blackjack and struck the boy across the face. ‘Stop calling me that, I am not your father.’

	Oliver stood from the chair, free from his bonds. ‘You used to be. You used to be my dad. You loved me once.’

	‘You’re nothing but a bastard child. You’re not mine, you are your mother’s sin.’

	Oliver stooped and threw a chunk of floor out into the ruined landscape. ‘Time takes who he wants, it’s as simple as that. Mum had no choice in the matter, why don’t you stop blaming the wrong person?’

	‘She didn’t have to lie to me.’

	The boy picked up the water bucket and drank deeply from it. ‘Are we going to have the same conversations over and over? Are you…incapable of moving beyond your own hatred?’

	He tuned away from the boy. ‘Whe…when is this?’

	Oliver shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Future. It’s quiet, I like coming here.’

	‘It looks like we’ve lost.’

	‘Or come to your senses.’

	He hit him with the blackjack again. ‘We know what we’re doing, boy, just you remember that. You’re the abomination.’

	‘Abomination. Bastard. Sin. Rape child. Mum would hate you if she could hear you. Not that you’d care.’ He went silent for a moment. ‘Did you send her my letters?’

	Oliver’s letters – they were a concession they had given him on the condition that he would stop aging the guards and attempting escapes. ‘Yes,’ he replied gruffly, ‘I sent them.’

	The boy stepped out of the remnants of the room. Half a dozen butterflies flew past his face. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s not so far in the future that the gods have abandoned us.’

	He reached through the barrier – he never dared to step into the other timeframes – and snatched one of the butterflies. He crushed it and dropped the remains. ‘Good analogy, they’re all just insects to be crushed.’

	Oliver stared at a weed and wiggled his fingers. The weed wiggled, then shot up and flowered, he managed a smile, then turned the flower to ash.

	‘Oliver!’ he snapped.

	‘Yes, Kane, yes,’ the boy mumbled and the future landscape around them dissolved.

	He blinked and looked around the room, they were back in the present again.

	‘No, Kane, no. We never left.’

	‘How did you-?’

	‘You always ask. Can I sleep now, father?’

	He looked down at the empty bucket, but nodded nonetheless. ‘Just be prepared to do more later.’ Turning, he walked from the cell and slammed the door shut behind him.

	He returned to his “office” and looked at the letters on the desk. Oliver’s letters to his mother. Oliver’s letters to his dead mother. He tore them up and dropped the pieces into the bin.

	 


62 - Decaffeinated

	 

	The Esc key felt terrible. It was the curse that came with using a keyboard as a pillow. Stef guessed that the annoying buzzing sound was her cue to be awake. She pushed Frankie away and pushed the screen down – he’d had a hard night, he deserved some sleep.

	‘Nurg,’ she muttered as she knuckled the sleep from her eyes.

	She stood on unsteady legs and crossed the room, one hand on the wall for balance. The cool tiles in the kitchenette did nothing but annoy her.

	Require: fluffy slippers.

	Fluffy white slippers appeared on her feet. She slapped at the kettle until it went on, and dug the instant coffee and sugar out of the cupboard above.

	Require: chocolate.

	She crumbled four squares into the cup and munched on the rest while she waited for the water to boil. She made the mocha on autopilot and sat on the end of the bed.

	Require: more chocolate.

	She stared at the mocha. ‘You aren’t going to work fast enough, are you?’

	Require: caffeine IV.

	Nothing happened. She made the request again, but again, the coveted lifeline failed to appear.

	‘Crap.’

	A gulp of the burning liquid began to dredge her higher functions from unconsciousness.

	There was a knock at her door.

	‘I’m not caffeinated yet, enter at your own risk!’ she called.

	‘Duly noted,’ Curt said as he opened the door. ‘Newbie, you need to get out here.’

	She glared at him. ‘No.’

	‘You don’t want to make Taylor angry on your first day.’

	She shrugged and had another gulp of mocha. ‘I think he already hates me.’

	‘Unless you want him to include a two-k run, now. You’re on unsteady ground enough, everyone will hate you forever if you make him include a run today.’

	Require: me the hell out of here.

	Again, nothing happened.

	‘I don’t care what everyone else thinks.’

	He dared to come further into the room. ‘You’re really supposed to be with the geeks right? Do you want to run two kilometres? Could you even do that without having a heart attack?’

	She stared at him for a moment. ‘Ok, ok!’

	‘Good then.’

	She went back to drinking her coffee.

	‘Now means now, newbie.’

	‘What colour are your eyes?’ she asked as she took another gulp.

	‘Eye colour’s got nothing to do with compatibility, newbie.’

	‘Oh geez,’ she required a small table and set her coffee on it. She got up on her knees and beckoned him over. ‘Brown,’ she said as she stared at his eyes. ‘Just like chocolate-covered coffee beans, now...if you don’t want me clawing out your eyes while looking for possible sources of caffeine, you’re going to let me finish my damn mocha.’

	‘O...k....then.’ He shook and backed off. ‘It’s scary, because I believe you.’

	She settled back down on the bed and picked up the cup. ‘You should. I’m crazy dontchaknow? I killed a man once,’ she said as she stared at her wavering reflection in the cup. ‘With a keyboard. And a screwdriver.’

	He let this pass without comment, and stood silently as she drained the cup.

	Require: training uniform.

	A black uniform that matched Curt’s appeared on her and she stood. She placed the cup on the little table and required them both away then shook her head. ‘So not ready for this.’

	He grinned. ‘Newbies never are. Just try and not die. Like yesterday.’

	‘Yesterday? That was that only yesterday?’

	He pushed open the door. ‘Ya, you almost became a statistic.’

	‘Let me guess: death on first mission.’

	He shook his head. ‘No. Death by freak accident on a first mission. We keep a running tally in the common room if you want to check it out.’

	‘It wasn’t an accident,’ she said matter-of-factly as they walked into the gym. She looked at Taylor and understood how the more observant citizens of Pompeii had felt.

	‘You. Are. Late.’ He growled.

	‘Sorry sir,’ Curt said and joined the other recruits.

	Taylor continued to stare at her, and when she didn’t respond, he snorted. ‘The technical department is on the floor above.’

	A few of the other recruits giggled.

	‘Sorry sir,’ she mumbled. ‘Won’t happen again. I believe it was an after-effect of the concussion I sustained yesterday.’

	‘The elevator is at the end of the hall.’

	She wished she wasn’t dealing with this on only one cup of mocha. ‘Was I reassigned?’

	‘Not yet. Fall in.’

	‘So lucky,’ Curt whispered as she fell into line next to him.

	 


63 - First Session

	 

	To her utter displeasure, she found herself being paired up with Curt again. He led her through the training simulation, through the throngs of fake civilians and bright colours.

	‘I hate this place,’ she muttered.

	‘Why?’

	‘They took away everything that was cool about this place, then dressed up what was left and told it to stand on a street corner.’

	This made him stop walking. ‘You really hate Southbank that much?’

	She scowled and experimentally pushed one of the civilians, it stumbled for a few metres, then righted itself and continued walking. ‘Recovering pathing, interesting.’

	‘So where do you like then?’

	‘Ganymede,’ she replied with a smirk.

	‘Isn’t that where Doctor Who is from?’

	Her non-existent respect and patience for him dropped further into the negative. ‘What are we supposed to be looking for?’

	‘Don’t know, like I said, we don’t do these more than once. It’s like real life, you don’t know what to expect.’

	‘So we just walk around looking for trouble, yeah, that sounds great…’

	‘We have to be present. We have to be here. Protect and serve.’

	‘Directive four: classified.’

	‘Huh?’

	‘Nothing.’

	‘Do you enjoy speaking in a way that no one understands?’

	‘I don’t enjoy speaking.’

	Shots broke through the general hubbub of the crowd. ‘Exactly how many people choose to use silencers?’

	He ignored her and ran toward the shots. The simulated citizens moved out of their way as they ran down the path, Curt gained ground and suddenly she was left behind. She stopped running and listened for more shots – there were none, but enough shouts to indicate they were fighting.

	‘Running, fighting, jumping…I’m a fscking hacker,’ she mumbled and walked down the path.

	She hid behind a tree and watched the other recruits fight a…by the bad dress sense, she assumed Solst-ass. The cultist pulled a round grenade from his jacket pocket and pressed the detonate button.

	She ducked behind the tree, expecting an explosion that never came. A wall of sound rushed past, but no debris or heat.

	‘Blackout bomb!’ she heard Brian yell.

	‘Note to self: get the freaking handbook.’

	Red lifted his hands and the cultist caught on fire. The bad fashion choices burned away as the cultist dropped to the ground and screamed until he was nothing more than a charred corpse.

	She saw Brian hit Red in the back of the head. ‘Do that in the field more often!’

	The simulation faded away and the door appeared. Taylor simply stared at her, she straightened, then nodded. She walked past him, half expecting him to finally explode, then ran out of the gym.

	The lift appeared exactly eight seconds after she pressed the button. She stepped in and stared at the buttons. Again. The tech floor was the safest – it was probably where she belonged. The ground level was the only escape route – back into her normal life. Back to where nothing was expected of her. Back to where there was no one bothering her. Back to…

	She punched the R button, the roof was a good place to hide – she could always get yelled at and sent to Jones later. For now, zeppelin spotting seemed like a good idea.

	 


64 - Where From Here?

	 

	Shrieking was Stef’s natural response when Ryan appeared from nowhere beside her. ‘Did you have to do that?’

	He shrugged, then his expression turned serious. ‘What happened?’

	‘You can’t know already. You can’t. I don’t even know yet, so you can’t.’ The doors slid open but she stayed still.

	‘What happened?’

	‘I. Don’t. Know.’

	‘I find it highly unlikely that you of all people wouldn’t have reasoning for actions.’

	‘Was that a compliment or an insult?’

	‘What happened?’

	‘Stop asking me that!’ She walked out of the lift to put some space between them. ‘One definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result.’

	‘I am getting different results.’

	‘I will hit you again.’

	‘Most recruits…wouldn’t dare speak to me this way.’

	‘If you’re telling me to snap a salute-’

	‘Which I’m not.’

	‘And act like a good little narc, then you can just go to wherever those pinchy leather shoes went to.’

	‘What-’

	‘It wasn’t real!’ She flumped down and poked at the concrete. ‘It wasn’t real,’ she repeated.

	‘Of course not, we don’t put our recruits in danger for the purposes of training sessions.’

	She opened and closed her mouth a few times, then went back to poking the concrete. ‘Doesn’t matter, just send me to the tech department, least there I’ll be useful.’

	He leant down and put a piece of paper in front of her. ‘So I should just sign off on this?’

	She poked the paper. ‘What is it?’

	‘A transfer form, it appeared on my desk, that’s how I knew.’

	‘Wow, things work fast around here.’

	He sat down beside her, his long coat scraping on the concrete. ‘Not really, this is the fifth transfer request since you arrival. There were also three for your interrogation and one for your execution.’

	‘…you aren’t joking, are you?’

	‘You will know when I’m joking. Also, Agent Taylor is very fond of paperwork. Especially when it works in his favour.’ He laid the piece of paper on the ground in front of her. It was a very simple, very blunt request for her transfer.

	‘So sign it.’

	‘What held you back in training?’

	‘The fact that I’m a fscking hacker.’

	‘Stef…’

	‘It wasn’t real. I knew it wasn’t real. I knew that nothing I did would have any lasting consequence, that the holodeck safeties were on. It wasn’t real so I couldn’t treat it as such.’

	‘You did fine in tests.’

	‘Yeah, well, for all I knew, you did set bloodthirsty hobs onto us.’

	‘There’s no such thing,’ he said with certainty.

	‘It could have been real. That’s my point.’ She stared at the ground. ‘This is why I stayed at home, no risk, no failure. Confusion, concussion and being claimed as lost property aren’t exactly big successes.’

	‘Pardon?’

	She shrugged. ‘Just something that put another plus in the tech department column.’

	‘Do you believe you’d do better if it were real, and not a training simulation?’

	‘Yes. No. Maybe.’

	‘Recruit!’

	‘Yes.’

	He folded up the transfer page. ‘Then prove it.’

	‘How?’

	‘Tonight, I will throw you at the Solstice, you can decide then whether or not you wish to be under my command or that of Agent Jones.’

	‘…Ryan.’

	‘As I said, you will know when I’m joking.’

	 


65 - Respite

	 

	Astrin stared at the blood-stained floor and collapsed. The rats had barely been enough to take the edge off his hunger - he knew they weren’t enough to sate Natenal. He rolled onto his back and rubbed his belly, wondering how his child had survived, and how…if…he was going to give birth to him.

	Had they stayed on Dajulveed, Natenal would have been born by now, looking around with curious new eyes at the world he would never grow to comprehend. A world he would not live to see even a tenth of. A world kind enough to allow him to become a Starbright.

	The idea that his child would become a Starbright if he failed to give birth was the only thing that brought him comfort. The knowledge that if he failed then at least there was a kind god that would make up for his mistakes.

	There was kindness in the universe, just not a lot of mercy.

	He chewed on the rat tail that had caught in this teeth, savouring the polluted flavour, trying to make it last longer. He could fool his mind but not his stomach.

	There were no humans around, he’d had to flee the populated factory and the surrounding area, he’d have to-

	The smell of meat filled the air.

	He rubbed his bloody hands on his fur and sniffed again. He pushed himself to his feet, it was likely the angel traitor. She would-

	‘Hello Astrin.’ The voice was old. The Professor. ‘You weren’t easy to find.’ A bag of meat was thrown at his feet. ‘I do hope you forgive me for abandoning you, but the Solstice make me nervous.’

	He swallowed one of the steaks. ‘You weren’t the only one.’

	‘Mr Gray has his reasons. Solstice torture is not something one wants to experience.’

	‘I escaped.’

	The Professor raised his bushy eyebrows. ‘I can see that, young one.’

	‘What do you want?’

	‘I want to help you, you have a bargain to fulfil after all. The mirror is going to fall tomorrow night, are you still going to go after it?’

	‘All is for nought if I don’t.’

	I hope she is all you want.’

	‘She is my love…’

	‘I know, and there’s nothing more important in the worlds than love. Promise me you’ll be happy.’

	‘If I have Mela, I have everything. Natenal…I will try for him as well.’

	‘Who?’

	‘My son.’

	‘Don’t ask too much of it.’

	He growled. ‘I know how powerful they are, how can I ask too much of it?’

	‘I’m not thinking of it, I’m thinking of you. Do not be the general who wished to rule the world and ended up the kind of nothing.’

	‘I know what it is I seek.’

	‘And this city is teeming with those who would slit your throat for even wanting it. It’s power, Astrin, people go mad for the power it represents.’

	He stared at the old man and the purple light that reflected in his eyes. ’Why don’t you want it?’

	‘I long ago entrusted my wife and daughter to the lady. I had my life, I had a lot more of it than some, I saw beautiful things, I went to amazing places, there’s nothing more that I want. Chasing power is not a game for old men.’

	 


66 - Stardust

	 

	Mela leapt into the gaping maw of the void and felt it pull her away from the world, from her husband, from her unborn son. Away from everything she knew, and towards absolute uncertainty.

	The entirety of existence lay open before her, planets and moons twirled, they whipped around aliens suns, spun then shot off into the distance.

	She watched a sun explode, destroying the solar system it had sustained and protected, and in its way. Rainbow stardust filled the void and surrounded her, twisting her up in a storm.

	The stardust formed into flowers and faces, impish grins and pixie kisses stole glances and touches. A baby’s laughter rang out like a bell as a new star formed.

	She felt very small, and the death of her world seemed so insignificant in comparison to the wonder in front of her. At the same time, it gave her hope, her world was dying, but there was so much left in the universe that was alive.

	She felt content, then she felt nothing.

	She opened her eyes, and found herself wondering if she had. The darkness surrounding her wasn’t simply an absence of light, it was an absence of…oh.

	She felt herself come to rest against something, as though she had been floating. She felt warm hands on her insubstantial shoulders and looked up. Who she saw did not surprise her.

	‘Do you know where you are?’ the cold lady asked. She looked like she did in all of the stories, long black hair entwined with precious metals and stones, a long deep purple robe and a silver mask covering her face.

	‘Yes, my lady, I do.’

	Death looked to the endless blackness in front of them. ‘A lot of your kin went to my sister. You’re one of the last to come, your world is dying alone.’

	‘Others…went into the void?’

	The mask nodded. ‘Most do, most prefer to take the chance.’

	She felt a pang of regret. ‘My lady, my husband, is he?’

	‘I have no seen him yet, Mela, he made it to safety, such as it is.’

	‘And my child?’

	‘His future is uncertain.’

	She should be afraid, she knew she should be trying to bargain, or begging to become a ghost, she knew she-

	‘Are you ready?’

	‘Is anyone ever truly ready?’

	Death nodded. ’Yes. Many.’

	She looked to the blackness. ’What…what is…?’

	The lady shook her head. ‘I do not know, I am simply the gatekeeper. May my father’s blessing be with you.’

	She turned to look at the void. ‘My lady, could I ask one thing of you.’

	‘Mortals always ask for boons, I rarely grant them.’

	She bit her lip. ‘My husband knows I love him, he knows my last thought will be of him. My son…could you tell him that his mother loved him?’

	‘I can do this.’

	‘Thank you, my lady.’

	‘Are you ready now?’

	She reached out to the void, it didn’t radiate fear or despair, it felt…it felt like home.

	She said her last silent goodbyes and stepped through into the infinite.

	 


67 - Blood and Feathers

	 

	Magnolia pulled off her bloody dress and dropped it to the floor. The training session had been hard, they always were, but they made her better. Always made her better. Train. Fight. Die. Life’s path for her.

	Silly, frippy things like hope and dreams didn’t enter her mind. Those were for regular people. People who didn’t have feathers growing out of their arms and back.

	Her mother’s feathers. The things that marked her as a freak.

	The ones on her arm were easy to get rid of. It was like clipping a chicken’s wings - cut them at the top and they’d take a while to grow back. It wasn’t like they were of any use. She couldn’t fly, she couldn’t swoop, she couldn’t dive off a tall building and be unharmed at the end of it.

	She fell slightly slower than gravity would have liked. Such a useful power. In her experience, it didn’t make the landing any softer.

	She held up one of the clipped feathers and twisted it in her fingers. Black and white and sometimes red all over. Blood matted feathers and made them uncomfortable, just another reason to clip them.

	Clipped feathers quickly filled the vanity in front of her, no matter how many she cut, there always seemed to be more. Sometimes this was actually true - they would regrow while she cut others. Just another aspect of the curse of being her mother’s daughter.

	Not even a treasured daughter, just a joke. Her mother had thought it amusing to have a mostly-human child, just to see what it would be like. Not a bird, not a useful halfbreed with all the benefits of being of mixed blood, just…a joke.

	She stared at the mirror and wondered if she’d prefer to be staring at a beak, a pair of wings and a small brain.

	There was a single knock at the door before it opened.

	She didn’t bother to cover herself up, there was nothing visible that he hadn’t seen before. She turned and snapped a salute. ‘What can I do for you, sir?’

	‘Well, recruit, I want you. I’m going to take you with the same force and power I use to beat you every day during training and give you the best lay of your life.’ She suppressed a smile - she had the fantasy so often that it didn’t cause her to break out in schoolgirl giggles anymore.

	He looked at her for a moment, and for a moment, she hoped he was taking stock of her assets, not her injuries. ‘You will be needed later.’

	‘Sir, yes sir. What is the mission, sir?’

	‘Reconnaissance. We need to know how much competition we will have for the mirror.’

	‘Are we expecting more trouble than normal, sir?’

	‘It’s a mirrorfall, recruit, they are always more trouble than is expected.’

	‘Yes sir. Was there anything else, sir?’

	‘No, now I’m going to take advantage of the fact that you have no shirt on.’

	‘No. That’s all.’

	Damnit.

	 


68 - A Little Lie

	 

	‘Question,’ Stef said as she looked up at Ryan. ‘Are you still sure this is such a brilliant idea?’

	He gave a vague nod, beckoned for her to follow. He pointed at the other side of the intersection. There didn’t look to be anything unusual about it. ’That’s Solstice territory.’

	She smirked. ‘So be careful when crossing the street?’

	‘Don’t cross the street. Avoid Solstice territory at all costs.’

	She stared across the street, then squinted, then tilted her head to the side. There wasn’t anything different about it. Nothing that indicated that it was a death trap. ’Can’t you paint it red or something? My brain’s big, but I don’t think I can remember everywhere that I’m not supposed to walk.’

	He opened his hand and the Bluetooth-like headset appeared. ’You really are supposed to be wearing this.’ She slipped it over her right ear. It was beeping.

	‘Oh. Ok. Sonar.’

	‘Walk closer.’

	She did, but looked back to him. ’Why aren’t you wearing one?’

	He shrugged. ’I don’t need to.’

	She pressed the button on it. ’So you can hear me right now.’

	‘Yes.’

	She took another step closer and the beeping got louder.

	‘Don’t get too close.’

	She turned and looked back at him. ‘But it’s not anymore dangerous for me, right? It’s just another part of the street.’

	‘It’s more dangerous because of the uniform you wear.’

	She remembered what Dorian had said and fought the urge to require herself into casual clothes. ‘So why not go incognito? Wouldn’t you lose a lot less recruits that way?’ A hurt look crossed his face before he schooled it away. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean…you know what I mean.’

	‘All uniforms mean something. They identify who you’re affiliated with, what you stand for-’

	‘Unless you’re a traitor,’ she muttered.

	‘What?’

	‘Nothing, continue.’

	‘The Solstice don’t wear uniforms. They could be anyone. Unless we’ve fought them before they are hard to identify. That always puts us at a disadvantage. In that way, they’re cowards, but that cowardice makes them dangerous.’

	‘Great, so we trade a big yellow streak down our backs for a target on our chests.’

	‘The first time you rescue someone from the Solstice, some who is being targeted simply for being alive, who has hope of survival because they see your uniform, you’ll understand it.’

	‘So we’re paranormal safety houses.’

	He chuckled. ‘The thing humans will never understand is that of all the world, you’re the least natural thing in it. The world the civilians fail to notice isn’t paranormal, or supernatural, it’s more natural than they are.’

	‘Why’s that?’

	He opened his mouth to reply, but was silenced by a gunshot. His head snapped up in the direction of the shot, but another two bullets slammed into his body. He fell and faded away.

	She was running before she realised it. Something metallic clinked beside her feet. A grenade. It exploded with a bright green light and knocked her to the ground. A strong hand dragged her to feet and pulled her toward the darkened buildings.

	‘How many did you see?’ Ryan asked as he shouldered in the door of a shop undergoing work.

	The moved behind the plastic-covered counter, the only thing large enough to provide some cover. ‘Didn’t see anyone. Aren’t we…like in the bad part?’

	‘That bomb has blocked off four blocks, clearest path out doesn’t have sufficient cover. Such a large area…it will only last ten minutes. This isn’t-’ He fell silent when he heard a laugh. ‘Only sounds like one.’

	The shadow of a man appeared in the doorway, Ryan lifted his gun and emptied the clip into him. The bullets went into the man, but he didn’t fall.

	There was another laugh.

	The man disappeared, then a hand reached around the corner and fired into the shop. She instinctively ducked, but Ryan took one to the shoulder. He sank down behind the counter.

	They didn’t- Spyder, don’t be an idiot. Don’t have a damn choice.

	She turned to Ryan and ripped the empty gun from his hands. ‘Stay quiet,’ she whispered, ‘please.’ She stood and laid the gun on the counter in time for the cultist to enter the store.

	‘Hiding’s not going to do you-’ he stopped talking as he approached. ‘Don’t I know you?’

	Kane. Wonderful.

	‘If you can see your way through your deluded fog, you’ll probably recognise me.’

	It took him a moment, then he nodded. ‘One of the hackers.’

	Give the guy a prize. You’re still an idiot.

	‘A traitor.’

	‘Can’t betray something you never believed in.’

	‘True enough, recruit bitch.’ He fired.

	She felt the bullet impact, the heat and the slow trickle of blood on her skin. Somehow, she’d forgotten to scream. She looked down at the hole in her stomach, then back up at Kane.

	Oh wait, there was the pain.

	She focussed on it for a moment, then pushed it away.

	She quirked an eyebrow at him. ‘You were saying?’ His confusion pleased her. It might be enough to buy a couple of minutes. A couple of minutes then she could collapse and scream.

	‘Agent?’

	She curled a lip in disgust. ‘No shit.’

	‘But you’re…’

	Gonna contribute something here? You already know what to say, just concentrate on not collapsing.

	‘The new one. New model, new kind, upgrade, got the idea?’

	‘Where’s the other one?’

	‘You shot him before the bomb went off, mistake on your part, he didn’t get back in time to enjoy your wonderful company.’

	The sticky sensation of the blood was beginning to get itchy, so she lifted a hand to scratch it and immediately regretted it. ‘So you gonna shoot me or what, you piece of shit?’

	Ryan’s hand grabbed her ankle, but she didn’t react.

	Kane’s eyes drifted to his gun.

	‘Aww, out of bullets. You didn’t really come prepared, did you?’

	 

	Stalemate. Just keep him in a stalemate and hope he didn’t bring a knife.That’s your brilliant plan? Stop the brain, I want off!

	Kane gave her an incredulous look. ‘You aren’t a proxy. They don’t talk like you.’

	What now, hotshot?

	‘Spyder, the hacker, was a real person. Least real enough. She got caught in the crossfire and died.’ She let a maniacal grin slip onto her face. ‘We picked apart her brain for the useful parts and I slipped into her life like a changeling. It’s useful to see things from the street level. It was an opportunity, we took it. And it worked out.’

	She could see the wheels turning in his mind. Else, the small rodent running on the wheel that controlled his actions. Panic grew in his eyes. ‘So the equipment we liberated…’

	‘Enjoy the viruses.’

	‘You bitch!’

	She looked up to a clock on the wall. ‘They’re time delay. Done that way so they can affect as much as possible. You might be able to salvage something besides melted RAM if you hurry.’

	‘How much time?’

	‘Thirty-two minutes.’

	‘How do I know you’re telling the truth?’

	‘Would you rather take the chance I’m lying. The mirror falls tomorrow, you can astound me with your wit then.’

	He took a step forward.

	‘Thirty-one minutes.’

	He scowled, then turned and ran from the shop. She waited until she was sure he was gone.

	‘If it’s ok,’ she said, ‘I’m going to collapse now.’

	 


69 - Fresh Old Wounds

	 

	The tires squealed, or maybe it was her, everything spun, and then there was only blackness.

	A jolt of pain made Stef’s eyes open. ‘What are you doing?’

	‘Putting pressure on it.’

	‘Oh…’ Pressure was good. Pressure meant not dying of blood loss. All good. She closed her eyes again. She clutched at the cloth, his jacket. Well, guess they’re good for something.

	She felt him shuffle around and lean against the wall beside her. ‘Stef.’

	‘Hm?’

	‘Stef?’

	‘“Hm” is all you’re getting, wasted all energy on Kane.’

	‘If you ever forget your gun again, I’ll just kill you myself.’

	‘Is this the bit where you’re joking?’

	There was pause. ‘Yes.’

	‘Sorry anyway.’

	‘What you did was stupidity of the highest order.’

	‘Is that a thank you?’

	‘Yes. But it’s still true.’

	More pain.

	‘He didn’t see you come back, you were around the corner. He saw me, he didn’t…you know. Seemed like the smart thing.’ She opened her eyes and looked down at the blood on her hands. ‘I got shot.’ She blinked a couple of times. ‘Your shoulder, is it ok?’

	‘It hurts,’ he admitted.

	‘How long till it’s all ok again?’

	‘The blackout should clear in three minutes. If you’re asking in the general, then…never. There will always be Solstice and their ilk, there will always be problems, and for all we know, this world could simply fade out existence at anytime.’

	She grunted. ‘Wow…that’s cheery.’

	‘It’s true though. The goddess at the centre of our world, she’s been banished, we won’t suffer a mirrorfall. In theory, that makes us a safe world, in practice…well, the first thirteen worlds with life on them had no god, they simply died without cause.’

	She held up one of her bloodstained hands. ‘Is there possibly some other time you could…’ She coughed, this time there was blood in it. ‘Dorian said I belonged to Death. Just tell me I’m not going to him yet.’

	‘Her.’

	‘Hm?’

	‘The Lady, she is female. As are her sisters. You played with Limbo before I brought you back. Don’t you…you remember me and not them?’

	‘I barely remember you Ryan. It got compounded through dream and Alexandria. And you didn’t…’

	 

	‘You’re going to be fine. There will be a scar though.’

	She laughed, then grimaced in pain, then laughed again. ‘One more scar there isn’t going to make a difference.’

	‘You’re going to have some scars until your family organises for a graft.’

	‘They won’t.’

	The doctor gave her a surprised look. ‘Why would you say a thing like that?’

	‘Because it’s true.’

	She pushed the wad of jacket against the wound - the surrealism of actually getting shot was doing a lot to dull the pain. ‘Should I get used to this?’

	‘No. Most Solstice shoot to kill. It’s easier.’

	‘Then why…?’

	‘To take you back and torture you.’

	‘It frightens me that you can say that without blinking.’

	‘It should frighten you.’

	He looked up again. ‘We should move, so we can be across the border when the blackout fades.’

	She gave him a deadpan look. ‘You expect me to walk?’

	He shrugged his uninjured shoulder. ‘I could always leave you here.’

	She couldn’t stop the horrified look on her face. His expression softened and he shook his head. ‘We don’t leave people behind.’

	‘Unless they’re in Solstice territory, which I am, which means you’re free to leave me behind…’

	He simply shook his head, pushed himself to his feet and helped her up.

	Walking after getting shot hurt, more than sitting after getting shot. Note to self: don’t get shot again. You didn’t knock on wood. Great…

	The crossed the street and a moment later disappeared.

	They appeared in the infirmary, but Ryan disappeared a moment later, taking his coat with him. This time, the doctor let her stay conscious while he worked on her.

	As Parker stitched her up, she noticed something. ‘Why are there three doors?’

	‘Pardon?’

	‘There’s three doors to this place. Why?’

	‘One leads to the combat recruit’s floor, one to your floor and the last to the tech recruit’s floor. It means if any minor injuries are sustained, a recruit doesn’t have to travel between floors.’

	‘Trippy.’

	He released her after a dose of painkillers with instructions to not tear the stitches. At least not on purpose - he gave the direct impression that within the Agency, a lot of stitches were torn accidentally.

	She required the mirror back into existence. She stared at herself for a moment before slipping off the vest and unbuttoning the shirt. A small patch of gauze covered the stitches and the quickly-healing wound. It wasn’t Star Trek fast, but it was a lot better than medical science could hope to do for many years to come.

	Just another scar to add to the collection.

	 

	‘Are you sure you only want the arms done? We could work out a deal and I could-’

	‘You’re already draining my bank account, don’t get greedy or I’ll find someone else.’

	He looked away for a moment. ‘Doesn’t it interfere with your wardrobe choices?’

	She gave him a cold stare. ‘Do me a favour and realise you aren’t dealing with one of my wannabe princess cousins. Just the arms, I don’t want to look at them anymore.’

	‘Trey will set up the paperwork, you can come back on Tuesday, until then, enjoy the sights.’

	‘Seen the sights, don’t like them. I only came here because you were recommended.’

	‘Go for a flight on the Eye.’

	There was a knock at the door. Two quick thoughts removed the mirror and replaced her uniform. A third congratulated the first two on their speed and accuracy. A fourth told her she should open the door.

	She opened the door and found Enid there, holding a small basket. ‘Heard you got shot. Presuming the geek haven’t inherited the earth, that means you’re still one of us, so you get this.’ She thrust the basket at her. Inside was a cap gun, a bandaid, a block of chocolate and a voodoo doll. ‘I take it you can guess what to do with it.’

	Do the thing where you pretend you’re human!

	Do you want to…come in?’ she asked awkwardly. Usually, the only people to darken her door where deliverymen and they never had any interest in staying.

	‘I love what you’ve done with the place,’ Enid said with a grin.

	‘I…’ she began.

	‘Oh relax newie, everyone’s afraid of knocking holes in the walls at first. You don’t lose your bond if you put some posters up.’

	‘So everyone who gets shot, gets a goody basket?’

	‘Every time you get shot, it gets bigger. However, the fifth time, you have to buy a round of drinks. Solstice?’

	She shrugged. ‘Of course.’

	Enid waggled a finger. ‘There’s no “of course” - could have been one a dozen groups or any of a million people with Agency grudges.’

	‘Yeah, it was Solstice. Kane.’

	‘Don’t know him.’

	Enid pulled the chocolate from the basket, tore it open and handed her a piece. ‘The Solstice are a bunch of pigs, just fry ‘em and make bacon, don’t waste your time thinking about them.’ She pulled a watch from thin air. ‘Gotta go, enjoy the voodoo doll.’

	 


70 - Living Dead Girl

	 

	Ryan looked down at the little girl, she was hugging the red-haired doll, apparently without a care in the world. It was amazing that, so close to death - having just died in point of fact - playing with the doll seemed to be the only thing on her mind. Humans really were amazing. He looked to the lady. ‘May I take her back now?’

	Death stood silently for a moment, then shook her head, frowning with the human half of her face. ‘She has not said yes yet.’

	He tried to form a protest - children at age barely had a vocabulary, let alone the ability to form sentences or the ability to ask such a thing. She wouldn’t-

	Something grabbed his leg, his initial reaction was to kick, but he stilled the instinct and looked down. The girl was hugging his leg, the doll hanging limply in the crook of her arm. She mumbled something that sounded like “thank you”.

	He looked back at the Lady, she was smiling. ‘Now she has,’ she said.

	He knelt and picked up the girl. ‘Time to go home Stephanie.’

	‘Don’t say that,’ Death said. ‘You know there’s a chance she won’t make it back. Are you still willing to take that chance with her life?’

	He stood this ground. ‘This was my mistake. I need to correct it.’

	‘You’re doing this out of guilt.’

	‘I could have handled the situation better.’

	‘Not guilt about this,’ she clarified. ‘This is about the other girl.’

	He swallowed and simply stared at Death there was no point in arguing the sisters knew everything - your motivations, your choices your thoughts. It was impossible to keep anything from them. A small hand reached up and pushed on his face. ‘Dun cry!’

	Death stared at him. ‘I just don’t want you to make another mistake out of guilt.’

	‘We couldn’t,’ he choked. ‘Have predicted what happened with Carol. I can’t undo that mistake, I’m not trying to make up for it-’

	Her stare cut through him. ‘Yes. You are.’

	‘My Lady, I am going to take this child home.’

	‘By their traditions,’ she said after a long moment, ‘you’ll be responsible for her.’

	‘No,’ he countered. ‘Everyone is responsible for themselves. Their own mistakes. Their own choices. Their own lives. To imply outside responsibility implies they lack the will to be responsible.’

	‘This is still your choice?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘You have to know this will affect her.’

	‘She’s a child, she won’t remember.’

	‘Believe what you wish.’ She lifted a hand and a door into the darkness appeared.

	He felt the child tense up and hold him tighter. ‘Don’t be afraid, Stephanie, I’m taking you home.’ He bowed his head to the Lady and stepped through the door and into the darkness.

	He hated the darkness, the disassociation and the urge to sink through it. Slowly, but surely, the made their way “up”, sometimes walking, sometimes floating, sometimes simply drifting. The journey always seemed to be a slow one, even though it took no actual time.

	They broke through the surface into the living world and the child screamed. He’d had the experience described to him, it was like living and dying in the same moment, it was like all of the pain of your life all at once, it was like being born again.

	He expected a parent to come running. He expected…something, but nothing happened. He patted the child on the back to calm her a little. The soul had merged with the corpse, she was covered in blood but all of the injuries were gone, only the memory remained, and that would soon fade.

	He shifted her so that he could hold her in his left arm, and the bullet slipped to the floor. He stepped to the side, stared at it, then stamped on it. He required the body of the cultist away - there was no need to call a clean-up crew, the less impact they had on civilians, the better. He put the child in the playpen, let the side down and crouched in front of her. A quick requirement had her in a clean set of clothes.

	All of the evidence was gone. The other occupants of the property apparently oblivious. There was no need for cover stories or explanations. A successful operation.

	It didn’t feel like a victory.

	The child put the doll down, got up and crossed the playpen, held out her arms and fell against him. ‘Play?’ she asked as she hugged his head.

	He heard footsteps down the hall - finally, someone had noticed - and gently pushed her away. ‘Later,’ he lied. ‘Goodbye,’ he said as he shifted away.

	He signed the report and closed the blue folder. It sat there for a moment, then disappeared.

	The pain in his shoulder was gone - Jones had done his usual efficient job of repairing his injuries, though he doubted his recruit’s wound would heal quite so quickly, let alone the associated feelings.

	Save for the fact that Kane was a masochistic psychopath who took great pleasure in torturing recruits to death, rather than killing them outright, she would have been dead, and his injuries more extensive. However, psychosis hadn’t been the only factor, her cover story had also been rather effective - thought it had worked because the Solstice believed them capable of such evil.

	He stood and lifted his coat - he’d thrown it over the back of the chair on instinct, he hadn’t required a new one since arriving back at the Agency. There was a dark stain from where the bullet had gone into his shoulder. He ran his fingers over the stain, it was still blood, given enough time, it would flake away as ash and disappear.

	The blood from his recruit’s wound, however, was a much larger half-dried mess that had soaked through onto his chair. He removed the transfer order from the inside pocket and tore it up. She’d proven herself, if she wanted to go to the tech department, she could request it herself, he saw no a reason to sign the order.

	He required a new jacket and a new chair then left the office. Down the hall and around the corner toward the recruit dorms. The other recruits weren’t anywhere to be seen, they usually went out at night, on patrol, on an assignment, or simply to enjoy the nightlife as proof they were still alive.

	He knocked on Stef’s door. No answer. She was in there - he could see her life sign on his scanner. Sleep was a possibility, but not a certainty. He knocked again, louder - something the tech recruits had taught him was that hackers liked their music loud.

	Still no answer.

	He held onto the handle, made a requirement and the door popped open easily. She wasn’t in the main room, nor the kitchenette. The bathroom door was open the room and empty. The standard bed was too low to the ground to be hidden under.

	That only left one possibility. The wardrobe.

	He made a mental note to check the wardrobe first from now on, she obviously had a penchant for hiding in them.

	‘Stef?’

	There was the sound of a head colliding with the interior wall of the wardrobe, some swearing and the tumbling of small objects. He guessed, by the discarded packets outside of the wardrobe’s door, that she had spilt a package of chocolate-covered coffee beans.

	‘Stef?’

	‘You’re supposed to knock!’ came her irritated answer. ‘I could have been naked. Hell, I could be naked in here, you don’t know!’

	‘Are you?’

	‘That’s not the point!’

	He reached for the handle, but a lock and chain appeared over both of them. It would have only delayed him a second, but he was able to take a hint. ‘I didn’t sign the transfer order.’

	She gave no answer.

	‘If you want to go to the tech department, that’s your choice, but you’re free to stay under my command.’

	He heard the sound of a laptop being closed. ‘I didn’t scream.’

	This he knew that all too well. He’d heard the shot, but not a scream or a cry, he’d thought that she was dead. He’d expected her body to fall and to have a one-armed fight with a Solstice.

	‘It was the shock,’ he reasoned.

	‘No.’ He heard her shifting around in the wardrobe. ‘It wasn’t. I stopped screaming about the time I figured out that no matter how much you scream, you don’t get rescued.’

	‘You didn’t need anyone to rescue you.’

	There was a pause before she answered. ‘Not tonight.’

	‘There’s something I want to ask you.’ The lock and chain disappeared. ‘Do you want to leave?’

	‘Why would I want to leave?’

	‘An injury like this, it forces a perspective about what you’ve signed up for. I’m just giving you the option.’

	‘You this nice too all the recruits, or just the suicidally stupid ones?’

	‘We give all the recruits the same opportunities, you aren’t obligated to stay any longer than you wish.’

	The wardrobe door was pushed open a little. ‘This is a nice wardrobe. It’s not pretty, but it’s roomy.’

	‘Can I ask-?’

	‘One of them has to lead to Narnia, and they’re a good place to hide.’ The door was pushed open a little more. He saw her face in the back of the dark wardrobe and it took him a moment to work out what was different - she’d been crying. ‘Am I dead?’

	‘No.’

	‘Are you sure? I’m not just another one of adorable zombie girls?’

	‘There’s no such thing as zombies.’

	‘Seriously?’

	‘Well, there are the trashmaids, but they wouldn’t fit your description of a - why are you asking this?’

	‘If I’m alive, like really alive, then why aren’t I afraid of dying? I saw a godsdamn monster and I all I could think about was his accent, some scary narc shot at me, twice, and I wasn’t that scared-’

	‘I’m sure that the “narc” is sorry and was only doing it to get your attention.’

	‘I should need therapy…more so than I did before. I should be wanting to run home. I should…If I’m alive, then why-?’

	‘Death’s realm. When you go into it, it feels like going home, to the place you are most content, most happy. Those that have died and come back, most want to return to that. Some take their second chances and live them to the full, others find that nothing can compare to that feeling. Others…simply become a little accident-prone, only to have their luck run out.’

	‘Getting shot wasn’t an accident.’

	‘No, it was a choice, which means you’re acting under your own free will. To truly take responsibility for your own actions is a goal that is beyond most. If you choose to be here, you’ll stay. If you choose to feel dead, you will. If you choose to-’

	‘Consume mass quantities of ice-cream, you’ll indulge me?’

	‘Is that what you choose?’

	‘Free will. Responsibility. Ice-cream, it’s all the same, right?’

	‘As you wish,’ he said as he shifted them away.

	 


71 - Ice-cream

	 

	Stef shook her head as they reappeared. ‘Still not used to that.’ She blinked in the glare of ice-cream parlour’s bright lights. ‘Am I supposed to ask how exactly you knew where to go?’

	‘This is the closest open establishment to the Agency.’

	She grinned. ‘It’s ok, I’m not gonna laugh at you for liking ice-cream, and I wouldn’t dare think of all the exploitable possibilities that go along with that, and…’ She realised she was talking to herself. She looked to the left and saw him holding the door open.

	The clerk gave them a strange look as they approached the counter, then smiled and greeted while she stared at the freezer. She started holding up fingers as she silently counted, whens she ran out of fingers, she grabbed Ryan’s closest hand and used his fingers to continue counting. She looked up at the clerk and slowly listed off each flavour and topping until it culminated into a monstrous sundae. She looked up at Ryan. ‘Was that everything I wanted?’

	‘I honestly couldn’t tell you, you weren’t speaking aloud.’

	She shrugged. ‘What do you want?’

	‘We’re here for you, I don’t want anything.’

	She looked to the clerk. ‘And he’ll have a kid’s rocky road.’

	A very small container of ice-cream with a small pink spoon pushed into it joined the enourmous sundae. Ryan’s credit card/ID appeared in his hand and he ran it through. She picked up the desserts and took them to the seats in front of the window.

	‘Just for your information,’ Ryan said as he sat on the stool beside her. ‘I’m not eating that, I have no need of the sugar or approximations of nutrients that it contains.’

	‘Don’t you have some sort of angelic directive to enjoy all the sweet things in life?’

	‘I’m not one of the angels from your hidden book, the term is simply applicable.’

	She pulled the cherry from the very top of the sundae and ran it through the melting fudge. ‘I have to ask, do you have…?’ She held out her hands out to the side and flapped them.

	‘A motor function disorder?’ he asked with a smile.

	She pouted. ‘You know what I mean.’

	‘Not anymore.’

	She swallowed the cherry with a gulp. ‘You’re not like, Lucifer or something, are you?’

	He shook his head. ‘We take the form that serves us the best. At one point that was to appear as angels like the ones in your book, we’ve been any number of secret organisations and orders. The guise of a government agency has served us well for decades, and will likely continue to do so for a while yet.’

	‘So were you-?’

	‘Don’t ask.’ He paused. ‘We are essentially reset every time we move into a new incarnation, we retain facts, knowledge, records, but not our memories.’

	She took a spoonful of ice-cream. ‘So after the inevitable apocalypse and the world turns into some bad eighties movie and you’re not the narc you are now, you won’t remember me?’ Great Spyder, he tells you something insanely big and you want him to validate your existence. She grimaced. ‘Sorry, forget I asked.’

	‘It’s no evil to want to be remembered.’ He turned to her. ‘You aren’t the only child I’ve rescued. I’ve pulled some from hostage situations, others from collapsing buildings that regular emergency crews couldn’t get to, halfbreed children literally from the hands of Solstice on the borders of their territory. I have saved dozens, if not more.’

	‘You should get a medal.’

	‘It’s part of the job. It is the job. This is what we do. This is why you wear the uniform, even if makes you a target. That wasn’t my point.

	She stared at her ice-cream.

	‘My point was, those that could thanked me at the time, but none of them seemed to remember it afterward - if they did, it didn’t have a profound effect on them. It did on you, and that validates my existence. I am sorry for whatever negative consequences it has brought around, but I do not apologise for being remembered.’

	‘There’s a reason I keep the book hidden away. I went to boarding school. Had to go. The girls there weren’t above going through other people’s stuff. I kept it hidden in the false bottom of the wardrobe. But that’s…only part of it. Mostly, I didn’t want to think about you.’

	‘Pardon?’

	‘Where were you when Alexandria got broken the second time? Where were you when I was in the car accident? Where were you when-?’ She shook her head. ‘You weren’t a very good guardian angel. What happened when I was a baby was - is - a part of me, but I didn’t want to think about it. Couldn’t think about it. Couldn’t be weak. Couldn’t trust that you were anything more than a dream, so I couldn’t keep wishing that you would come back. Always kept you close though, you and Alexandria, only two people in my life to give a shit about me.’ She paused. ‘And no, I can’t count Frankie, he’s just a needy, demanding bitch.’

	He put a hand on her shoulder, and this time, she managed not to flinch. ‘Your ice-cream is melting.’

	‘Remind me to punch myself about this later, but I don’t care.’

	‘You’re finished already?’

	‘Are you mad that you bought twenty bucks of ice-cream that we didn’t eat?’

	‘I’ll take it out of your pay,’ he said with a smile as the world blurred.

	This time, the shift wasn’t so disorientating. She recognised the roof of the Agency immediately. ‘What are we doing up here?’

	‘Look at the sky, what do you see?’

	She expected zeppelins. She expected ghosts. She saw nothing but a few clouds and a dull moon. ‘…nothing?’

	‘What do you hear?’

	‘If it’s the 1812 Overture, I’m out of here.’

	‘Listen, please.’

	She went still and listened. There was breeze, cars, sirens, but above all of that…‘Singing? Who is singing?’

	‘The Lady. She’s singing for the end of the world. It’s the coda. The dirge. She sings every time a world dies, just as her sister dies every time a world is born.’

	The singing grew louder. The words of the song weren’t English - she wasn’t even sure they were language at all. She could feel the sounds pushing and pulling on emotional triggers, dredging up old memories and emotions as though it was being heard by her soul. It was the saddest thing she’d ever heard, and at the same time, a celebration of past glories and hope for those that remained.

	The bright glow of the moon dropped away. She looked up, half-expecting it to have disappeared - it was still there, but a red cast had stolen away all of the light. It wasn’t…scientific. It was M-word, it was life, it was…frightening. The red began to congeal, it seemed to get thicker, darker, more solid until it was nothing more than a large rough circle in the centre of the moon’s. It pulsated for a moment, then burst into flame.

	She felt the wave of heat and instinctively hid behind Ryan. ‘There’s no need to be afraid,’ he said. ‘It isn’t meant for our world.’ He pulled on her hand. ‘You have to look.’

	Two sections of flame peeled away from the centre, spread, shook, flapped…

	‘Oh god…’

	With an explosion, another section pulled away from the centre, a head. A proud, firey head. With a cry, the rest of the body formed.

	‘Tell me that isn’t what I think it is. Or that it is. I don’t know if I’m scared or excited. Which am I?’

	‘Likely both. And yes, it’s a phoenix.’

	This made her shiver, she clutched Ryan’s arm but managed to keep up the courage to stare at the silhoutted bird. It was beautiful, but it still terrified her.

	‘Red phoenix means death. It is going to burn Dajulveed. Every world dies in the flames of a phoenix.’

	With a shriek, the phoenix shot up into the night and disappeared.

	‘I’m probably supposed to be having profound thoughts, right?’

	He gave her yet another confused look. ‘You don’t have to, it’s not uncommon though.’

	She shook her head. ‘I was just thinking how simple my life was a week ago.’

	‘Do you want that simplicity back?’

	‘I’m a certified genius, simplicity is boring unless it’s mathematically pleasing.’

	‘Is that a “no”?’

	‘I wouldn’t trade this for anything in the world.’

	 


72 - Learn to Shoot

	 

	The alarm went off and Stef had to stop herself from beating it to death.

	Five hours after midnight. She wasn’t used to approaching this time of day from this side - yet another new experience to add to her long list she had accumulated in the last few days.

	She required away the doona so she couldn’t hide under it and stared at the roof. Enid was right - the room would look better with a few posters - but there was plenty of time for that. No need to rush these things.

	After slowly counting to ten in ASCII-encoded binary - her favourite kind of binary - she swung her legs off the side of the bed and stood. Her legs weren’t quite awake, so she stumbled, rather than walked to the bathroom.

	She stripped off her pyjamas and stepped into the shower. The water was warm right away - a perks of living in an M-word building - you didn’t have to rely on regular plumbing.

	Under the warm water, the dressing came away from the wound. It wasn’t as grostesque as she had feared - there was nothing left but a big bruise and a new scar. She wondered if she should name it - some of the others had names, at least they had when she’d been younger, time and apathy had made her forget all but a few.

	‘You got shot,’ she mumbled, and shook her head under the water. ‘You really got shot.’ Try to avoid that in the future.

	She turned the water off, stepped out and grabbed one of the towels. The unexpectedly fluffy towels. The kind she had usually avoided. They felt good. She replaced the towel and looked into the fog-free mirror. She ran her fingers through her hair and required herself into her uniform.

	Five a.m. was not a time of day she wanted to be awake. It was one of those evil hours. The kind that only regular people with regular jobs, commutes and mortgages knew about.

	After three cups of coffee and a handful of chocolate-covered coffee beans, she felt crazy enough, and brave enough to leave the room.

	Jazzed on coffee with a gun and a licence to kill…this day is going to end well.Shut up already, this is going to be a great day.

	A few of the recruits were in the mess hall as she went past, groggily staring into bowls of cereal. She wasn’t interested in them, today was…this morning was all about proving herself.

	There was no one in the gym yet - but the lights flickered on as she stepped over the threshold.

	She walked over to the shooting range and required a gun. A paper target appeared and she squeezed off the first round, it went wild and slammed into the back of the range.

	‘I told you that you were excused from training this morning.’

	Ryan. She squeezed off another round - this one actually hit the target.

	‘And I suppose the mirror is going to play hooky as well.’

	‘You’re injured.’

	‘You’re just feeling guilty.’

	She tried for a headshot and failed miserably. He looked past her at the target and shook his head. ‘I guess you do need the practice.’

	She poked out her tongue. ‘Gee, sorry I’m not some sort of shooting savant. I’m a godsdamn hacker, what did you expect?’

	He stared at the paper target. ‘A little more hand/eye coordination?’

	She pouted. ‘But I have that terrible motor function disorder.’

	‘Shoot again.’

	She lifted her arm, and he grabbed it and straightened it. ‘Don’t be afraid of it. Guns are tools, not something to be feared.’

	The shot missed the paper target and joined its brother in the back wall of the shooting range. ‘Some great teacher you are…’ she muttered.

	‘Were you aiming?’

	‘No.’

	‘Aiming is also important.’

	 


73 - Evil Trees

	 

	‘If I keep getting you as a partner, I’m going to have to give you my phone number,’ Curt muttered.

	This time, the training simulation was an ugly patch of scrub - the smell of stagnant water filled Stef’s nostrils and made her want to gag. The water was coming from what had been a gulley, but was now just a blocked-off unintended catchment area for rainwater. The gulley of eternal stench.

	‘We live in the same building, do you really think I want or need your number?’

	‘Seriously, newbie, what’s your issue?’

	‘Don’t have issues,’ she said as she hefted herself up onto a fallen tree and swung her left leg over. ‘Have volumes.’ Her foot landed on something soft. ‘Tell me, did I just step onto a corpse?’

	Curt peered over the log. ‘Ye-up.’

	‘Wonderful.’ She carefully lifted her leg and slid back over onto the corpse-free side. ‘So…this morning’s holodeck session was a gruesome scavenger hunt?’

	‘Never that simple,’ he said as he walked around to the corpse.

	Half-watched crime shows swam in her mind. ‘So we do have to cordon off the scene and take photos, look for maggots and all that stuff?’

	‘Wow, someone thinks she’s Miss Marple.’

	She shrugged. ‘It’s all just data.’

	He looked away from the body. ‘You are a newbie, right? Not a transfer?’

	‘Yeah…’

	‘And you’re just some little shut-in hacker?’

	She slapped her hands over her heart. ‘Ow, you’ve cut me to the quick.’ She sighed. ‘Did you have a point?’

	‘Why aren’t you freaked out at the rotting body that you just stepped on? The decaying corpse that’s missing its eyes? The…’

	‘Would you prefer I run around screaming like a girl?’

	‘Kinda…’

	‘Sorry, I’m physically incapable of doing that. And this isn’t the first body I’ve seen, or stepped on.’ She enjoyed the look of confusion and fear on his face. ‘And no, you don’t get to ask for more details.’ She tucked a few errant strands of hair behind her ear. ‘So, what can you tell?’

	Curt poked the corpse with his foot. ‘It’s a dead guy?’

	‘You’re a certain kind of special, aren’t you?’

	‘No obvious cause of death - could have been exposure, could have taken pills-’

	‘Out here in the middle of nowhere?’

	‘Stranger things do happen. On a daily basis. You’ve got to remember who you’re working for.’

	‘Should I be expecting this body to suddenly jump up and run off giggling like a lunatic? Or something equally creepy?’

	‘Bodies tend to stay in the one place. Unless someone wants to harvest their organs. Or eat them.’

	Eat them? The dreaded V-word did a little dance in her mind. She had to know. ‘Are there any bite marks?’

	‘Like from a wild dog?’

	‘Like a…I do not believe that I’m asking him. Forget it.’ He slapped a hand on her shoulder that she immediately slapped away. ‘Less than a week that I known know stuff is real, how am I supposed to know if there’s a velvet-wearing collective or not. Now is there or isn’t there?’

	‘Reeelax. And no. Vampires don’t exist. Doesn’t stop some recruits from carrying around stakes or dyeing their hair blonde.’

	She sneezed. ‘I’m allergic to humans.’ She shook her head. ‘I mean, I’m allergic to blondes.’

	‘Over here!’ came the shout.

	‘Finally,’ she muttered.

	Brian, Lisa, Enid and Red were a hundred feet or so from the corpse. Red was pointing at a tree, not saying a word.

	‘How long’s he been like this?’ Curt asked.

	‘Ever since he saw the tree,’ Brian replied. ‘He said something about it being evil.’

	‘I can hear you,’ Red’s rumbling voice said. ‘I’m just busy.’

	‘Busy with what? Talk to us!’ Enid said, translating for Lisa.

	‘The tree.’ Red said. ‘Is evil.’

	No one said anything.

	Doesn’t look evil. Neither do you. She stared at the tree, nothing popped out, there was no face to be seen in the bark, no strange auras or smells besides the ever present stench.

	Something flashed out of the corner of her eye, but when she turned, there was nothing. The other recruits tried to get Red to say something, but she kept looking into the scrub. There was nothing - thin trees, a covering of leaves, a stump.

	A stump directly along the path she and Curt had taken. A stump she didn’t remember avoiding.

	She closed her eyes, then opened them again - the stump was still there. It passed the “Blink” test. Still, she didn’t remember it.

	Get a grip Spyder, it’s a godsdamn stump.

	‘Someone mind filling in the newbie on nature spirits and stuff.’

	‘Go read the files,’ Brian snapped. ‘We’re not here to be your teachers.’

	The stump remained still.

	‘But there’s nymphs and stuff, right? Those that blend into or are a part of their surroundings.’

	‘Yeah,’ Curt said. ‘Of course.’

	‘Hey, Red, is that stump evil?’

	She heard the large recruit sigh and turn. ‘Yes,’ he said, then shuffled back around to stare at the tree.

	There was the sound of four recruits drawing their guns all at once. She kept her hands empty - she doubted bullets would do much against a tree, and if it decided to leap, two hands would be better than one to fend it off.

	‘So which one of us is a negotiator?’

	Unsurprisingly, Brian stepped forward. ‘What are your demands?’

	The stump shimmered for a moment, then a short figure shot off behind a tree. ‘Hob,’ he said. ‘So the tree is a nymph - they could be mates.’

	‘Share a beer or share a bed kind of mates?’

	‘I said: read the files,’ Brian growled.

	‘Nymphs are the females,’ Enid said, ‘hobs are the males.’

	Brian hammered the butt of his gun against the tree. ‘Speak.’

	‘If he’s the negotiator, I’m gonna go play for the other team.’ This earned her a hateful look. ‘Oh shit, did I say that out loud?’

	‘Do you have a problem with the way I do things?’

	‘People don’t usually negotiate with a gun.’

	‘Weren’t you supposed to transfer to the nerd division?’

	‘I’m sure Taylor would welcome another violent lunatic, why don’t you transfer?’

	She could easily imagine the smoke coming from his ears. ‘What did you say?’

	‘I do not repeat myself to those not worth my time in the first place.’

	He slapped her.

	She took a moment to process this, and in that moment, he grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. ‘Do not ever question me while we’re on a mission! Do not ever question me! If this were real, you might have gotten us all killed. Do you understand? Comprende?’

	She delivered a forceful punch to his scrotal region. Then another. Then a third. He let go of her and stood there with a pained expression - apparently not wanting to drop his manly façade around his fellow recruits.

	She pushed him up against the apparently evil tree. ‘I do not like being touched. I do not like being grabbed. If you ever touch me again, I will kill you. Consider this the friendliest of warnings - you can still probably breed.’ Though I pity the person who puts up with you. ‘Tell me you understand.’

	‘You’re a crazy bitch,’ he said in a voice a few octaves higher than normal.

	‘That isn’t what I asked you to tell me.’

	He punched her and she fell. He gave her a swift kick - right in the healing bullet wound. ‘Consider yourself transferred.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Red, stay here and guard the tree. Girls, go find the hob or whatever it was, Curt - come with me, we have to find out where the others went.’

	 


74 - Consequences

	 

	Stef sighed - apparently this wasn’t the good day she had thought it would be.

	Pain. Pain. Pain. Why was there always so much pain? She was sure the doctor had some painkiller that would make it all better, but that didn’t help her right now.

	All of the other recruits except for Red moved off - none made a move to help her up, or argue with Brian.

	‘Was the body human?’ Red asked.

	‘Is he always like that?’

	‘No, you’re special.’

	Standing would be something to attempt in a minute - for now she was happy to watch the parade of ants across the leaves.

	‘How so?’ she asked as she pulled her shirt out of her pants and groped at the wound to make sure it wasn’t bleeding again. Thankfully it wasn’t.

	‘You spoke your mind.’

	She looked up at him, but he was too busy engaged in a staring contest with a tree. ‘What do you see?’

	‘I’m looking at what I don’t see,’ was his cryptic reply.

	She pushed herself up and leant back against the stump.

	Stump.

	Crap.

	‘Red, am I leaning on the evil stump?’

	He looked away from the tree. ‘Yes.’ He went back to looking at the tree.

	She looked up at the sky. ‘Ceiling cat, I implore you, let me start this day over.’ She still didn’t feel up to standing. ‘Ok, evil stump go ahead and eat me or whatever so I can fail this test and go get some nice morphine.’

	The stump, apparently tired of being leant on, pulled away from her and she flopped to the ground. She exhaled slowly and stared at the gray sky overhead. It was a nice, calm sky. The thin trees and gray sky promising rain reminded her of…

	Something kicked her in the leg. She lifted her head to see a hob. It was the same size and shape as the one from the recruitment test, but this one was dressed pale and shabby greens and grays. ‘Why do you keep calling us evil?’

	She pointed at Red.

	He kicked her leg again. ‘And you believe everything you hear? Silly girl.’

	‘Well, at least you aren’t rhyming like the other one.’

	‘We only do that to annoy. Now, what are you doing here?’

	‘Erm. Investigating.’

	‘He killed himself!’

	‘Wasn’t even asking.’

	‘He killed himself!’

	‘If you say that a third time, I will rule against it being a suicide. There is such a thing as protesting too much.’

	‘He should have known better than to come here.’

	She pushed herself back into a sitting position. ‘What’s so special about here?’

	The hob gave her a curious look. ‘What’s so special about anywhere? This place is ours.’

	‘Can’t you share? Or put up a sign?’

	‘A decent person knows not to interrupt when children are being made.’

	She felt herself blush. ‘So he walked in on you…and you killed him?’

	‘If it was just mating, we wouldn’t have minded. But my mate was creating life. It was special, it is not a moment to be shared - you get to see the results, the process, however, is not something we-’

	‘You still didn’t have the right to kill him.’

	‘But he-’

	‘You didn’t have the right to kill him.’

	‘He didn’t kill him,’ Red said. ‘She did.’

	‘So that’s why the tree is evil?’

	He gave a slow nod.

	‘How do you kill a nymph?’ she asked. The hob snarled at her and she snarled right back at him.

	‘Too much trouble.’ Red said. ‘Easier to kill that which they love.’

	She pushed herself up. ‘Molotov cocktails it is then.’ She required a lit match and dropped it into the dry leaves. ‘Let’s burn this place.’

	Try not to indulge in evil laughter. Try not to indulge in evil laughter. Too late.

	Red shot at the hob. ‘He would have interfered, he’ll be fine.’ He picked up a dry branch and put it into the growing fire, then dragged it through the leaves as he walked away.

	A face appeared in the bark of the tree. ‘Why?’

	‘You didn’t have a right to kill him. We have to take action.’

	‘Two wrongs don’t make a right.’

	‘And clichés aren’t going to stop your ugly patch of scrub from burning.’ The hob groaned and slid beneath the earth. She shrugged and walked away from the tree, dropping lit matches every few feet.

	She found the others at the top of a hill. There were new saplings growing - likely the children in question - being provided nutrients by the remains of several other corpses. A few of the saplings were growing around and through the bodies.

	‘Puzzle solved. Do I get a prize?’

	Brian refused to turn and look at her, the others just shook their head as the simulation faded away.

	Taylor loomed in the doorway. Shift. Shift. Shift. Teleport. Portal. Scotty, beam the hell away from here! Shift, shift, shi- The world blurred around her and Ryan’s office came into focus.

	‘You didn’t tell me I could do that.’

	Ryan’s open mouth promptly closed, he gave her a quizzical look then asked. ‘Do what?’

	‘Shift. Unless you did that.’

	‘Of course I did.’ He beckoned her with a finger and pointed to his desk.

	Half a dozen identical transfer requests stared at her, as well as three forms she didn’t recognise. ‘What’s that one?’

	‘A request to have your memory wiped and to dismiss you from the Agency.’

	‘And that one?’

	‘A permission slip to transfer you to Charleville.’

	‘Where?’ She shook her head. ‘And the last one, which I’m kinda getting a bad vibe from?’

	‘A request to have you executed.’

	She spun to look at the door. ‘Can he do that?’

	‘Kill you? Assuredly. A hundred or more ways with a single hand. However, I wouldn’t grant the permission.’

	‘Look, I just…’

	‘I was watching.’

	‘But I-’

	‘I saw everything.’

	‘So I don’t get to explain?’ ‘As a recruit, your actions speak louder than your words.’

	‘He began a negotiation - hell, not even a negotiation, a first contact, with the butt of his gun! How am I supposed to respect that?’

	‘Did you really not intend to say it out loud?’

	‘Of course I didn’t. By default, I intend to say everything only in my head. There aren’t a lot of people worth talking to.’

	‘You do know this is going to cause problems.’

	She looked at the forms. ‘Which one are you going to sign?’

	The door burst open and she could tell by the aura of hate it was Taylor. Ryan stared at her for a moment, then the world blurred again.

	Oh, please don’t be Charleville, I don’t even know where that is.

	 


75 - Those Unchanging

	 

	Ryan gave his combat agent a neutral look. ‘Do not ever enter this office without permission.’

	‘Were you monitoring?’

	‘Of course I was.’

	‘What are you going to do about it?’

	He gestured to the forms. ‘I already have your opinion on the subject, I will make a careful judgement and act upon that, as I always do.’

	‘You-’

	‘Sometimes Taylor, I wonder if it should be you who is transferred.’

	‘I am where I belong sir.’

	‘No, you belong in the gym, training the recruits.’

	Taylor crossed the room and slapped a freshly-required file onto the desk. ‘I know who she is.’

	He flipped the folder open - it was the incident report from their first meeting. ’What is your point, Taylor?’

	Taylor stabbed the report with an angry finger. ’An event like this makes them more likely to become Solstice. You had no reason for not killing her during the raid, other than your own weakness.’

	‘It is not our job to take innocent lives.’

	A red folder joined the blue one. ’I thought it was my prerogative to recruit murderers. Her actions in the training simulation point to her being psychotic. She does not belong in the field. I doubt even the scholars would take her in - do not compromise us again.’

	He stood and rounded his desk. ‘What are you insinuating?’

	‘Whenever you get too close to a recruit, it always has negative consequences. I am tired of paying for those consequences.’

	‘Are you talking about Whitman?’

	‘What else what I be talking about, sir?’ The word “sir” was spat, as it always was.

	He tried to retain his composure. ‘Whitman was a…mistake.’ Mistake. It was a nice safe word. ‘A tragic mistake. It is not one that is going to be repeated.’

	‘It was one that shouldn’t have happened in the first place. You acted-’

	He held up a hand to silence Taylor. ‘That has nothing to do with my recruit’s outburst. Striking a senior recruit is a serious offence, but she was right to question his methods.’

	‘She doesn’t have the right to question him, he has seniority.’

	‘Using that logic, Agent Taylor, you do not have the right to question my choices.’

	The combat agent went silent for a moment - as if the gravity of the thought was too much for his simple thought processes to comprehend. ‘Only in this incarnation,’ he said at last. ‘My archetype was created first. Worlds always need their warriors, they always need their warriors, the weaker archetypes were made to compliment and support them.’

	‘You want to run this Agency, don’t you?’

	‘I will not challenge you for control, but when one of your mistakes costs your life, I will gladly take it over and run it in the manner that was intended.’

	He just stared at the larger agent.

	‘You won’t be transferring her, will you?’

	‘No.’

	Taylor growled. ‘For her duration, I will have Magnolia take over your recruits’ training. I cannot instruct a cannon-fodder Solstice applicant.’ He walked for the door. ‘Can I request that she at least receive punishment for her actions?’

	He nodded, that was one concession he could make. Taylor slammed the door on his way out.

	‘One little girl…’ he mused and shifted away.

	He found her inhaling what should have been a brain-damaging combination of caffeine and sugar.

	‘So am I fired?’ she asked as she pulled her legs up onto the bench and sat cross-legged.

	‘If Taylor had his way, you would be.’

	‘So am I fired?’ she repeated.

	‘You do understand what you did was wrong, right?’

	She shook her head and put down the cup. ’No. No I don’t. I don’t understand that it probably broke some rule to repeatedly pummel the nuts of a moron.’

	‘It is covered in the recruit handbook.’

	Her eyes went wide. ’But…you didn’t give me one.’

	‘It’s no longer issued. We found that the vast majority of recruits didn’t actually read it. It’s an interesting psychological phenomenon that revolves around people being less likely to read something because it is mandated, no matter how much they may have been interested in it beforehand.’

	‘It’s human nature,’ she commented. ’Stupid humans.’

	‘You struck a senior recruit. It could have been disastrous if had been in the field.’

	‘But it wasn’t the field.’

	‘You only get to use that excuse once.’

	‘How about, I was shot yesterday?’

	He considered this for a moment, then shook his head. ’No, you nullified that when you decided to take place in training this morning. By making that choice, you accepted responsibility for whatever came of it.’

	‘You’re really into personal responsibility aren’t you?’

	He straightened himself. ’Yes.’ She rolled her eyes and drank some more of the sweet-smelling liquid. ‘I believe that if everyone realised the impact of their actions that they would be a lot more careful, and that-’

	‘You wouldn’t have to shoot so many hackers?’

	‘Are the cuffs really necessary?’

	‘Unfortunately, yes.’

	‘I’m not going to run away, inspector.’

	He shook his head. ‘I’m afraid, Miss Whitman, that you’ve mistaken me for a police officer.’

	‘But, I just saw you…if you’re not the cops, then…you shot…’ She began to struggle in his grasp. ‘Please, let me go…’

	‘Calm yourself, we do represent the law, even if we are not affiliated with the police.’

	‘Whatever I’m a suspect of, I’m innocent. I’m nobody, I was just here for the audition.’

	‘You’re an actress. Yes, I know, that’s why I can’t trust a word you’re saying.’

	‘The guys with the computers, were they really doing something that bad?’

	‘Worse than you could imagine.’

	‘It’s a sad fact that the intelligence quotient that generally goes along with being a hacker comes with a curiosity factor that leads you to seeking out these corners of the world.’

	‘Guess I should be glad I’m not a cat, or did I just use up one of my nine lives?’

	‘By my count you’ve used up at least four.’

	She smirked at him. ‘So do I get a slap on the wrist?’

	‘We are not that kind. And I have no wish to strike you.‘ He made a requirement. ‘There.’

	She looked around. ‘Is my head going to explode in ten seconds?’

	‘For the next week, unless on assignment, you will be unable to require.’

	She rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, however will I survive? I’ll just have to buy cookies with the hundred grand in my bank account.’ She slid off the counter and opened a few cupboards. ‘I hate you,’ she said slowly. ‘Couldn’t you have given me a warning or something?’

	He stared at the cup and ran an analyses. ‘That cup contains more than enough sugar.’

	She pouted. ‘It’s not only about the sugar content…it’s the innate cookieness…’

	He required a cookie and handed it to her.

	 


76 - Yield

	 

	‘I’m going to kill you.’ Were the first words Magnolia heard as a blow to the head roused her from her nap. She was pulled from bed and she felt a required uniform cover replace her tight sleeping top.

	The strong hand didn’t let her go as she was shifted away from her quarters to the gym.

	The combat gym was kept clean, as the rest of the Agency, by the mysterious forces that only existed when no-one else was in the room, but somehow, those forces never managed to remove the bloodstains.

	She stared at a few of the bloodstains as she was repeatedly thrown to the floor. He was angry - very, very angry this time. He wasn’t even going easy on her like he usually did - it didn’t matter though, it never mattered.

	As he threw her clear across the gym, she called on her hated ancestry and stablised enough to grab onto one of the punching bag chains. She swung herself upward and wrapped herself around the chain.

	She required herself into her real clothes - she hated fighting in any of the standard uniforms - she liked the freedom of skirts and the utility of spiked-heel boots.

	He lifted his gun and for a moment she was worried he was going to shoot her. The outcome didn’t worry her, but the method - when it came down to it, she wanted him to take her life with his own hands, not from a distance.

	He shot at the chain and with the third shot it fell. She landed in a crouch and blocked a kick.

	A massive hand hauled her up by the hair, she tilted her head to look at him - there was nothing in his eyes except for hate.

	‘I’m going to kill you,’ he growled as he wrapped his hands around her throat.

	‘I’m going to kill you.’

	She spun and fired on the agent again - the bullet struck him in the shoulder, but it didn’t even slow him down.

	The room only had one door in it, and he was blocking it, there were no windows, no escapes.

	She dropped the empty gun and ran at him - he easily blocked every one of her attacks. A sneer crossed his face - he was enjoying her weakness.

	A boot to the face propelled her across the room. She slid down the wall and spat blood. She was going to die, finally.

	He walked across the room, slowly, purposefully, as if he were inevitability itself. Agents killed criminals, and that’s all she was.

	She was going to die, and she was thankful.

	Another gun materialised in his hand. She looked up and locked her eyes onto his. ‘I yield.’

	‘I’m going to kill you.’

	She didn’t fight, she didn’t scream, she didn’t beg, she simply nodded.

	There was no shot.

	‘Name.’ he demanded.

	‘It doesn’t matter.’

	He kicked her in the stomach. ‘Name.’ he demanded again.

	‘Magnolia.’

	‘I’m going to kill you.’

	At least a single shot would be kinder than most deaths that the streets promised.

	‘But not today.’

	‘What?’

	A strong hand hauled her to her feet. ‘I’m going to recruit you.’

	Her feet were kicking - she couldn’t help it, the hangman’s dance. She clung to his hands and tried to pry them from her neck, but they failed to budge.

	That was it then, today was the day.

	On the night of the mirrorfall? Did I fail that badly?

	He shook her and a little more oxygen escaped her lungs.

	At least he was keeping his promise.

	She grabbed onto his right hand with both hands, enough to expel oxygen in the form of words. ‘I…’ He shook her again.

	I love you.

	Once, just once, she just needed to say it once.

	I love you.

	She couldn’t feel her feet, she couldn’t feel her legs. Everything except his face was distant.

	‘I…’

	Then she saw it. It was buried beneath all of the anger and apparent murderous intent, but it was there. The challenge.

	I love you.

	‘I…loathe…you…’

	She prayed it had been a challenge, and that she hadn’t wasted her last chance ever to disappoint him.

	‘Good girl.’

	His strong hands released her and she fell to the floor. A kick to the gut started her breathing again, if only out of instinct, but she was too weak to move.

	She heard him stomp away and she slipped into happy unconsciousness.

	Something soft touching her face woke her up. Huge googly eyes stared down at her as soft brown fur stroked her cheek. A plushie. She looked over and saw Merlin, he removed the plushie from her face and smiled.

	‘I tried an anti-lullaby, but it didn’t work.’

	She shook her head, noticing the pillow beneath it. ‘A what?’

	‘You sing lullabies to put people to sleep. You sing anti-lullabies to wake people up. It might have worked, except one of your esteemed colleagues told me to stop making dead cat noises.’ He adjusted his goggles. ‘I’ve seen dead cats, they don’t make noises.’

	All of her bruises screamed for a hot shower, but sitting up was a necessary first step and she didn’t feel quite up to it yet.

	Merlin placed his face over hers. ‘And I couldn’t find a Prince Charming to help you out. They’re in suspiciously low quantities, maybe we need to keep some construct ones in the basement?’

	She rolled her eyes. ‘Just ask your boss first. What are you doing here anyway?’

	He handed her a piece of crumpled paper. ‘I came up with a foolproof way of finding the mirror tonight.’ She unfolded the paper.

	‘“Look at the sky”?’ she repeated.

	He shrugged and flopped to the floor beside her. ‘Using your eyes is usually best. Especially if they’re covered in vision-enhancing eyewear.’

	‘I don’t need goggles, Merlin, I can see just fine.’

	He lifted his hand and a feather appeared in it. ’But I thought you were a diurnal bird, not a nocturnal one.’

	‘I like having my peripheral vision. You don’t want me to get hurt, do you?’

	He rolled over and hugged her arm. ‘Never.’

	‘Good, then help me to the infirmary, I think I need stuff wrapped.’

	 


77 - Merlin

	 

	‘If I tell you not to come tonight, you’ll ignore me, won’t you?’

	Stef stared longingly at the last bite of cookie, then chewed on it. ‘I’m a hacker, I’m supposed to ignore narcs.’

	‘The combat recruits know what they are in for, and the rest of my recruits have a lot more field experience. The Solstice always drop blackout bombs, which limits our movements, and the mirror’s path is erratic. And that’s not even taking the leech into account.’

	‘He’s the big unknown isn’t he? And the fact that he’s supposedly doing this out of love makes it even more chaotic.’

	‘How so?’

	She shrugged. ‘Love is just another form of insanity, isn’t it?’

	He stared at her for a long moment, then shook his head. ‘No, it’s really not.’

	Another shrug.

	‘The Solstice will not be looking to hurt us tonight, if any recruits get in their path, they will kill them. They will not listen to reason, to lies or worry about torture first. They will take the quickest action in order to ensure them every chance to get the mirror.’

	She gave a salute. ’Yeah, I hear what you’re saying.’

	‘Do you realise this is an order?’

	‘Still not very good at taking those.’

	He stared at her. ‘And if you wish to have a lifespan long enough to learn the art, then you will listen to me.’

	‘Like I said, I’m a problematic pet. I never get to see things through to the end - just this once, please?’

	‘You will get to see it through, from the reports and on the screens, with the interested tech recruits.’

	She pouted. ‘If you insist.’

	He nodded, he raised his head and looked into thin air for a moment. ‘Time to head back.’

	He shifted them back to the Agency and they parted ways. She managed to avoid Taylor for the rest of the morning, saw him once briefly at lunch time, but he didn’t follow when she ran away, then took refuge with Frankie in the tech recruits’ common room.

	It was a pleasant mess - the arguments about the games on the giant screen were an friendly background noise, and the couches were comfortable, even if there were plushies hidden behind the pillow.

	A pair of goggles peeked at her over the top of the screen. ‘Whatcha doin’?’

	She shrugged. ‘Just looking at the data again. Seeing if there’s anything I missed.’

	‘Even if you did, we found it. Can you see the monster on that?’

	‘No, he’s hiding in the blackout zones.’

	He flopped down onto the couch beside her. ‘Maid Marian’s been out looking for him, she’s good at that. Finding monsters, I mean. She says it’s natural.’

	She stared at the slight tech recruit for a moment, then slowly closed Frankie’s lid. ‘A week ago I wouldn’t have believed that I was asking this but…the real Maid Marian?’

	He giggled. ‘No, I mean Magnolia.’

	‘I haven’t met her yet.’

	‘She wouldn’t like you, you’re too techy.’

	She frowned. ‘O…k…’

	‘She’s the goddess of the combat recruits.’ She gave him a quizzical look. ‘Um, not a real one, just like one though, she’s amazing.’

	Humans. Relationships. Right, they like to have those. ‘So she’s your girlfriend?’

	He giggled and shook his head. ‘Nupe. Magnolia’s “nobody’s woman” - she’s too busy to have a boyfriend. And I’m not her kind anyway, maybe when I achieve my destiny and prove myself.’

	‘No fate,’ she mumbled. ‘I don’t believe in destiny.’

	He lifted his goggles up onto his forehead. ‘Not everyone has one, so not everyone has to believe in them. I have to believe in mine though, my future was determined by my past.’

	She drummed her fingers on Frankie. ‘So what’s your fate?’

	It was his turn to give her a confused look. ‘You do know my name, right, squishy?’

	She thought back to her bout of insomnia in the elevator. ‘It’s Merlin, right?’

	Oh crap.

	He nodded and looked at her expectantly.

	‘You’re…I…no.’

	He nodded again.

	‘Really?’

	Another nod.

	‘You don’t look anything like Sam Neill.’

	He giggled. ‘That, squishy, is cause I’m the real one!’

	Stupid m-word. Careful, he might be telepathic. Shut up you.

	‘So your destiny is…what, king-maker?’

	‘No one needs kings anymore, they lose popularity contests. I don’t know my purpose, it will become clear once I embody my name once again.’

	‘So are you stuck here tonight, or what?’

	He tilted his head to an extreme angle. ‘That’s a strange question, squishy, you ask it like I actually leave the fortress.’

	She looked around. ‘You…don’t?’

	‘Why would I? I have everything I need here.’

	She shrugged. ‘Guess I can’t blame you, it’s not like I would have ever left my apartment if I didn’t need to go for groceries or computer bits. It’s great to have a place you’re comfortable you’re in.’

	‘Anyways, being “stuck” here isn’t a bad thing, we still get to be useful, someone needs to read the real-time data and do surveillance.’

	‘Can I help with that?’

	‘You’ll have to ask Jonesy, but I don’t see why not. Want to go ask him?’

	She shook her head. ‘In a few, I need to wiki some stuff first.’

	He nodded and wandered off.

	Five confusing minutes on Wikipedia later, she turned off her laptop and walked toward Jones’ lab.

	‘Is he seriously Merlin?’ she asked as she approached his desk. Jones’ screen immediately went blank. ‘Sorry, didn’t interrupt something important, or,’ walk in on you, ‘looking at pr0n did I?’ The deadpan look on his face told her that again she’d said something aloud that was supposed to stay in the confines of her brain. ‘Totally didn’t mean to say that.’

	He raised an eyebrow. ‘Unlike you, Recruit, I do not have a ten gigabyte folder dedicated to pornography.’

	She flushed red. ‘It’s not really for porn, it’s where I keep my SQL databases…’

	‘All of it?’

	‘Yes. The mating habits of humans really don’t interest me.’

	He shook his head. ‘Are you sure you’re entirely human?’

	‘Is he really Merlin?’ she asked again. ‘I kind of need to know these things so I know where to draw the line between fantasy and reality. The m-word I’m getting a hold of, and the fact we’ve got our own little hobs, and the fact this building is a refrigerator TARDIS, and…’ She shook her head. ‘But then you get random factors like Dorian Gray, and I don’t know if or when people are joking about stuff.’

	‘Merlin’s story is not mine to tell, just as I would not go around telling recruits all of your secrets. Everyone has things they wish to keep to themselves, and share when they wish.’

	‘Is he?’

	‘He is what he is.’ He leaned back in his chair. ’The mission begins at seven tonight - can I expect you here?’

	She nodded. ’I’ll do what I can.’

	 


78 - Better Laid Plans

	 

	‘Hey girl, when are you gonna stop playing and join the right side?’

	Enid took a swig of her drink and shook her head. ‘As soon as you stop being deluded and realise there is no right side.’

	‘You’re just saying that cause you like the Agency privilege.’

	‘You just say that cause you’re a dirty piece of Solstice shit.’ They grinned at each other. ‘Seriously though, I wouldn’t have been Solstice, even if I’d heard their story first, now shut up and get me another drink.’

	He got up and went over to the bar, then returned with another glass. ‘So what time tonight?’

	‘Payday is dropping out of the sky about ten, the monster will be hiding around there somewhere…’

	‘You sure you can trust him?’

	‘I don’t trust anyone, I just trust their motivations. The freak wants his fuckbuddy back from the dead, and who am I to judge?’

	‘You’re not actually going to…?’

	‘Give him some? Hell no. Just want his help, the big bastard is strong, and I assume your lot is after this one, just like all the ones before it.’

	‘So much as they’re “my lot”, yeah…’

	‘You work for them, you sleep in their places, you believe their non-existent beliefs, they’re your lot.’

	‘They’re not non-existent.’

	She shrugged. ‘Are you trying to defend them?’

	‘They really do think they’re doing the right thing,’ he shuffled uncomfortably, ‘some of the methods aren’t…they think they’re doing it to protect their own. Humans for humanity.’

	‘And what do you think?’

	‘Are you trying to recruit me?’

	‘No, I’m inebriated, I’m pretending I care.’

	‘You really are a piece of work.’

	She stuck her tongue out, then grinned. ‘Shut up, you know you want me.’

	‘Fighting the dangerous stuff, I get. Even fighting the scary but not actually dangerous I understand. They didn’t have blokes in suits to explain everything to them, to teach them which fires burnt, to know which of the fey are safe.’

	‘No fey is truly safe, that’s the whole point. You have to judge every entity as a person, some are dangerous, some aren’t.’

	‘They’re all powerful though.’

	‘That’s where you guys totally lose me. I can understand the wannabe monster hunters and the goody two-shoes thing but seriously, do you have to lock them all up and torture them to death?’

	‘We don’t torture them all. Just the powerful ones. Just the ones we can siphon useful stuff off from. Just the…’

	‘Ones with powerful magick,’ she said, obstinately pronouncing the “k” - something she knew drove him mad.

	He stared at his drink. ‘Yeah, that.’

	‘But you kill children, just cause of their parents.’

	‘Only the extremists kill kids.’

	‘Still, makes me want to use the nuke in the weapons storage against you.’

	You guys keep nukes?’

	She shrugged. ‘Just once. Dunno if it’s armed.’

	‘What kind?’

	‘Small, round, really gay kinda purple.’

	He spat out his drink as a laugh escaped him, he lifted his sleeve and wiped mouth, but continued to laugh.

	‘Stop it, you’re embarrassing me. What’s so funny?’

	‘It’s the gay bomb!’ he shouted. ‘It’s the gay bomb from the homosexual agenda!’

	She gave him a deadpan look. ‘You think you’re funny, don’t you?’

	He swallowed another mouthful of his drink. ‘Shut up you bitch. Mirrorfall. There’s a fucking mirrorfall tonight. Suits, Solstice and shitheads, every single one of them wanting one thing: defunct heart of a planet. Some joke of a thing that looks like big mirror. Scraping, fighting, dying, over that. Over that one little thing. Forgive me if I’m looking for any excuse to laugh when there’s a fifty-fifty chance I’ll die tonight.’

	She shrugged, knowing the odds weren’t even in his favour that much.

	‘So who are we going to sell it to?’

	‘I was thinking Remington. He always pays well, and he never tries to pull a double-cross, I feel safe dealing with him.’

	‘He wants to fuck you.’

	‘He wants to fuck anything with a hole, but he’s got his own little harem, so I’m safe, why, worried?’

	‘About you? No, I’m too smart for that. But you’re doing someone at the Agency, aren’t you?’

	‘Nights get lonely. Why, jealous?’

	He crinkled his nose. ‘Well, I would like to get a little of the action sometimes. Are we partners or not?’

	‘Business partners, fifty percent of the profits doesn’t entitle you to fifty percent of the booty.’

	This made him go silent. ‘So, plan?’ he asked after a moment.

	‘My team’s going in at nine - the gun nuts are going in at seven, to thin out your guys and to deter the others. I’m going to “get caught in a blackout bomb and be unable to find my way out” ‘ - she, making air quotes with her fingers. ‘Find you, and the tank and then we go after it.’

	‘What are we going to do with the leech?’

	‘Kill him, of course.’

	‘Sometimes, I think we should trade places, you’d make a good Solstice.’

	She slapped him across the face, then grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him into a passionate kiss. She broke away and smiled. ‘Tonight, after everything happens, I’ll spend some time with you.’

	‘No you won’t, you’ll just leave, you always do.’

	She kissed him on the cheek. ‘No, this time, I promise. The payday we’ll get from this means we can get away from it all for a while. Go lay on a beach…’

	‘I don’t like the beach.’

	‘Or, yanno, whatever, we can buy you a new blow-up doll or some shit.’

	He swallowed the rest of his drink. ‘Got to get back, got stuff of my own to prepare.’

	‘Whatever,’ she muttered as he left the bar.

	 


79 - Plural

	 

	‘Child, what are you doing here?’

	‘My job, mother, though I doubt the word means anything to you.’

	‘You have no right to be disrespectful to me.’

	Magnolia picked at the dirt in the lace of her frilly bodice and shrugged. ‘I can’t be disrespectful to you if you I never respected you in the first place.’

	The elder magpie screeched, then allowed her beak to melt away. Her feathers slipped into her skin and she leant against the building in the guise of a human. ‘Will you talk to me if I wear this pantomime outfit?’

	‘Your appearance makes no difference to me, mother, only your actions.’

	‘I have simply been trying to communicate with you, my daughter, mirrorfalls are always worrying. I worry that-’

	She curled her lip. ‘What mother? Are you afraid I want it for myself?’

	‘Sometimes, yes.’

	‘I may hate what I am, but I would not use trapped chaotic potential to change that. You made me, I have to carve out my path. I’m not going to cheat myself by-’

	‘Where is this path leading you?’

	She tilted her head up, there was only one answer to this question. ‘To my death, of course.’

	‘All paths end in death, child, for you mortals. Where is this path taking you?’

	‘Leave me be, mother, I’m busy.’

	‘He will never love you. He can never love you. Proxies are just ash, they aren’t real.’

	Hot prickles ran up her spine and her hand twitched at the though of pulling the knife from her boot and silencing her mother - if just for a few minutes. The muscles in her neck tightened as she fought the urge to react. A reaction was exactly what her mother wanted - to incite another argument, to put herself in the position of power. It was a satisfaction she would not give her.

	The old magpie moved closer. ‘You’ve got the scent of ash all over you, and it’s obvious to me, even if it isn’t to him.’

	‘Do not presume to know my wishes,’ she hissed.

	‘They cannot love. They think they can, they pretend they can, sometimes they even imagine they’re people.’ She laughed a strange burbling laugh. ‘But in the end, proxies will always do their duty.’

	‘Duty,’ she said hoarsely, ‘there’s another word you know nothing about.’

	‘Your father didn’t know much about it, either.’

	‘At least he tried for a while. More than you ever did. Are you going to leave me alone so I can do my job? So useless as you think we are, mother, we do serve a purpose in this world.’

	‘Fighting tiny battles in a war that shouldn’t even exist, you must be so proud of yourself. The day the proxies actually do something of merit, this bird may sing a different tune.’

	‘Are you going to leave now, mother?’

	The magpie shook herself a little and feathers sprouted from her dress. ‘If you hate me so, why do you call me mother?’

	‘I refuse to give you the satisfaction of recognising your real name, I don’t want to give you the power. In any case, “mother” is objective, it isn’t like I’m actually offering any affection.’

	Her mother seemed to accept this, slipped back into her usual guise, snapped her beak at her and faded away.

	She waited until the last lingering presence of her mother was gone, then punched the wall beside her. The impact left a spidery pattern on the brick, and blood on her hand. She spat on her knuckles and wiped the blood onto her skirt - there was no point in using a bandage, it would only be a hindrance in a fight, and the bandages around her middle were hindrance enough.

	She swallowed - there was still a faint pain in her throat, but not enough to be distracting, unless she thought about it.

	When the creature pounced her, she realised it was a little more distracting than she’d supposed. She elbowed it in the stomach and forced it back, giving her just enough room to avoid the next strike.

	It was the leech. There wasn’t even a question. Some of the local creatures were ugly, the thing in front of her was grotesque.

	As a child, she’d made it a habit to melt her dolls over candles so that she could elongate the limbs, or weld other pieces of toys onto them. The thing looked like one of those experiments, covered in dog fur.

	Ugly as it was, it was still dangerous. It swung at her and missed, its claws digging into the brick beside her.

	‘Just leave me alone!’ it screamed.

	She didn’t bother to respond - speaking to an opponent only gave them the advantage, and wasted breath. She ignored the knife in her boot and required a new one then stabbed it into the monster’s arm. It seemed to have no effect - or, like her, he was too high on adrenaline to feel the pain.

	‘We just want to live!’

	We?

	It grabbed her in its massive arms and began to squeeze her, the tips of its claws ripping the material on her sleeves. ‘Can’t you just leave us alone?’

	Another plural. Either a sign of insanity, or there was more than one leech. Both were bad.

	He squeezed her tighter, and not for the first time, she wished that requirements didn’t ban direct harm.

	‘You don’t kill every refugee, you left him alone for years, why can’t you leave me alone?’

	She slammed her back against his chest, but he didn’t move. She stamped on his foot, but he didn’t move. She sighed - it appeared the crass solution was the only one. She went limp against him, dropped her arms and required a gun. She angled it as best as she could and shot him in the leg.

	He growled and shook her. She shot again, and this time, he let her go. She swung the gun around but he swiped it from her hand and left a bloody trail up her arm, he pushed her against the wall and raised his hand to strike again.

	A blast of machine gun fire hit him and he spun. He screamed at the assailant, then ran down the alley, leaving a trail of blood behind him.

	She was surprised to see Taylor simply shift down to her location, instead of pursuing the leech. She snapped a salute, ignoring the pain in her arm.

	She was very aware that he still has his finger on the trigger.

	‘That was a pathetic display,’ he snarled.

	‘Yes sir, sorry sir.’

	‘Do you have anything to say to redeem yourself?’

	She rubbed her fingers together to dry the blood, then wiped her hands on her skirt. ‘Information sir, I have information we didn’t have before.’

	He almost looked surprised at this. ‘What kind of information?’

	‘We aren’t just dealing with one leech, sir, he mentioned another with him - and another still that we’ve missed, one that has apparently been residing here for years.’

	Dead eyes stared at her for a moment longer, then the gun disappeared from his hand. ‘It does not make up for your dismal performance, but it does spare you for now.’

	‘This makes tonight complicated, sir.’

	‘With mirrorfalls, you always have to expect complications, recruit.’

	‘Yes sir. What now, sir?’

	He almost looked happy. ‘Now? We question a witness.’

	She smiled. ‘Yes sir.’

	 


80 - Interrogation

	 

	‘Where is the other leech?’

	Stef paused, and took the USB lanyard out of her mouth. The games room had been empty since the tech recruits had adjourned to their mess hall to discuss the merits of being Jenova’s Witnesses. She had simply stated that she was on the side of the Turks and had code to compile, so had declined to join the debate.

	‘Where. Is. The. Other. Leech?’

	It was a female voice talking, one she didn’t recognise. She looked down at Frankie and for half a mad second, wondered if the M-word building had granted her closest friend the ability to talk, and if there was something he needed to tell her.

	‘Lich? Northrend, I believe.’

	The couch disappeared from under her and she fell to the ground. A bloody girl wearing an outfit that belonged on the streets of Harajuku stamped a foot on her chest. ‘You really shouldn’t ignore me.’

	She awkwardly closed Frankie’s lid, to avoid him getting damaged. ‘I didn’t know you were there.’

	It seemed too obvious to ask the angry Lolita why she was standing on her chest, so she waited for an answer - she could be patient, at least for another eighteen seconds before she started to claw at the shapely leg.

	Somewhere near the doorway, a volcano rumbled, and she suddenly had an urge to stand. Running was a lot easier when you started from a standing position.

	‘Bring her,’ Taylor said. The angry Lolita crouched and pulled her to her feet.

	What did I do this time? The question was jumping up and down on the tip of her tongue, wanting to escape, but the emergency brain-mouth filter had engaged, and for once, she was glad. Just answer questions, and you should be safe. Answer, don’t ask. Yeah, thanks, got that.

	She dropped Frankie onto the next couch - there was no use bringing him along, wherever they were going - she seriously doubted Taylor was beyond destroying items of great personal value to get what he wanted. Whatever it was that he wanted.

	The world blurred and came back into focus as a small, dark room with a small table and a plastic chair. Clearly what he wanted wasn’t a cup of tea and a chat.

	Just flip him the bird and demand your godsdamn phone call. Do that, and you’ll lose that finger, and probably consciousness.

	She twisted her head to look at him. ‘What can I do for you sir?’

	Ryan’s words about what he was capable of haunted her - people disobeyed the rules, so what if was going to-

	‘You can tell us what you omitted from your initial statements, fill in any facts you may have left out.’ She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out - the filter was still engaged, and she hadn’t thought of a reasonable reply. He slammed his hands on the table. ‘Now!’ he demanded.

	‘I didn’t leave anything out!’

	‘We know you’re full of shit,’ the Lolita said. ‘If you want to live through the night, stop protecting the leeches.’

	‘I’m not protecting Astrin, I know what’s got to happen to him. And…”leeches” - like more than one?’

	Taylor hit the table again, and this time it bounced off the floor a little. She fought a nervous giggle - these people weren’t the type to appreciate a nervous giggle.

	‘Again,’ he growled, ‘tell us what you know.’

	The Lolita leant against the table - seemingly oblivious to the fact that blood was running freely down her sleeves. High pain tolerance, that’s- Scary. Yeah, that. A possibility jumped to the forefront of her mind, despite the obvious fashion follies, the pain tolerance seemed to indicate-

	Getting off-topic here.

	‘I don’t know anymore than I told Ryan.’

	A stack of files appeared in his hands, he began to slap them onto the table one by one. ‘These are the Solstice that were executed at the address of your arrest.’

	She stared at the files as they were slapped down - she recalled most of their names, not that they’d been very communicative. Still, they were all dead. All killed by-

	‘All of these…criminals,’ Taylor continued, ‘were human. Name the other occupants of the address.’

	Her own file - a mug shot clipped to the front was slapped down on the table. She nervously reached forward and pushed it to the side. ‘I wasn’t among the dead.’

	‘You should have been,’ the Lolita said. ‘You were just another criminal.’

	‘I wasn’t doing anything wrong.’

	‘You were working with a leech!’ The girl brandished one of her bloody arms. ‘Thank you so much for contributing to this.’

	‘Contain yourself, recruit, your injury is your own fault.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	Well, that answers one question at least.

	‘Other occupants,’ he repeated.

	‘There were other Solstice - David Kane was there, not that I knew who he was when I saw him.’

	‘We already knew that.’

	‘Astrin, obviously. I don’t recall seeing any other monsters, but we were kept off the third floor, presumably so that we didn’t see him, or them, or whatever.’

	‘Who else?’

	Got to give up Dorian, Spyder, don’t feel guilty. ‘Erm, Dorian Gray?’

	‘A hacker alias, or the immortal?’

	‘By what he was saying, I was presume the immortal.’

	‘It was your duty to report that.’

	‘I didn’t know that!’ And I’m pretty sure I mentioned him at least once…’So is that it, is he the other leech?’

	The other recruit sneered at her. ‘If I were as ignorant as you, I would have freed the world of my worthless self. Fortitude’s souls are not leeches, they have an embargo, but their transgressions must still be noted.’

	‘Who else?’ Taylor asked again.

	‘Just the old guy who owned the house, I don’t know his real name though, I’m sure it’s on the rates bill.’

	‘What do you know about him?’

	‘He was an old guy. He smelt like an old guy. He wore old rich guy clothes. He thought I was a puppy. He was a professor of something, or that might just have been a nickname.’ And his wardrobes are useless and don’t lead to Narnia.

	‘And that’s all?’

	Yes. ‘No.’ Damn. This time his growl had an inquisitive bend to it. I want my phone call. I want my…no wait, lawyers are evil, just the phone call please. ‘I don’t know if it’s anything,’ she said honestly. ‘But he left the morning before Ryan shot up the place. He didn’t like all the people there, so it’s probably nothing.’

	‘What was his interaction with the Solstice?’

	She groaned. ‘I don’t know. It’s not like I wired up the whole house for sound and video so I could pretend to be omniscient and be able to give you all the answers.’ The slap across the face came as no surprise. She grimaced and stared at the other recruit, trying to hold back dominatrix jokes. ‘Can I go now?’

	‘No,’ Taylor said. He stood back from the table and faded from view, along with his recruit.

	She looked around the interrogation room and sighed. ‘Wonderful.’ She stood, grateful to not have to sit on the uncomfortable piece of moulded plastic anymore. The walls were brick, painted the ugly green of a government building a few decades old. There was a door, but the window was frosted, so there wasn’t any hope of being seen from the outside. If there was anyone on the outside. It was possible the room was on one of those floors normal people couldn’t get to, or even tucked away in the corner of one of the garages.

	One look at the door told her that trying to pull it off its hinges would have been a pointless, muscle-straining exercise. She knocked on the frosted window - the dull sound told her the glass was too thick to smash with anything in the room.

	She pulled the chair away from the table and emptied all of her pockets onto the table. There wasn’t anything much of use - cookie crumbs, a USB drive, a bouncy ball, and a marble. She regretted not being one of those prepared people who kept sensible things in their pockets.

	It didn’t matter anyway, it wasn’t like they could leave her in there forever.

	Of course they can, you stupid bitch, that’s what people have been trying to tell you from the beginning. They’re the godsdamn MiB…well, MaWiBWaB, they can do whatever they want. Oh, shut up.

	She scooped up the cookie crumbs and the bouncy ball and sat on the floor - the cold concrete was more comfortable than the hard plastic chair. She threw the bouncy ball against the far wall, and waited for it to roll back towards her - she’d never mastered the art of bouncing small plastic balls - it was one of those hidden arts.

	She threw it again, and again. When she threw it for the fourth time, it bounced away from her and rolled into the other corner of the room. ‘Fine,’ she mumbled, ‘be that way.’

	 


81 - Lost and Found

	 

	By Stef’s reckoning, at least thirty years had passed since she’d been left alone in the interrogation room. Or thirty minutes - there was a possible error in the time factor.

	The bouncy ball still lay across the other side of the small room waiting for her to retrieve it. She continued to ignore it - it had left her, so there was no point in getting it back just so it could run away again.

	She pushed herself off the concrete floor and walked over to the door. She jiggled the handle and it moved - she stared at it for a moment, and then pulled it open.

	And was greeted by a brick wall with another small frosted window in it.

	‘Stupid M-word building.’ She looked up at the roof. ‘You think this is funny, don’t you?’

	She stared at the wall. ‘I’d like to leave please.’

	The wall didn’t answer.

	She pressed a flat palm to it - it felt solid enough. She ran her hand over it - there were no cracks, so secret catches, no loose bricks, nothing at all. She backed up from it, pushed the table out of the way so that she could get a run-up, closed her eyes and ran at the brick wall.

	M-word buildings and walls were supposed to respect things like that.

	She bounced off the wall and landed heavily on her backside.

	Apparently not all M-word walls respected that.

	She rubbed her nose and flopped onto her back.

	‘GET ME THE FSCK OUT OF HERE!’ She banged her head against the floor. ‘Get me out of here.’ She rolled her head to the side. ‘Stupid M-word building, aren’t you supposed to clean away the stuff that gets lost?’

	No…

	She crawled across the room and grabbed the bouncy ball. ‘This is lost property,’ she announced. The ball stayed in her hand for a moment, then disappeared.

	Oh…

	She stood and touched the table. ‘This is lost property.’

	The table remained.

	She touched the chair. ‘This is lost property. It’s sad, alone and no one loves it anymore.’

	The chair remained.

	She slipped off her vest and held it up. ‘This is lost property.’

	The vest disappeared.

	She looked at the furniture. ‘Ok, fine, you’re not lost and the building knows that. Interesting.’ She drummed her fingers on the chair. ‘Think I can do it?’

	The furniture remained silent.

	She looked to the roof. ‘Ok, if I die…blah.’ She clapped her hands to her chest. ‘This is lost property.’

	Please don’t let me die.

	The world blurred before her - it didn’t feel like a normal shift, which felt basically like nothing. This time, she felt suspended, then like she was falling, a blue light surrounded her, then there was only blackness.

	She blinked.

	It wasn’t blackness, it was the absent of a light being on, which corrected itself after a moment. The lost property room was huge, some things lay on the metal shelves, other items were stacked into plastic crates.

	‘All of this is…lost stuff?’

	She moved away from the shelf towards the door.

	‘You’ll need to sign out.’

	She looked around for the source of the voice, and found it - there was an old man sitting behind a desk in a small office to the left of the door. He slowly stood, as though the act caused him great pain, and waved a clipboard at her. ‘All self-propelled property must sign itself out before leaving, have to keep the records straight!’

	She accepted the clipboard and stared at it. ‘Do you…get a lot of self-propelled lost property?’

	He shook his head. ‘Not that much, mainly recruits when they are inebriated.’ He sniffed the air. ‘Are you inebriated?’

	‘No…No, I’m really not. I just,’ she shifted uncomfortably. ‘I wanted to see what would happen.’ She scribbled her messy signature onto the line and handed back the clipboard. ‘What floor are we on?’

	‘The second,’ he said, then retreated back into his office.

	She walked out of the lost property room and along the hall. There were other doors, but most looked like they hadn’t been opened in a long time. The lift was, as always, at the end of the hall. She punched the button and waited for it to arrive.

	The doors slid open, and she found Enid inside. The other recruit raised her eyebrows. ‘Exploring, or did you genuinely lose something?’

	The former seemed like the safer option. ‘Exploring,’ she said as she stepped into the lift. The button for the ground floor was lit up, again, it seemed like the safer option. ‘You going out?’ she asked.

	Enid nodded. ‘Just for a while, need to feel human before I risk my life tonight.’

	‘Why go?’ she asked as the doors closed. ‘If you’re afraid?’

	‘You can’t let fear stop you from doing stuff, you know? If you let it stop you, like, you stop living.’

	‘Why face the fear when it’s easier to turn away from it?’

	The doors slid open. ‘Cause,’ Enid said, ‘I don’t want someone else living my life for me. You coming?’

	Going out of the Agency seemed to be safer than staying in - already she could imagine the havoc Taylor was going wreak when he found her missing. Out with a human, however, that was-

	‘Come on already!’ Enid called from the secretary’s desk, where she was already signing out.

	Go on, can’t be the worst mistake this week. She walked across the floor, numbly signed out then went out into the afternoon with Enid. She looked back at the Agency as they walked away from it. ‘So weird,’ she muttered.

	‘You mean, that the freaking MiB is right in the middle of the city and you never realised it?’

	‘Something like that, yeah…’

	‘That feeling drops away.’

	‘What about looking at people and wondering their alignments, and whether or not you’re going to get sniped?’

	‘Until I have reason to, I don’t bother.’

	The smell of coffee turned her head. ‘I need to…crap, I don’t have any money.’

	Enid slapped her hand to her face. ‘You’re a recruit remember?’

	She suddenly found the ground very interesting. ‘A neutered one. Can’t M-word anything unless I’m on a mission.’

	‘What? Because you attacked my boyfriend?’

	The old, and comfortable urge to run set in again. ‘Buz-wha?’

	Enid giggled. ‘No, don’t worry, not like I haven’t slapped him around myself, though usually he’s begging for it.’

	A horrified expression crossed her face, then stuck there. ‘Too…much…data,’ she managed to squeak.

	‘Oh come on, haven’t you ever had a guy begging you to hurt him, because he knows how good it’s going to feel? When pain’s part of your life, you’ve got to have the safe-’

	The ground exploded under her feet, waves of energy flowed up from somewhere deep underground and wrapped around everything. Enid disappeared from sight, and everything was bathed in a glorious, over-exposed light.

	The civilians around her faded away, or were transmogrified into cute-if-dangerous creatures. The cars zoomed off into the sky and the facades of the buildings melted away to reveal architecture belonging to the beginning of the twentieth century.

	A lightning bolt split the sky and it began to rain marshmallows.

	A clicking sound made her turn. ‘Newbie?’

	She blinked, and everything returned to normal. ‘Yes?’ she said icily.

	‘You were muttering about monkeys with grenades.’

	‘I went to my happy place.’

	Enid smirked. ‘I pity you, being a virgin isn’t any fun.’

	‘Is it fscking tattooed to my forehead? I have no desire to meet other people’s expectations.’

	‘Still, don’t you wonder what it’s like?’

	‘Occasionally.’ Like when looking at a half-naked “fictional“ character…’But then I forget about it and think about something that’s actually important.’

	‘Why-?’

	‘Because there’s no point to it,’ she said. ‘Putting yourself through the trouble of finding compatible people based on a cursory knowledge of their interests, dolling yourself up to look completely different than you do on a daily basis, going through the motions of the hot, sweaty, stick, icky…thing then having them leave and forget your phone number. What is the Godsdamn point?’ She tucked some hair behind her ear. ‘And assuming you find someone desperate enough to cling to you for more than one sweaty, icky encounter, then you have to worry about bad habits, neurotic tics, and personality changes over time.’

	‘You really, really need to get laid. Might release some of the pressure you seem to have.’

	‘Apparently you tuned me out, but I have no interest.’

	‘I can talk to Curt if you want, at least he doesn’t think you’re completely bat shit crazy.’

	‘Were I ever to get a lobotomy and sleep with someone, it wouldn’t be a Sols-ass.’ She watched Enid’s expression change. ‘Yeah…didn’t mean-’

	‘So you know, do you? You shouldn’t hold it against him.’

	‘WHAT?!’

	‘He’s sensitive about it. He doesn’t like to talk about it, even though everyone knows.’

	She held up her hand. ‘Start from the beginning.’

	‘You said it yourself, newbie, he used to be Solstice. Don’t hold old alliances against people, I mean, unless you want people to see you as a cracker instead of recruit.’

	‘Used to be?’

	‘He’s a transfer, from Adelaide, they gave him a second chance down there, and he wanted to get away from his old life, so they accepted him for transfer here.’

	‘Oh…’

	Enid smiled. ‘So, coffee?’

	She nodded, and they went into the café.

	 


82 - Cornered

	 

	‘Are you sure you won’t need coordination on this one?’

	Ryan looked across the conference room table at Clarke. ‘We don’t anticipate much competition for the mirror - according to reports, Remington’s forces haven’t moved, neither have-’

	‘Then who are you expecting?’

	‘Opportunists, Solstice, and a leech.’

	‘Two leeches.’

	He looked up to see Taylor and Recruit Magnolia. The girl was bleeding again - not that this was uncommon. He saw the medical reports and the psychological evaluations on a near-daily basis.

	‘What?’

	‘There’s a second leech,’ Taylor repeated. ‘I-’

	He looked back down at the folders on the table. ‘Get your recruit some medical attention.’

	‘The first leech men-’

	‘I said: get your recruit some medical attention.’ This time, he left no trace that it was a suggestion, or anything other than an order to be followed immediately.

	Taylor grunted and waved a dismissive hand in Magnolia’s direction, who disappeared from sight.

	He indicated to the chair next to Clarke. ‘Now, you were saying?’

	‘There’s another leech, it may not be as simple as we thought.’

	‘We haven’t detected any sign of a second leech. Where did you get this information?’

	‘The leech itself, it indicated it wasn’t alone.’

	‘If you had read any of the reports, you would know: the leech intends on using the mirror to recreate another from his world.’ He sighed. ‘Could that have been what it was referring to?’ Taylor opened his mouth to speak. ‘Keep in mind - leeches always think the mirror will be drawn to them, and therefore they will succeed.’

	‘It is a possibility,’ Taylor conceded. ‘However, it also led us to believe that another it has encountered is a leech we have missed for an extended period of time. One not from his world.’

	‘Wouldn’t be the first time you gents have overlooked something,’ Clarke commented as a lit cigarette appeared between his fingers. ‘Well, director, what are you planning on doing?’

	He looked at his subordinates. ‘Without evidence, we will not change the plan.’

	Clarke gave a nod, then disappeared.

	‘I’ll do the paperwork, and release the witness.’

	He jerked his head up. ‘You had a witness?’

	‘Not a very cooperative one.’

	‘Do you need Parker?’

	‘No, sir.’

	‘Then do it, we need to enter lockdown soon.’ Taylor shifted away, and he went back to his paperwork. A grumble informed him that Taylor had returned. ‘What is it now?’

	‘There’s a serious problem.’

	He closed the folder. ‘Shall I call Parker?’

	‘The witness is gone.’

	‘Gone?’

	‘Gone.’

	‘Did you recruit move them?’

	‘No, she is still in the infirmary.’

	‘What was the nature of this witness? Human, or something else?’

	‘Human. It is a serious problem, sir, for you.’ Taylor gave him a contemptuous stare.

	‘How so?’

	‘It means you have to execute another of your recruits. Then again, sir, at the rate you do that, it speaks of either a like of it, or a lack of judgement.’

	He expelled a long breath. ‘My recruit? I assume you mean Mimosa. Under what-?’

	‘I was doing my job. It’s not hard to doubt a new recruit, but even you have to recognise that her behaviour is closer to that of a Solstice than of a recruit. Duty first, sir.’

	‘Duty first,’ he concurred. He stood and snapped his fingers. His recruit appeared, a large cup of coffee in her hand.

	‘El-der-berries?’ she squeaked.

	She had time to put down her coffee before he grabbed her shoulder, spun her and closed a pair of required cuffs around her wrists. She tugged at them, then went still. After a moment, she sank down onto her haunches and started to shake.

	He looked away from her and back to Taylor. ‘Satisfied now? I’ll deal with this.’ Taylor grunted and shifted away. He looked down at his recruit. ‘How did you get out of the interrogation room?’

	‘Get these things off me,’ she said hoarsely.

	‘How?’

	‘Get them off me.’

	‘So much as it pains me to say, you were in custody. Any escape under those circumstances is very suspicious.’

	‘Get them off me,’ she repeated.

	‘How did you get out?’

	Her reply came as a whisper. ‘Please get them off me, I can’t breathe.’

	Duty. First.

	She took in a shuddering breath and sank slowly onto her haunches.

	He moved away from her, and sat back down behind his files. He flipped the top one open and reviewed the information he’d already memorised.

	‘How did you do it Stef?’

	‘If I tell you, will you take the cuffs off?’

	‘Of course.’

	He heard her moving around, then her head appeared over the top of the table. ‘I used one of the building macros.’

	‘The “lost property” cheat?’

	She bit her lip and nodded. He required away the cuffs. She rose and sat in the chair opposite him. ‘I thought he was going to leave me in there, and I thought the loli was going to release the hacker-killing gas.’

	‘Did one of the other recruits tell you about it?’

	She shook her head. ‘I extrapolated.’

	‘Taylor is your superior, you have to respect his orders.’

	‘I didn’t do anything wrong. He thought I did. He thought-’

	‘That there was another leech. Yes. He told me. I should tell you that you got off easy.’

	She stared back at him. ‘Being locked in a small room isn’t exactly “easy”.’

	‘This coming from-’

	She shook an angry finger at him. ‘Don’t. Just don’t. You-’ she shook her head. ‘Forget it.’ She dropped her hand to the table and swore.

	It was then that he noticed the blood.

	Her cuffs were covered with it. She noticed him looking and immediately withdrew her hand, hiding it under the table again. She hung her head and stared at her lap.

	‘Why did you-?’

	‘You cuffed me,’ she replied spitefully, ‘what did you expect me to do?’

	‘What would you- You couldn’t have slipped your wrists out, and you knew I was going to-’

	‘I knew nothing. And there’s no need to slip my wrists out if I just saw through the bone.’ She looked up at him. There was no indication on her face that she was anything less than serious. She lifted her hands and rested them on the table.

	‘I’m sorry.’

	‘You didn’t hesitate to do it. Cuff the hacker. Shoot the hacker. Scare the hacker. Rescue the hacker. Be nice to the hacker. Pick a goddamn…decide on how you’re going to treat me so I know you’re safe.’

	He shifted into the chair beside her, spun the chair to face him and shook his head. ‘Follow the rules. Duty first. Unfailing loyalty. We don’t ask much.’

	‘Rule one of the Agency, never talk about the Agency?’

	She sounded like she was quoting, but he didn’t recognise the source. He reached for her left hand, but she pulled it back. ‘I got it, sir, I can handle it.’

	‘You’re not Magnolia, please don’t start learning her bad behaviours.’

	‘Is she the masochist in gingham?’

	He nodded. ‘She suffers far too many injuries, a lot of them not even in the field.’

	She shrugged and relinquished her hand. ‘Clumsy in training?’

	He shook his head. ‘No, apparently fifteen percent of her non-field injuries are from sex-related injuries.’ The squeak his recruit made amused him. ‘I am,’ he said as he undid the button on her cuff. ‘Only relaying what is listed in the medical reports.’

	Her wrist was raw, patches of skin had caught against the metal of the cuffs and torn. His eyes drifted to the clock - she’d been in cuffs for less than five minutes. She’d willingly hurt herself that much for less than five minutes of discomfort.

	‘Either get me a band-aid or propose,’ she muttered. ‘It’s not that interesting.’

	‘To the contrary,’ he said as he required a bandage - it was simple enough to wrap without Parker’s aid. ‘It’s very interesting.’

	She pulled her hand away and grabbed the bandage. ‘I said I can do it myself.’ He watched as she haphazardly wrapped her wrist and tied it off, much too loosely to be of any good. She looked away. ‘It’s really hard for me to trust people, and we didn’t exactly get off to the best start. I’ll be the number one, bestest little recruit ever, if I know that I can trust you. You get my brain if you promise never to put me in cuffs again, and if you keep the gun-toting gorilla away from me.’ She tugged at the bandage. ‘I really suck at bandages.’ Slowly, she pushed her hand at him. ‘I think I trust you. I think.’

	‘You can.’

	She bit her lip and nodded. ‘Ok.’

	 


83 - Madness

	 

	‘I heard you were thinking of doing something stupid.’

	Enid recognised the voice, so didn’t bother to turn her eyes away from the store window. The diamond necklace shone under the carefully placed lights - it would be a treat she would get if everything went according to plan. Money wasn’t a factor - she could always swipe her ID through and run it up on the Agency tab, but there was no point to a reward if it wasn’t earned. ‘Stupid?’ she said at last. ‘You mean, like walking through the city without even a glamour? Why must you make everyone suffer your ugly mug?’

	He grinned, thin lips pulling back to reveal sharp teeth. ‘No one’s looking.’

	‘Well, I am now, so put one on or piss off.’

	‘So tetchy, aren’t you? Why don’t you go screw your mark?’

	She turned away from the window. ‘Thought you wanted to talk. Glamour. Now.’

	He closed his eyes, whispered a few words and activated his glamour. The goblin now looked more or less human, the less being his eyes - something he couldn’t change - or simply never bothered to. ‘My queen heard a rumour.’

	‘I’m surprised your queen hears anything.’

	‘She heard you were going to do something very, very…unwise.’

	‘And what would that be?’

	‘Remington.’

	She curled her lip. ‘I wouldn’t do Remington for a handful of Starbright. Sell him the mirror on the other hand…’

	‘You-’

	‘If you want to talk about this, take me somewhere just so my “bosses” don’t see me consorting with the enemy. Just don’t take me to the court, I don’t want too much fey-stink on me.’

	‘You’re the one that stinks, human.’ She sneered at him. ‘And, Eeeny, I’m not the enemy, I’m about to become your best friend.’

	‘I don’t have friends,’ she said as he grabbed her arm. ‘Friends are people I can’t exploit.’ She shut up as they disappeared - the stores around her became more and more real until they overtook them and they were pushed away. Ghostly ground appeared under their feet, and everything faded back in.

	It was a hotel room. All of the windows were blocked with dark curtains - apparently to both block the light to stop her from judging the time of day and therefore the time zone, and the location. She snorted, this was typical behaviour of “the queen” - typical paranoid behaviour. Mad behaviour.

	‘Sit,’ the goblin said, awkwardly pointing his “human” finger at the lounge.

	‘Whatever Tian, whatever.’

	The goblin disappeared into one of the other rooms. She sat on the couch, the peach leather couch squeaked as she sat on it. She was impressed - for the queen, the room was - security precautions aside - strangely sane.

	‘Who dares enter my chamber?’ the queen’s voice reverberated through the room. The first time she had heard it, it had been frightening, such a loud voice, seemingly without a source - it spoke of a powerful fey.

	The illusion had been shattered when she had found that it was nothing more than a series of speakers.

	She stood and the couch squeaked again. ‘The one you invited.’

	The queen stepped out of what she could only assume was the master bedroom. She was dressed as a contradiction - one short sleeve, one long sleeve, her dress her a tall frilly collar, but it had been tamed and as stitched down onto the velvety fabric - fabric, which in places had been replaced with vinyl. The colour red was prominent though, and that meant she was happy, at least for the moment.

	‘Why were you sitting on my mouse?’

	She turned to look back at the couch, to see if either kind of mouse where she had been sitting. The couch squeaked again - she didn‘t react, this wasn‘t the strangest thing that had happened in the queen‘s presence.

	‘Madhe, I-’

	The queen grimaced with awkwardly painted lips. ‘Address me properly, serf.’

	She shook her head. ‘You need my services, not the other way around.’ She thought back to how Tian had told her to talk around Madhe. ‘I pay no fealty to the Madchester Court.’

	‘You will one day,’ Madhe said, ‘when your profession drives you to become one of mine. Again.’

	She narrowed her eyes. ‘I was never one of yours, Madhe. The favour that was done was not done for me. It was a boon granted for another.’

	Madhe swayed her head back and forth. ‘Those who have tasted madness will always return to it.’

	‘Doesn’t your thief mind you telling people about that which was forgotten?’

	‘You threw yourself into the life again, it’s fate that you’ll come back to me.’ Behind Madhe, Tian nodded.

	She scowled at the goblin. ‘The mirror. You’re interested in that, right?’

	‘I desire it, yes. Your current plan saddens me.’

	‘You mean, the plan where I get the most reward for risking my neck? Oh em gee, I’m so totally sorry.’ She looked down at herself. ‘Does it say doormat anywhere on me?’

	‘You gave the last one to him.’

	She curled her lip. ‘It wasn’t the last one, it was five mirrorfalls ago, and it was only a partial.’

	‘He doesn’t need another, he will only waste it.’

	‘And I suppose you have some lofty idealised plan?’

	The queen walked past her and sat on what she was beginning to believe was a mouse with a severe glamour. ‘I am a queen, I deserve a magic mirror.’

	She went to laugh, but a hand closed around her arm. Tian shook his head. A warning.

	‘Fine. Fine. You want it, you have to pay double.’

	Madhe waved a dismissive hand at her. ‘As you wish. Whatever you wish. Just bring it to me.’

	‘You’ll pay me double without know-?’

	Madhe lifted a hand. ‘Money matters not, it’s simply a way of making serfs quiet.’

	She didn’t react - there was no need to, and it was sometimes dangerous to provoke the unstable queen.

	Madhe beckoned to Tian. ‘Get out of here, my court calls to me.’

	‘As you wish, my lady, shall I-?’

	‘Just get her out of here.’

	Tian nodded, then grabbed a hold of her. She had time to grumble at him, before the faded away. ‘So what do you think?’ he asked as he replaced his glamour.

	‘My loyalty is determined by the size of my pay check,’ she replied coldly. ‘Nothing more, nothing less.’

	‘Doesn’t that tire you?’

	‘No, it’s freeing. All I know is: loyalty gets you hurt. It’s best to be flexible.’

	‘Will I meet you tonight?’

	‘You’ll be there anyway, that’s your way, right? Try and get it yourself, then you don’t have to pay the finder’s fee?’

	‘Even if it fell into my hands, I’d make sure you got paid.’

	She crinkled her nose. ‘That almost sounded like…Watch out of the leech, he’s a big, tough bastard.’

	‘You didn’t mention that there was a starchild here.’

	‘Don’t use that term, it’s so flowery and poofter-like. He’s a refugee, nothing more, nothing less.’

	Dark, glittering goblin eyes shone out from his human face. ‘Are you really so different?’

	‘Of course I am.’ She grinned, flicked her hand and her suit appeared. ‘I’m a recruit.’

	Tian shook his head. ‘Girl, you look so strange in that suit.’

	‘Get lost, goblin, I’ve got a meeting to get to.’

	‘See you tonight, Eeeny.’

	‘Whatever,’ she said and turned her back on him. She felt his presence disappear, then started the walk back to the Agency.

	She smiled at Natalie as she signed back in. She liked Natalie - there was something innocent about her, like she really was just an admin girl, albeit one with a gun strapped to the underside of her desk.

	The lift appeared straight away, and she took it up to the field floor. There was an unofficial rule that they always meet in the mess hall before big meetings - to bring up fears and concerns they wouldn’t necessarily want to bring up in front of Ryan, or heaven forbid - Taylor.

	Red was standing in the corner, staring at the weekly crossword stuck to the wall. A slightly melted pen in his hand.

	‘Is he having any luck?’ she whispered to Brian before kissing him.

	‘There’s a reason we leave it up there for a week,’ he commented.

	Red gave a grunt and slid the pen into his jacket. Besides her, he was the only one in their full suit. Brian’s jacket, tie and vest were missing - and the top three buttons of his shirt were undone to reveal a not-quite-uniform band shirt. Lisa, head on the table, taking a catnap, wore a spaghetti-strap top and her training pants. The other boys were in dirty training uniforms - likely having come from a training simulation.

	‘We all going tonight?’ Brian asked.

	‘Newbie’s not. She’ll be with the geeks tonight.’

	‘Tonight?’ he echoed. ‘What? She hasn’t been transferred yet?’

	‘Apparently, she’s not going to be.’

	‘Five to one she’s sleeping with him,’ he said as he slapped a fifty-dollar bill on the table.

	She shrugged. ‘Probably.’

	‘Ok, so aside from the usual suspects, we’ve got a leech to worry about. Possibly two from what Magnolia was saying.’

	Red joined them at the table. ‘Her team will kill them before we even get there.’

	‘Let’s just hope,’ she said. ‘This isn’t some washed-in-toxic-waste sad freak we’re talking about, this one’s an actual threat. Big, mean, smells like shit.’

	Brian gave her a tired look. ‘We all read the report. As always, our main concern is Solstice - most dancers wait until the last minute to show themselves - the Solstice grunts…fish, barrel, you know.’

	Lisa held up her hands and signed “we know, get on with it”.

	‘It’s a mirrorfall, something always goes horribly wrong. Keep your mind on the prize. Duty first. Someone gets hurt, you leave them, it doesn’t matter who it is, we all mean a lot to each other, but the mirror is what’s important. Duty first.’

	There was a round of nods to this.

	‘As you say, sir,’ she muttered.

	‘Ryan’s expecting us in ten minutes, go get yourselves looking respectable, then meet in the conference room.’

	‘Ten minutes,’ she whispered as the others left the room, ‘time enough to-?’

	He cut her off. ‘No. Not before a battle.’

	‘You sure you don’t belong with Taylor’s lot?’

	He cast his eyes downward. ‘If he’d have me, I’d go, I’m not good enough. See you at the meeting.’

	‘Yeah…’ she said as she watched him leave, wondering whether or not she was going to have to kill him.

	 


84 - Blackout

	 

	Stef walked into the games room, and found Merlin staring at Frankie. She scooped the laptop up and twitched her lips into the approximation of a smile. ‘Thanks for looking after him,’ she said in a monotone.

	The possible wizard pointed at the bandages. ‘What happened?’

	She stared at him. ‘Got into a fight with a blender. Protip: always tell the Fratellis what they want to hear.’ She held the laptop closer. It was warm enough to be a security blanket, even if he wasn’t soft enough. She held it for a moment longer, then put it down, undid her shirt cuffs and rolled them up so that the bloodstains were hidden. ‘So…when do we start doing stuff?’

	He motioned to the empty room. ‘Whenever you want. Everyone else is in the command centre.’

	‘We have…a command centre?’

	Merlin nodded and grabbed her hand and pulled toward the door. She yanked her hand back. ‘Sorry,’ she said as she shook her hand. ‘But it’s still kind of bleeding, Mister Potter.’

	‘Ok then, just try to keep up!’

	He ran from the games room and she followed out the door and down the hall. Two doors down the hall. He grinned and grabbed the handle.

	She stopped in her tracks. ‘I kind of expected…’

	‘Did you really want to run any further?’

	‘No.’

	‘Then you’re among friends.’ He pushed on the door and grinned, pulling his goggles down onto his face.

	She stepped into the doorframe and dropped Frankie. She stared at the room, then slowly sank down to join him. She thumped her chest to get her heart restarted, but there was nothing she could do about her bugged-out eyes or the foolish grin on her face.

	The room was large - twice the size of the games room, and had a desk for each tech recruit - exactly the right number, so far as she could tell. Each desk had three large, flat-panel monitors on them, two keyboards, a mouse, a graphics tablet and a set of headphones. The entire far wall was nothing but a screen, footage and files scanned across it like montage.

	It was beautiful.

	Merlin tugged on her hair. ’Get up Squishy!’

	‘Ooo-kaaay,’ she slurred. ’I think I can do that.’ She numbly grabbed at Frankie and pushed herself up, feeling the sting on her wrist as she put her weight on her hand. Merlin pointed to one of the spare desks and she sat down.

	The screens immediately came off screensaver and her own face stared back at her, it beeped and logged her in. ’Facial recognition,’ she muttered, ’why am I not surprised?’

	There was a cough from behind her and she swivelled on her chair. One of the tech recruits, a girl with frizzy purple hair, handed her a bag of M&Ms. ’Pass them forward,’ she whispered.

	She poured some of the chocolate into her hand. ’Why do I feel like I’m sneaking snacks into a test?’

	The girl giggled. ’Are you kidding newbie?’ she pointed to the side of the room, where Jones appeared to be supervising a snack table. ’He knows what makes us tick.’

	She felt a sudden affection for the technical division. Supplied snacks versus carrying a gun…snacks…guns…Don’t try and figure it out, just don’t.

	‘You’re technically field, right? That’s what the truth mill says.’

	‘“Truth mill”?’

	The girl shrugged and pulled her headphones off. ‘Why bother with rumours?’

	‘Guess.’

	‘Field division doesn’t supply cookies. We supply cookies. Join us, we have cookies. Field division seems to be the anti-cookie. No wait, that’s a lie, combat division is the anti-cookie, field is more like the Judas of the cookies. Willing to betray the sanctity of cookies for something else.’

	‘Like pie?’

	The girl shook her head. ‘Pie is also good. But you’re on the cookie side of the room.’ She indicated to the other row of desks. ‘That’s the pie side, do you need to swap?’

	‘No, no, cookie good. Cookie very good.’ The purple-haired girl nodded and went ducked back down and began to type. She poured out some of the M&Ms onto the desk, then called out to the recruit in front of her and passed the candy along.

	Grabbing the mouse, she opened the only program on the desktop and waited for it to log her in.

	The centre screen showed scrolling surveillance footage on six small windows - they changed every ten seconds. Most of them showed nothing interesting - she could see vague shadows in a few of them, but not much else.

	The screen to her left showed a map of the area, with small moving gray, white and blue dots. She twitched the mouse and moved it around, and the map allowed her to zoom in and change the perspective.

	The screen on her right remained curiously empty until she clicked on one of the gray dots. The right screen then filled up with the information and vitals of “Recruit Teague” from the combat division. Half of the surveillance windows went dark, leaving only the ones that were getting shots of the recruit in question.

	‘Getting the hang of it, recruit?’ Jones asked as he stood in front of her desk.

	She tapped the monitors in turn. ‘Google Earth, voyeur-tastic and Skype?’

	He smiled. ‘Basically.’

	She drummed her fingers on the laminated surface of the desk. ‘Ok, well, I know what it is, what do I do with it?’

	‘Keep an eye on the surveillance footage, and warn the recruits when you see someone in their area that you can’t identify. Not everyone is guilty - some choose to observe it out of respect for the dead, others are simply civilians in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

	The sound roared in her ears - it wasn’t the muted little pop that it was on television, it was something loud, something real. Something dangerous. It didn’t matter. She looked out the corner of her eye at the man as her jammed her head between his gun and the wall. Nothing Freudian there, no…Wrong place, wrong time, Spyder, just hit the keys. Just hit the keys.

	She gave him a wry smile. ‘I know a little about that?’

	‘Really? The way you’ve taken to the job and the uniform it would appear you were born for the job. Though…it seems a little worse for the wear, and you haven’t even been out in the field.’

	She looked down at her dirty shirt. ‘I pissed off Agent Vesuvius, so I’m impotent unless I’m on a mission.’ Jones snapped his fingers and a fresh uniform appeared on her. ‘Thanks, now I feel less crummy.’

	‘Just for your information,’ he said quietly. ‘Taylor rarely comes onto this floor, so it’s rather easy to keep out of his way down here.’

	‘You trying to recruit me? I mean, I was already half-won over with the cookie argument.’

	‘With the scores you received for the tests, you are more than welcome to do this side of the mission, rather than the field, even when you’re more experienced. With the scores you received for the tests, you really should be one of my recruits.’

	‘I didn’t shoot the hob to bits, I got points for that.’

	The slight agent shrugged. ‘I’m not arguing with your field aptitude…’

	‘Then what?’

	Another shrug. ‘Everyone finds their own way here, there’s a place for everyone, scholar, warrior and tactician. And hacker. And geek. And criminal. And murderer.’

	‘It wasn’t murder,’ she whispered. ’It was self-defence.’

	‘I was referring to most of Taylor’s recruits, actually, their red folders are generally considerably larger than yours.’

	She bit the inside of her cheek and glued her eyes to the screen in front of her. Now was all that was important. The past was the past, and it always stayed that way. The past couldn’t hurt you, not if you outdistanced it.

	She clicked off the recruit and let the scrolling surveillance return.

	She conjured the image of dancing bunnies with machine guns and felt her calm return.

	‘So I don’t go demanding sitreps and the like do I?’

	A dark, furry shape crossed in front of one of the screens.

	‘No. Only contact them when you have something you need-’

	‘Astrin?’ She clicked on the window, but he was gone.

	‘The leech?’ Jones asked as he rounded the table.

	‘I think so, how do I rewind this?’

	He leant forward and pressed the F6 key - a small menu appeared and she stepped it back frame by frame. She stopped when the dark shape filled the frame, then adjusted with the levels so that it was more visible.

	‘Confirmed?’ Jones asked.

	‘Yeah,’ she said softly, ‘that’s him.’ She swallowed. ’Just a leech. Just a problem.’

	‘We have to look after our own. Duty first. We have a responsibility to the people of this world, just as the agents of his world had a responsibility to his world. World live, worlds die, and on very special occasions, worlds are born.’

	‘Circle of life, hakuna matata and all that.’

	He nodded and moved off toward Merlin, who was sitting on the floor in front of the wall-screen, working with one monitor, a PDA, a set of headphone and what appeared to be a set of runes.

	She turned back to the main screen and clicked through the footage, trying to catch another glimpse of Astrin. He was nowhere to be seen, strange for a creature, a beast, as large as him, but there were enough dumpsters to hide in and behind that she wasn’t surprised.

	Clicking through all the recruits in turn, she found that the combat recruits were in much worse shape than the field recruits, yet seemed to be ignoring the pain. And the bleeding. And the occasional broken limb.

	‘Masochists,’ she muttered as she swallowed a handful of M&Ms. The chocolate helped her mood, but didn’t help with the surreal feeling that the command centre gave her.

	She grabbed mike on the headphones and opened a channel to all of the combat recruits. ‘Fly you fools! Get out of there! Sitrep! Sitrep! I don’t even know what that means! Get to the choppppppper! Snow shovels on special in aisle five…’

	‘Shit Spyder, are you capable of taking anything seriously?’ she asked herself in a whisper.

	No.

	She pushed the headphones down so that they hung loosely around her neck, pushed the main keyboard forward and rested her head on the desk.

	She scratched at the itchy wounds, and traced her fingers over the bandages. They were technically self-inflicted wounds - she just hoped that there was no mandated therapy sessions that came along with being one of the MaWiBWaB - they’d have a field day with her.

	‘Go for a flight on the Eye.’

	‘Do I look like some stupid tourist?’

	‘No, you look like you’re trying to get your grandfather’s attention by cutting yourself. You may not like your cousins, but their methods are a lot safer.’

	‘Aren’t you supposed to treat me like I shit gold or something?’

	‘You’re not the prodigal child you think you are.’

	‘I’m not doing this so I can crawl back for more money, or acceptance, I’m doing this so I can look at myself in the mirror. I think I own a mirror.’

	‘Speaking of which, want me to do something about your nose?’

	‘What’s wrong with my nose?’

	‘Honey, if you don’t know, then there’s no telling you. Who’s your therapist?’

	‘ Don’t have one. Don’t need one. For the last time, they’re not self-inflicted.’

	‘Keep telling yourself that.’

	A pair of feet shuffled up to her desk, grabbed her head, then let it drop onto something soft. She raised her head so she could look at the object. It was a small pillow emblazoned with “*headdesk*” across the centre, then in smaller text in the bottom right-hand corner, it announced that it was copyright to the tech department.

	‘Thanks,’ she mumbled as she dropped her head back down.

	With the concentration of recruits in the area, not to mention Ryan and the volcano, the odds were that Astrin was going to die. She felt guilty, and she didn’t know why. If she’d cracked the code sooner, everything might have played out differently - he might have found his peace, instead of chasing a shadow.

	If things had played out differently, you could be dead. Or rich. Or dead.If things had played out differently, they might not have trashed my apartment. It got Alexandria fixed, stop complaining.

	‘Wibble,’ she muttered, then looked back up at the screens in turn. The minutes wore on and she got more comfortable with the program - it was strangely intuitive, but each time she saw something of note, one of the other tech recruits beat her to it.

	She scanned through all of the recruits in turn, occasionally checking on Taylor and Ryan as well. What she saw of Taylor gave her all the more reason to stay away from him - if he used half the violence he was using in the field in an actual interrogation, she wanted to give him no excuse to ever let him lock her in that small room again.

	She had no wish for her arm to be torn from its shoulder.

	The screen on the left went blank for a moment, then refreshed itself. A large ring had been greyed out. She went to raise her hand, but it didn’t matter - everyone else had already noticed.

	The greyed out ring went up onto the main screen.

	‘Blackout bomb. Did anything see who did this?’

	‘There was Solstice activity in E5 less than two minutes ago,’ one voice said.

	‘It could have been on a timer,’ the girl behind her postulated.

	There was one gray dot ostensibly blinking in the building. Jones pointed to the screen, and it split into three - Enid’s profile appeared on the right, then suddenly disappeared.

	The map took over the screen, orientated itself to show a building, then became a zoomed-in bird’s eye view - it showed that Enid had moved into a room affected by the blackout.’

	She tore her eyes away from the main screen and brought up all the surveillance of the building.

	‘No Solstice!’ someone reported.

	‘No backup,’ she heard Merlin say.

	‘One leech,’ she said as Astrin crossed her screen.

	Jones turned back to look at her, then brought it up on the main screen. He looked to the right-hand side of the screen and her profile appeared again. ‘No heightened stress levels or irregular breathing, BP and heart rate are normal for this situation. She doesn’t know.’

	She watched Astrin as he turned away from the camera, stretched his malformed body, then scraped the floor with one of his monstrous claws, he then headed in Enid’s direction. ’But he does,’ she said, unable to stop herself from stating the obvious. She gave Jones an expectant look. ’Well, are you going to let her die?’

	A gun appeared on the table in front of her. She pushed the chair back, dropped the headphones to the desk and grabbed the gun. ‘Can I-?’

	‘Yes, I’ve reinstated your ability to require.’ He gave her a nod and the world blurred. She blinked and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dimmer lighting, gripped the gun and ran towards the barrier of the blackout. This was one time when running was necessary, even for an out-of-shape hacker.

	She could hear the sounds of battle outside - shouts, screams, shots and the like, but the rest of the night was strangely silent. The air felt electric, like the moments before a storm.

	She skidded to a halt when she saw Astrin - he wasn’t hunched over, he had extended himself to his full height. There wasn’t the mystery or wonder of finding a beast while on the search for Dorian Gray’s bedroom. There wasn’t the foolhardy bravery that came with sleep depravation. There was nothing, just a monster seemingly intent on killing one of her comrades.

	Lifting the gun, she squeezed off a round, but missed. He spun to look at her, but instead of charging like she expected, he ran into the room with Enid.

	Note to self: more shooting practice.

	She fired a couple more shots at his bulky body as she came to the doorframe, the edge of safety. She hurriedly required another gun, jammed it into her waistband and stepped into the blackout zone.

	Enid was holding him at bay simply by aiming her gun at him.

	She fired and this time, he charged. Enid squeezed off a couple of shots, even if they hit him, he seemed to ignore them. She fired again, just as he reached her, right in the chest, he stumbled and slammed into her.

	It was like being hit by a tonne of bricks - the thin wall crumpled, and she saw stars. ‘Get him off me!’ she screamed as he shook himself and scraped at the ground with his claws, trying to regain his footing.

	‘Monster, get off her,’ Enid’s frighteningly calm voice ordered.

	Astrin retreated a little. ‘You shot me,’ he growled.

	Enid stared at her, then dropped a grenade, a rippling green wave exploded from it. ‘There. Better. Now we’re alone.’

	Shit. Shit. Shit.

	She slowly pulled herself from the wall, and yanked out a large piece of wood that had gotten lodged in her arm.

	‘Drop the gun, newbie.’

	She let go of the gun, and it clattered to the floor. She slid along the wall, careful to keep the spare gun out of side.

	‘Don’t make any sudden movements, newbie.’

	‘Wasn’t exactly planning on it.’

	Astrin’s blocking the door. The window is tiny and the glass is thick. Don’t know how far the blackout reaches. Yeah, you’re screwed. That means you are too. Shit.

	‘You shot me,’ he said again.

	‘Had to. You’re a big thing, suck it up.’

	She swallowed. ‘Solstice?’

	‘Unlikely.’ Enid looked to Astrin. ‘Get out of here. You know where to go.’

	‘So if not Solstice, then who?’ she asked as Astrin left the room, freeing up the exit.

	‘The Solstice are a bunch of self-important assholes who think they’re a much bigger threat than they actually are.’ She looked around for a moment, then fixed her gaze back on her. ‘He just wants to find his wife, you know.’

	‘I know.’

	‘He’s just a starchild, they’re to be pitied, they’re to be helped. He’s not about to be hired as an underwear model, but…’

	Do me a favour and don’t listen to her.

	‘Where’d you get the grenade?’

	‘A nice, neutral third-party, just wanted to breathing space so we could talk.’

	‘There’s people dying outside these walls, who’s going to help us if someone comes after us?’

	‘The bomb’s going to wear off in five minutes, just keep nice and quiet and no one will even know we’re here.’

	‘So what, this is all altruism? You just want him to…’

	‘If he gets the mirror, he can hide, they won’t even know he’s here. Like, he could even disguise himself as a human if he wants. Can’t you let him have that?’

	‘One extra keystroke can spin a program out of control. One missed command can ruin a hack. One extra kilo can sink a ship.’

	‘How did you even find him?’

	‘Field reports are good for bedtime reading. I like mirrorfalls, there’s always so many stories, so many opportunities…’

	She forced a smile onto her face. ‘I’m glad someone’s helping him.’

	‘You can help him too.’

	‘How?’

	‘Just keep your mouth shut about this. If you’re careful, there’s always loopholes.’

	Duty first. Are you-? Shut up.

	‘The girlfriend,’ she asked as she pushed herself away from the wall a little and held her hands behind her back. ‘What’s her name? I mean, “Belle” would be a little too much to ask for at this point, but…’

	‘Wife,’ Enid corrected gently. ‘And her name’s…if I get the pronunciation right, A’na’shon.’

	‘A’na’shon?’ she repeated, and Enid nodded.

	She pulled the gun from her waistband, lifted it and fired.

	 


85 - Seconds and Triplets

	 

	Stef’s eyes went wide as the bullet hit Enid - the other recruit glared, took a couple of stumbling steps, then fell.

	Her hand started to shake, and her arm soon joined it. Enid was still twitching, so she didn’t dare loosen the white-knuckle grip on the gun.

	She took a few slow steps toward Enid, trying to keep her mind blank.

	‘I’m still alive, you stupid bitch,’ Enid spluttered. ‘Why the fuck-?’

	She looked down at her handiwork, it hadn’t been a very good shot - the blood was pumping out, but it appeared to be a shot to the lung, rather than to the heart.

	You really do need more practice. She looks like Seras. She giggled at the thought, but quickly silenced herself - giggling after shooting someone was the mark of a sociopath, and she wasn’t that crazy.

	‘I knew you were lying,’ she replied, her voice detached and alien to her ears. ‘Her name is Mela, not whatever the crap you said. Mela. You could have said you didn’t know, or he hadn’t told you. If you lie, you get caught. It’s karma.’

	‘You didn’t have to shoot me.’

	‘Like you were planning on doing any less.’

	‘Could have, could, could, could,’ she spat blood. ‘Cut you in. Good deal.’

	She took a step away, just to stay out of arm’s reach. ‘I don’t care about any deals, I’m doing something right for once.’

	‘Mur-der-er.’

	‘Not the first time,’ she confessed. ‘And probably not the last.’

	‘Can’t…leave…me…like-’

	‘Sure I can,’ she whispered. ‘You’re going to die in a minute anyway, and I can’t require anymore bullets, so I don’t plan on wasting anymore on you.’

	‘Cunt,’ Enid splattered.

	She watched as the other recruit closed her eyes and stopped trying to heave air into her lungs.

	It wasn’t murder.

	She lifted the gun and numbly clicked the safety on. She retreated from the body and picked up the other gun. She slid the old window open and looked outside - people were still shouting, but the voices were distant - no one had seen or heard what had happened, and if they did, they apparently didn’t care.

	She walked out of the room, into what would be a safe area in a few minutes. Blackout zone, no surveillance. No one to see, no one to know the truth. She looked back into the small room - Enid’s body would be visible once the area came back online.

	Patting her pockets revealed a lack of pens, pencils or other writing aids. Nothing to communicate with.

	‘And you people think I’m the monster.’

	She shook herself from her funk and saw Astrin. ‘You are a monster,’ she said. ‘I just did what I had to.’

	‘She was going to help me.’

	‘Was she? Are you sure? She had no problem lying to me, so what makes you think she was being truthful?’

	‘Have your angels embittered you beyond all emotion? I just want-’

	‘What you want is a lie. You can’t get back those that have died.’

	‘The mirror can do anything.’

	‘The fairy tale beast was royalty, the X-Men one was a genius, you’re just a nutcase. She’s dead. I’m very sorry, but she’s dead. Otherwise, you would have found her by now, right? People die. People just die. If you do get your hands on the mirror what you bring back won’t be the person you lost. You’re just trying to delude yourself because you’re scared.’

	The monster simply grunted.

	She tried to require, but nothing happened - the blackout was still in effect. ‘So what now?’ she asked as she scanned for an exit. ‘You want to fight me?’I’d really rather you didn’t, kind of like to walk out here alive.

	‘I want the mirror.’

	‘And I want a fucking pony, what’s your point?’

	‘You dare compare frivolities to the love of my life?’

	‘If you really did love her, you wouldn’t have left her behind. You don’t leave behind people you love. You can’t whinge about your mistake now, you can’t make other people pay for it, and you can’t fool yourself into thinking you’re doing the right thing.’

	You’re so fscking dead…

	‘What would you have me do?’

	‘Disappear and never come back. I’m all for the Disney aspect of your life, but you’re a danger. Rule of the majority - individuals suffer for the greater good. You might think you’re special, you might even really be special, but that doesn’t matter.’

	‘I’m not going to disappear.’

	Astrin’s jaw clicked as he opened his mouth.

	Craaaaaap…What now genius? Shi- Shoot him. Shoot him. SHOOT HIM.Ok…

	She lifted her shaking hand and fired the rest of the clip into him. He howled in pain, but didn’t fall. He lifted a claw and dug out one of the bullets before looking back up at her.

	She dropped the empty gun, but couldn’t reach for the spare - her hand simply refused to work. Her heart pounded in her throat, and not one coherent thought fired.

	‘Eat shit and die freaks!’

	A grenade landed between them and exploded - it wasn’t the simple, pretty green wave like Enid’s blackout bomb had been, this one exploded with force, throwing them both backward. She shook her head and looked to the Solstice that had thrown it, then shook her head again. It wasn’t one Solstice, it was three…triplets, each holding a small machine gun.

	A girl in a suit ran past her, towards the room with Enid, presumably for safety, and managed to roll out of the path of the cultists’ fire. Astrin growled and pushed himself to his feet and ran at the triplets, then ran at them again, and a third time.

	Three…what…huh?

	Another girl in a suit ran off into the shadows of the room, trying to get out of the line of fire.

	Where the hell are all of these recruits coming from?

	One of the triplets turned toward her and pulled the trigger, she didn’t even have time to swear as the stream of bullets raced toward her.

	There was no sound, no warning. She closed her eyes and hoped that playing a harp wasn’t a requirement of the afterlife. If there was an afterlife. If people who had already died got an afterlife.

	You’re still thinking.

	She opened her eyes - there were bullet holes in the floor all around her, but she was safe. She didn’t question it, she pushed herself to her feet and ran into the small room. She pulled out her spare gun and slammed the door shut - not that it would keep them out for longer than a second, but it might make them concentrate on Astrin for a moment.

	The other recruit jumped out in front of her, gun drawn, and she felt her mind break.

	She was staring at herself.

	The other Stef wore a similar expression to the one she imagined she was sporting. Their eyes drifted to the respective dirt and holes in their shirts from Astrin’s impact.

	The other Stef opened her mouth and said something, but she heard no sound. She tapped her ears and shook her head.

	She rounded her twin, seeing herself from a completely objective angle for once. It was strange. It was maddening. It was…insane. She reached out toward her, but her hand went right through.

	The other Stef waved at her, then tapped her wrist.

	‘Watch? Time? Time! Time bomb, so what, we’re copies, split parts?’

	Her twin indicated that she couldn’t hear her. ‘Di-men-sion.’ her twin mouth, and she nodded.

	‘A localised split in the dimension, that would be within spec, I guess…’

	Get the fuck out of here. Theories or not, at least two people out there want to hurt you.

	She went to the door, and pulled it open a little. All three of the Astrins were battling two of the Solstice. The monster didn’t seem to have worked it out, as most of their attacks were missing.

	She looked down and found her twin poking her head through her chest, her twin looked around and then pulled back. She stabbed three fingers toward the door twice, then pointed to each of them in turn.

	‘She ran off. I don’t know why. I guess one second makes all the difference.’

	Her twin said something, but she didn’t catch it, then sighed and went to the window. She beckoned her with the shake of a head. ‘Only escape,’ she appeared to say.

	‘I don’t care, I’m not jumping.’

	Her twin pointed to the door, then lifted her gun and mimed blowing her brains out.

	She shook her head and looked at the window. She lifted her gun and bashed it against the frame, the old wood gave easily. Her twin did the same thing - she assumed to knock the out frame in her dimension.

	Stop thinking about it, you’ll only hurt me more.

	Both of her looked down to the ground below - it was going to be painful and possibly limb-breaking experience. She pointed to the dumpster and her twin nodded. Her twin climbed up onto the frame and took a deep breath.

	The door flew open and their triplet was flung to the floor in front of them. Her shirt was red, no hint that it had ever been white, she clutched one limp arm and torn across her chest, taking in shallow breaths. The triplet’s Astrin stood over her.

	She threw herself in front of her triplet’s Astrin - not that it would do any good, but she couldn’t stand by and watch herself die.

	‘Kill the fucking Solstice! He’s the one with the gun! Stop hurting her!’ She waved her arms around, like she would to distract a violent dog from a child. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her twin jump off the window sill and silently urge their triplet on.

	The duplicate Astrin swiped at her and silently raged when that did nothing to hurt her. He ran through her and attacked the stricken triplet.

	Her twin turned and threw up, and she was barely able to contain the contents of her stomach.

	‘Jesus Christ,’ she whispered as her triplet stopped struggling.

	She turned and looked at the window, snapping her fingers under her twin’s nose. Her twin wiped her mouth on her sleeve and climbed back up onto the sill. ‘Nothing ventured,’ her twin said silently.

	‘Nothing gained,’ she replied. She watched her jump from the window - it was an amazing freefall, but she missed the dumpster. Her twin hit the ground and rolled hard, screaming silently in pain. She grabbed at something in her pocket, and crawled toward the other side of the alley, she put on her headset and grinned. She gave a pained thumbs-up and was shifted to safety.

	‘Ok, so there’s the barrier…’

	She turned as a large shape blocked the light, the duplicate Astrin stood in the doorway, silently swore at her and left the room.

	The contents of her stomach joined that of her twin as she looked at the triplet’s remains. What there was of them.

	Well, now we know what our insides look like. Oh god, shut up. It’s not you, deal with it, or it will be.

	She crouched and reached toward her triplet, her hand passed through the triplet‘s dirty sneaker. ‘One second’s difference, one thought, one-’

	Get out of here. Now.

	Unlike her twin, she didn’t plan on freefalling and breaking a limb. She wanted to see the mirror fall, she wanted to see something to the finish, just once.

	She climbed up onto window, then turned, and let one leg drop off.

	Stop thinking about it, or fight your way out, those are your only two choices. I hate you, you know that, right?

	She let the other leg drop, keeping a firm hold of the sill.

	So stupid, so stupid, so stupid…Shut up and let go.

	She released and fell, she hit the dumpster and shot out a hand to stop herself from tumbling off. She slowly slid to the ground, her ankles still stinging from the impact.

	The ground beckoned her, so she sat for a minute. Sitting was good. Sitting was very good. Sitting, and concentrating on how cold the ground was meant she didn’t have to think about seeing her own dead body. A death, it seemed, that she’d missed by one second.

	Gunshots shattered the quiet of the alley, and she looked up to see if it was friend or foe.

	It was her angel, and she ran to him.

	 


86 - Focus

	 

	Stef skidded to a halt when Ryan spun and, for the millionth time, aimed his gun at her. She threw her hands up in the air. ‘It’s me, it’s me.’

	‘Jones should have shifted you back by now.’

	‘Oh, cause I’m that efficient, just kill who I thought was a comrade and-’ The look on his face informed her he wasn’t a happy agent. ‘Promise me you will not pull the trigger until I explain.’

	‘Quickly.’

	‘Enid was working with Astrin, but she was- I watched him kill me.’ She raised a hand to her mouth. ‘He killed me. He- Right in front of me. I…couldn’t…’ She swallowed and tried to push away the trauma-inducing images. ‘She was working with him. She had a blackout bomb. I did-’ She folded her arms across her chest. ‘I did what I had to.’

	She gave him a panicked look, dropped her gun and threw her arms around him. ‘Shoot me if you want,’ she mumbled into his chest. ‘I need this, and I don’t have ready access to my safety-laptop.’

	‘Time bomb?’ he asked quietly.

	‘Something like that, there were two other me’s.’

	Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. Who are you kidding? Be brave. Just keep the façade up a little longer then you can go hide in a cupboard.

	She couldn’t hold back a sniffle, and she reached up to hold onto his jacket. ‘I know what my liver looks like,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t know that.’

	He lifted one of his arms and wrapped it around her shoulders. She almost pulled away - being comforted was so alien. Affection was unfamiliar. Being almost able to cry in the presence of someone else was a new experience as well.

	‘I can shift you back.’

	She sniffed again, enjoyed the small measure of safety the hug gave for another moment, then pulled away. ‘The fact that you didn’t just do it means I have a choice in the matter.’

	He nodded once. ‘You do, though I assume the safety of the tech department-’

	She shook her head, crouched and picked up her gun. ‘I have field aptitude, right? I want to use it. I’m not going to be afraid anymore. I don’t want to be afraid anymore.’

	‘Stef, look up.’

	She looked up, readying herself for the disappointment of not seeing another zeppelin. Instead, there was something a lot more impressive.

	What few clouds there were in the sky were all circling around a central point, almost like a hurricane. The moon was out, but the light seemed dull, as if the mood of the night had stolen it away, or as though it was weakened by giving birth to a phoenix.

	‘No prizes for guessing what that is,’ she commented. ‘How long?’

	‘Not long. It will come into this world through there, but there’s no telling where it will touch down.’

	‘So it’s like chasing a rainbow?’ He gave her a deadpan look. ‘So why don’t we just hijack a helicopter and jump down onto it?’

	‘Recruit, why would we need to hijack a helicopter?’

	‘Cause everything’s more fun with hijackings?’

	‘Recruit…’ He shook his head. ‘With the amount of chaos around you, you could pass for a fey.’

	Is that a compliment or an insult? ‘When’s it going to fall?’

	‘Very soon.’

	‘How do you know?’

	He gave her a confused look. ‘I can just feel it, can’t- No, sorry, of course you can’t. I, we, just know.’

	‘M-word, gotcha.’

	‘Recruit, with the evidence that you-’ he pushed her aside and fired off three quick shots. A man with dark green hair fell and slowly began to sink into the concrete. Ryan ran over to him and kicked at the body, it stopped sinking, shook, and collapsed.

	‘Was that a-?’

	‘No, it was a halfbreed.’

	‘Cause I’d really rather you weren’t buried alive under concrete.’

	‘Again. Halfbreed. And it wasn’t even a city hob. Only city hobs have an affiliation with concrete.’

	‘Is there a plan?’

	He looked at the sky. ‘Yes, a very simple one.’ She stared at him. ‘Taylor’s recruits are working to clear the area on the far side of that building,’ he said with a point. ‘As well as locate the leech. My recruits - the other ones that I came with - are clearing this side, in teams.’

	‘Why didn’t anyone notice that Enid was missing? She was alone.’

	‘So much as we can plan, in the field, things rarely go to plan.’ He pointed down the alley. ‘That way, there’s no one left down here.’

	She took one last look at the sky, then fell into step behind him.

	‘Ry-’ she began.

	‘You can’t let it affect you,’ he said without turning. ’It wasn’t you, that’s what you have to focus on.’

	‘But it was me. It. Was. Me. I-’

	‘In that universe, I lost my recruit, if you can’t keep your focus, I might lose her here too.’

	‘Have you ever…?’

	‘Yes. But it’s different for agents, we know how to separate out our feelings, to understand what is now, what we can change, from that which we can do nothing about.’

	‘Fine, but I can’t trip a-’

	‘Fire, to your left, now,’ he said without breaking step.

	She started and turned to the left, a Solstice hung from the building’s ladder, a long, dirty coat blending him in with the night. She fumbled with her gun, clicking the safety off as the Solstice jumped off the ladder, and fired. It caught him in the shoulder, but he kept moving, reaching into his coat - presumably for a weapon.

	She gritted her teeth and fired again, this time it hit his chest. She fired again, and this time, he stopped moving.

	Closing her eyes, she let herself absorb the situation for a moment, then caught up with the one guiding her through this strange new life.

	She looked up, watching the clouds circle the area where the mirror would fall, then scanned the rooftops for anyone deciding to take the high route. There was no one, then a figure slowly faded into view. She lifted the gun again, wanting to get the drop on the newcomer.

	A strong hand grasped the barrel of her gun. ‘When I gave you a high score for field aptitude, I assumed you always took note of the situation.’

	‘Huh-?’

	Ryan pointed to the figure, and she let go of the gun. She stumbled back, eyes locked on Death.

	The reaper turned, her scythe catching the moon’s dull light.

	‘Is she- She’s- I don’t-’

	‘She is doing her job, as we are doing ours, nothing more.’

	‘She’s not gonna punish us, or try and stop us, or tip the odds in anyone’s favour or-’

	‘That is not what she does. She is simply the gatekeeper. Keep up.’ He pressed her gun against her. ‘Focus, recruit. Just focus.’

	Death turned her head to look at her, her face that of a grinning skeleton. There was no emotion there, no hint that she was the kind of reaper that indulged in chamomile tea or curry, no hint of anything recognisable as human.

	She felt like a bug.

	She ground her feet into the concrete, took a deep breath, conjured an image of monkeys with grenades, then curled her hands around her gun, felt the now-familiar weight and pushed out all other thoughts that weren’t vital to putting one foot in front of the other and following her boss towards more violence and almost certain grievous bodily harm.

	 


87 - Heroes

	 

	Magnolia leapt up onto the scaffolding and began to climb - she could hear Taylor fighting on the roof above, alone. That was, of course, her fault - if she hadn’t been slow and weak, he never would have been able to get so far ahead.

	The screaming body of a Solstice fell past her and hit the ground with very final thump. There was no need to check on his status - she knew Taylor wouldn’t have thrown him, and ceased fighting him, without a good reason.

	She reached the top of the scaffolding and jumped onto the rooftop. Taylor stood, covered in blood, surrounded by bodies, staring at the hole in the sky. She’d been very careful to avoid looking at the sky - what came through didn’t matter, only the fighting at street level mattered.

	Keeping her eyes away from the sky also meant that she didn’t have to know if her mother was up there, circling, waiting for another chance to dispense “wisdom” and attempt civility.

	Taylor turned toward her, a magnificent study of violence and beauty. He grunted once, then ran across the rooftop, jumping over the remains of his handiwork. She skirted around the bodies and followed him to the next rooftop, and next.

	He paused at the edge of the next one, sniffing the air for a clue on where the next target was. She crouched, slipped a new clip into her gun and refreshed her clothes - there was no point in fighting in bloody clothes.

	She looked up as he reached out a hand.

	‘Blackout?’ she asked.

	He gave an affirmative grunt. ‘It’s almost clear though.’

	She looked at the building across, the window was missing, she peeked over the edge of the roof and saw it in pieces on the ground below.

	‘I can smell blood,’ he commented.

	She took another look at him, just to make sure that he hadn’t refreshed his own clothes. ‘Sir?’ she asked, unwilling to point out the obvious.

	He stabbed a finger in the direction of the window. ‘Over there.’

	Not for the first time, she wondered if in one of his previous incarnations, he’d been a bloodhound.

	He was quiet for a moment, then disappeared. She looked over at the window and watched him unsurprisingly appear.

	The jump was too far for her to make it - maybe if she’d been a little more bird than human it wouldn’t have been a problem, but as it stood, physics were against her. She stood and closed her eyes - focussing on the window across.

	She concentrated on every detail, its relative location and her current position. The image in her mind disappeared down a long, dark tunnel, and she felt herself disappear from the rooftop. She raced after the image in her mind, and reappeared in the world, just a little too close to Taylor.

	He swept her up in his arms, pulling her close with a force she didn’t dare resist.

	‘Maybe,’ he said, ‘I could kill you with kindness.’

	He grunted, and pushed her to the side. She took in the room, first noting the blood stains he was looking at, then the hole in the wall.

	‘Human?’ she asked.

	He reached a hand toward the ground and something flew up into his hand, he stared at it, then flung it towards her.

	It was an Agency ID card.

	She looked down at the blood, and an obvious question formed. ‘Where’s the body? Has it been-?’ She stopped talking as she saw his eyes glaze over.

	‘It wasn’t shifted back,’ he said as he blinked. ‘It’s missing.’

	‘The leech?’ she asked as she looked at the hole in the wall. ‘The report indicat-’ he silenced her with a look.

	‘There’d be remains,’ he said simply. ‘I doubt it swallows the corpses whole. Not the leech. Something else.’

	‘Solstice?’

	‘It doesn’t matter.’ He turned from her and walked from the room, sniffing the air. He stopped dead for a moment, then ran across the floor - in mid-stride, he shifted. She followed him, then bounded down the stairs. He stood in the doorway of the building, staring at the pool of blood.

	‘Human?’ she asked again.

	‘Not this time.’ He pointed at the trail. ‘It stopped here for a minute - it’s bleeding, but still very mobile. Leech.’

	He disappeared again, this time appearing at the end of the street - he drew his gun and slowly turned, seeking any sign of the leech.

	She reached a hand up to her head, feeling the familiar twinge of a battle headache - on occasions, she liked to try and convince herself that they were psychosomatic, that they only happened in battle when she went five minutes without shooting someone. She pulled a feather from her hair and crushed it between her fingers, wishing that her bird half could contribute something to the constant battles she found herself in.

	She dropped the feather, and had time to wonder if it was a cloud was passing over the moon that was blocking the light before something heavy landed on her and slammed her to the ground.

	Her right arm popped out of the socket - she was so familiar with the sound that she’d on occasion - on drunk occasion - entertained the notion of naming it. It made a slightly different sound her left arm popping from the socket, which was a less familiar sound. She could even pop it back in on her own, only needing to see the Parkers for some painkillers afterwards.

	The thing on top of her was an immovable object, it was standing on her shoulders, not affording her any leverage whatsoever. She turned her gun and fired wildly - it screamed, but didn’t move.

	Taylor’s slow, careful footsteps approached. She wished for a heroic statement, a possessive statement, a protective statement, anything to acknowledge that he’d be fighting her until she could stand and pop her shoulder back in.

	It took one foot off her back, then the other, and grabbed her with its hands - sharp claws tore through her dress and into her back.

	It was pain, but nothing crippling, so she refused to react.

	The creature dragged her to her feet, its claws still lodged in her back. She couldn’t shift - shifting was hard enough when she didn’t have the distraction of a pain that would require stitches and at least a couple of hours off-duty.

	The creature growled and snapped its jaws right near her head. She hung limply - not wanting to struggle and make any of Taylor’s shots difficult.

	‘The mirror is mine,’ it growled. ‘Don’t get in my way.’

	Taylor fired, and the bullet slammed into the monster’s head. It loosened its grip a little and she slipped out. She stumbled to the side and required another gun.

	The monster wasn’t so cocky now, it stood on wavering legs, blood pooling around its feet.

	Taylor fired again, and it screamed, a long-drawn out scream of pain.

	She relaxed a little and backed up to the wall - glad that the leech would be out of the way before the mirror fell - the Solstice were easy enough to pick off, and the fey usually relented and allowed them to take possession of it. So much as they were creatures of chaos, they understood the sacred place order held in the world.

	In truth, it was the only thing that held the world together. Rules. Law. Order. Commands. Hierarchy. System.

	Taylor moved closer to the creature. He was above indulging in banter with those he was about to kill, but not above getting in a punch or twelve.

	A sharp crack split the air - she pushed herself off the wall to see what it was. There was another crack, and she saw a bolt of lightning rush up from the ground and strike the hole in the circling clouds. There was another strike, and another, then everything fell silent.

	‘Meeellll…’ the monster slurred. Taylor lifted huge fist and punched the monster in the gut.

	She couldn’t keep the smirk off her face. It was good to see something go right for once.

	The wall behind her exploded.

	‘Gods-fucking-damnit,’ she whispered as she hit the ground again.

	There was the familiar sound of standard-issue guns firing, and the less familiar shouts of some of the field recruits - she rarely bothered to learn their names. They weren’t good enough at what they did, otherwise they’d be under her command. They were weaker, yet made to believe they were just as good, in a different way. At least the nerds knew that they were weak, that they needed protecting, that their usefulness ended once the shooting started.

	There was a green flash, and everything went silent for a moment.

	The field recruits retreated into the building, and she heard Taylor run back down the street. She pushed herself up and shook the pieces of debris from her. Standing up, she discovered, had been a bad idea. She tried to focus her eyes, but failed, everything stayed blurry and indistinct.

	She reached up and wiped at the blood leaking down the side of her face. She traced it upward - there was a gash near her temple - such wounds were fine in training, where the doctors were only a few steps away, but in the field they were slightly more trouble.

	Claws scratched her back, but before she could turn, the monster grabbed her again. It took a step, then another, dragging her with him. It groaned with every movement it made, but it continued all the same, as if powered by something more powerful than its urge to lay down and succumb to its wounds.

	‘The mirror is mine,’ he whispered to himself as he dragged her up a flight of stairs.

	She let her hands hang.

	Require: gun.

	Nothing. They were still inside the blackout zone.

	They went up another flight of stairs.

	Require: hero.

	It was a command that couldn’t work, but it gave her racing mind a moment’s calm. It was mulling over ideas on how to escape. Exactly how much skin she would sacrifice to pull away from the monster’s grip and calculating the odds on which direction was the quickest way out of the blackout.

	The monster shoved her to the ground, and she decided to stay there. She couldn’t make the first move, if she had to wait it out - it couldn’t ignore its injuries much longer, then she would.

	She hissed in pain, and crawled back toward the wall. Another wall, but it was unlikely there was another Solstice hiding behind this one, so much like rats as they were, they couldn’t be everywhere.

	‘The mirror is mine…fix everything…get her back…’ he swayed back and forth and her eyes tried to focus on the stairs. Moving quickly enough, she was sure she could grope her way to safety, and even if she fell, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d fallen down a flight of stairs.

	‘Natenal!’ the monster screamed. ‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry!’ It collapsed and began to sob, its body shaking.

	Move, you silly bitch. She stood and stumbled forward, aiming for the stairs. As she passed the monster, its right hand shot out and grabbed her, pulling her to the floor. It dug its claws deep into her leg, and this time, she couldn’t hold back a scream.

	It ripped out its hand and slowly pushed itself, it kicked her back against the wall and stretched itself to its full, profusely bleeding, height.

	‘For my son, I will live.’

	A hand punched through the wall beside her, and a bleeding hand, followed by a jacketed arm wrapped around her chest.

	Another hand punched through the wall on the other side and wrapped around her head.

	She recognised the hands: Taylor.

	Instinctively, she released her breath and relaxed herself, whatever he was doing was going to hurt.

	The thin wall groaned, then gave way as she was pulled through it. For a moment, she was held tightly, but then one hand released as they slammed into something. She felt him pulling them upwards a little, then he pushed her away and let the piece of wall drop.

	He grasped the torn back of her dress and pulled her up to him, holding her to his body with one strong hand.

	All the pain dropped away, all the battle plans and worries about the mirror falling. Nothing mattered - he was holding her in his arms.

	There was a jerk as he released whatever he was holding, then a thump as they hit the ground. As soon as they were safe, he released her.

	‘Sir? The black-’

	He cut her off. ‘Its effect has ended. It was inefficient, just like your own actions, recruit.’

	‘Yes sir, sorry sir.’

	‘Follow, quickly, or I’ll find something worse than a leech to throw you to.’

	She stood still for a moment, and tore a strip from her skirt - the gash was still bleeding, but she’d never ask to be transported for medical attention, it wasn’t her decision as to when her mission ended.

	Require: gun.

	She clutched her hand on autopilot, but felt no gun.

	Require: gun.

	Still nothing.

	She looked up at Taylor‘s retreating form and his still-bleeding hands.

	Require: bandages.

	‘Blackout ended,’ she whispered, ‘yes sir, whatever you say sir.’ She pressed the strip of cloth to the gash. ‘Thank you sir.’ I love you, sir.

	 


88 - Mirrorfall

	 

	Stef stumbled back from the fight, wiping blood from her cheek as she watched Ryan overcome the two halfbreeds that had been challenging them - his fighting style really was impressive.

	The fact that he did it without ruining his suit impressed her even more.

	She slid her gun into the waistband of her pants and required a bottle of water, she tore the cap off and drank it slowly, despite urges to gulp the entire thing down - getting waterlogged and useless was the last thing she wanted at the moment.

	One of the halfbreeds broke away and ran, Ryan finished off the other with a single gunshot, turned back to her with a nod and ran after the other one.

	She took another sip of water and then felt the oddly familiar sensation of a gun being pressed to her head.

	‘Make any noise and I’ll end you right now.’

	Kane.

	He tore the gun out of her waistband and grabbed a fistful of her hair and pulled her down the street and through an open door ‘An agent huh?’ he asked as he yanked on her hair, threatening to pull the out the whole clump. ‘Lying bitch.’

	‘It worked well enough.’

	He released her hair and spun her toward him, punched her in the gut and then in the head as she dropped to her knees.

	She began to giggle.

	‘What so funny?’ he demanded, raising his gun again.

	‘You’re so…angry, even though it’s your fault I’m here.’

	‘You’re system scum, nothing to do with me.’

	She pressed a hand to her stomach, but didn’t attempt to get up. ‘Nothing to do with me, everything to do with Oliver.’

	‘What does the bastard child have to do with this?’

	‘You’re his father, you have to know what a brilliant hacker he was.’

	He kicked her again. ‘He’s not my son.’

	‘That’s not what you were saying when he disappeared. You lauded yourself as the best father around, not stopping or sleeping till he came back. What was that, two years ago?’

	‘That was before I discovered the lie. He’s not my son, he never was.’

	‘He was brilliant. He was daring. When someone like that disappears, people tend to notice. From there, it’s only a hop, skip and a jump to finding out about weird-arse conspiracies and finding yourself in the middle of one.’

	Require: David Kane dead.

	Nothing.

	Require: giant anvil to fall on David Kane.

	Nothing.

	Damnit.

	He turned for a moment, and she tried to jump up, but he saw her and knocked her to the ground again. ‘I-’

	‘If you’re going to shoot me, then shoot me, cause I’m not going to be sitting on my arse when the magic mirror drops out of the sky.’

	Are you fucking insane? Erm, yes?

	‘If you insist.’

	Require: make all the - gods let this work. Stop thinking!

	Kane took a step forward and aimed the gun down at her.

	Require: delete all the load-bearing beams.

	The roof creaked, the walls groaned. Kane looked up and watched a long split run across the ceiling. She threw her hands over her head and curled into a ball and giggled as the roof caved in.

	A huge piece of plaster fell onto her and cracked in two. She heard Kane scream and she breathed a sigh of relief - then coughed out all the dust that she’d inhaled. She went to push on the plaster, but the world blurred.

	‘I heard a building collapse,’ Ryan said. ‘And suspected it was you.’

	‘It was only a roof,’ she said defensively. ‘And we pay for the damages…right?’

	‘Recruit,’ he said as he reached over and pulled some debris from her hair. ‘The point is not to cause the damage in the first place.’

	She rolled her eyes. ‘Fine, I’ll remember that for next time. Can we hijack a-’ a flash in the sky made her go quiet.

	The patch of sky in centre of the clouds was pulsing and crashing, sudden bursts of light escaped it as it became more violent.

	‘Keep watching,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s happening.’

	‘Trust me,’ she said, ‘the last thing I’m going to do is blink.’ She slowly reached forward and touched him, just double-checking that he wasn’t made of stone.

	The sky exploded.

	She hid behind him again, just in case the phoenix had returned, but when she peeked out, there was nothing. All of the clouds had disappeared, and the sky was stable again. All that was out of place was one slowly moving, glinting-

	‘Oh, that’s the-’

	‘Of course.’ He fell silent for a moment. ‘Coming?’ She nodded furiously. ‘All right, but if-’

	She smiled. ‘I’m a big girl, I’ll be fine.’ He looked at her, then past her at the room of debris. ‘I…promise to only cause minimum damage to property?’ He stared at her for a moment longer, then nodded. He moved off and she fell into step behind him.

	‘Why don’t you just shift up there and grab it?’ she asked after a moment.

	‘We just…can’t,’ he said, ‘it won’t allow us to. It’s almost as though…it wants to be fair.’

	‘It’s alive?’

	‘Not in so many words. But, at the same time, yes.’

	There were no longer any shouts or sounds of fighting from behind them, it was all in in front of them. You’re heading for a clusterfuck, this isn’t where you should be. Shut up. Dorian said- ‘I don’t care what Dorian said!’ she growled. He turned to look at her. ‘Sorry, talking to myself.’

	‘If you want me to send you back…’

	‘No.’

	‘Stef, you’re-’

	‘Not going anywhere. Please, let me stay?’

	‘As you wish.’

	Three Solstice emerged from the shadows, and she couldn’t help but grin.

	At least, until they drew their guns. Ryan pushed her to the ground and shifted into the middle of them, one shot him a few times before having the gun ripped out of his hand, the second ran and the third came toward her.

	Flight, rather than fight, instincts, kicked in for once, and she pushed herself to her feet and ran for the ladder going up the side of the building. She scaled it with the practice of someone who had spent far too much time on the monkey bars as a child and reached the top before the Solstice had even reached the middle.

	She poked her tongue out at him and required the ladder away.

	He fell the ground, and was shot by Ryan before he could get up. He pointed a finger at her, but she threw her hands up before he could shift her.

	‘Go on already, I’ll follow, I don’t want to slow you down.’

	‘You do realise it will be just as quick if I shift you.’

	‘Shut up and go.’

	‘Recruit-’

	‘And suddenly, I lose my name again.’ Her shoulders dropped. ‘I just don’t want to get shifted into the middle of a fight that big. I need a minute. Just a minute. Ok?’

	He nodded, and shifted himself towards the fight and the mirror.

	She slumped and took a few deep breaths. She looked up at the mirror, the seemingly innocuous object, the cause of so much fear and terror, so much confusion, and at least a few deaths.

	The silvery heart of a dead world.

	She glared at it as she crossed the roof, and required a thick plank as a bridge over to the next one.

	‘You don’t look that great,’ she muttered angrily. ‘Stupid m-word mirror. Stupid m-word.’ She bit her lip. Killed a planet. Made a monster. Let you find your angel. Got you killed. ‘You killed da-da-duh-doi-damnit. Dajulveed, I hope someone turns you into a damn flower!’

	The mirror shuddered.

	‘Hey, flowers aren’t that bad.’

	The mirror stopped shuddering and resumed tumbling through the sky.

	‘Holy fsck, are you listening to me, you stupid McGuffin?’

	‘Flower!’ she shouted, but this time, it didn’t make the mirror quake in fear.

	‘Dajulveed,’ she whispered.

	It stopped tumbling, and began to spin like a top.

	‘Dajulveed,’ she said louder.

	It continued spinning.

	‘Dajulveed,’ she said a third time, and this time, it started to move toward her. Her heart began to beat quickly, enthused at the thought that such a bizarre thing had had any effect on something as magical as the mirror.

	‘Faster, you stupid magic mirror, faster!’ She grinned. ‘Dajulveed!’ she shouted! ‘Dajulveed!’

	It began to race toward her, outdistancing everyone else who wanted to get their hands on it.

	She turned and ran back across the plank and onto the first roof, whispering the name of the dead planet over and over, turning once every few seconds to make sure it was still following her.

	Stopping a few feet from the edge of the roof, she turned and looked up at the mirror.

	Require: gun.

	She clutched the gun that appeared in her hand, but made no move to lift her arm, it hung limply at her side, heavy with the responsibility of the choice.

	Just blow this thing so we can go home and have cookies.

	She clicked off the safety, centred herself and raised the gun. She waited until it came a little closer - the smaller the distance, the more chance she had at getting it the first time - the shouts were getting closer.

	‘Just breathe,’ she whispered to herself. ’Just do it, Spyder, just do it.’

	Smirking, she lifted her gun and fired.

	She raised her hand, expecting the mirror to shatter and ensure her seven years of bad luck, but it was apparently fine.

	She wrapped her finger around the trigger again, but before she could pull it, the mirror began to warp. It stretched and skewed, like a piece of clay in the hands of an inexpert modeller.

	As it spun, she could see the path of the bullet - it had stretched the skin of the flowing mirror almost to its breaking point, and if the stress ripples were anything to go by, it was still desperate to break free and continue its path.

	And it did.

	The bullet pierced the mirror and shot off into the night.

	A crack ran through the mirror, then split, making a fine spider web pattern over the surface, it groaned for a moment, as if trying to hold itself together, then exploded.

	Oh, cra-

	She barely had time to blink as a large shard shot toward her.

	Ry-

	*****

	Ryan snapped his head toward the source of the explosion. It hadn’t been a bomb, or a blackout grenade, it hadn’t been-

	It was suddenly became very apparent that the mirror was gone. The subliminal force it exuded in its complete form was missing, the world felt a lot lighter, as if a great weight had been lifted.

	He doubted anyone else had noticed - you had to be very in tune with the world to feel it, and it was so subtle that it would be unnoticed by most of the fey and half-fey present, as it wasn’t loud, shiny or causing chaos.

	There was only one reason that its presence could no longer be felt - it either wasn’t complete, or it had been used, consumed or spirited away from the city.

	None of those possibilities were good.

	He step a step and something crunched beneath his foot. He lifted his foot and looked down at a small, dirty, broken reflection of himself.

	‘What…?’

	He knelt and picked up the piece of mirror - the power flowing through it made him certain that it wasn’t a lost compact or result of an earlier fight. He held it in the palm of his hand, he willed it to disappear. Mirrors, even tiny fragments, only caused trouble, and any potential benefit they had was far outweighed by the possible disastrous outcomes.

	The shard crumbled into smaller fragments, ground itself down to sand, then was whisked off his hand by the smallest breeze and disappeared entirely. He saw another piece of mirror a little down the street, he walked over to it, stooped and willed it away as he done the first.

	A larger piece crashed to the ground to his left, he made it disappear, then he looked up to where it had come from. He saw a large piece dangling on the edge of the building’s roof, so he concentrated and shifted up.

	The moon’s light reflected off at least a dozen last shards.

	‘Clean-up crew to-’ he turned slowly, taking count of each of the shards.

	Seventeen shards.

	Seventeen shards and one body.

	‘Sir?’ came the reply.

	‘Don’t report in yet,’ he said stripping all emotion from his voice, ‘the area isn’t secure yet.’

	He ignored the shards of mirror and walked slowly toward the body.

	It wasn’t moving.

	It wasn’t breathing.

	He came up behind it, knelt - being careful to avoid the small pool of blood - and pressed two fingers to its throat. There was no pulse.

	Dead.

	He gently rolled the body onto its back, just to confirm the identity - a confirmation he’d had as soon as he’d seen her dirty sneakers.

	‘Stef…’

	Glassy eyes stared out into the night as the moon glinted off the large chunk of mirror lodged in her chest.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered as he pushed her eyelids closed, ‘I’m so sorry.’

	 


89 - Baby Love Child

	 

	Astrin lay on the floor, one hand gripped on his stomach, every inch of his body in pain.

	Natenal, I’m sorry. Forgive me, please…

	‘Dude…’

	He couldn’t open his eyes, but the voice sounded human enough.

	‘You’re the starchild, aren’t you?’

	He lifted his head a little, then dropped it. ‘Yes,’ he croaked. It was what the Professor had called him - and it was much kinder than “leech”.

	‘Hey, hey dude…’ He opened his eyes a little and saw the reflective shard in the stranger’s hand. ‘I like to keep a little miracle around, but you look like you could use it more than me.’

	The human pressed the shard against him, but he lifted a bloody hand and wrapped it around his hand. ‘Wait…’

	The stranger withdrew his hand. ‘There ain’t a whole lot of “wait” left in you, dude.’

	‘My…son…’

	The man took a step back. ‘You’re pregnant?’

	‘Please…my…son…he…’

	The stranger knelt beside him and pressed the mirror into his hand. ‘Do what you have to, dude.’

	He gripped the mirror, the dead heart of his world and pressed it to his stomach.

	Natenal, please, live…

	His child kicked and he felt the piece of mirror flow from his hand. For a moment, he worried that he hadn’t wished for the right thing, or that his mistakes would make it impossible, that his last act in the world would be a failure, that-

	A baby cried.

	The stranger lifted the baby from his stomach and brought it closer. The child was perfect - green skin like Mela’s father, Mela’s nose and his chin. He brushed the back of his hand over his son’s cheek. ‘I love you, Natenal.’

	He closed his eyes, when he opened them again, he saw Death.

	The pain was gone, and he was no longer a monster. He stood, unafraid of the darkness and the cold.

	‘Do you know where you are?’ she asked.

	He nodded.

	‘Your wife has already passed, though surely you know this.’

	‘I feared,’ he replied. He looked down into the empty nothingness below. ‘No, I knew, it was my fault.’

	‘She made her own choice. It’s no crime to try and escape such a cruel fate.’

	‘My son - who will care for him? I’ve…left him nothing in the world, I’ve-’

	‘Take solace in the knowledge that he will live, not simply become a starbright.’ Death lifted her mask. ‘If you cannot trust a god to care for your child, who can you trust?’

	‘I-’

	‘He will grow, he will live, he will - for what it is worth - know that both of his parents loved him. You failed your wife, you did not fail you son.’

	‘Is it my fate to wander the dead forests until time ends?’

	She gestured to the void. ‘I do not know what will be your fate once you pass, I am simply the gatekeeper.’ She paused for a moment. ‘Are you ready?’

	He thought of his wife, and his son, and stepped into the void.

	*****

	Hum wrapped the baby in his jacket as best as he could - it had been forever since he’d cared for a child, and the last time, there’d been others to help. Here, and now, his powers diminished, the human way would have to do for now.

	He looked back at the body and prayed that he would find his way beyond the void. Holding the crying child tightly to his chest, he walked from the building - he didn’t have to worry about the body, that’s what the angels were for.

	Rubbing his hand in circles on the baby boy’s back to calm him, he realised that he still had the slight problem of a green baby. A glamour wouldn’t be good enough, as permanent as they could be, the child deserved better.

	He heard the squeak of a leather shoe above him. Looking up, he saw an angel holding a dead recruit staring down at the baby. Without a word, the angel disappeared.

	Whispering another prayer for peace beyond the void, he patted Natenal’s head - glad that there was some new life in world, not just the numerous deaths that always went along with a mirrorfall.

	Down the street, he saw his saving grace - a small sliver of mirror had punctured a garbage bag and was almost completely hidden by the folds of plastic. He stepped quickly toward the bag, not wanting to jostle the baby further - he was sure its tiny lungs would fail if it cried anymore.

	He extracted the piece of mirror, wiped it on his shirt, sat down in the middle of the street and pressed it to the baby’s forehead.

	You gotta look human, little dude, that’s what people expect…and a little like me wouldn’t hurt, if I’m gonna look after you.

	Green skin and darker green hair were lifted from the child, and for a moment, he held a baby that appeared as though it were being shot with black and white film. Colour faded back into the baby - the red skin of a crying newborn and a little tuft of blond hair that matched his own.

	‘That’s a little better, Natenal.’ He frowned. ‘And we gotta do something about that too, dudling, otherwise your future teachers are gonna yell at me.’ He smiled. ‘Nathaniel, how’s that? It’s close enough, just got a couple of extra letters, and is slightly bigger than you.’ He held the child close, and faded away.

	 


90 - Aftermath

	 

	‘Two of your recruits are dead, correct?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘And two of the others will be in the infirmary for at least a few days?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘How much of the mirror has been recovered?’

	Ryan looked from Clarke down to a report on the desk. He flipped it open and looked at the clean-up crew’s report. ‘What is estimated, based on previous recoveries, to be just over a third. It’s only been twelve hours though, and the recovery teams are still searching for shards.’

	This earned him a disapproving look. ‘Yes, the shards.’ Clarke sighed and required a cigarette, the end came to life and he took in a lungful of smoke. ‘That’s another issue.’

	‘Not one we can do anything about.’

	‘It’s one you caused. That recruit shouldn’t have been in the field in the first place.’

	He opened his mouth to protest, but Clarke shook his head. ‘Yes,’ he said tersely, ‘I did read Jones’ report. However, you know you were in the wrong. Recruits without sufficient field experience should never be on a mission of that caliber.’ He tapped the ash from the end of his cigarette. ‘Ryan, there are those who watch your recruit statistics with interest.’

	‘Meaning?’

	‘Meaning, Agent Ryan, that some of your peers think you aren’t always looking out for you recruits’ best interests.’

	‘I had thought that it would be good field experience for Mimosa.’

	‘Well, the only field experience she’s going to get now is the one her body is buried in. Have you made the arrangements?’

	He gestured to a report. ‘I submitted my report on the matter.’

	‘At least the leech has been dealt with. So went thing went right.’

	‘Am I excused?’

	‘Yes - but this matter isn’t being dropped, though.’

	He stood, nodded at Clarke and walked from the conference room. The halls were quiet - they usually were after such an event - his remaining recruits were sleeping it off. Stopping outside Mimosa’s room, he required the door open and stepped inside.

	She hadn’t been there long enough to make much of an impact - the fridge was slightly emptier, and there were a few personal possessions that had been brought there - such as her laptop. He lifted it and required the room back into a zero state - it was clean and new again, no sign that anyone had ever occupied it.

	With a sigh, he shifted from the Agency.

	Slightly stale air met his nose as he appeared in Stef’s apartment. He stepped into the kitchen and pushed the curtains open, letting some light into the dark rooms.

	He opened the fridge and required away all of the perishable food - it was no longer needed, and would only rot.

	There was a knock.

	Suddenly, he felt like an intruder. It was a ridiculous thought - he had every right to be there, legally and morally - but he still felt out of place.

	He walked to the door and pulled it open. The spirit on the other side of the door looked him up and down and sighed. ‘Damn. What’d she get herself into?’

	‘The landlord.’

	‘Funny,’ he replied dryly, ‘you don’t look like a hob.’

	‘What’s your business with my tenant, angel?’

	‘Your tenant, my recruit.’

	‘Is she here? I loaned her a master key the other night and I’d like it back.’

	‘No,’ he said with a note of finality, ‘she’s not.’ He paused for a moment. ‘I’ll be needing the lease signed over, organize it.’ He waited for the spirit to understand what he was saying.

	‘Solstice, you, or the starchild that was supposedly running around?’

	‘Solstice,’ he said without blinking.

	The landlord sighed, looked up to the ceiling, then nodded. ‘Bastards. I’ll…organize the paperwork.’ With that, he turned and left.

	He closed the door and walked into the apartment - he pulled open the curtains to the balcony and opened the sliding glass door to let some light in. He reached over the to the bookcase and pulled the doll from it.

	The doll he’d tempted her with, the thing responsible for her being able to live the truncated life she had. Its dress was old and faded, even if the porcelain felt like new - he hadn’t though to require new clothes for it when he’d fixed it the second time, only the parts that couldn’t be fixed by human means.

	He held it at arms length and contemplated it for a long moment - it was so out of place with the rest of the way his recruit acted and carried herself, but she’d acted as though the doll somehow defined her. It was a strange incongruity, and part of what had made her so interesting.

	Pulling the doll closer to him, he walked into the bedroom and pulled open the black curtains there.

	The mid-morning sun poured into the room, bounced off the mirror on her wardrobe door, and off the mirror in her chest.

	He gathered the courage to look at the body. ‘Hello Stef.’
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