
        
            
                
            
        

    
	01 – The Doll’s House

	Posted on January 2, 2013 by Stormy 

	Stef stared as the Agency melted away.

	She took one last breath of safe air as reality slipped away.

	The edges of her office became a window, a corner of desk, a pile of garbage.

	She rolled onto her left side, arms wrapped around a pillow, and stared at the huge clock on the bedside table. Date, day, time. Friday. A huge piece of paper tapped to it informed her that she’d been properly lucid on Wednesday. Not a bad lapse. Not long enough of a lapse for anything detrimental to happen.

	She sat up, swung her legs off the edge of the bed, and massaged them before trying to move further. They cramped and complained as she worked them, then gave up, and let her stand.

	A group of tech recruits walked past her bedroom door.

	She leaned against the metalwork at the foot of the bed, and let her mind drift, seeing if she could get back to the Agency, but the the recruits disappeared like spectres.

	‘Fuck.’

	She massaged her eyes, and made her way to the bathroom. She sat on the toilet, and slowly stripped her clothes away, and let herself smile as she saw the diaper was unsoiled. Agents didn’t need to pee, which was cool, but crazy girls did, and the two ideas clashed sometimes.

	She dutifully popped the diaper into a baggie anyway, and threw it into the small bathroom bin, and stepped in for a shower.

	Agent Stef didn’t need to shower either. Another aspect that made the real, real, real reality so much cooler than boring reality. She spun the taps, keeping the water just a little too cold, and pressed herself against the tiles.

	She slowly took stock of herself. No weird bruises of cuts. Nothing to indicate she’d walked anywhere but the usual half-lucid paths between her bed, her computer and the bathroom.

	As was usual, she started to cry.

	She sank down onto the floor of the shower, the cold water covering her body, washing away the stink and sweat of spending the majority of two days in bed.

	It had only been two days.

	It was never going to be long enough.

	Two days surrounded by people who loved her. Two days surrounded by people who needed. Where she was more okay than she could ever really be. Where she had a life, not just an existence.

	She felt really awake. It was going to be a long lucid period.

	‘Fuck.’

	Her hands shook as she undid the cap on the store-brand shampoo and washed her hair. She hadn’t washed it on Wednesday. She didn’t remember Wednesday. She remembered partying with tech recruits. She remembered eating someone’s birthday cake. She remembered Curt trying on cosplay costumes. She remembered her homework for her Academy class.

	She didn’t remember Wednesday.

	She winced as soap got into her eyes. She grabbed for a wash cloth and scrubbed at her eyes, not really surprised to feel a cockroach slide out from it and run onto her hand. She flicked the bug away, disdainfully washed the rest of the soap from her hair, and stepped out of the shower, stepping onto a bathroom mat that was slowly disintegrating, or becoming part of the tiles.

	Clothes.

	‘I fucking know, okay?’

	She half-closed the bathroom and grabbed one of the plastic shopping bags she’d organised on hooks there – only four of sixteen remained – something that she needed to rectify.

	‘Remember that for me?’

	I’ll try, Spyder.

	‘Agent?’

	She spun at the sound of the recruit’s voice, about to admonish them for walking in on her, but saw no one.

	She dressed – simple clothes – decent enough if she had to go outside; simple colours, that would hide stains.

	‘Food next.’

	She moved from the bathroom to the kitchen, pausing briefly to look at the notes she had taped to the walls – each were marked with various dates, and she took down all the ones that weren’t marked with “Wednesday” – even if they were the wrong Wednesday.

	There was a huge poster on the fridge, and smaller clones on all of the cupboards, reminding her to check supplies.

	She opened the fridge, and saw, as expected, three shelves of long-life milk, some chilling chocolate, butter, and several bottles of Vegemite. The freezer contained an ice build-up, boxes of ice cream that she couldn’t remember buying, and a bag of peas for medical emergencies.

	She made noodles and coffee – the cupboards for both containing at least a year’s supply, then moved to the living room. She made a face at the cheap, bland ramen, added a few drops of soy sauce from the bottle on the table, and nodded to herself – anything covered in enough soy was usually okay.

	She ate slowly, trying not to slop any of it onto herself, and managed quite well – eating, at least, was one life skill that Agent Stef practised. Requirements made everything so easy – any meal with a thought, compared to what was going to be a lifetime of eating the cheapest crap possible to extend the longevity of her savings.

	Store-brand soaps, ten-for-a-dollar ramen, and everything else bought in bulk when it was on special. Agent Stef got the exciting things in life, moments outside of the Agency was just like waiting in the lobby for a new game to start – it was limbo time, it meant nothing, comfort was unimportant.

	She leant her head back on the couch she’d bought on Craigslist, which still faintly smelled of cigarette smoke, despite how many times she’d doused it with cleaner, looked at the leaning bookcase that contained the few knick-knacks from life with her family, and finally settled on the TV.

	The TV and the game consoles were the one luxury she allowed herself – some lucid periods lasted nearly a week, after all, and she had to have something to fill her time other than internet.

	The game consoles were also frustrating as fuck and a huge source of dissociation. Start a game in the lobby, that was fine, but if Agent Stef continued it, it would always be different, because even Agent Stef with her bigbig brain couldn’t predict everything, couldn’t-

	Playing old games was much better anyway. Playing old games created no dissociation. Playing old games let her go for completionist trophies, and new game pluses.

	Stef sighed, finished off the noodles, than slowly began to move about the apartment, reading the notes that still had to be dealt with.

	It only took two hours to pack twelve bags of clothing for the back of the bathroom door.

	Achievements deserved rewards.

	She went to the fridge, and broke a row from the cooking chocolate in the fridge, then took a four-hour internet break.

	Hunger growled again, and she made more noodles.

	‘What time is it?’

	She looked to the large clock on the wall, then swore.

	‘How the fuck is it only eleven? I got up at four!’

	Spyder?

	‘What?’

	‘You got up at four. In the morning.’

	‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

	Do we have to go through this again?

	She stared up at the ceiling. ‘Guess not.’

	If you run through your checks, I think you could go outside.

	‘But…But you don’t…’

	You always feel better when you go visit the Agency. And it’s good for you to go outside.

	Her mouth twitched into a smile. ‘Okies.’

	The check-list was exhaustive. It needed to be. Crazy girls and the outside weren’t a natural mix. It had been refined over time as periods of lucidity got less frequent, after she’d been allowed to just give up instead of pretending that she could be a real person.

	The first section was appearance – that was easy, her outfit was less than twelve hours old, that got an automatic pass. Her hair always looked the same, no matter what she did, so that was another check.

	Her bag took longer – programming reminders into her phone, wallet, back up money in three different sections of her bag, and extra-emergency twenties in her pockets – which were zipped, of course, and in in her shoe, in case all else failed. There was very little possibility she’d lose her bag, her pants and her boots. Hopefully.

	She retreated into her wardrobe, sliding the door closed against the world.

	The glow-in-the-dark stars were the only light in the small world.

	Going outside was always scary. It was necessary. Sometimes it was necessary. Going downstairs to check the mail was one thing – that had a much smaller check-list, and could be done in the dead of night if necessary – the Field rating of going to check the mail was much lower than actually leaving the building.

	There were so many things that could go wrong – so many things that could happen because of a drop in lucidity, or because people were stupid, or cruel, or too willing to take advantage.

	It was so easy to snatch the bag from a crazy girl too busy zoning out staring at a building that wasn’t there. Too easy to cop a feel on a crowded bus. There was the danger of going back to the Agency while going outside. There was the danger of crossing into a busy street. Clicking your heels three times didn’t get you home when you were scared.

	Things had to be carefully managed – go out when there would be plenty of people about, but not when public transport would be overly crowded – taxis were an ever-present option, but a taxi ride represented soooo much ramen that it had to be always kept as a backup plan.

	She hugged Alexandria to her, gathered her courage, and stepped out of the wardrobe.

	She gathered her things, found her keys, and checked herself in the full-length mirror before leaving the bedroom.

	The walk down the hall was a long one.

	Things were so much easier in the Agency.

	She slapped her cheeks, then walked out of the apartment. She locked the door, then leant against it, slapped it. ‘Friday. Friday. Friday.’

	Walking down the stairs took an age of man.

	She walked out of the building, and into the…rather dull and overcast day. She mentally gave the outside world a big green tick – overcast days were so much easier to handle than bright and sunny days.

	The walk to the bus was slow, despite the music blasting in her ears. She managed to block out all of the people as she waited at the stop.

	She checked the time on her phone eight times in the ten minutes it took the bus to arrive, her go card digging into the skin of her palm as she held it in a death grip.

	The trip into the city was short, uneventful, and thankfully lucid.

	She walked by where the Agency was in reality, stood for a moment, looking at the wrong buildings, the wrong configuration, and the lack of people in the right kind of suits.

	She turned up the street and headed for Post Office Square – it was close enough to the Agency that a lot of recruits went there for lunch when they felt like imitating civilians. It was a place that existed in the real world, and in this pale shadow of the real world.

	The Agency was real. The Agency was the only thing that mattered.

	You need to stay lucid.

	‘Not gonna be a problem,’ she muttered.

	She bought an ice-cream from the Hungry Jack’s beneath the square – fifty cents was an outlay that her budget could manage – and found a place to sit on the edge of the green space.

	For a moment, everything was normal.

	For a moment, she was herself.

	She was eating ice-cream, a block away from home, where her dad was, where her boy was, where her friends were, where her life was.

	The moment faded, and once again, she was nothing but a crazy girl loving the people in her head.

	 


02 – Brief Lives

	Posted on January 3, 2013 by Stormy 

	Magnolia felt so good around him.

	Taylor brought up his HUD for a moment, checked the time, then dismissed it again, allowing himself to view Magnolia without interference.

	Five more minutes until they were officially on shift. Duty was endless, rosters were an illusion.

	An illusion that gave him time with his naked wife lying on top of him.

	Quiet moments.

	Moments with thought.

	Magnolia moved, perfect muscles finding places against him.

	There was duty.

	There was his naked wife.

	She laid a long, slow kiss on his lips. ‘Sir?’

	He gave a grunt.

	‘I know you want me to organise it, but it is tradition for every person in a marriage to have some say in the affirmation ceremony.’

	He let out a breath, and propped himself up on his elbows, Magnolia’s body continuing to conform to his as though she had been made for him.

	She was perfect for him. She was his.

	‘What decisions?’

	She kissed him just under his chin, her hair brushing against him. She moved to straddle his lap, so that she could stare him in the face.

	‘Colour scheme,’ she said, as he twisted his fingers in her hair. ‘We need to each pick two colours. Mine are,’ she raised an eyebrow, ‘rather obvious to anyone with eyes, yours, sir-’

	‘Blue,’ he said.

	‘That I already knew.’

	‘I know.’

	‘I was thinking…red, for your other colour, sir? It might remind people of the phoenixes, but mixed with black and white, it shouldn’t be an issue.’

	‘Fine.’

	‘Now to their assignment.’

	He looked at her, asking for more information.

	‘It’s a Fairyland thing. Colours for genders, makes clothing easier to choose. I was thinking black for girls, blue for boys, white for the thirds, and red for everyone else.’

	He gave a grunt.

	‘You do look good in red, sir.’

	‘Other decisions?’

	She gave a shrug. ‘I’ll take care of the guest lists, Grigori demands to the catering, everything else can-’ She cut herself off, and put a hand to her ear. ‘What is it, Mer? Oh f- Yeah, keep me updated.’ Her hand came away from her ear. ‘Louis has been injured sir, he’s in surgery now.’

	‘Send-’

	‘Already on it,’ she said, rolling off him, her dress appearing as she walked across the room, issuing commands as easy as breathing.

	He stood and required his uniform. There was the urge to dismiss the bed. Two decades of the requirement being linked with getting out of bed made it an automatic response.

	A constant bed was still unusual.

	A bedroom was still unusual.

	The room had been Magnolia’s. It was still Magnolia’s. It was theirs. The room retained its old position among the recruit dorms, but it had taken little effort to order the techs to install a door in the back that led to their gym.

	Warping space was Agency policy. It was duty to make it work for them.

	‘Status?’

	She gave him a quick nod as they walked into the gym. ‘Yeah, they’re handling it.’

	They fell into their usual routine: stretches, exercises, spars – everything that prepared them for the day ahead, for the life ahead.

	It also gave them time to push her powers – the limits on what she could, and could not do were still flexible. Still exploitable. Still trainable. She had become a recruit unable to fade, now she could carry someone – her ability to defy gravity needed similar work.

	He held his hands out, palm up, at chest height, and she vaulted onto them, aligning her body in a handstand. He pushed his face forward, and kissed her back, then lifted his hands, pushing her higher until his hands were raised above his head.

	She could float for a few moments, this was useful, but it was something that could only be used as a back-up plan. Finer manipulation and longer usages were important.

	She moved her hands against his, her weight shifting slightly as her fingers found firm holds against his.

	‘Walk, sir.’

	Ten paces forward, ten paces back, repeat five times.

	The test was to maintain balance, to not rely on floating to keep herself stable.

	Figure eight, repeat five times.

	He tilted his head so he could look up at her. ‘Go up.’

	‘Yes, sir.’

	Her hands began to move on his as she took herself up onto her fingertips – this was a newer part of the test, to see how little contact she needed, without resorting to a full float. This position was still weak, still needed much more training. Still needed perfecting.

	Her voice strained a little. ‘Sir.’

	‘You’re fine, Magnolia.’

	‘Yes, sir.’

	This position was stationery – balance was key, utility would come later.

	‘Sir.’

	He nodded. ‘Come down.’

	Her hands moved against his again, bringing her back down into palm-on-palm contact, and the safer, more stable position.

	She slipped.

	She went over his head and there was a crunch and a thud as she landed on the floor.

	His HUD immediately filled with warnings and alarms.

	Alarms and warnings that couldn’t-

	He turned in time to see her- She was shifted away.

	Words stared back at him. Words he refused to acknowledge. Words that-

	His breathing became ineffcient.

	Lies.

	Misdirections.

	Scholars were hacking his HUD.

	Lies.

	He dismissed the warnings.

	He was shifted.

	Infirmary.

	Parker-1. Parker-2.

	Magnolia.

	There were still alarms.

	Parker-1 drew a sheet up over her.

	Direct action needed to be taken.

	He lunged at Parker-2, gripped the medical agent. ‘DO SOMETHING.’

	Lies.

	Lies in his HUD.

	Lies.

	Lies in the infirmary.

	Sheets were for corpses.

	He shook the agent, and felt bones break under his grip.

	‘Taylor.’

	Ryan.

	The doctor shifted out of his grip, and stumbled forward.

	He gripped the metal cabinet, his fingers digging into the surface.

	‘Taylor.’

	Ryan. Closer. Threat.

	Hand. Shoulder.

	He grabbed the hand. Pulled. Threw Ryan into the wall. Threat minmised.

	Ryan in his HUD. [She’s gone, Taylor.]

	He moved back a step. Tore the sheet from Magnolia.

	Practical joke.

	Prank.

	Trick.

	Lie.

	Glitch.

	Withdrawal.

	Anything.

	Anything.

	He touched her face.

	It was a lie.

	It was a glitch.

	She wasn’t dead.

	Couldn’t be dead.

	Wasn’t dead.

	He checked for vital signs. Ignored the angle of her head. Ignored everything. Looked for life. Found none.

	His senses were traitors.

	He held her.

	He cried.

	 


03 – Season of Mists

	Posted on January 6, 2013 by Stormy 
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	Days passed.

	Words. So many words.

	Condolences. Apologies. Jokes. Shared sympathies.

	Speeches.

	Investigations.

	He had done nothing wrong. No blame. Accident. He was innocent.

	She was too good to die in an accident.

	Taylor crushed the neck of the next bottle, brought the sharp edges to his lips and drank.

	No bargain. No chance. Nothing.

	She had died.

	She hadn’t come back.

	There was nothing that could bring her back.

	He drank.

	He stared at the wall.

	He cried.

	They were watching him. Monitoring him. There was a scholar in his head, watching for unacceptable actions.

	Ryan kept visiting.

	Jones had tried to talk to him.

	Merlin had visited. The reader had hugged him, despite his best efforts.

	O’Connor had brought him more drink.

	Mimosa had sat awkwardly in front of him, babbled intermittently, then opened all of his bottles, treated each with blue, and then in a rush.

	He’d lost less blood after that.

	Grigori had respected his wishes to stay away.

	He drank.

	He held Magnolia’s knife.

	He stared at the wall.

	He cried.

	Days passed.

	He refused to see anything but his HUD. Anything but memories of Magnolia.

	There was a knife in his hand. Magnolia’s knife. Good knife.

	He made a swift movement.

	There was a knife in his heart. Magnolia’s knife. Good knife.

	He twisted the knife.

	He felt himself die.

	Things didn’t end.

	His mind floated.

	He was standing.

	He looked down at his own corpse.

	All noises had ceased.

	With rare exceptions, the Agency was never truly quiet – there were the sounds of recruits, of machines, of the processes of life. Nothing remained, except the white noise of electricity.

	Taylor stared, thoughts coalescing in a way they hadn’t done for days.

	He wiped the blood from the knife on the uniform of his corpse, slipped it into its sheath, and walked through the Agency.

	It took time to do a floor-by-floor search, but each floor was as empty as the last. There were no agents. There were no recruits. Most of the…things on each floor had disappeared along with their owners.

	Rooms that had been offices were empty except for their four walls. Equipment faded before his eyes, or vanished as he turned his back.

	There were no answers as he tried to contact other agents through his HUD, despite the lie that the system was operating within normal parameters, and the list of agents he deigned to keep on his quick-access list of allies showed them as online and available.

	Something was wrong, and it was far beyond a normal emergency.

	As wrong as everything was, there was also indescribable relief.

	Everything was wrong, therefore Magnolia wasn’t dead.

	It had been an anomaly. It had been unacceptable that she’d died due to an accident.

	Reality finally aligned with what he he knew was correct.

	He gripped the sheath around the knife.

	He reached the door to the roof, kicked the door out, and walked across to the edge of the building – a view from a height would give him the reconnaissance he needed.

	The view looked to be normal.

	The view wasn’t normal.

	He looked at the skyline again, and saw some buildings had doubles in the distance. Unusual. Wrong. A clue.

	There were no cars. No people. He was alone.

	He touched Magnolia’s knife again.

	The world was wrong. She wasn’t dead. He’d been tricked.

	Getting back through the Agency was a lot quicker than the initial check. He went back to his corpse. It, unlike everything else in the slowly-disappearing world, had remained. It was the only place to gather any supplies, so it needed to be used.

	Weapons from the pockets. Small rations. Spare magazines. He rolled the body, removed the jacket, and tied it around his waist – if temperatures dropped, he would need the extra warmth. He also stripped away the purposely-long belt – it could be used as a restraint, a climbing aid or a makeshift weapon. It was useful.

	He lifted his corpse’s hands and used them to cover his eyes. A strange gesture. A useless gesture. A point of respect for a dead agent, even if that dead agent was himself.

	Leaving the Agency was easy. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t where his wife had died. It wasn’t where everything had been lost.

	He jogged across the CBD – an easy pace that allowed him to keep an eye for any clues, but there were none to be seen. Store fronts held empty shops. Restaurants held no food or employees.

	He increased the pace of his jog.

	There was a light fog in the air ahead of him. Beyond the shimmering boarder were buildings that did not belong in their current positions.

	There was a chance it was a kill barrier.

	Taylor allowed himself a short, sick laugh. He’d condemned himself once already, a second time was much easier.

	He stepped slowly through the mist – there was no pain, just a slight, static feeling.

	The city behind him disappeared.

	It hurt to look at – he was looking at nothing, at absolute nothing. Nothing where something had been. Nothing where a lot had been.

	The blackness seemed to suck on his eyes, and he had to turn away.

	A few steps into the new city area, everything seemed normal again. There were people, there was traffic. Trade and commerce were taking place, the buildings – relative to each other – were positioned as they should be.

	He double-checked his position, and walked quickly – jogging in uniform would be suspicious – towards the Agency.

	An Agency that did not exist.

	The area was correct. Exact. All of the surrounding buildings were as they should be. The street had compressed slightly on one side, cutting out the area where the Agency should have been.

	He made a quick study of the surrounding blocks. Creek Street had all of its buildings, Eagle Street was fine. All the buildings. All the stores. No Agency. No agents. No recruits.

	There was not enough intel. Assumptions had to be made.

	It had to be assumed that the area he was in was like the area he had come from – appearing to be real, but not. It also had to be assumed that there was another real person – someone who would remain after the…background players disappeared.

	It would be ideal if the other person was an agent.

	The afternoon was nearly gone – dying light bathed the area. The flow of people remained steady though. It was like a training sim – the automated programs going on about their business without interference.

	There was no way to leave a message for anyone else who might pass by the Agency.

	Rally points were the other logical place to check – if it was only one person, then they could blend in at a rally point without issue – the same remained true if it was a small group. More allies were better than fewer. Even techs would be acceptable at this point.

	The closest rally point was the square where some recruits took lunch breaks. Close to the Agency, close enough to get back on foot in short order during an emergency.

	It was full of civilians who could leave work before five – flows of civilian foot traffic splitting to take the topside route around the green area, or the underground route through the stores.

	It would be someone stationery – moving about like this would be less efficient, would have a greater degree of chance that they would be overlooked.

	He was jostled by a running civilian, and he moved to a more out of the way position.

	He looked at each face in turn – most were business people in non-Agency suits, on phones, or eating hurriedly. There were a few relaxing teens, several people who had to be students, no one that he recognised. No one that backed up his theories.

	He moved to the left of the square, and started for the pedestrian overpass that went towards Central station – it would be possible to check a few more rally points before having to consider bunking down for the night – as the agent or recruits in control of this area would.

	Background players or not, there was always the chance of fae, Solstice, or worse. Everything was unknown, and given the lack of system connection, there was no harm in tactical caution.

	He gave the square one more look.

	There was a figure half-obscured by garbage bins, one of the few he hadn’t done a check on.

	They were moving now, making the small motions of someone gathering up their things – they stood, fighting with a bag and a too-large shirt.

	It was Mimosa.

	 


04 – A Game of You

	Posted on January 9, 2013 by Stormy 

	Stef looked up.

	The afternoon had disappeared. She shook a little – it was getting into rush hour. Rush hour meant crowds and a crush of bodies and having to be close to other people.

	Unless she took the option of the taxi. Expensive, but safe.

	She got her bag together, and stood. She sighed and looked towards the Post Office, fought with her bag, and started to walk. Stupid. She was so stupid. She’d lost track of time. It was her own fault if something bad happened. She shouldn’t have gone outside. It was safer at home. Safer where she could control all of the factors.

	She stared at the ground as she walked – it was the easiest way to keep track of when she was about to move from footpath to street. An extra precaution against getting run over.

	She walked into someone, apologised, took three steps to the left, and started to walk again.

	There were feet in front of hers. She moved, but the feet mirrored hers.

	‘Mimosa!’ Loud voice. Angry voice. Familiar voice. She looked up, it was just Taylor.

	She stepped around him, and walked towards the closest taxi. The Agency world was starting to drift back into the lucid world. Bad. That was bad. She had to get home before the real and the really real got indistinguishable.

	Taylor grabbed her by the scruff of the neck, his huge hand holding her shirt. ‘Mimosa!’

	Fuck. Sound seeping through between reality and the lucid world was normal. Once sensation started to bleed over, it meant that the lucid world was about to drop away. Taxi. Now. Home. Now.

	She looked away from him as he lifted her, turning her to face him.

	Other people were looking.

	Oh god, people are looking, what am I actually doing? What am I doing?

	She looked up at Taylor, and tried to will him away. He was going to disappear. He was going to go away. He was going to leave her alone, and she was going to try and get home as soon as she could. The check-list needed more items. Everything was no ok.

	He shook her. ‘Mimosa!’

	‘Stop it.’

	He glared at her. ‘Stop making a scene.’

	She immediately calmed, and he put her back down. He pointed at the closet bench. ‘Sit. Don’t draw attention to us.’

	She sat, and hugged her bag to her chest. This was bad. Everything was bad. This was far from optimal. She was being crazy in public.

	‘Do you recognise me?’

	He was talking to her. He was expecting conversation. Another thing that was wrong. Taylor didn’t talk to her. Taylor didn’t expect conversation. Reality was falling apart at the seams. Everything was wrong. Her fucked-up brain couldn’t even characterisation straight.

	He stood in front of her. ‘Do. You. Recognise me?’

	There was no reason he should be asking that. No reason Taylor would be having this conversation with Agent Stef.

	He stood there, expecting a response.

	She pulled out her phone. It was a stupid, stopgap measure for the bad days. For the times she couldn’t shut out couldn’t shut out the crossover. She pretended to dial a number. ‘Yes, of course I recognise you.’

	Taylor looked confused. ‘Why are you talking to a phone.’

	‘Because talking to yourself is crazy,’ she let out in a whispering scream. ‘Please, please, go away.’

	He pulled the phone from her hand. ‘Mimosa.’

	She wiped tears from her eyes. ‘Stop it, stop it, stop it, go away.’ He put one of his huge hands on her shoulder. More sensation. Unwanted sensation. It wouldn’t have been so bad if it was Ryan. It wouldn’t be so bad if it was Curt. She didn’t mind them bleeding through. ‘Go away, you aren’t real.’

	‘Mimosa.’

	 

	 

	‘What?!’

	There was a sharp sensation as the knife slid into her neck. She had a moment of panic, of trying to reach up and- He yank the knife out through her throat, and she heard her body slumping on the bench.

	She opened her eyes, and stared down at her bloody body.

	‘Good,’ Taylor said.

	She slapped his arm. ‘What was good about that? What the hell did you even do?’

	He grabbed her head and made her turn. Everyone had disappeared. No people. No cars. Nothing. A crazy girl, an agent and a corpse.

	She stumbled back a couple of steps, and sat down, hugging her knees. ‘Oh, fuck. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I can’t do this! I can’t be doing this!’ She uncurled and began to slap herself. ‘Wake up! Wake up!’ She stared up at Taylor through a mist of tears. ‘What the fuck did you do? I was lucid! I was lucid! They’re going to lock me up for sure now!’

	‘I can slap you much harder.’

	‘Yeah, I fucking know.’

	He knelt in front of her. ‘Agent. Focus.’

	‘It really doesn’t surprise me that you’re the one who ruined my life. Congrats, Taylor, I’m going to be miserable forever.’

	No people. No cars. Worse hallucination than normal. It would be nearly impossible to make it back home. She stood, put two hands on the bag strap across her chest and started for home. It would be impossible to catch a bus – the lack of traffic took that option, as well as the safety of the cab. Walking would take far longer, and crossing the street would provide innumerable dangers.

	She walked without rhythm for twenty feet before Taylor grabbed her again. ‘You aren’t walking away.’

	‘I have to get home.’

	‘The Agency isn’t there.’

	She went limp in his grip. ‘You- You shouldn’t know that.’ He released her and she stumbled, regained her footing and turned to look at him. ‘Why do you know that?’

	 

	His lip curled. ‘I checked.’

	‘But- But you’re just-‘ She pressed her hands to her head. ‘No. Fuck. I won’t have things bleeding over the other way.’

	He slapped her, and it hurt. ‘Stop. Babbling.’

	‘You aren’t real! Stop telling me what to do when you aren’t real! You can give me orders when I’m an agent, but I’m not a fucking agent right now!’ She clamped her hands over her mouth. Shouting in public, even when she couldn’t see the public was bad. It was all bad.

	Maybe it was time to consider meds.

	Tears welled up.

	‘If you think I’m a figment of yours, then think again!’

	‘You’ve always been a figment, you’ve just never complained about it before.’

	He growled.

	‘Yeah, see, you’re even doing the growl just right.’

	He hit her again. ‘Stop being an idiot, Mimosa.’

	She put her hands to her face. It really hurt. Really for reals hurt. The Agency world was all encompassing, it was…real, it was reality, for as long as each less-than-lucid period lasted. There was always some tick in the back of her head where things didn’t hurt as much as they should…unless she was hurting herself in the lucid world as well. It was always somehow limited, just this side of real.

	The pain in her face was Absolutely Real. Legit Real. Real like accidentally burning her hand on a hot plate. Real like not so accidentally stabbing herself with a fork. Real like any pain away from the Agency.

	Spyder…

	I give myself over to you. What the fuck is going on? You tell me what’s real.

	I’m not sure even I know.

	‘That isn’t an acceptable answer.’

	This doesn’t feel like a hallucination.

	 

	I find that statement to be hilarious.

	She looked at Taylor. ‘…Are you trying to tell me that you’re real.’

	He growled, and raised his hand again.

	She shied back. ‘I have every damn reason in the world to believe you aren’t real, that I am talking to thin air, do something that proves you’re real. Do something that proves the Agency is real.’

	‘You know who I am-‘

	‘And I know you’re a hallucination! It might be my real, real life, but I know it isn’t real! I know it isn’t!’

	He kept his hand raised, but a – for Taylor – contemplative look crossed his face. ‘I’m. Real. Stop being stupid, Mimosa.’

	‘But-!’

	‘Consider the evidence. Is what you say likely?’

	‘But I can remember-‘

	‘Glitches can do worse. Consider.’

	‘It isn’t a glitch. See? Glitch, glitch, glitch.’

	The sun finally slipped away.

	‘I am unsure as to the circumstances. Being exposed at night is not wise. Are you armed?’

	She looked at him. He seemed as real anyone in the lucid world. He was arguing for a reality that really contained the Agency, that- That it wasn’t a hallucination.

	Glitches could mess with your head. Nightmares could give you a lifetime’s worth of knowledge and context for any given situation. Agents were easy enough to hack.

	‘Are- Are you really, really real?’

	He grunted.

	‘And- And Ryan and Curt and Jonesy and everyone?’

	 

	‘Are your questions going to stop anytime soon?’

	‘You’re asking me to trust you.’

	‘I could leave you to die.’

	She was crazy. She was really crazy. She needed meds and care and a white jacket and bouncy walls. She was talking to a hallucination. She was just some sick, sorry girl who should have actually gone through with one of her suicide attempts.

	She wasn’t Agent Stef. She was shit.

	Taylor made a disgusted noise, turned, and began to walk away.

	She had to get home. She had to make it home despite having filtered out all of the pedestrians and traffic. She had to get to her apartment, lock the door and-

	And-

	And wait for lucidity to drop away, to be surrounded by the people who- The figments in her head who-

	None of it was real. Constructed family. Constructed friends. Voids being filled by puppets in her head.

	Every first star of night. Every wishing well. Every fountain. Every possibly-magic lamp.

	Wishes never came true.

	She’s invented the mirror to have control, to be able to have whatever she’d wanted…a power she’d never needed because everything she’d ever wanted didn’t need to be wished for.

	And it was gone.

	It was all gone.

	It wasn’t real.

	It had never been real. However much she wanted it, it wasn’t real.

	Taylor, of all people, had appeared like an aggro guardian angel, holding out the possibility that it was real. That this, that crazy her…was nothing more than craziness. That it really could be real.

	 

	It could be real.

	She hugged her arms around herself.

	It was worth the chance. Whatever the cost, it was worth the chance.

	‘Wait!’

	Taylor, with his stupid long legs, had already gotten nearly a block towards where the Agency should be.

	‘Wait!’

	He had a jacket tied around his waist – she hadn’t noticed before, it was weird. It was way too casual for Taylor. It was…completely out of character.

	She stared.

	It wasn’t a kind of out of character that she would have conceived for him. Saving her – the jury was still out as to whether he’d done that to save her, or to have an excuse to kill a prick. Calling her Agent – it was a statement of fact as much as it was respect. Falling in love…well, that was just the gravity of two scary violent people. Inevitable.

	‘Wait!’

	He stopped, grunted, turned, then glared.

	‘Tell me you’re-‘

	‘What is this?’ he asked. ‘What does your sick mind think this is? Why is there no Agency? What did you do?’

	She faltered, and stared at the ground. ‘I-‘

	Red pill time. All in, or run the fuck away. She bit the inside of her cheek, and imagined stepping through the looking glass. Any chance that the Agency was real was better of a lifetime of being sure that it wasn’t.

	She was Agent Stef. She had a boyfriend. She had a dad.

	She had a violent pyscho to deal with.

	‘It’s- It’s like a glitch. This, whatever this is, it’s one of the worst things imaginable to me.’

	 

	‘No Agency is a glitch for you?’

	She stared at her feet. ‘Well, yeah. I mean, part of it is that I’m- Is that I’m crazy enough to keep a stable hallucination going, but yeah, the most of it is that the Agency isn’t real. It’s-‘ She dug her nails into her palms. ‘It’s my whole world, why wouldn’t losing it be a nightmare?’

	She considered everything for a moment, then hesitantly looked up. ‘Um, um, why are you even here? I mean, you had something like this too, right? A reality that presented itself as standard and normal with the context to back it up, right? So…so how- How come you’re here?’ She forced a smirk onto her face. ‘Did you miss me or something?’ He growled, and she took a step back. ‘You- Did you have a glitchy nightmare thing too? Is that how you knew it wasn’t real?’

	He stared for a few seconds past awkward. ‘I wasn’t fooled like you.’

	This, somehow, hurt more than her stinging cheeks.

	He grunted, turned and kept walking. ‘Saw something impossible. Knew it wasn’t reality. Took steps to obtain further data.’

	She had to run every couple of steps to keep up. ‘And- And why’d you stab me in the neck.’

	‘Replication of results.’

	‘You sound like Jonesy.’ This got an extra-loud growl. ‘You knew- What? That-‘ She ran the data over in her head. ‘Is it some form of solipsism? Kill the PC and all the NPCs disappear?’

	‘If I understand you, yes.’

	‘But that means-‘ she shut her mouth. ‘Oh gods, I’m sorry, are you ok?’

	He didn’t bother to turn to look at her.

	‘I mean, it’s not- But if you’ve got shit in your head that you need- I understand-‘

	‘I don’t need your weakness, Mimosa. There is nothing to discuss. There appears to be immortality within your own area.’ He flashed at hand at her, and a thin cut. ‘This protection does not extend once you move into another area. Don’t get yourself killed.’

	‘…says the guy who stabbed me in the neck.’

	He turned and walked into a building across from where the Agency was. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Secure enough. There are multiple exits. Near the Agency in case other Agents cross into this area.’

	‘I didn’t notice in the square,’ she said as she looked around the empty reception area. ‘But all the stuff disappeared too. Not just the people. I mean, there’s buildings, but they’re empty shells. There’s not even any crap on the walls. Except paint.’ She looked up. ‘Oh, and the fancy moulding stuff. But not real stuff.’

	That’s weird.

	Taylor took off both jackets, and rummaged through them, took a knife for himself, and handed her a hammer with a multitool handle and a small green pouch. ‘The walls are wooden. Dismantle what you can for firewood and kindling, I’ll do the internal doors when I get back. Sufficient fuel to cook meat.’

	‘Well, yeah, we’re not going to die of exposure. Inside.’ Gears turned. ‘…what meat?’

	He gave her a bored look. ‘I saw animals. Could have passed from other areas. I have some rations, but it’s prudent to save them.’ He turned, and walked from the building.

	She walked to the large front window of what had been a café, and watched him walk back up the street.

	She swung the hammer for a moment, then started to attack the thin wood at the back of the room. A few whacks with the hammer were sufficient to break through, and a small saw in the multitool handle of the hammer helped her pull out sections. It was slow, it was sweaty, it was painful.

	A pile of wood grew – enough to roast marshmallows. Small marshmallows.

	Exhausted, she lay on the splinter-stricken floor for a bit and stared at the ceiling.

	She cried.

	It was relief. It was tiredness. It was fear. Tears for a day that shouldn’t have existed. Tears for a day she was glad had come.

	The more minutes wore on, the more it seemed that this – whatever this was – was reality. That she was stuck with Taylor, and they both wanted to get to their real home. She was still crazy, but at least in a way that meant she could mostly reliably tell fact from fiction.

	It mean Ryan and Curt were really real, and that she needed to get back to them.

	She stood, and attacked the wall with more fervour. It was the thing keeping her stuck. It was James. It was Taylor. It was Clarke.

	The pile of wood grew as it got dark.

	The lights came on.

	 

	She looked around.

	She screamed.

	An unholy abomination stood in the doorway, covered in blood, holding a weapon.

	Naked. Covered in blood, and holding a weapon.

	She forced her mouth shut. Dinner with Taylor, apparently, was an experience.

	She stared, her brain still stuck on every aspect of the tableau in front of her.

	He was covered in blood. This was fairly common. It also meant that he had found food, which was good.

	He was holding a weapon. He was Taylor, and awake, so this didn’t warrant processing.

	He was naked.

	She couldn’t help herself.

	Scientific curiosity and the inability to control her eyes made her look at his crotch. There were many things in the world that were relative. Space. Time. Memories. Boy parts. Apparently, one person’s “zomfg huge” was another person’s “a bit smaller than average”. Curt was scary big and she was still sure that there had been reality warping involved in the one time they’d done it.

	Curt was scary and big, no matter what he said. There was the insistence of normality. The gentle but firm assurance that boy parts came in many different sizes.

	It was also impossible not to hear recruits speculating on the size of various agent boy parts. It was an amazingly common topic. It was another thing that proved how boring people were.

	Taylor, somehow, always won. There was the assumption that he was the king of all the boy parts. That it was so large it likely deserved sentience, or at least its own suit. The recruits had their own ways of putting it. Boringer ways.

	Against every instinct, she looked.

	It took her a moment to see it.

	It was far from the epithets that the recruits gave it. It was smaller than Curt’s. Part of her brain tried to think the words “cute and harmless” but shut down in self-defense.

	He dropped a bag on the floor and she regained her sanity.

	 

	Taylor, for his part, hadn’t noticed her perving.

	The bag was full of bloody meat.

	The bag looked very similar to the one she’d left in the corner.

	‘Huh? But that’s my bag-‘

	‘It was on your body. Everything is duplicated. It’s why I have two jackets. Follow.’ He bent and grabbed pouches from each copy of his jacket. ‘I found water.’

	‘Riverside thingy?’

	He grunted.

	‘Do you know you’re naked?’ she asked after a block. ‘It’s taking a lot of effort not to- Whywhywhy-‘

	‘Same reason for hunting. Supplies could be limited. I had to gut, bleed and skin dinner. It would not be wise to scent my only clothes with that much gore.’

	‘I suppose…’ She looked at the street. ‘It’s weird that the power works. I didn’t expect that.’

	‘Stop expecting,’ he said. ‘This isn’t real, this isn’t a glitch. Don’t expect. You don’t know anything.’

	‘I’m not used to knowing nothing,’ she said, immediately hating herself for the honesty. ‘If nothing else, yanno, I’m always smart. I always know shit.’

	He grunted. ‘Do you know how to cook?’

	She stopped dead. ‘Bitch, did you just make a “get back to the kitchen” joke?’

	He reached out a bloody hand and slapped the side of her head. ‘Supplies. Can you make the supplies last longer?’

	‘You know absolutely nothing about me if you think I can cook,’ she said as they started to walk again. ‘Campfire cook a couple of pieces for tonight, yanno, Cook until it looks ok. Make jerky out of the rest?’ She scrunched her face. ‘I…don’t actually know how to do that. I think you just dry it until it goes to shit but it’s still technically edible. Cowboys used to do it by putting steaks under their saddles. I think. I heard. I read somewhere. It’s probably wrong. Anyway. Ew. Think of the horse! Think of the blanket! Pony sweat is bad enough without meat juices!’

	‘Shut up.’

	‘K…’

	They crossed towards the river, and the still-functioning water fixtures.

	She took a deep breath.

	‘There’s air.’

	A statement of obvious fact apparently didn’t even warrant a grunt.

	It was weird that there was air – it meant, NPCs or no NPCs, the who-or-whatever in control of this place was ok with the PCs living.

	He handed her the pouches. ‘Water bags, fill them.’

	‘I’d rather drink river water.’

	‘Water bags. Fill them.’

	‘You might be an agent, but at the moment, I’m not, I don’t have any blue to filter out whatever might be in this water.’

	‘I am prepared. The bags are their own filtration system,’ he said tersely. He left her at the small pool feature, and moved towards the one set into the steps to wash.

	She knelt, unfurled the bags, and pressed each into the shallow pool in turn.

	This was the worst apocalypse ever. She was the worst apocalypse survivor ever.

	She was supposed to be ok after the end of the world. No more people, survival on wits, putting video games to good use.

	Preparation and accomplishments were hard when you were in a world without supplies, and your only ally was a naked, blood-caked psycho bathing in a fountain.

	She tied off the first bag, and pushed the second into the cool water.

	There were no-

	She refused to have the thought.

	‘Done?’ Taylor demanded as he jogged back up the stairs. He’d dressed. It was a marginal improvement.

	She held up the second bottle, and he grunted. He lifted both bags and slung them across his shoulders.

	 

	‘Hydrate tonight. Refill in the morning.’

	‘Yessir.’

	They returned to the building opposite the not-Agency. The bag of meat sat like a leftover asset from a zombie movie. She sighed, moved it to the far corner, and began to pick through it. It was mostly skinned – some pieces still had a slight patch here or there, but at least he’d stripped it of fur.

	‘Do you have like-’

	He shoved yet another pouch at her, and she opened it to find several thin-as-paper metal plates that folded out from the size of a num pad to a regular dinner plate.

	‘Is this standard gear?’ she asked as she divided the cuts of meat up.

	‘Fairy,’ he said as he started the fire. ‘Use the best gear, no matter the source.’ He used the fancy knife – probably Magnolia’s knife – to cut some of the broken pieces of wood into smaller pieces. He then pulled a thin sheet from the first pouch he’d given her, before going to hunt, and started to set up the fire.

	Some pieces were just meat – those ones would be the best to slice up and jerk. The others, the bits with bone – they’d be messy and ick, so it would be best to eat those while they were in the relative safety of the silent apocalypse.

	She packed the to-be-jerked meat back into the bag, and brought half a dozen cuts-with-bone to the fire, which was starting to crackle. ‘I need, like, forks or something,’ she said. ‘Else I’ll be cooking my own hand along with this.’ He pointed to the floor, and she saw some wire on the floor – probably from a security grill. ‘Oooh. Thankies!’

	She grabbed the wire, bent the edges,and formed a crude shape to act as a cooking surface. She laid the meat on top, and smiled as it began to cook.

	He laid a small golden circle on the edge of the frame, and it sucked the smoke away like a tiny, magic extractor fan…which is very probably exactly what it was.

	She grabbed one of the smaller sticks of wood from the bottom of the fire, and watched as he began to decimate a door.

	I’ve never been camping.

	I know.

	And it’s with him. Does this mean the first time is ruined?

	Taylor pushed several blocks of wood onto the fire, and sat on the opposite side, staring into flame that matched his hair.

	It was impossible not to ask.

	‘Why red?’

	He didn’t respond.

	‘I know you used to be blonde. I’ve seen your not-corpse-thing in the basement. Did you just want to be ginger?’

	No response.

	She turned the meat with the pliers in the hammer handle.

	‘Will you tell me if I guess what your glitch-thing was?’

	If looks could kill…she would have been dead her first day in the Agency, but assuming auto-respawn, she would have been a carbon shadow on the wall. There had never been more murder in his eyes…even during the times he’d been murdering her.

	‘I can make you stay dead,’ he said, his face lit by the fire, and the cafe’s lights.

	‘You lost Mags.’

	He stood up, wiped the knife across his jacket to clean it, then took two deliberate steps around the fire.

	‘You are pretty much hugging that thing,’ she said, not bothering to move. ‘And you said you saw something so unreal you tested your theory by killing yourself! Now, could you please just admit it, so I don’t feel so damned alone!’ She hung her head, her hair spilling over her shoulders. ‘I hate that it’s you. Anyone else and they could make it fun. And I’m your last choice too. I am fucking dead weight to you, I know that. You’re bringing me as canon fodder and rations, I get that, but until you make me stay dead for realsies this time, could you pretend you’re something other than a brick wall?’

	He seized her around the neck and lifted her to eye level. He squeezed, and her legs kicked weakly.

	‘Stop. Talking.’

	She nodded as best as she could, and he dropped her.

	She turned the meat again as he settled back in his seat. She opened up a knife from the multitool and poked at the meat. ‘If you like it rare, it’s done.’

	He took a piece, and ate silently.

	She let hers cook for another minute, then grabbed the impromptu frame and dragged it out of the direct flame. She speared it on the knife and attacked the meat gingerly.

	It tasted like burnt edges and not much else. It was filling, but inexpertly cooked. She scrapped at the black, burnt bits, and saw half an inch of curved line on a small section of skin.

	She carefully put the piece of meat down on the edge of the fireproof sheet, and rolled up her sleeve.

	Her upper arm held a scar that – although longer – looked very much like the one on the meat.

	There’d been no animals hanging around Riverside. No seagulls or pigeons. Nothing big enough to get this much meat, not so quickly, and no so confidently.

	There had, however, been the body of a hacker a block away.

	‘Taylor?’

	Glare.

	‘Are we eating me?’

	He tore the last strip of flesh from the bone in his hand, tossed the bone in the fire, then nodded.

	She nibbled at her own piece again, and nodded. ‘I’m kinda delicious.’ This took the glare from his face, and he went back to neutral. ‘Want another bit?’ He nodded, and she grabbed the next closest chunk of meat and tossed it over the fire to him.

	They ate in silence. When the cooked meat was gone, he moved to the bag of uncooked meat, and began to prepare it for jerking. It took salt, grunts, and silence.

	She sat on the front step of the shop and kept watch…for absolutely nothing.

	It was a silent apocalypse nightmare world, but somehow, it felt safe. Dead, and abandoned, but safe. The area seemed huge enough that they’d easily go unnoticed, unless someone followed the smell of burning hacker flesh, and even then, the breeze was carrying that away.

	Taylor kicked her in the back, and she fell forward onto the footpath. ‘Sleep,’ he ordered. ‘I’ll wake you at three. You wake me at eight. Don’t let the fire die.’

	She dusted herself off, stood, walked back into the shop, and walked back around to her side of the fire. She grabbed her bag, smushed it into a less-than-acceptable pillow, and stared into the fire.

	Her knee caught fire.

	She screamed, patted it out, and moved back from the fire a little.

	Taylor stood in the doorway, his back against the frame, giving him equal visibility of the shop and the street.

	‘She’s alive, you know. This isn’t real. It can’t be real, cause- Cause the world isn’t that cruel.’

	‘Shut up, Mimosa.’

	She shrugged, winced at the pain in her knee, and closed her eyes.

	Sleep came slowly – every movement he made woke her back up. Every boot stomp could mean he wanted to kill her again, prep another corpse for snacking on. Every shift of fabric might mean he was leaving.

	And even Taylor was better than being alone.

	Unconsciousness finally dragged her down.

	She opened her eyes, and saw Curt.

	 


05 – The Kindly Ones

	Posted on January 11, 2013 by Stormy 

	Ten Hours Ago

	Curt flicked over the reports, making a few notes about the discrepancies between the Field report and the Combat report. The Combat report, of course, was Taylor-as-translated-by-Mags, but still bore some of the agent’s simplistic attitude.

	The Field report was Stef-as-interpreted-by-hope-and-caffeine.

	Stef sat next to Jones, giggling at something on the tech’s computer. Smith-run meetings were better than the ones Clarke had chaired – Clarke never let them take breaks, and even five minutes rest from discussing local Court politics was a blessing.

	Magnolia slid into the chair beside him. ‘Is there any chance in hell you can get Mimosa into a dress for our affirmation celebration?’

	He raised an eyebrow. ‘We’re…invited?’

	She gave him a sharp look. ‘Yes. Don’t make anything of it. Seriously. Think you can get her into a dress?’

	‘What kind of miracle worker do you think I am?’

	Magnolia sighed, then leaned back on her chair, her fingers twirling in the dog tags she’d taken to wearing around her neck. ‘You ever going to do this?’

	‘Marriage?’

	She nodded.

	He shook his head. ‘We discussed it, and said our “I don’ts”. It’s not really- I don’t need a piece of paper and I don’t need the whole world to know, I just want her, and that’s all that’s important. And the affirmation celebration, come on, you know how she hates being the centre of attention.’

	Mags swung on her chair to look at Stef. ‘She’d be cute in a dress. I still can’t believe…Yo designed her a dress and she didn’t wear it!’ there was the same kind of disbelief in Magnolia’s eyes as when Stef left a comics discussion with the techs. ‘How could she not-‘

	‘Everyone back in your seats,’ Smith said as he walked back into the room.

	Mags shrugged, and walked down the table.

	Someone fell to the floor.

	Curt looked up, his brain trying to take in all the detail at once. Ryan and Jones were slumped on the table; Smith had fallen sideways, taking a chair with him, Taylor and Stef were nowhere to be seen.

	Mags looked back at him, her knife already in her hand. ‘It’s not gas, we’d be down to, get us masks anyway.’

	One question arrested his mind. ‘Are they dead?’

	She lifted a hand and pointed back at Ryan. ‘No, look, he’s breathing.’

	He was on his feet in a second, gas masks appearing in his hands. He tossed on to Magnolia as he hurried up the length of the table towards her, a new gun appearing in his spare hand.

	He pulled the mask over his head, checked his gun, then looked down to where Taylor had fallen onto the ground. Beneath him were a tiny pair of dirty shoes. The witch under Dorothy’s house.

	‘Help me roll him,’ Magnolia said as she gripped his shoulders, and they moved him from on top of Stef.

	He lifted Stef as soon as she was free, and laid her on the table. Breathing. She was still breathing. She was ok. He checked her vitals – she seemed fine. Steady heartbeat. It was still weird that she had a heartbeat. Still a treat to watch her pressing her hands to her chest, and the look of simple joy of something that was so ordinary for everyone else.

	She was relaxed, calm. She looked like she was sleeping.

	He squeezed her hand, kissed her cheek, then looked down at Mags. ‘How’s he?’

	‘Asleep,’ she said slowly. ‘He’s just asleep. What the fuck?’

	‘Mags, I think-‘

	She held up a hand. ‘I know everything you could want to say. I know. Lockdown is obvious. Lockdown will incite panic. Give me your phone.’

	He pulled it from his pocket and tossed it across. ‘Who are you calling?’

	‘I’m seeing it’s just us.’ She dialled a number. ‘Don. Give me Darren’s condition, right now.’ There was a pause, and her face twisted. ‘Hurry.’ Pause. ‘Go into lockdown.’ She hung up. ‘It’s not just us. Darren and Adelaide are down.’

	The meeting room door burst in. Raz, his face flush with fear looked around. ‘It’s us too? All the- It’s all-‘ There was almost a record scratch as the tech looked at Curt. ‘But Agent C, you’re okay- But you’re-‘

	He couldn’t take the confusion and near heartbreak on the recruit’s face. He moved quickly around the table, drew himself up as tall as he could and looked down. ‘Recruit, stand to and give me your report.’

	‘It’s all over the chat,’ Raz said, ‘every agent, in all the Agencies, everyone’s down, sir.’ Raz slumped a little. ‘But you’re not.’

	Raz was ten years older than he was, but never seemed it. ‘Recruit,’ he said, imitating Ryan’s voice as much as he could. ‘What makes you think it’s attacking all non-standard types?’

	Raz pointed. ‘Spyder’s down, and she’s on the freak list.’

	Mags stepped between them. ‘I’m locking us down. Anyone going to argue with my orders?’

	‘No ma’am,’ Curt said in unison with Raz.

	There were noises from within the building as it moved towards its lockdown state. The walls got thicker, the glass grew reinforcements, proper plumbing and water tanks appeared.

	Mags turned. ‘I’m going to station my people around the Agency and prep us for an emergency, we still have rooms of supplies from all that phoenix shit. O’Connor, go to the techs, you’re replacement Jones, name a crew, and start collating information. The system still seems to be working, stay on channel. Get someone to check on the Parkers, Natalie, and Applebaum, and bring them here. I’ve got people with second-level first aid, so we’ll set up the usual precautions, but get techs down here to be scanning.’

	‘What do you think this is?’

	She looked at him, black eyes intense. ‘It’s something that took down every agent, seemingly simultaneously, without setting off one alarm, and didn’t kill them. I’m hoping for benign and preparing for war.’

	‘What about the Field guys?’

	‘You’re their Aide, you worry about them.’

	He nodded, then followed Raz out into the corridor. It was easy to take a simplistic view of the recruit types: the jocks, the nerds and the rest. Life, being life, was never really so cut-and-dry. The recruits did tend to stick with their own groups, just like departments in any other workplace, and passing impressions did leave certain ideas in your head.

	Combat recruits were easy to ignore – they tended not to come up to the Field floor much, except when there were guy’s nights watching football in one of the larger common rooms – something that was safer to do than on the Combat floor. Techs were easy enough to get along with – even if he wasn’t as comfortable being out about his nerdiness, and getting along with them had become a necessity because of his newbie.

	Field recruits on the mythical third hand. Field recruits tended to shun him, to exclude him, and to ignore his authority and delegation, despite being the Aide of one Field agent, and the partner of the other.

	She was fine. She was going to be fine. Phoenix fire hadn’t taken her away. Cold blooded murder hadn’t taken her away. Her own problems hadn’t taken her away.

	She was going to be fine.

	There was no mirror anymore.

	‘Why are we in lockdown?’ The living wall that was Red had appeared without sound.

	Curt looked at the tall recruit. ‘Between you and me, we might be fucked, but we don’t know yet. Just gather everyone up and take them into the auditorium on eight, ok? Actually, post two people down in the garage, and make sure no one tries to leave. And get me a list of people who aren’t in the building, I have to organise the techs, then I’ll be back down.’

	Red nodded. ‘I can do that.’

	Curt urged Raz towards the elevator. ‘We’ve got no agents, have we got any way to shift people around? If this is everywhere, it might be a good idea to bring the outposts in, this building is more defensible than the Outposts.’

	‘Isn’t that all our eggs, Agent C?’

	‘I think it’s the lesser of two evils,’ Curt said as they stepped into the lift. ‘If this is every agent…then by every deaf god, we are fucked. This is an opportunity like the Solstice have never had. There’s recruits, fine, some of us are even good at what we do, but come on…be honest, we need the agents.’ The doors opened. ‘How many agents have collapsed on the street? How many were fighting Solstice, or fae, or worse? How many have now been dragged into blackouts, murdered, taken to a meat market? Twitter can move faster than an earthquake, it’s not going to take long for opportunists to start taking advantage of this situation.’ He slumped, not used to impromptu speeches. ‘We can hold out longer here than anyone else. This is the Agency, we look after our own.’

	Raz hugged him, his face ending up in Curt’s armpit. ‘I’m scared.’

	There were a hundred quips he could use. A hundred bits of half-true wisdom. ‘I am too.’

	Raz pulled his face away, stood on his tiptoes, and kissed Curt on the cheek. ‘It’s a thing to have a crush on an agent, mine’s on you.’ Raz turned, and dramatically kicked in the door. ‘Command centre, sir!’

	They had more techs than any other kind of recruit, and all of them were jammed in the room – three or more to each desk, around the edges of the room, on the benches. All stared at computers, phones, tablets.

	The large screens at the front of the room all scrolled information. Some looked like live chat feeds, others flashed brain scans and maps. One at the top right showed two numbers: Missing: 8700; Dead: 978.

	Screen stood at the front of the room, pointing at the monitors, conducting them like a symphony. Raz rushed forward, and grabbed her arm.

	‘You’re an insufficient cavalry,’ she commented. ‘All of ours too?’

	‘Yeah. Have you got people checking on the other staff?’

	‘I sent runners,’ she said. ‘Where are we going to keep them?’

	‘Everyone else is in the conference room.’

	‘That’ll work unless we pull the Outposts in.’

	‘You were thinking that too?’

	‘We bring them in, so say all of us.’

	‘Do we have any capacity to shift, or are we going to send taxis?’

	‘Some can come through the library,’ Screen said, ‘but the consensus is that everyone needs to be in an Agency in their own local network, we’re not using the library as a triage centre.’ She paused. ‘Not yet, anyway. If things go to even more shit then-’

	A question occurred to him. ‘Where is the library? Not- Don’t tell me it’s down the hall, so is the infirmary. If the system goes down, the infirmary is upstairs; if the system goes down, where’s the library?’

	Raz turned around. ‘Fairyland. Well-’ His face scrunched. ‘Well, it opens out to Fairyland. The space that it occupies is like the tech used for the stairs, so it’s sort of nowhere. It was the second generation Marches program, when the open-world stuff didn’t work out so well, but the closed-circuit one was ok.’

	Curt let this process. ‘Ok, but that didn’t answer my question. Shifting – can we, or can’t we?’

	‘There’s a couple of ways to do it through emergency protocols, but without the Agents, yeah, difficult.’

	He nodded. ‘Get the staff and family lists for everyone in the network, and see where our people are.’

	Curt slid a hand into his pocket, required a cookie, held it for a moment, then nodded at the techs. What Mags had said was probably the best attitude to have. ‘Hope for benign, prepare for war. You’ve got scenarios for this, enact them. If you want to run around in post-apocalyptic cosplay, I don’t care, we’ve got to protect our people, and we’ve got to figure out what’s going on.’

	 


06 – The Wake

	Posted on January 13, 2013 by Stormy 

	The mood of the room changed as the death toll moved to an even thousand.

	Curt looked around the room. Reading people was easy, especially when they were making no attempts to hide their emotions.

	A thousand agents dead, in less than an hour.

	The Agency tended to obfuscate history, making certain elements harder to research. There was no problem with recent history, when it was still living memory, or even a matter of public record – the older histories were nearly impossible. Still…it was likely this was the most agents killed in a single day in all of angelic history, let alone in an hour.

	The phoenixes had represented the end of the world, one way or the other. Red phoenix, fire and death and hell before your eyes. A second to scream while you burned as your body turned to ash. Blue phoenix, the end of humanity as everyone knew it, safety for a few thousand in the know, and the rise of the fae.

	The world had spent weeks holding its breath and waiting for the end, and somehow, this was worse.

	Everything had still been – for a given value – normal, while they waited for the fire birds to bring about the apocalypse. The resources had been there, the support networks had been there, the management and the leadership and all of the decisions coming down from on high.

	Now it was just the recruits. All of the real agents, and all of the humans who had been fully augmented and converted to agent were dreaming.

	Emergency councils were forming – it was easy enough to gather people in the library, which was rapidly becoming a small city. Shelves were being reconfigured and pushed out of the way, supplies were being laid in, a track had been laid, and a light train was zipping around, ferrying recruits from meeting to triage to waiting areas.

	A lot of nothing was happening.

	Another few agents died.

	Curt felt his stomach turn over.

	They were all dreaming, this was the one thing that everyone agreed on. All the tests being done all over the world confirmed it.

	Agents didn’t dream, that was something else everyone agreed on.

	Agents didn’t dream, yet they were all off with the sandman.

	Theories raged, but for most, there were pieces of evidence weighing against them. Despite everything, it didn’t seem to be a direct attack on the Agency – the system was still in place; there was no coordinated effort to breach the Agencies. If whatever force had downed the Agents simultaneously had wanted them dead…then surely they would be dead.

	It had been agreed that The Lost had posited the theory that held the most water – that it had to do with Sol.

	The theory meant nothing to him, as the techs were still scrambling to find out exactly what it meant. So far, all they had managed to come up was “Galactus eating dreams”, which itself meant very little.

	It was apparently recent history, but a piece of history that the Agency wanted to keep under wraps.

	His earpiece pinged, and he tapped the button. ‘O’Connor.’

	‘Bring your team up to the conference room,’ Magnolia said, then the connection cut.

	‘Screen, Raz, Sacha, come on,’ he said, looking to each in turn. ‘Mags has got something.’

	It was a quick ride down to the Field floor and the conference room – which, like the library, looked nothing like it had an hour ago. It had been reconfigured for a full conference, at least tripling the size of the room. The big table was gone, replaced with rows of beds, each holding an Agent, each with a blue IV and a bunch of monitoring equipments.

	Techs clustered at the end of the room, going over readouts and reports.

	‘How many?’ Mags asked him.

	There was no need for a clarification. ‘It just passed a thousand and ten.’

	Magnolia had her arm draped over Merlin’s shoulders, a sisterly affection – Merlin, for his part, looked mostly human today. ‘He’s been able to read all of them. They’re having nightmares.’

	‘Are they glitching?’

	A stressed look crossed Magnolia’s face. ‘Don’t ask that any louder unless you want an earful of dork.’ She paused. ‘Though, I guess you’re into that.’

	‘Weak, Mags.’

	‘I know. No, they’re not glitches, all of the readings are wrong. They’re dreaming, like you or I would dream.’

	‘Is it this Sol thing?’

	Merlin’s hand shot up, his fingers morphing into thin branches. ‘My turn?’

	‘Yeah, Mer, go ahead.’

	Merlin jumped in place, then sat down, then grabbed Magnolia’s hand and urged her to sit too. Curt turned, looked at his impromptu staff, shrugged, and sat on the carpet with Mags and Merlin.

	‘Sol’s name isn’t Sol, nobody know what it is, and if we did, it’d probably splode our brains or something, so they called him Sol.’

	‘Who or what-’ Curt started.

	Merlin reached out his arm, the branch extending to push against Curt’s lips. ‘Questions at the end!’ He gave them all a disapproving look. ‘You guys don’t know much, so it’s hard to asplain it properly.’ He huffed, grabbed a big bunny plushie from the air, and fell backwards into Mags’ lap, staring at the ceiling. ‘All the gods and demons, yanno, it’s not like they’re just one race, they’re just the first races that got so advanced that there was nothing left for them except to become like they are. They won the game. They did everything there was to do. They did it again. They did it with sprinkles. They figured out everything until there was nothing left to figure out.’

	‘I think we all know something about that,’ Magnolia said.

	‘They did all the magic and all the science until there was nothing separating them.’ The rabbit toy turned into a bag of blue. ‘It’s how Agents are magic and science and the system is magic and science and how…everything. They got powerful, they got boring, they decided not to interfere, cause it’s like playing with…the dumbest smallest insects you can think of, times a zillion.’

	‘Are you getting to-’ Curt started.

	‘The gods and demons that we see, that we know of, they want to play. But…but they had to give up everything. Almost everything. Ninety-nine percent of everything. It’s why they’re pretty much just fae with a bit extra. It’s a rule or something, you have to at least be downgraded to the point where it’s like people versus regular insects. Sol didn’t follow the rule. Sol’s big and old and scary and angry, and not even part of the regular demony god thing. He went and did his own thing…and his own thing is eating planets.’

	‘I said Galactus!’ Raz piped up. ‘I know some of this!’

	‘He would stay and nom and nom until everything was gone, until there was a mirrorfall, then move on. He came here. It was decades ago. And we didn’t want to get eaten. So they made a deal. The Lost and the Agency. Offering. Appeasing him. He’d get to eat all of the Agents’ dreams forever, if he didn’t eat the real world. The Lost made a world for him, like they make the safe world for the hurt kids. And Sol agreed.’

	Merlin went quiet, and Magnolia started speaking. ‘That’s why Agents can’t dream. That’s why the Lost are a joke of a major Court. It’s why Ryan is the Director. This thing took prisoners as good faith. The King of the Lost and thousand agents, which was a bigger deal then than now, we’ve upped our numbers considerably.’

	‘And so….what,’ Screen said, ‘he wants more prisoners, or he’s piking out on his half of the deal, or what?’

	‘They think he’s dead,’ Magnolia said.

	‘They think?’ Curt asked. ‘They don’t know?’

	She gave him a sharp look. ‘Did I fucking stutter?’

	‘So what happens now?’

	‘We wait,’ she said, ‘there’s literally nothing we can do except wait. They’re working on retrieval methods, but a few are risky, so let’s let the other Agencies kill of their people until someone perfects a method, ok?’

	The meeting broke.

	Hours of nothing passed.

	Agents died. The missing list dwindled to a few thousand. Agencies were attacked, but without serious breach or losses.

	No Agents woke up – there were reports of twitches, of mumbling, of eyes opening, but none stayed in the waking world.

	Communication had been established with a few Agents – through the use of science, magic, tricks, and readers. It wasn’t a lot of headway, but some, at least, knew that there was a world to come back to.

	It still felt like there was another shoe to drop.

	He left the techs in charge of themselves, and went back to what had been the conference room. He found Stef’s bed, required a sandwich, a chair, and a cup of coffee, and sat beside her.

	He set the coffee on the closest machine to her head – the fumes might draw her out where every other method of man and magic had failed.

	Another vigil. Another fucking useless period of waiting. Another situation where all he could do was sit, and wait to lose her.

	He held onto her hand.

	The morgue had been hell, and he hadn’t even known he was in love. The morgue had been hope against hope, waiting for a dead girl to breathe.

	The phoenix had been nine days of torn nerves, waiting for jets of fire to shoot through solidified metal and end everything.

	He was always useless.

	A couple of beds down, Merlin sat on Taylor’s chest. ‘They’re having the same dream,’ Merlin said. ‘The same same dream. I think they’re together.’

	He held tighter onto her hand. There were nightmares a lot worse than Taylor, but he was still far from ideal as a companion during an emergency. ‘What are they doing?’

	‘Campfire,’ Merlin said. ‘He was nakey, he had a bath.’

	Curt felt his eyebrows raise. ‘What?’

	‘People think it’s weird if you have clothes on when you have a bath.’

	‘Can you communicate with them? You can read, can you talk to them?’

	The boy adjusted his goggles. ‘I tried, it’s like they can’t hear me.’ Merlin sat straighter, and floated up a few inches into the air. ‘But Squishy might hear us now.’

	‘What?’ Hope and fear flooded his chest. ‘Why?’ Curt stood, looked down at Stef.

	Her eyes were open.

	 


07 – Preludes and Nocturnes

	Posted on January 15, 2013 by Stormy 

	Stef tried to scream. She tried to shout. She tried to smile. She tried to cry.

	Her body refused to move.

	Curt stared down at her, the best thing she could have seen. ‘Newbie?’

	‘She’s awake.’ Merlin’s voice. ‘She can hear you. And me. But she’s thinking about you.’

	Wizard! Yes! Awesome! Not awesome! Why can’t I move?

	Her eyes started to dry out.

	‘Are you ok?’ Curt asked, squeezing her hand. She could feel, but she couldn’t move. Weird. Contradictory.

	Merlin leaned over her head from behind her, blocking her view of Curt. ‘Are we going to tell you everything, or are you going to tell us everything?’

	I can’t move! Why can’t I move?

	It was like the weirdest kind of itch, the absolute need to move, to- She was breathing. She was breathing on her own, there was no mask on her face. She concentrated, feeling breath rush over her tongue.

	She tried to stop her breathing. It took concentration, but she interrupted the autonomic pattern. More concentration, and she was able to move her tongue.

	A blink took every ounce of strength she had, but her world righted a little.

	Sorry, what? It’s weird to- She concentrated, and stared into her HUD – all of the functions were still there, the system was still there. There were alternatives to letting the little wizard dig around in her brain.

	She felt the weight of a speaker on her chest, and synched it up with her HUD.

	‘There,’ her voice said, coming through the speaker, ‘that’s a little better. HUD FTW, right?’

	Curt stood and looked at someone else in the room. ‘Is this on the plan for waking Agents?’

	‘Yes, Agent C. Access to the collective unconscious has been blocked, because a couple of Agents tried to push their minds there, and things didn’t go so well, HUD-to-external-speaker doesn’t seem to have any problems though.’ Raz paused. ‘The longest anyone has been awake is forty-five minutes, so brevity is king here.’

	Curt looked back at her. ‘Stef-‘

	‘I think I got a better deal than Neo,’ her voice said through the speaker as she concentrated on trying to make her mouth work. ‘At least I’m not naked and covered in goo.’

	‘Don’t give people ideas, ma’amy ma’am,’ Screen said from somewhere.

	Curt squeezed her hand. ‘So- So you know what’s going on?’

	‘Absolutely no fucking clue,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a sample size of two, if Taylor was even real, and we basically went through glitches-‘

	‘Every Agent is stuck in a shared dream,’ Curt said.

	‘The fuck do you mean every Agent?’ she demanded, the speaker going crackly for a moment.

	He put his ultra-serious face on. ‘I mean every Agent. Every Agency. The whole world. Some are missing, some are dead, and none have managed to get back up, just- Just paralysed and awake like this, newbie.’

	Oh, gods.

	‘Newbie?’

	‘Ok,’ she said, the speaker being able to replicate the wibble in her mind. ‘This is what I know. Me, Taylor, both had nightmares or glitches. You can pass from one area to another, he came into my…dream area, if we’re calling it that. It takes…effort to be able to ignore the dream reality. It’s like a glitch, you can’t tell it’s real. Taylor is Taylor, he decided to-‘

	‘What’s his condition?’ Magnolia. Curt was pulled out of her vision, and Magnolia appeared, a lot closer to her face than she felt comfortable with. ‘What is his condition, Mimosa?’

	‘He’s a psychotic T-800, as usual.’

	‘Mimosa,’ Magnolia growled.

	‘He had a nightmare about losing you that was so bad he offed himself.’ This made Magnolia back off a little. ‘You’d better not die for real, else I think we’ll all be fucked. He also made me eat myself.’

	‘Kinky,’ Magnolia said with a raised eyebrow. ‘I didn’t know you were so flexible, Mimosa.’

	‘Huh?’

	‘Newbie, explain what happened.’

	‘If you die, or get killed in your spot, like, everything disappears. The buildings stay, but pretty much everything else disappears. Only the environment loads, the other assets disappear. Also, if you die, you respawn, but your dead body stays. There was nothing to eat, so…extrapolate…’

	‘Oh, god,’ Curt said, ‘are you ok?’

	‘I’ve said-‘

	Someone slapped her across the face. Her vision stuttered for a moment, changing from Mags and Curt to Taylor and back again. Huge hands gripped her shoulders and shook her. Taylor hit her again.

	‘Stoppit!’

	He let her go, and she fell to the floor, the wind rushing from her lungs.

	‘You were non-responsive,’ he said calmly, poking the fire with a stick. ‘Your turn. Wake me at eight.’

	‘I-‘

	He grabbed her by the collar and lifted her from the floor. ‘Don’t argue.’

	‘I woke up,’ she said as she dangled from his hand.

	He glared. ‘Yes. I know. Because I hit you.’

	Her ears still rang from the blows – he’d hit her really hard this time. ‘Not- Not here,’ she said as he dropped her onto her feet. ‘There.’ Her head spun. ‘Reality. Home. Agency.’

	‘What are you talking about?’

	‘I woke up for reals,’ she said, ‘when- I went to sleep here, I woke up there-‘ She raised a hand to her head, and felt blood. ‘Jesus, how hard did you hit me? I think you have to stop hitting me in the head. God-‘ Her head spun again. ‘Were- Were you trying to kill me? Actually, do kill me, it might make me-‘

	‘Did you see Magnolia?’ He had the voice of an angry god. There was a hand on her shoulder, and she couldn’t wriggle out of it. ‘Did you see her-‘

	‘Yeah- But- I think I need to sit down-‘ She tried to sit, but he held onto her, his other hand raising to grip the back of her head.

	Wait, what are you-

	The hand came off her shoulder and pressed against her head.

	Oh, god, no!

	‘No, no, no!’ she screamed, even as she raised her hands to try and pull his away. ‘Please, don’t-‘

	Heat seared her mind as he tried to force a connection. She started screaming, and shaking her head to try and throw him off. It was impossible- It was-

	Everything turned to pain.

	Her legs gave out, but he held her up.

	There was the weird shadow sensation of fingers in her brain – they weren’t really there, but it was the only way to interpret the searching, questing so-real-not-quite-real feeling of an attempted Agent mind meld.

	She puked, chunks of her own half-digested flesh flying out to onto his uniform.

	He shook her head in frustration, and pushed her to the ground.

	She threw up again, tears of relief coming unbidden at the respite from the pain, and the fingers in her brain.

	He came down on top of her, crushing her to the ground. Both of his hands grabbed her head, and for a moment, he simply held her, hands squeezing as if considering popping her skull.

	She felt the fingers in her mind, and gave up trying to struggle.

	It hurt. It hurt so much.

	It was angel magic, one of the few things that went above teleporting and conjuring. Last resorts to use in dire situations. Wings for escape, words to bring down rogue agents, mind reading for when the truth was worth the cost.

	It wasn’t something to be taken lightly. It wasn’t something you joked around with. It was the worst side of angel magic.

	It was something you used on your enemies when lives hung in the balance.

	It was something you used on traitors.

	It was something you used, when Duty demanded it.

	Red obscured her vision as he clumsily tried to force himself into her.

	Decision or not, she was screaming, she was trying to move, but it was like being under a cement truck. He had her entire body pinned. Controlled. Helpless.

	It was easier to use on an Agent – blue made the connections easier, it still hurt, and it was still messy, but the blue at least served to facilitate it, to dull the pain, if only by the tiniest amount.

	Humans had no protection.

	And she was nothing but human.

	Breathing became hard.

	There was an audible click as the connection finally slipped into place.

	There was a half-second joyous relief from pain, and then everything dropped away.

	All awareness of the world slipped away as he pulled her into her own mind.

	She opened her eyes, and found herself staring at glow-in-the-dark stars. Her wardrobe. Her wardrobe in her apartment. A safe place. Alexandria was there. She lifted the doll and hid her face in the red curls.

	Taylor was in her mind, there was nothing she could do about that.

	Mind space was weird. It never had a set look, or a set way of operating. Everything was literal though – all awareness of the outside world disappeared, so you were free to walk and to move. It felt like, for a given value, reality.

	’You have to get out there. The sooner he sees what he wants. The sooner he’ll leave.’

	’I can’t.’

	Spyder-

	What if he hurts me more?

	Alexandria was pulled from her hands, and her own hands reached down for hers.

	It took a moment to look up, to see herself. Her self that wasn’t self. Her other self. Her bolder self. Her wiser self. The voice in her head. Her. Her-not-her.

	’Well, this is weird.

	Her other self nodded. ‘I know.’

	She grabbed her hands and stood. ’Can- Can you come back in here? Um- You know what I mean- I’d rather not give him more ammunition.’

	Her other self quirked an eyebrow, then faded into mist.

	So, um, you in here?

	You do realise that in here is the same as out there for the moment, right?

	Yeah, but appearances are everything.

	She slowly walked out of her old bedroom, past a Frankie in sleep mode, and her usual assortment of snacks. She popped a piece of chocolate into her mouth, then opened the bedroom door.

	The door disappeared as soon as she opened it, folding in on itself until it disappeared.

	A cube, blue and white and silver, hung suspended in the air of the next room, slowly morphing and flexing like a living thing. The cube grew extra sides, folded and unfolded.

	The air was filled with the sound of a wine glass rim, and the occasional snatches of static.

	Yeah, that’s about what your brain looks like.

	Taylor was punching it.

	Memories broke off as shattered panes of mirror.

	He stepped on each as they fell, and snatches of memories projected into the air.

	Death. Chaos. The firestorm that had been holding the phoenix. Ryan. Close ups of suits that had to be hugs.

	‘Stop it, please.’

	Her voice was so tiny in comparison to the sounds of the room – of her mind – and of Taylor’s sounds of frustration.

	Tread carefully, please.

	Can’t I go back to hiding till he’s done?

	Taylor looked up, and saw her. ‘Where. Is. She?’ He stalked towards her. ‘Your mind is disorganised. It is unacceptable!’

	She could fight. He’d hurt her. She could struggle. It would hurt worse.

	He hit her, and the static grew louder.

	‘I’ll try!’ she shouted as he raised his hand again.

	Magnolia. Focus on Magnolia. The cube stopped spinning, and one side turned into a circle and slowly turned to face them. The side became a screen, and a hundred images of Magnolia filled it. Smirks. Insults. Cruelty.

	Taylor grabbed a handful of her hair, and growled.

	Magnolia. Recent Magnolia. Newest memories.

	The screen flickered, and replayed the brief moments she’d seen Magnolia.

	‘Again.’

	Halfway through the memory this time, he reached out to the screen, and touched Magnolia’s face.

	‘Is. That. All?’

	‘I was only there a few minutes!’

	‘Unacceptable,’ he snapped. ‘You learned nothing of value. You told them nothing!’

	He glared at her, then the world disappeared. There was an uncomfortable, almost sticky feeling as the connection broke, the feeling that the not-real-fingers had chunks of her brain on them.

	He took his hands away from her head, and let himself fully collapse on her, his chest crushing her face.

	She cried, and slowly tried to extricate herself from under the agent, but her hands refused to work correctly.

	At least twenty minutes passed.

	The wiggling must have bothered him though, and he rolled to the side, allowing her to get free, then he stood and glared down at her. ‘You didn’t learn anything,’ he snapped, blood from his nose dripping down onto her. ‘I have no intel to work with!’

	Only one thought could solidify in her ravaged mind. ‘You’re worse than Clarke.’ She curled in on herself, and cradled her head.

	There was blood coming from seemingly everywhere. The taste of it was in her mouth, it covered her cheeks, and there were still streaks of red in her vision.

	‘Clarke assaulted you, this was information retrieval. If you’d known anything.’

	She closed her eyes against him, the last defence she had left.

	‘This was so you could see Mags,’ she said, unable to stop herself. ‘This had nothing to do with Duty. Don’t-‘

	His foot pressed into her side. ‘Shut up, Mimosa.’

	‘The worst part is,’ she said, tears dripping onto the floor. ‘I would have let you. I would have let you! I get that you love her, and that you wanted to see her, I get that! I would have let you see her! You didn’t have to- You just had to give me a minute to prepare! I wouldn’t have fought you, you didn’t- You didn’t have to violate me like that!’

	She had to leave. Staying was dangerous. Staying would get her hurt more. He was dangerous. Hitting people as a form of communication was okay when those people were a) Agents or b) Magnolia…not weak human hacker girls who probably already had a concussion.

	He was strong. Too strong. He was scary and strong, and still probably grieving, despite confirmation his wife was alive.

	He’d kill her. By accident or by malice, he’d kill her.

	And she had people to get back to.

	She stood on shaky legs. ‘I- I have to find somewhere to take a shit.’

	‘Use the other room,’ he said, his expression back to its default glare.

	‘Um,’ she said quietly, ‘no. I’ll be back in a few.’ She looked around the room – supplies didn’t exist in the silent apocalypse, and it would be suspicious to take too much. The food was impossible, the water was impossible.

	She snatched up her bag. ‘Gotta have something to wipe with,’ she said, then turned for the store’s open door.

	Anyone was better than no one.

	Anyone was better than no one. Safety in numbers. It was dangerous to go alone.

	I am likely to be eaten by a grue.

	Taylor was the stuff of nightmares, but he’d been getting better. He’d still randomly hurt her, or “test” her if she had to come down to the Combat department. He still hated her, but he’d managed to call her by rank once or twice…so he at least hated her like he hated other Agents, instead of as the freak-thing that she was.

	She dropped to her hands and knees and started to cry.

	He’d saved her.

	He’d stopped Clarke from absconding with her drugged body. He’d saved her. If he hadn’t- There were thoughts her mind couldn’t have, and those were on the top of the list.

	This dream had been a backslide into caricature, into the terror that haunted the shadows of Agency corridors. It wasn’t fair.

	She let her body collapse onto the floor.

	If he killed her, it didn’t matter. If he left her there, it didn’t matter. If the dreams collapsed, it didn’t matter.

	He picked her up.

	He was going to snap her spine. Crack her over his knee like a piece of kindling. He put her down on something soft – his jacket, and moved away.

	Consciousness and coherence sharpened and dulled in uneven waves – there was no sleep, but there was some form of relief. He hadn’t hit her again, and he hadn’t started to cook her – yet.

	The pain faded, due likely in no small part to the three injections he jabbed into her rear – all three done at points where sleep had been the closest.

	She sat up – it was hours later, evidenced by the sun being up.

	Taylor sat in the doorway, chewing on a piece of the jerky. There was a pad on his knee, and a pen in his hand that looked so tiny compared to the massive fingers.

	Fingers that had been in her brain.

	She winced, and felt her heart skip as he turned to look at her.

	Getting Taylor’s attention always felt like being noticed by a turret, or a sphinx, or a dragon. It was attention you didn’t want. Attention that likely meant pain was to follow.

	He moved forward, grabbed one of the bags of water, and laid it on the floor beside her. She slowly sat up, trying not to make sudden movements, trying to not make him angry. She unscrewed the lid from the bag, and gratefully gulped down the water. If he’d poisoned it, at least she wouldn’t die thirsty.

	She took a look around – the fire had long since died, the pouches and kits had been cleaned up, and the bags had been packed.

	‘Pain?’

	She concentrated for a moment, then shook her head. All of the pain was gone – there didn’t seem to be any bruising on her face, the weird fingers-in-brain feeling was gone. ‘No,’ she said quietly, ‘I’m ok. What’d you give me?’

	‘Fae. Limited med kit. Seemed prudent to heal your injuries. I still have blue.’

	‘Th- Thanks. That’s-‘ She looked down at the floor. ‘Thank you.’

	‘You. Could have been fake.’

	‘Huh?’

	‘There was a chance.’

	She considered this. ‘But you figured out this stuff first, why’d you think-‘

	‘Couldn’t assume anything.’

	‘Did giving me a concussion or three help?’

	‘Magnolia was real. The first you I saw was real. There are no rules. There can be no assumptions. Everything- I had gained no new information that a glitch could not have used.’

	She tilted her head at him. ‘That’s actually a fantastic point. If our sample size is true for everyone else, then everyone is experiencing an alternate reality, glitch reality, whatever, but it can only be based off what they know. That’ll probably be a good way to root out the PC in a sea of NPCs if we don’t know whose dream we’re in.’ She paused, and put her hands against her head, unwilling to forget the violation. ‘But- So, digging around in my brain convinced you?’

	‘That was not Duty. That was not information retrieval. It was wrong.’

	‘If you’re going to apologise, then actually say that you’re sorry!’

	‘I’m sorry, Agent.’

	Tears welled up again. ‘I would have let you see her, I really would have. Just- You didn’t see anything else, did you? Not, like, personal stuff? And did you have to punch my brain?’

	‘It was resisting me.’

	‘No shit, Sherlock. You didn’t do any permanent damage, did you?’

	‘Mild confusion for a limited period at most.’

	She tried to smirk. ‘I’m always mildly confused.’ She wrapped her hair around her fingers. ‘You didn’t say what convinced you yet. I mean, everything that I saw with Mags could have been a construction of your brain, not that I want you treating me like shit again, I just need to know you’re convinced.’

	His expression was unreadable. ‘You think I’m a volcano.’

	She blushed and hunched her shoulders. ‘Well-‘

	-you kinda area.

	‘It is not an epithet I would extrapolate you using to refer to me. It is not something I would create as part of a glitch.’

	‘You could find that, and you couldn’t find the memories of Mags?’

	‘Specific memories require cooperation or a tracing program. It’s easier to find thoughts that relate to yourself.’

	‘I’m- I’m really not cool with the fact that you were in my head. My head is-‘

	‘Your insanity is a matter of Agency record. I was not looking to exploit you. I have no interest in your thoughts. I needed to confirm a theory.’ He paused. ‘I needed to see Magnolia.’

	It was as much of a resolution as they were going to get. Asking for another apology was dangerous. He wouldn’t have wasted limited medical supplies if he was going to hurt her again. Probably. She was safe. Probably.

	‘You could have tried going to sleep yourself, you know.’

	‘No. Waste of time. We need to find the others, and to get out. That is all that’s important.’

	She rubbed her fingers together. ‘How do we proceed?’

	‘I know where the next barrier is. We move in, gather supplies if possible, find the agent, and repeat.’

	She hugged herself. ‘If I go to sleep again, I’ll try and do better. Communicate more info. Do- Do you want a message or anything from Mags?’

	He went silent or so long that she got up to grab her bag.

	‘No need,’ he rumbled, ‘she already gave me one.’

	‘Um, I was there, she kinda didn’t.’

	‘We have non-verbal methods. She used one method. Blinks. She likely assumed I would get the information-‘

	‘Which is why you’re perfect for each other.’ She adjusted the shoulder strap of her bag. ‘What did she say?’

	Taylor glared. ‘This is an emergency situation, Mimosa, where she had little time to communicate vital information.’

	Stef looked down at Taylor – sitting on the ground, he was actually shorter than her for once. ‘She said that she loves you, didn’t she?’

	He grunted. ‘As I said, vital information.’

	 


08 – Fables and Reflections

	Posted on January 17, 2013 by Stormy 

	Frustration.

	There was the urge to hit Mimosa, to shake her back awake, to ask for more detail, give her commander a longer message, anything.

	Mimosa grunted.

	Magnolia straightened herself, a thought tidying her hair. There was a time for frustration, for anger and…elation, but in public, among recruits with frayed nerves was not the place.

	She looked to Screen. ‘Report the details to the teams. It’s not a lot but another waking Agent is another data point for that graph that seems to be following me everywhere.’

	The purple-haired tech smiled. ‘Sure thing.’

	Magnolia nodded at the team, then moved from the room. Ten hours. It had taken ten hours to confirm that he was ok.

	She kept walking – most of the floor was clear, the techs had taken over the conference room, the Field recruits had been moved to other floor to facilitate various aspects, and the Combat recruits stood guard, or were in the process of enacting one of her emergency plans.

	She was in charge. Everyone was looking to her. She was, at least for the moment, the Director of the Agency.

	She turned a corner, and found a window seat – they were a frivolity that the Field and Technical floors had that had been cleared from the Combat floors – the windows remained, the wide, flat seats had not.

	She sat, leaned back against the wall, and required her workbook, then spread it over her knees. A big lever arch folder that had foldout schedules, memos of note, team rosters, everything that let her run the Combat department. Macros and automated processes kept elements updated, the rest was manually managed.

	Various fuckbuddy techs had tried to convince her to switch to a computer – they’d even pointed out how much she used tablets for various aspects of her job. She’d always laughed, smiled, and distracted them to orgasm as a way of winning the argument.

	There was something real, and sensible about working on paper, of being able to rip up old schedules, to…Everything was possible with a tablet, but her workbook felt better.

	Her father approached quietly, probably in an effort not to disturb her.

	‘Maggie-‘

	‘Haven’t answered to that in ten years, Don,’ she said coolly as she looked up, but accepted the paper cup he was proffering. Coffee. Not a stimulant she usually worked with. The smell of cinnamon was impossible to ignore.

	He was a shit father, but he was good with the little things.

	She sipped, and grunted an assent as he pointed to the bench. He sat, looked like he wanted to talk, then turned to look out at the city instead.

	‘As Taylor says,’ she said as she set the cup on the window sill, ‘talk, or don’t. There’s rarely a point to hesitation.’

	This seemed to shake him from his reverie. ‘I still can’t believe you’re with him- How does he not…hurt you-‘

	A smile curled her lips. ‘In the gym, he hurts me because I’m not good enough. In the bedroom…well, I can jackhammer him until he’s almost ready to beg for mercy, I mean, you should see my favourite strap-on.’ An uncomfortable look crossed Don’s face, and she leant forward, leaning on her workbook. ‘Don’t fucking judge me. If you want to talk, Aide Hammond, talk, but don’t bring up my husband.’

	‘You’re doing amazing work,’ he said, rolling his own cup of coffee between his hands. ‘I just thought you should know that.’

	‘I always do amazing work, any less is less than my best, and that isn’t a standard I allow.’ She looked across at him. ‘I suppose that’s one thing I did inherit from you.’

	‘You’ve done more than I ever will.’

	‘You choose to stay at an Outpost, you could go lecture at the Academy.’

	‘You’re Acting Director, Maggie, that’s huge.’

	‘If Agency resumes counted for shit, it would be great, I’m just trying to keep everyone alive, and this side of panic.’ She shrugged, and drew a quick line on the schedule, switching two shifts, ‘Ryan can have his job back when this is over.’ She paused. ‘Well, unless the actual Director wakes up too, then we’ll probably have a pissing contest over who’s in charge.’

	‘I don’t think so,’ Don said, ‘Ryan’s never wanted the job.’

	‘He hasn’t minded abusing Directorial privilege though.’

	‘Do we know anything new?’

	‘Everything we know is being projected onto a hundred screens around the Agency.’

	‘I’m asking you, Director.’

	‘Mimosa woke up for about a minute, was completely useless, then nodded off again. She and Kelly are the only ones who’ve woken up for any appreciable amount of time. Sale’s had a few twitches, but no contact so we don’t know if they count.’ She flipped through a report. ‘Two idiots with a ute ram raided the Ipswich Agency, but the regular cops shows up and dealt with them.’ There was an expectant look on his face, and she sighed. ‘You’ve been three feet from him all day, you know there’s been no change with Darren. Go find Merlin if you want another read, I’m sure he’s just going to say the same thing.’

	‘He thinks his family is dead, Magnolia, isn’t there anything you can do for him?’

	‘They’re all living out their worst nightmares, Don. From what we know, he’s getting off pretty lightly. Half of these Agents are being tortured, or worse. Some have died, sure, but half of these Agents are going to need memory manipulation so they aren’t stuck with PTSD.’

	‘I’m not trying to be callous-‘

	‘No, you’re being kind, it’s worse. I love Person X, so I have to worry about their suffering more than everyone else. Being callous is at least being fair, you’re assigning the same level of worry to everyone.’

	‘That’s cold.’

	‘Welcome to the Agency, dad, you should be used to it by now.’

	‘Is there any progress on retrieving them?’

	‘Science, magic, and the power of a god, no one is really sure where to begin. The Lost are still trying to confirm that Sol is dead-‘

	‘No one has been able to answer why they decided on Sol.’

	‘I’m not sure anyone knows. Reigning theory is that it’s a reference to Sol Invictus, the unconquered sun, because he was loseless till he came here. And we didn’t conquer him, we offered up a feast.’

	‘It saved the world.’

	‘It crippled a major Court, and violated every agent. No one ever wanted to think about this. Agents can’t dream, end of story. It was as though he somehow just took the ability to dream. They’re programs, that’d just be ripping out a subroutine, they could write another one around it. That didn’t happen. Agents have been dreaming their dreams, they just haven’t had the capacity to remember them. It means there’s been a mad god with a backdoor into the programming of every agent on the whole damn planet.’

	‘Have they-‘

	She scowled. ‘Of course the techs are investigating that angle, that’s their damn job. There’s signals, and there’s bits of blue working in funny ways, and they’re scrambling to unscramble them. They’re trying isolation tests and interference, and every other damn thing they do. Nothing is working.’

	‘Can we breach the dreams? If the Lost gave Sol a place-‘

	‘it’s one of those weird spaces, more than half is actually Lost territory, but there’s other measures in place, but it’s…gone a bit wild over the decades, at least that’s what the techs are saying. There was originally some measure of monitoring, like we do with training sims, but the area has become its own thing over the years, in no small part likely do to leaking god magic playing merry hell with how they set it up. They’re trying, all we have to do is be patient.’

	‘Usually, I’m very good at patience. There are times that test my calm, you took a long time to hatch-‘

	‘Bringing up old memories isn’t going to endear me to you, Don.’

	‘I don’t understand why we can’t try to make a fresh start. You don’t have to forget, or even forgive, but you can let me try again. We’re peers, if nothing else.’

	‘I don’t see the benefit,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing I would gain. Anything I need from you I can get by ordering you, Recruit.’

	‘I know I hurt you.’

	‘You called me a freak,’ she said quietly.

	‘Maggie-‘

	‘That’s “Director” to you, Recruit.’ She dismissed her workbook, stood, and left without another word.

	Words became “fuck” and “you” as she rounded a corner, and walked into O’Connor.

	‘Sorry Mags,’ he said, putting a hand to the new coffee stain on his shirt. The shirt became bright white again. ‘Two things,’ he said as he fell into step with her. ‘First is there’s rumours that the “war council”,’ he said, hooking his fingers into sarcastic air quotes, ‘might be looking for candidates for experimentation. Obviously, they’re going to pull from poorly performing Agencies first, so if there’s anything you can do to-‘

	‘Yeah, I’ll think of something. Next?’

	‘I think you’re going to order some of the techs to bed, we don’t know how long this is going to last, having everyone tired on the first day is stupid.’

	‘I thought I put you in charge of them.’

	‘Just do a memo in an email blast. We’re not getting much achieved, so tell people to stick to their usual roster for now.’

	‘That isn’t going to make them sleep, they’ll hang out when they’re on break.’

	‘It’s something,’ he said, ‘we’ve got to try and look after our people.’

	She nodded. ‘Even if they don’t want to look after themselves.’

	 


09 – Dream Country
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	604,799

	Parker-2 felt his eyes water. They had, as they had done, blinked on their own, and resumed staring.

	^Hear me, please, hear me!^

	604,800

	^Gods, I can see you, I love you!^

	604,801

	^Tell me you can hear me!^

	He stared at his twin, less than a foot away.

	604,802

	All he could do was stare.

	604,803

	It was hell. Hell. It was the one thought that had been in his head for the last few days.

	604,804

	Everything had been normal, and then, everything had been a nightmare. The infirmary had disappeared, and they had awoken, bound and trapped.

	604,805

	It had been a week, and the only part of him had been his eyes, preventing dryness, preventing blindness.

	604,806

	Blindness would have been kinder. At least if he was blind, he could pretend that he wasn’t so achingly close to his twin, frozen and unable to communicate.

	The boxes were like plastic coffins. Simple enclosures that would break apart if you could touch them. Real coffins would have been kinder. A coffin would mean death, and death would mean that they’d be together.

	604,807

	One couldn’t live without the other. They were linked. They were always linked.

	They had been born in each others arms – whatever quirk of the generation process that created twins still thought it was making one agent, so all the ash and blue combined in the smallest space possible.

	604,808

	He was always there, a presence in the back of his mind, a comforting weight on his heart. He was always there. They couldn’t be apart. They weren’t made to be apart.

	604,809

	He blinked.

	^I’ve run out of jokes about distance making the heart grow fonder.^

	The channel was dead. It was disturbing, it was so wrong. It was slime and sickness and nails on a chalkboard.

	604,810

	There had been blackout training – but there had been ways to communicate and comfort.

	604,811

	There had been the phoenix, and hours and hours of the channel being dead. That had been manageable, though only because they had spent the majority of the time holding each other.

	In his arms. His twin in his arms.

	604,812

	He was the stronger one, that was what people tended to agree on, and it was a worthwhile way to present themselves to the world. Twins – there had to be a good one and a bad one. It was fun to be the bad one.

	It was fun, because he didn’t have to be strong on his own.

	 

	604,813

	He tried to force himself to blink, to communicate in any way.

	604,814

	He wished to die.

	* * * * *

	Stef stared at the fog as the approached it.

	As if I wasn’t getting enough Silent Hill vibes.

	Taylor stopped suddenly, but she managed to avoid walking into him. He pointed to the ground beneath her feet. ‘Don’t. Move.’

	She nodded, and waited for further instructions. Not angering him was still the right move. Whether or not travelling with him was the right move was still up for debate. Still being debated. Still probably the worst idea.

	Her head no longer hurt, but the knowledge that he’d rummaged around in her mind sat as an uncomfortable weight. He knew she thought he was a volcano, but there were a thousand worse things he could know.

	There was a sharp feeling against her wrist, and she looked down to see him tying fishing wire around her hand.

	‘Um-‘ she said, trying to prompt a response.

	He gave a short growl. ‘When I exited my area, it disappeared. I am unwilling to be in an area whilst it is…redacted. No assumptions but-‘ he paused for a brief second. ‘Chance of death, it’s tactical to avoid risking it.’

	Her shoulders slumped. ‘It’s a dream, you can’t die in a dream. I mean, you can, but-‘ A glare was enough to stall her for a moment, but no longer. ‘I have died in dreams. You either wake up, or you jump to another POV character. I had a dream where I was kidnapped, and the kidnappers blew up the hostages, and when I got blown up, I jumped to someone who didn’t get blown up-‘

	‘Mimosa.’ The threat was heavy in his voice.

	‘It’s still stupid,’ she said.

	 

	He stabbed his finger at the ground again, and she felt sorry for the concrete. ‘Stay, until I pull on the cord.’

	‘Fine.’

	She watched him walk slowly into the fog, the barrier between her dream area and whichever agent was next. Hopefully Ryan. A safe wall made of Dad would be excellent against the volcano.

	With Taylor gone, the only sound was her own breathing.

	It was scary.

	She stared at the fog – it was the heavy, swirling kind, despite no breeze to push it around.

	There were shapes in the fog, there for the briefest of seconds, then gone again. A face, a hand, a mouth.

	Am I imagining things?

	I don’t know.

	It was like trying to see something from the parade of ghosts when it was too far away, or you were just at the wrong angle, and it looked like nothing more than a cloud.

	A face solidified for a moment, then disappeared.

	Oh, gods, I have to walk through that.

	She dug her nails into her palms.

	There was a tug on the fishing line, and she stumbled at the force of it.

	She wound it in a loose circle, like a skein of wool as she walked closer to the mist.

	Be confident.

	A woman’s face slid across the fog, hollow holes staring.

	Be confident.

	Stef adjusted her bag, ducked her head, and ran into the fog.

	The world on the other side of the fog, that was the first thing immediately obvious. What only took a second more to work out was that it was tiny – there was one building, surrounded by fog.

	She turned to look back at where she’d come from, and saw a swirling darkness. There were faces and shapes in the darkness, just like there’d been in the fog.

	She reached out and touched it, chiding herself even as her hand made contact.

	Taylor roared, and she waited for unpleasantness, but nothing happened.

	The edge of darkness was smooth, despite the roiling appearance, and felt like glass. She pushed on it, and felt it push back.

	‘Mimosa.’ It was amazing how clear the threat was this time, even with his hands by his sides.

	She pulled her hand away from the darkness, and looked at the building. ‘Wow, I wonder where the Agent could be.’

	‘Don’t assume anything.’

	‘There’s nowhere else anyone could be!’

	He growled, and she fell into step behind him.

	The world was tiny and surrounded by fog. It was bright, but the sky was hazy, hiding the sun behind a thin shroud. Desolate, it felt desolate.

	Taylor kicked the door of the warehouse open, Magnolia’s knife in his hand. He’d refused to give her a weapon – though she’d taken a half-burnt stick from the fire, snapped pieces off the end until it was the right length for a wand. At best, leviosa and confundus; at worst, a weapon that could reliably take out eyes at close range.

	There was a table. There were two big boxes that looked like fish tanks, each holding what was probably an Agent, if she was allowed to assume. The light in the room changed, and she looked up to see the thin sun through a skylight.

	Taylor walked over to the fish tanks, stared for a moment, then punched each of them in turn. They shattered, as most things did in his wake. She walked closer to get a look at who it was – the Parkers.

	Taylor braced a hand on one of the doctors, and used Magnolia’s knife to cut through the thick layers of plastic wrapped around his body, then turned and did the same to the other.

	Both Parkers made feeble movements, slowly moving towards each other.

	Taylor moved Magnolia’s knife again, killing each doctor in turn.

	 

	They appeared standing, between her and the ex-fish tanks, naked. They turned to each other, and-

	Sex stuff. Sex stuff was definitely going to happen. She ran from the building, rounded it – getting as far from the door as possible, and sat with her back against the corrugated metal, her wand in hand.

	She drew on the concrete beside her with the burnt end, leaving a trail of half-formed happy faces.

	Taylor approached with the subtlety of an elephant. ‘They-‘

	‘I can guess. Please don’t say anything. I don’t need to know anything. Are we leaving?’

	He paused. There was a vibration of metal as Taylor leaned against the warehouse wall. ‘They appear to- They are in no state to listen to reason. I’ll try in five minutes.’

	She heard screaming, and covered her ears.

	This seemed to confuse Taylor. ‘You are with O’Connor,’ he said slowly, emphasising “with”. ‘And they bother you?’

	‘Are you actually trying to have this conversation with me? I’m with Curt, but my with isn’t very…withing.’ Her cheeks burnt. ‘Jesus, I know you and Mags are all sex and rock and roll, but with the violence instead of music, but- Sex bothers me.’ She stood and pointed out at the fog. ‘Ok, so there has to be a locational element to this, you were right next to me, and we’re right near the Parkers, so presumably- I think this is a safe assumption, we have proof for it.’

	There was only a little growl. ‘Continue.’

	‘All of the Brisbane agents are together, so it’s probably based on where we were when we fell asleep or whatever, can you remember when that was?’

	Taylor shook his head. ‘It’s like a glitch, there’s no demarcation point.’

	She pointed. ‘Which way are we going next?’

	She heard the skylight break.

	How- How do-

	The blacked out area from your spot only takes up a sixth of the circumference. There could be up to five other points connected to here. The doctors are happy making each other feel better, be sensible, use this as a hub so you don’t get trapped.

	 

	Huh, you’re kinda smart.

	Yeah, Spyder, you are.

	‘Hey, Taylor-‘

	The wall near them began to thump, and she closed her eyes. ‘We should just leave them here. There’s got to be at least one or two more areas connected to this bit, we could-‘

	‘Yes, I already thought of that.’ He banged a fist against the wall. ‘Don’t leave the area.’

	The thumping stopped. ‘I’m not even going to leave his arse!’ one of the Parkers shouted. ‘Or- Or- Yeah, we could do that-‘ the voice said, trailing off. ‘I’ll leave his arse, we’ll stay in the area!’

	I need so much brain bleach.

	‘We should, um, take it in a round, go in one side of the dark patch, then again and again as necessary-‘

	His death glare was back in place. ‘Obviously.’

	She started to walk to the fog to the left of the deadened dream world. ‘Left is always right,’ she muttered.

	She walked into the fog, not allowing herself to see the shapes, and the people, and refused to allow herself the thought that her face might be in the fog. Or Ryan’s.

	‘Hiiiiii!’ a voice shouted as the fog thinned.

	Screen stood there, waving a “welcome aliens” sign. ‘Come on, come on!’

	‘Lolhi,’ she said, running up to the tech and giving her a hug. ‘You knew I was coming?’

	‘Well, not just you, ma’amy ma’am. Oooh, you brought a present,’ she said, grinning as Taylor stepped out of the fog. ‘Hi sir!’

	Stef looked around – they were standing on Adelaide street, and space out along the fog’s edge were tech recruits in small huddles in twos and threes. ‘You knew people were coming? You know what’s going on?’

	The tech nodded. ‘The dreams and stuff? Yup. It’s Jonesy’s world, we just live in it.’

	‘And you’re cool with that?’

	The tech looked confused for a moment. ‘Ma’amy ma’am, think about it, I’m not sure I have the capacity not to be cool with it.’

	‘Good point.’

	Taylor put a hand on her shoulder, and every bad feeling she’d been keeping under lock and key pushed their way to the surface, and she froze.

	Thick fingers curled into her clavicle as he pulled her away from the small group of techs. ‘If the Scholar is aware of what’s going on…why are there other people here?’

	‘Because,’ Jones’ voice said, ‘there’s ways to sober up, other than killing yourself.’

	Stef dipped her shoulder, awkwardly slipped free of Taylor’s grip, and ran at Jones, throwing her arms around the tech. Safe. Someone other than Taylor. Safe. Jones hugged her back, and the world righted a little.

	‘It seems some dreams are thinner than others, you can shake yourself out of it, if you refuse to believe it-‘

	‘Lie,’ Taylor spat, ‘I knew mine wasn’t real-‘

	‘Flat denial doesn’t work,’ Jones said. ‘And come on, they’re dreams, we can’t expect hard and fast rules. Seen anyone else?’

	‘Parkers,’ she said as she pulled herself away from the tech. ‘They’re…Parkering. Nobody else.’

	‘Is theirs a hub or closed loop?’ Jones paused. ‘Are there other areas attached?’

	‘I think so,’ she said. ‘How about here?’

	‘There were four, but two have been closed off, so I’m glad for the hub. There’s only a small section of city here, but I think we should be able to hold a few, but not if our exists get cut off.’ The world blurred as they shifted back into the Agency.

	Jones’ lab appeared, and he sat in his usual chair. Stef turned, and hopped up onto the closest bench. Taylor stood and glared.

	‘I’ve seen sixty other agents,’ Jones said. ‘Most are moving through, trying to wake others up. We’ve been trying to send people out in a logical pattern, but it’s a little hard to map. We’ve found another couple of hubs, but most areas only seem to have one or two connections. I’m worried about people getting lost.’

	‘I saw people in the fog,’ she said, ‘I mean, they could have been hallucinations, but-‘

	‘We think they’re the dead. I’m having trouble coordinating with the waking world, I’m only getting a few seconds at a time, and even I can’t take in all the necessary information that way, but I know we’re up over a thousand dead, and for what little detail we can see, we’ve had some positive matches.’

	‘I don’t think they’re dead,’ she said, wanting to bring the point up again. ‘I mean, why would they be dead? We’re not- Even when you get rid of everything except the environment, there’s still air, hell, we still had water. That’s either some really lucky magic, or there’s a vested interest in keeping people alive!’

	‘Mimosa-‘

	You can’t order me around anymore!

	‘I know a couple of people on the list,’ Jones said, ‘trust me, I’d be very happy if they were alive.’

	‘You could test the theory,’ Taylor said.

	‘Yeah, no. No murder or suicide in my damn lab, thank you. We have to be careful, but we have to accept possibilities.’

	‘Jonesy…’

	‘No, no one has seen him, Stef, he could be off the Parkers’ hub.’ Jones drummed his fingers. ‘Everyone should be coming back within the hour, so why don’t you both chill, and we’ll meet up in the conference room. There’s people here that you might want to see, after all.’

	‘Where is she?’

	‘She’s not real,’ Stef said quietly.

	‘Neither was the one I lost.’

	‘She’s with this dream’s version of you. If you’d like, I can get rid of him-‘

	‘Do.’

	Jones’ eyes glowed for a moment. ‘There.’ He pointed, and Magnolia stood in the doorway.

	Taylor turned, scooped up the magpie like he was the hero in a black and white movie, and walked out of Jones’ lab.

	She stared. ‘Um. Your eyes went all-‘

	 

	‘You’ll allow me a particle effect or two, won’t you?’

	‘How the fuck-‘

	‘I think it’s something like lucid dreaming. I’m sober enough to know I’m dreaming, but it’s still operating under the rules of the dream, so I can manipulate it a bit. I’ve cloned my tech recruits ten times so I can watch the borders, made a laser, and laid in some defences in case things from hostile dreams can cross over.’

	‘Could you, um, eye-flsashy me up a Curt? I need hugs.’

	‘Just one? I could get you a baker’s dozen if you want.’

	‘No- Um- Wait. I mean-‘ she pulled her legs up onto the counter. ‘Is it cheating?’

	‘Do you think it’s cheating?’

	‘I’m new at relationship stuff, I don’t know what I’m supposed to think.’

	Jones rolled his chair closer to her. ‘Do you think he’ll think it’s cheating?’

	‘We’ve never had the clone conversation! I told him he can do the sex stuff with whoever he wants, cause, yanno…the cake thing, and he doesn’t want to. So, he doesn’t do that, I shouldn’t do this. Cause cuddles for me is like the sex stuff for him. And-’ Thoughts compiled and ran through different filters. ‘But- Um- He can do the sex stuff himself, and that’s not cheating, cause why would it be- So-’ She intertwined her fingers. ‘So that would be safe.’

	Jones stared. ‘A clone of yourself?’

	‘I think that should be fine.’ She straightened a little. ‘Plus apparently I has a magic lap, so I should get to try that out.’

	Jones’ eyes flashed, then nodded. ‘You know where your room is.’

	She nodded, and quickly walked to the elevator, rode it down to the Field floor, then found herself leaning against the door to the room she usually shared with Curt.

	Cloney grinned. ‘I’m Spyder, I’ll be your cuddler this evening, may I take your coat?’

	‘I’m not wearing a coat, genius.’

	‘Bag then, genius.’

	She handed her bag off to Cloney, and walked into the room. It looked the same. There should have been differences, there should have been something indicating it wasn’t real, that it was-

	Cloney jumped onto the bed. ‘So are we watching stuff, or dedicated cuddling?’

	She slowly levered her shoes off. She was dirty, she was burnt. She needed a shower. She needed sleep. She took a step forward, then flomped onto the bed. ‘Just cuddles plz.’

	‘Kk.’

	Cloney sat, then lifted Stef’s head onto her lap. ‘You know if you sleep, you’re gonna wake up, right?’

	She lifted her arms and hugged them around Cloney’s waist, like Curt did with her when he was tired or sad. ‘I know, I know, but maybe I’ll feel better anyway.’

	Cloney began to stroke her hair.

	‘Curt’s right,’ she said as she started to drift off, ‘this is a good spot, I does have magic lap.’

	 


10 – World’s End

	Posted on January 24, 2013 by Stormy 

	Stef opened her eyes. Like last time, she couldn’t move; unlike last time, she was alone.

	Hello?

	She required a speaker and synched her HUD with it. ‘Hello?’

	There were footsteps, and Magnolia came into her field of vision. ‘Report, Mimosa.’

	‘Where’s Curt?’

	‘He made the argument that there was no point in having everyone tired on the first day of this, so I ordered him off to bed. What’s your status?’

	‘We found Jonesy’s world. Jomesy’s got supplies and recruits working for him. A whole bunch of Agents have been through the area, and he’s got them looking for more, and he’s trying to build some sort of map.’

	‘Give me a copy of it.’

	She enjoyed the rendition of her groan that the speaker gave. ‘I don’t have it, he didn’t show me it. We found him, we’re waiting for the others to get back, so we’re chilling for a couple of hours.’

	Magnolia glared. ‘Given the emergency situation, that’s inefficient.’

	She sighed. ‘Am I going to get a “thanks for the report, ma’am” at any point during this conversation.’

	‘Not likely.’

	‘Could you at least pass a message on to Curt for me?’

	‘I-‘

	‘Taylor got the one you put in my brain, so I think turnabout is fair play, don’t you?’

	Magnolia’s expression changed. ‘That was a gamble on my part, I didn’t know that he’d-‘

	‘He wanted to see you. It fucking hurt. You know your paperwork, what form do I fill in to file a complaint about an Agent abusing their abilities?’

	‘You don’t want to do that,’ Magnolia said. ‘He doesn’t need that on his record.’

	‘And I didn’t need him in my head. Do you have any idea how fucking violated I feel? He saw my thoughts- He- He had no right!’ She wanted to cry, but her body stayed still. ‘Why shouldn’t I-‘

	‘This when has it ever been to this Agency’s advantage to document half of what goes on around here?’

	Something thumped the back of her head, and Magnolia disappeared for a second.

	‘I’m not sure this is something I can let go. He-‘

	‘I know what it’s like to have an Agent push their way in. In more ways than you’ll ever know. He is outside of his usual operation parameters. He is-‘

	‘So is everyone else,’ she snapped. ‘He doesn’t get to be a bastard just because you’re not there to control him. At least I never had to pretend that Clarke was a good guy. Taylor-‘

	‘Just think about it, Mimosa.’

	There was another thump, and the world disappeared. She shook herself fully away, and found herself staring down at the floor, from a weird perspective.

	She was being carried on someone’s shoulder.

	The someone – the grunts indicated Taylor – turned down a corridor, letting her head make contact with the wall.

	‘Ow!’

	‘Took you long enough,’ he said, grabbing the back of her shirt and lowering her to the ground. ‘The Scholar’s scouts are back. Conference room.’

	‘I was just in the conference room,’ she said. ‘That’s where we are, in the real world, all the agents from the local network.’

	He stopped walking, and looked down at her. There was no growl, nothing asked, but the question was obvious on his scary face.

	‘Yeah,’ Stef said, ‘I saw her. Please-‘ She backed against the wall, just in case he came at her. ‘Don’t. Not again. I’ll get-‘

	‘I won’t,’ he said firmly.

	She wrapped her arms around herself. ‘She’s asking me not to report you for acting like a dick.’

	‘That would be…optimal,’ Taylor said slowly. ‘Do you agree?’

	She stared at the floor. ‘I don’t fucking know. I’m not making a decision till we get out of here.’

	She followed him to the conference room, which had been configured to accommodate over fifty agents – half the seats were full already, some with agents worse for the wear. Everyone was in various stages of dress, undress, and uniform. Some looked like they’d been through a Mad Max apocalypse, others looked like they’d rolled out of bed, as bright-and-shiny as Curt.

	‘Agent Mimosa?’ a familiar voice said.

	She turned and saw Williams. ‘Hey!’ she said excitedly to the Agent from Hyde. ‘Wait, what the heck are you doing in dream-Australia?’

	‘Milla was visiting friends,’ he grasped her shoulder. ‘Are you all right?’

	‘Much as anyone,’ she said.

	He smiled, and took his hand away, and she saw white bandages standing bright against his black skin. ‘We’re in an Agency,’ she said as she gently touched the gauze, ‘couldn’t you get Jonesy to fix you up?’

	‘It would help if I was an Agent,’ he said as he pointed to a couple of free chairs. ‘But I’m not. I was human in my nightmare. I’ve been treated to the best of your doctors’ ability, the bandages, as usual, are an affectation more than anything else.’

	‘Was yours bad?’

	He gave her a sad smile. ‘Was yours?’

	‘I take your point.’

	She watched Taylor go from Agent to Agent, ask a brief question, then move on.

	Probably asking about Grigori.

	Jones rapped a hand against a wooden lectern at the front of the room. ‘Quiet and order and all that if you don’t mind.’ There was a general settling in the room, and the tech continued. ‘Though I expect a few more back, we’ve only had forty-eight Agents return from the latest scouting trip, we’ve expanded our maps more, and woke a few more of our people up, though we’ve asked that they stay in place until we can get a more complete map in place, and some still have supplies, which is good, as we don’t know how long this area will last as we fill towards capacity.’ Jones took a breath. ‘Sorry, should have prepared a TL;DR version of that. We’ve found almost all of the Brisbane local network, a few random guests who were in the area, and we think we’ve found hubs that might lead relatively speaking, south and north, we’ve had nothing going west yet.’

	A lanky agent stood. ‘Any progress on helping us wake up?’

	‘Information from within and without tells us that the longest lucid period in the waking world was somewhere around forty minutes, most of the time, it’s a few seconds to a few minutes. I’ve got five agents doing sleep studies now, I’d like to triple that, now that we’re starting to increase in number. Volunteers?’

	The room broke out into quiet conversations as volunteers stepped forward, or asked questions.

	Stef spun her chair towards Williams. ‘Been able to go to sleep slash wake up yet?’

	‘For a few minutes. I know Milla is all right, and that’s the main thing.’

	‘Who is she with?’

	‘She’s been brought to Brisbane like everyone else, she was with-‘ he paused. ‘I don’t think I’ve met her, there were several small children close by though.’

	‘Could have been Katie, Darren has so many kids I’ve lost count. If she gets sick of kids, she can go hang out with my techs, they’re very much like your recruits, she’ll fit right in.’

	‘I’m lucky,’ Williams said. ‘Mine is one of the Agencies that has no cause to be worried during all of this. We’ve never had an attempted Solstice breach. Madchester counts us among their own, so I know my recruits will be fine.’

	‘I-‘ she paused for a second, but felt brave enough to continue – Williams was another agenty dad with a crazy daughter, there were a lot more thing that were safe to say around him than other agents. ‘I keep looking out for my Captain, thinking he’s going to rescue us. I was Lost, yanno-‘

	‘That much could be inferred from your gala, Agent.’

	She blushed. ‘All of this is about the Lost and the Agency, and I get that we’re stuck, like, somewhere that shouldn’t exist, but shouldn’t the Lost have ways into these little dream pockets?’

	‘One would think.’ He paused. ‘You haven’t found Ryan yet?’

	She shook her head. ‘We found the Parkers, so I’m gonna go back out that way when we’re dismissed, see if I can find him. Assuming there’s some sort of continuity between the dream time frames-‘

	‘Actually, there doesn’t seem to be, from what we’ve found, it’s probably why some of the scouts are late back. While a dream-‘ a distasteful look crossed his face, ‘-while a bloody nightmare, if I can be more accurate, is in play, it’s like a glitch, the time can be real, or sped up, or slowed down. When the Agent breaks the spell, then everything seems to start running on congruent time.’ He gave a wry smile that reminded her of Ryan in one of his more playful moods. ‘Needless to say, it makes logistics a bit of a nightmare.’

	‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘just a little bit.’

	‘Next,’ Jones said, raising his voice for attention again. ‘Is the dead.’

	The room broke out in mutters.

	‘My last reported figure was somewhere above twenty-five hundred. That’s one percent of us. That is a lot of agents. I don’t think I’m the only person to have seen them in the fog, on the borders between zones. They appear non-responsive to stimuli, but I think they may still be alive, just on another level of the dream world.’

	‘It’s fanciful thinking,’ an agent said. ‘You don’t want them to be dead, so you-‘

	‘I’m a scientist,’ Jones snapped, ‘I accept facts, but until I have facts, I postulate theories. Most of us have seen that there’s a lot more redundancies to keep us alive than there should be – we’re immortal in our own zone, the environmental controls are always conducive to life, we’re not blocked from passing between zones. I think there’s a good chance they’re alive, because other than trapping us, there is scarcely anything malevolent about what is happening to us.’

	‘Jones, mate,’ Agent Sale said, walking forward from somewhere at the back of the room. ‘I respect you, but this probably isn’t a good time for a tech to be in charge. You can organise the scouting-‘

	There was a long, low growl.

	All of the other conversations ceased, leaving Taylor’s ground to be the only sound in the room. He didn’t say anything when the growl stopped, instead leaving the air thick with awkward tension that no one seemed willing to break.

	‘If someone wants to lead,’ Jonesy said. ‘Step up, otherwise STFU, this is my Agency.’

	Jones spoke for another half hour, outlining strategies, and going over things they already knew, just to catch up those who hadn’t been in the loop as long, then dismissed the room.

	‘Your plans?’ Williams asked as they watched the other agents file out.

	‘I’m gonna go back through the Parkers’ hub, if this locational theory is true, then Ryan has to be out that way somewhere. You?’

	‘I think I might be the only one here with any significant Court experience, so I’m going to see if we can modify some of the signals out in a way that might attract attention from the Lost, or from Madchester.’

	She nodded. ‘Hey, um-‘

	He squeezed her shoulder again. ‘Ryan’s going to be fine. I know, because there’s nothing that’ll stop me from getting back to my little girl, and he’s the same. It’s a fatherly thing, trust me.’

	She thought of James, and tried to smile. ‘Thanks.’

	‘Mimosa,’ Taylor snapped from off to her right.

	‘Oh, Jesus,’ she muttered as she turned away from William. ‘Yes?’ she asked, cringing as Taylor walked towards her.

	‘We’re going,’ he said.

	‘We?’ she asked as Williams walked away. ‘Why is it we? Where are you going?’

	‘Find Ryan. Find Applebaum. Find everyone.’

	‘Why do you even-‘

	‘It’s our Duty, Agent.’

	She stared. ‘I don’t want to be anywhere near you.’

	His expression didn’t change. ‘Do you want to find Ryan or not?’

	Do I have to?

	Having a tank is never a bad idea.

	‘I, um, need to go get my-‘

	Taylor thrust out his arm, and handed her the bag she’d been carrying since she woke up as a crazy girl. ‘It now has supplies,’ he said. ‘There are rations.’

	She started to giggle, and she felt some of the tension slip away. ‘Thanks, I don’t want to have to eat myself again.’

	‘I still have the jerky.’

	‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ she asked, her voice getting shriller with every word.

	There was a pause. ‘Yes.’

	Her brain did a backflip. ‘Did you just make a joke?’

	He said nothing, instead, he turned and walked for the door.

	Stef grinned, and followed him out.

	One assisted shift later, they were at the edge of the fog again. ‘Ok,’ she said, ‘back through to the Parkers and-‘

	‘Don’t state the obvious, Mimosa,’ he said.

	‘Yessir.’

	It had become night in the Parker’s world. No sounds came from the warehouse as they approached, but Taylor drew Magnolia’s knife anyway.

	He pushed open the door, and nodded her inside. The Parkers lay on each other, on the table in the centre of the room, barely covered by a sheet.

	She focused on a spot on the wall beyond them. ‘We’re going to look for Ryan,’ she said, ‘so, remember, don’t leave the area, cause we’re using this as a transit-‘

	‘We’re not going anywhere, Mimsy,’ Parker-2 said, ‘we’ve got too much catching up to do.’

	Taylor grunted, and they walked back out. He pulled a spray can from one of his jacket pockets, and painted a line on the ground, indicating the way back to Jonesy’s world. He gave her a quick look, then walked into what was probably the next section.

	The next section of fog led back to Jonesy’s world, so he extended the painted line.

	The next section led through to a new world. ‘I’ve got a good feeling about this,’ she said. ‘We’re still in the CBD, we’re totally in the right area for this zone to have a copy of the Agency, which probably means-‘

	‘You’re stating the obvious.’

	‘So, um, do we just go knock on the front door?’

	‘We be tactical,’ he said slowly. ‘But yes.’

	They made it through the city without attracting attention – something that actually impressed her. Taylor wasn’t the hugest agent she’d ever seen – most of the combat agents tended to be on really-freaking-massive side, built like wrestlers or MMA fighters, but Taylor always just seemed so big, too big – his growl probably added a +20.

	He didn’t have to interact with civilians that much – combat teams came in before or after civilians were involved – so he had very little do with “normal” people.

	His recruits came in all shapes and sizes, though a lot of them were football jock big, so there was a subconscious negative size modifier there – among similarly huge people, his freakish bigness was somehow more normalised.

	The Agency was there. Big, and beautiful, and real as reality. There had to be an Agent inside. And that Agent had to be Ryan. Because. It had to be him, because he had to be there.

	They stood outside the same café that had served as their campsite in her dream zone, and tried to relax and look like civilians. ‘You go,’ Taylor said.

	‘By myself?’

	His expression stayed neutral. ‘It’s tactical. You’re Field, you should appreciate that. This gives us two chances.’

	She looked around, finally able to articulate the weird feeling in her brain. ‘Everything seems normal, what’s the nightmare?’

	Taylor was silent for a moment. ‘You’re being stupid, Mimosa.’

	Everything can look normal, doesn’t mean that it is.

	‘Sorry. Yeah. Sorry.’

	‘Go.’

	I don’t want to.

	‘Um, k.’

	She adjusted her bag, crossed the street, and walked into the lobby of the Agency. Everything still looked normal – Natalie was at the desk, the plant was in the corner, everything was normal.

	Natalie looked up, and stared.

	A chill ran down her back.

	The recruits tended to malign Natalie as nothing more than the front desk girl, that she was a pretty face to give lost people directions, and greet guests.

	It was no secret among the agents that Natalie liked the false impression.

	The Agency, even with their occasional failures, had an agent fill the position for a reason. Combat training or not, the secretary was valuable – there was likely no room let over to cram combat routines in after all of the behavioural stuff. She was an expert at reading body language, facial expressions, and doing immediate threat assessments.

	Curt could read faces scarily well sometimes, but he was still a hobbyist compared to Natalie.

	Stef cringed at the look Natalie was giving her.

	She had to stop herself from turning back and running for the door.

	‘Hi,’ she said as she got to the desk, her throat dry, ‘I’d like to see Agent Ryan.’

	‘Sure,’ Natalie said, her expression full of “you are so fucked”, ‘take a seat.’

	I’ve walked into a trap. I’ve walked into a trap. I am so fucked.

	She sat on the squishy leather couch in the waiting area, and felt her heart trying to bash its way out of her chest.

	A Ryan was here. Maybe not her dad, not if for some reason, someone else had dreamed of the Brisbane Agency, but at least a Ryan was there.

	An agent shifted in, and her answer became apparent.

	The agent was clearly Ryan – or at least, supposed to be Ryan. He looked the same-ish. Same face, but with some indefinite harder edge. Ryan from a gritty reboot. His clothes matched the slight change – he still wore his uniform, but his long jacket had a different cut – anti-hero, rather than business man, and nearly touched the floor.

	His expression flicked between amusement and hatred.

	‘I’m going to give you one chance to drop to your knees, apologise, and crawl out of my fucking Agency. This joke is in poor taste, if you’re trying to insult me, I suggest you try harder.’

	His voice was the same, though it was a tone she’d rarely heard – the clean, crystallised rage when he knew he was handing out righteous fury.

	Fear crawled up from her chest and wrapped a frozen hand around her throat. This was not somewhere she wanted to be. She wanted to be away, get away, run away. This was not a Ryan who would put up with her.

	He hit her, and nothing had ever hurt more.

	Tears welled up as he grabbed a handful of her shirt, and dragged her up off the chair. ‘Let’s go somewhere and talk about this.’

	The lobby disappeared as they shifted, and his office appeared.

	His office was almost the same, though a few photo frames decorated the desk – a personal touch his real desk didn’t share. He threw her into a freshly-required chair, and it nearly tipped from the force.

	The first time she’d been in his office, she’d been half-convinced he was going to kill her, but even two minutes out from having a gun at her head, he’d seemed…safe.

	This was not a safe Ryan.

	He settled against his desk, leaning forward so that he was close enough to hit her if he wanted.. ‘Who are you?’

	Words finally shook themselves free. ‘You know who I am!’

	‘Who. Are. You?’

	Stef heard footsteps as someone crossed the carpet behind her. Someone in a uniform rounded her, and ran a hand down her cheek. ‘Me, when I was twelve, I think.’

	 


11 – Ash, Glass and Fog

	Posted on January 29, 2013 by Stormy 

	Stef shuddered as she looked at herself.

	Ryan was Ryan-as-he-shouldn’t-be, this was a her-how-she-should-be. A version of her that had been through puberty. A taller, prettier Stephanie that actually looked like a girl.

	He’d dreamed her perfect. He’d dreamed her as something she could never be.

	She sank into the chair a little.

	The other!Stef took her hand away, then moved back to lean against Ryan’s desk beside him. ‘So, you agree, twelve?’ she asked Ryan.

	Ryan shook his head. ‘No, you were prettier at twelve.’ He turned his gaze on her. ‘It’s time for you to explain yourself,’ he said slowly, as if she was an idiot.

	‘And if you don’t-’

	‘No superfluous threats, Alex, you know better.’

	Alex. He’d called other!her Alex.

	After my doll or his son?

	Yes.

	Alex gave Ryan a contrite look. ‘Sorry, dad.’

	Ryan kept his gaze levelled at her. ‘Are you going to start talking soon?’

	‘I’m not- I’m not sure there’s any way I can explain this that won’t sound crazy.’ She ground her feet against the carpet. ‘I- I don’t know how to- None of this is real. We’re all dreaming, and none of this is real.’

	Alex slapped her. ‘Then I guess that didn’t hurt?’

	‘Just because it’s not real doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.’ She tried to think, but quoting regulations was a lot harder when they weren’t readily accessible through a HUD. ‘Um- Rulebook. Section seven, rule twelve- No-’ Her forehead crinkled. ‘Rule…eighteen? The one about giving someone the benefit of the doubt if they pose no harm to the Agency?’

	‘Generally, one has to be able to accurately quote it first,’ Ryan said, his voice the scary neutral that Taylor used sometime. The kind of neutral that was hiding anger.

	‘My- My HUD isn’t-’

	‘What HUD?’ Ryan snapped.

	‘I’m- I’m an agent, but I’m not at the moment-’

	Ryan glared, and with no wasted movement, pressed a hand against her forehead.

	Stef screamed and flailed out of the chair, threw herself to the ground and pressed her forehead against the carpet. ‘Okay! Okay! I’ll talk! Just- Just- Please don’t- Not that-’

	Not again. And not you.

	Now you just have to think of something.

	I have no idea, I have no idea-

	‘-I’m lost.’

	Lost!

	She tucked her hands against her chest and pressed her hands to herself. ‘This is lost property.’ The shift processed, and she took a safe breath as soon as the world appeared again.

	The lights slowly came up in the huge Lost and Found room – she was in an Agency, so every second was borrowed.

	This was not a plan! This was not a plan! What the hell am I supposed to be-

	There was a slight blur in the air as someone shifted in. Stef grabbed the closest thing on the closest shelf – some chunk of metal that looked like it had come from an engine – and swung it as hard as she could manage as Alex reintegrated.

	There was one of those sounds that were far from good, and Alex went down, blood spilling from her head.

	‘No smart comments about killing myself, please.’

	She’s not dead, genius.

	‘Oh. Oops.’

	She stooped, pulled Alex’s gun from her barely-resisting hand, and put a bullet in her doppleganger’s brain.

	‘Alex…’

	She looked up and saw Ryan, his face a perfect picture of loss and denial.

	I wonder if that’s what he looks like when I die.

	He took a step towards Alex’s body, one hand reaching down, but he stopped and pulled his hand away.

	He pulled his long jacket off and laid it over Alex’s body, then tilted his head to look at her. There was acceptance, then there was anger. ‘You are going to hurt. Forever.’

	Dying sobers people up.

	Stef pulled the trigger again – the poor angle made the bullet go into his side, but it stopped him for a moment.

	I’m doing this cause I love you.

	She emptied the rest of the clip into him.

	He shifted.

	There was a second of perfect, pure fear. The kind that precedes a death you know is coming, but can’t do anything to avoid. Time stretched, and she begged for her heart to finally pull free of her chest.

	Move!

	I can’t-

	There was a blur in the air in front of her, and she dropped to her knees, covering her head with her hands. ‘Ascartha!’ she screamed. ‘Ascartha!’

	Angel magic.

	Some part of her mind registered the irony – that the first time she was using agent magic, she wasn’t even an agent.

	Agents had magic words – that amounted to no more than audio-based hacks to make an agent do something against their will: be paralysed, be muted, be…dead. Rules being what they were, she hadn’t been told most of them yet – Ryan had said it was in the “when you’re older” category.

	Ryan, who now stood over her, wanting to hurt her for killing his fake daughter.

	A fake daughter that was probably better than her.

	‘Ascartha,’ she said again, hoping she was actually speaking out loud.

	Ascartha. The one word that worked with or without blue in your system, the one word that was more word than magic.

	You said “Ascartha” to another agent when they were about to go against their duty, when they were going past the point of no return. When they were turning to the dark side.

	You said it to fae to let them know, that if they continued, they’d have the might of the Agency come down on them.

	It didn’t stop anyone from doing anything, but it was a prayer that they would stop and think.

	Ryan grabbed her, and threw her back against the closest shelf and her head rang as it smacked into the cool metal. He grabbed her again, and slammed her onto a table that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

	There was a knife in his hand.

	‘Ryan, don’t!’

	Ryan couldn’t hurt her.

	Ryan wouldn’t hurt her.

	He pressed a hand down onto her face, pinning her head against the flat surface of the table, and dug his fingers into her skin, drawing blood.

	It almost would have been better if he was screaming, shouting, and raving. Everyone was entitled to go crazy, to go completely non-linear in the moment – to react to grief or shock in a way that was inconsistent to how they normally were.

	There was nothing in his expression that indicated that his Rage of Unusual Size was unusual.

	He put his hand back against her forehead, and she felt the very start of a connection. Her body seized at the prospect of pain.

	‘Ascartha!’ she screamed as her body tensed. ‘Ascartha!’

	‘That’s a word that means nothing to anyone but agents,’ he said, ‘How do you know it?’

	Her breath hitched. ‘You taught me.’

	He tangled his fingers in her hair, and slammed her head against the table with each word. ‘I. Taught. Alex.’

	No one else had been so hard to sober up. Taylor had figured it out himself. The Parkers had accepted it straight away. She- She’d taken a chance because it anything was a better world than being a crazy girl hermit.

	He didn’t seem to be under any pressing need to shrug off his reality.

	He was still in charge of his Agency, he’d had a perfect daughter. He’d-

	He dragged his knife from her shoulder to her elbow on each arm – traitor’s marks. He was granting her the tiniest benefit of the doubt – that she might have a genuine reason to know a word. A reason to know it, but that she didn’t deserve to know it.

	He pulled away from her, breathing heavily. ‘Who sent you? Why not attack me directly? You- You killed her. You killed my daughter.’

	I’m right here…

	He straightened his vest in the same manner Picard did every time he stood up, walked towards her, and pressed both hands to her head.

	She didn’t fight as he dove into her mind.

	She felt herself adjust as she was pulled into her mind space. This time, she wasn’t in her wardrobe with her doll, she was lying on a floor, black and white tiles spreading out as far as she could see.

	Memories projected themselves onto the roof as he rummaged. Images of Taylor, of Williams, of the camp fire, of her crazy and precise routines of her own nightmare.

	She scooted back against the wall, and focused on her most important memory. The memory that meant everything, the memory that had changed everything.

	Jones’ speech about the locational nature of the dreams melted away, replaced with the sound of a child screaming. Her screaming.

	She looked up at the ceiling, then to Ryan, and stared as he watched the memory of himself. She focused, and kept the memory going – trying to splice in what Ryan had shown her from his perspective.

	Dying, chasing a red ball into Limbo, and feeling safe squished up against a suit.

	In the memory, Ryan shifted away.

	In the memory, she sat lost and alone.

	Please remember me.

	She took her hand away from the wall. ‘Dad,’ she said slowly, ‘dad, it’s me. Reynolds, and Sol, and everything is fucked up, and you just have to give me a chance-’

	For the first time, there was a glimmer of uncertainty in his expression. ‘This isn’t how this happened,’ he said. ‘I took her. They didn’t miss her, so I took her.’

	‘No you didn’t, you left me there, cause you didn’t love me yet. I was just some kid, you didn’t have a reason to care.’ She swallowed, and stood. ‘Think about it, you, proper mister-agenty-proper-MiB-man, you’d have no reason to steal a baby. I say that you kidnapped me as a joke, it’s one of our memes, just like you calling me Miss Mimosa when you’re all angry and dad!facey on me. You didn’t…actually save me then, but it makes sense for you to do it in a dream.’

	‘Who are you?’

	‘You know me, just say my name.’

	‘Reynolds?’ he said. ‘Sol?’

	‘Yeah, everyone’s living out a nightmare. Jonesy said-’

	‘That man is not my tech agent,’ he snapped, his face going hard again. ‘I don’t know why you’re under that impression, you-’

	He seized, bent double, and disappeared. The connection broke, and after a few seconds, she saw the cavernous expanse of Lost and Found again.

	She rolled on the table, regretting the action as he head spun, and saw Taylor standing over Ryan’s body, Magnolia’s bloody knife in his hand.

	It was an image that should have been from a nightmare, but it was welcome. It was a rescue, not a murder.

	He’d sober up. He’d remember who he was.

	He’d remember who she was.

	She looked at Taylor and a hundred questions presented themselves, but one quashed the others. ‘Why the fuck are you blond?’

	Taylor reached a hand for her, which she grabbed and leveraged herself off the table. He pointed with Magnolia’s knife as Ryan respawned. ‘Director?’ he growled.

	‘Take her into custody, Agent.’

	Taylor took a moment to glare down at her. ‘You haven’t gotten through to him yet?’

	‘Your method didn’t work either!’

	Ryan disappeared – it wasn’t a shift, and it wasn’t a fade, it was something different. Static in the air. Taylor growled, pushed her backwards and threw a small pellet to the ground, which exploded into white powder.

	She coughed, and tasted salt.

	‘Left over from the jerky,’ he said, his eyes twitching back and forth, looking for Ryan.

	There were no footsteps in the salt – either he was standing still, or he’d already moved out of range.

	There was a hand on her shoulder, and a knife slid into her back. ‘Found him,’ she said, dropping to her knees as the hand released her.

	Now? Now I think of a damn one-liner? I hate my life.

	Even without a HUD, it was easy to tell it was bad. Lung. Painful. Quick enough. She tasted blood as she took a breath, then rolled onto her side.

	She watched as the invisble-Ryan tracked through her pooling blood. Taylor attacked air, and managed not to get stabbed. There was fuzzy static in the air, and Ryan appeared again, his coat whipping about as he avoided Taylor’s punches.

	Taylor nearly stepped on her, his huge foot coming down near her head. He grunted, and kicked her to the side, the blood facilitating a much easier slide than normal.

	Ryan went down, dying, but not dead, and Taylor stomped towards her.

	‘You’re dead, Mimosa,’ he said as he rolled her onto her back.

	Not yet! Not quite!

	‘You’re human, blue doesn’t work, and I can’t get you back to Jones in the time you’ve got left.’

	What the hell do I say to that?

	He pulled a needle from one of his million pockets and jabbed it into her chest. ‘Gerry’s Glue. Stimulant, painkiller. Five minutes.’ He looked at the blood, and seemed to reconsider. ‘Less.’

	Ryan shook and finally died on the floor behind him, and disappeared.

	Taylor stood, grabbed the same hunk of metal she’d used to take out Alex, and smacked Ryan to the ground as he respawned, leaving him dying and bleeding again.

	‘He’s not sobering up, Taylor,’ she said as he pulled her to her feet. ‘You killed him, so all the NPCs are gone.’ She almost felt her brain kick back into action as the stimulant took effect. ‘He’s gonna be a danger to- To other zones- Oh god, I can’t-’ She put her hands to her head. ‘Yeah- Yeah I can.’ She looked up at Taylor. ‘Get us back to the Parkers. Lure him. I’ll be bait. Get the twins out. Collapse the zone. I’m fucking dead, it doesn’t matter, and it eliminates him as a threat.’

	‘Mimosa-’

	‘You’re…tall,’ she said, her mind spinning for a moment. ‘Like really fucking tall. How- How do you even…ground?’

	He tapped her face with one finger, the gentlest way he’d ever touched her. ‘You’re asking me to kill the Director.’

	‘I can’t believe-’

	Taylor pulled away to half-kill Ryan again.

	‘I can’t believe that whole dying thing! I’m asking you to take a chance! You owe me, so I’m calling it in.’

	‘Owe you for what?’

	Ryan appeared again, and Taylor shot him once, in the chest.

	‘We have to go,’ she said, tugging on his arm.

	They ran to the stairs, Ryan limping behind them until he fell against the wall and stopped. Going down the stairs hurt – she was on borrowed time. Time enough to save Ryan, hopefully.

	Please, let him sober up. Please.

	Prayers were useless. Prayers were wishes on the wind.

	Sometimes just making the wish was important.

	Taylor made it to the ground level exit, and let the door slam behind him as he left her alone. She coughed blood, and stopped to wipe her mouth with the back of her hand.

	Can I just stop for a minute?

	A door opened above her. ‘You killed her.’ Ryan’s voice floated down, even scarier with the echo of the stairwell. ‘You’ve killed everyone.’

	‘They weren’t real! You’re just dreaming! I’m trying to wake you up!’

	She gripped the railing and started her descent again.

	The door to the ground level opened again, and Taylor stepped back in. ‘You’re too slow, Mimosa.’

	‘You…stupid…big legs…’

	He took two long-legged strides up the stairs, grabbed her, threw her over his shoulder, and ran, the world passing by a lot faster than it had been.

	And Ryan was right behind them.

	We must go faster, we must go faster.

	Ryan, for his part, didn’t seem to notice the complete lack of people, animals and traffic as Taylor ran back towards the fog, and the Parkers’ zone.

	Stef grabbed Taylor’s jacket. ‘You gotta kill him one more time, to give us a few seconds. Just before we-’ She choked on blood for a moment.

	‘Stop stating the obvious.’

	The fog became visible, and she watched as Ryan slowed for a moment, then stopped running and seemed to finally take in what was going on around him.

	She slapped Taylor. ‘Put me down, gogogo. Hold them on the border, then go as soon as we get in.’

	Taylor put her down. ‘You’re killing him.’

	‘I’m not,’ she said, trying to convince herself. ‘I’m not. My duty’s to him, and this is the only way I can do it.’

	Taylor stared for a moment, then pushed his gun into her hands. ‘Then do your duty, Agent.’ He turned, and ran into the fog.

	Ryan stood in the middle of the empty road, looking from empty building to empty building. ‘What did you do?’ he asked as he walked towards her.

	‘Do you want to find out?’

	She walked backwards into the fog, ignoring the faces there, ignoring the fact that they could soon be among them.

	As she’d hoped, he followed.

	Come on, come on, come on.

	The desolate world of the Parkers appeared, and she saw Taylor near the painted line on the ground to Jonesy’s world, the half-dressed doctors standing with him.

	There was the urge to run, to leave Ryan behind, to save herself.

	To be safe, at the cost of the man who’d given her everything.

	‘You fucking coward,’ she muttered, then stepped back further as Ryan became visible through the fog.

	She turned, and nodded.

	Taylor ran first, then both of the Parkers followed.

	Ryan stepped into the doomed zone, and the entrance back to his world turned to black glass, as hers had done.

	‘What is this?’ he shouted, ‘what have you done?’

	She took a look around, as the rest of the fog turned to glass. A prison. A coffin.

	She took a couple of steps back, giving her distance in case he decided she was stabbable again. ‘Would you listen to me for one minute? Please, god, you owe me that much.’

	‘Who sent you? Why are you attacking-’

	‘This was a fucking rescue mission,’ she said, bending in on herself as the pain started to burn through the drug.

	‘You killed my daughter!’

	‘I’m right here! Ryan, you know me.’

	He turned back, and saw the black glass, and rapped his hand on it. ‘This won’t hold me.’

	‘It doesn’t have to,’ she said as the sun dulled, ‘not for long, anyway.’ The edges of the world started to contract. ‘Sol died. Everyone is having a nightmare. You just won’t wake up. So I had to- Everyone is saying that it’s death, but-’

	‘That man who looked like Taylor tried.’

	‘No, you’re immortal in your own zone, here…not so much.’

	‘You’re not a very good assassin.’

	She knelt on the ground, and rocked back and forth for a moment. ‘You didn’t teach me to be a killer. Duty, you taught me duty.’

	‘You- You’ve trapped yourself too. Who’s ire did I earn to warrant a-’

	‘You really think you’re important enough to warrant a hitman who’ll take themselves out just to get rid of you?’ She laughed, and regretted it as the pain ripped through her. ‘Daddy, I love you, but you’re the Brisbane Director, no one gives a shit.’

	‘Young lady, don’t disparage your own Agency.’

	The words were pure Ryan. Her Ryan. The real Ryan. She snapped her head up. ‘Are you, you again?’

	He looked confused and angry. ‘That was- Those weren’t my words.’

	‘No, they really were.’ She hugged her arms around herself as the world contracted more. ‘The only person you’re that important to is me. I’m not trying to kill you, I’m trying to save. I’m here- We’re here, cause I’m taking a leap of faith that this will save us both.’

	‘You’re trying to confuse me.’

	She shrugged, and let herself fall to the ground. The drug, and her borrowed time were quickly wearing away.

	The edge of the world was ten feet away.

	‘You’re trying to confuse me,’ he said again, sounding unsure of his words. ‘I know who I am. I know-’

	‘It’s like a glitch, just cause you know something doesn’t make it real. I knew it was real. Taylor knew it was real. Jonesy knew it was real.’

	He came to his knees beside her, holding his head. ‘Jones…after Samuels. He’s our tech… Taylor’s…’ He groaned as if in pain.

	She reached a hand up onto his lap. ‘Ryan?’

	Her foot went cold, and she knew it had slipped into the glass.

	He raised his hand, as if to slap hers away, but brought it down on hers, and held it.

	‘This is kinda like…the first time I thought we were going to die,’ she said. ‘Except it’s me with…lung, not you.’

	‘The ice cream store.’

	She looked up at him. ‘Ryan?’

	The hard edge was gone from his face. He held her hand tighter, then hesitated. ‘Stef?’

	She threw her arms around him, and he reciprocated the hug. ‘It’s okay, I promise it’s going to be okay.’

	The edge of the world was close enough to see their reflections.

	‘Why is it dark?’ he asked. ‘The fog was white.’

	‘At the end, it’s always dark.’

	He stroked her hair. ‘I’m so sorry.’

	‘I know.’

	She reached out a hand as if she could hold the glass back, but it started to swallow her arm. ‘Dad?’

	‘Yes?’

	‘I’m scared.’

	The glass engulfed them.

	 


12 – Solace

	Posted on February 2, 2013 by Stormy 

	Taylor turned and looked back at the fog. The Parkers came through within the expected time frame, and the fog solidified into glass.

	The tech with purple hair ran up to him, and immediately asked about Mimosa, then enquired if he was in an acceptable state of battle-readiness – if that was how one was to interpret “Are you okies?”.

	He ignored the tech, and stared at the glass.

	It would not be unreasonable to see Mimosa. Or Ryan. Or both. In the glass, or making their way through the glass. It was a dream, there were no rules, no precedents.

	A hand grabbed his shoulder, and he processed six kill options before recognising the slender fingers of the Scholar. He turned, and stared at Jones – the tech’s long hair was far from tidy, his lab coat had stains of several colours on it, and he looked tired – definite signs that Jones’ battle-readiness was not at an acceptable level.

	‘Where’s Stef?’

	Taylor stared at the glass. ‘You’re not stupid, Jones.’

	The Scholar’s fingers tightened on his shoulder. ‘I need you to actually use your words, Agent, because it’s looking like your just murdered one of your colleagues.’

	He pushed the hand away. ‘I didn’t.’

	‘Then what the fuck happened?’

	‘Found Ryan. He would not sober up. Mimosa dictated drastic action.’ He turned and stared into the Scholar’s green eyes. ‘She believed your theory. Is it still your theory?’

	Jones grabbed him and they shifted back to the Agency, to Jones’ lab. ‘Sit. From the top. Explain.’

	‘I explained.’

	‘Eleven words is not an explanation I will accept!’

	Taylor leaned against the wall. ‘Found Ryan. Initial assessment indicated a nightmare mimicking normalcy.’

	‘Our Director isn’t the kind to dream up a Mad Max scenario, I agree.’

	He glared at Jones. ‘Your Director. My Director is Reynolds.’

	‘Semantics aside. What happened next?’

	‘Found the Agency. Sent Mimosa in. She’s more expendable. It was the best course of action.’ He paused, ordering the events. ‘I could require. I had a system connection. It recognised me as existing. It recognised me, but not as a duplicate. Therefore the imposter was in a blackout zone. The area was limited. None of the standard blackout zones were close enough. Except Wintergarden, but it seemed unlikely. Made an assumption.’

	‘And you assumed?’

	‘The pub.’

	‘You don’t got to the pub.’

	‘Used to.’ He glared again. ‘Before. You didn’t save those parts.’

	There were scattered memories of going there. Spending time with recruits. They were disjointed. Disconnected. Lacking any emotional impact. It was a fact. A line in a report. It didn’t mean anything.

	Whoever it had meant something to, had died, bleeding out to save a tech.

	‘Taylor-’

	He growled to shut the Scholar up. ‘Found the imposter. He was-’ Words were necessary to explain. Words were connected to emotions. Magnolia found ways to understand when he couldn’t speak. Everyone else was deficient.

	He needed Magnolia.

	‘His appearance indicated a pre-Whitman divergence of the nightmare’s reality. I rendered him unconscious, changed my hair and clothes to exactly match, then walked into the Agency.’

	This seemed to amuse Jones. ‘Of course you did.’

	‘Mimosa had killed her imposter. Ryan was reading her mind. Executed him to facilitate sobering up. It failed. He fatally wounded Mimosa. Administered Gerry’s Glue. On her suggestion, lured him to the Parkers, and collapsed the zone.’

	‘You could have brought here here, she would have lived! We could have dealt with Ryan!’

	Taylor hesitated. ‘I suspect Ryan’s template was significantly more Dusker than in reality. Actions. Dress. A Dusker would be disruptive. Dangerous. I don’t want to deal with a Dusker. You couldn’t.’

	‘You killed them both, you realise that.’

	‘She believed your theory.’

	‘Since when the fuck have you ever listened to what Stef wanted to do?’

	‘I owed her. This clears a debt.’

	‘Was this really the best option you had?’ Jones said. ‘We have methods of restraint-‘

	Taylor drew Magnolia’s knife, and had it against the tech’s throat in a second. He drew Jones up off his chair and pushed him onto the desk, pressed the flat of the blade against the Scholar’s skin. ‘If you die,’ he growled, ‘everything hear disappears. Your recruits. Your tech. Your capacity to investigate this disaster from the inside. There is no guarantee any other agent could replicate these circumstances. You’re…necessary,’ he said, pinning the tech harder as Jones tried to move. ‘Ryan and Mimosa are not.’ He slipped the knife back into its sheath. ‘It was tactical. I did my job. You do yours.’

	He straightened himself, and Jones sat up, then required a new uniform, and sat quietly on the desk for a moment. ‘The ends justify the means, the ends always justify the means, but I want to avoid losing people where I can…it hit five thousand while you gone.’

	He didn’t bother to hold back surprise. ‘Why the casualty jump?’

	‘No one knows for sure. Likely theory is that there was another zone like this, but already far more advanced, a hub of agents, and it collapsed for whatever reason.’ Jones paused. ‘Extinction is not something I give a great deal of thought to. There’s a lot more things that will wipe out the human race first, hell, we had a fifty-fifty chance of surviving the phoenixes. This is just us, just Agents, and it’s killing us faster than anything ever before.’ The tech lifted a hand and required a green bottle. ‘I don’t want to be part of endangered species.’

	Taylor considered the Scholar. ‘You don’t believe your theory.’

	‘I can’t believe that so many of us have died. It doesn’t make sense for people to die.’ He emptied the bottle. ‘I meant what I said. I deal with facts. I have no proof they’re dead.’ He rolled the bottle between his hands. ‘But I’ve got no proof that they’re alive, either.’

	‘You were sure,’ Taylor said with a growl. ‘Actions were taken from your information.’

	Jones sighed. ‘It’s different when you lose your own.’

	Taylor grabbed Jones’ lab coat. ‘You’re not stupid, Jones.’ He said, shoved the tech back against the wall, then walked from the lab.

	‘That was almost sweet,’ a voice said.

	There was pressure against his shoulders as Grigori grabbed him and pushed him against the wall. There was gentle warmth against his mouth as the other agent kissed him deeply.

	A part of him was suddenly glad that Jones had tasked all of his recruits elsewhere.

	‘I’m not surprised to see you,’ Grigori said, his hands slipping into Taylor’s hair, ‘but I am glad.’

	Taylor let out a breath, and relaxed his body against Grigori. ‘It makes no sense for you to be here.’

	‘Locational theory…except I have no other agents who share my country, so I didn’t have to run as far as you would think. There’s few people I’d rather be in a disaster with, and the others aren’t agents.’

	Taylor smirked. ‘It took you long enough.’

	Grigori gave him a quick kiss. ‘Shut up.’

	Grigori grabbed his hand and led him down the hall. ‘I’m going to take you into the first free room and fuck your brain out, are you fine with that?’

	The empty tech recruit common room was to their left – he turned his hand in Grigori’s, and pulled him towards the room.

	Half of Grigori’s clothes were already off by the time they made it to the nonsensically large couch.

	Grigori sat, and began to pull at Taylor’s pants. It was inefficient. The teasing touch through fabric was-

	He groaned as Grigori took his half-erect penis into his mouth.

	[Come down here,] Grigori said, his hands reaching up to pull him down onto the couch. He required away his clothes as he lay flat on the wide couch – which was more of a plush island than anything that looked like standard-

	Grigori applied the smallest pressure with his teeth, and Taylor’s back arched. He propped himself up on his elbows, and growled. ‘Careful,’ he warned.

	There was a hint of teeth again. [You love this.]

	Grigori began to suck, and Taylor allowed himself to lie flat again. The softness of the couch and the slowly building pleasure gave him the first hints of peace since looking down at his wife’s body.

	Even the imposter he’d demanded of Jones – there’d been something too unreal about her. He’s let himself hold her, touch her, feel her beating heart, and her breath against him, but he’d ordered her away.

	She had at least followed orders like the real Magnolia.

	Grigori began to fondle him, applying pressure that was the knife edge between pleasure and pain.

	[You ok?] Grigori asked, the speed and intensity of his actions slowing. [Taylor?]

	‘Allow- I would-‘

	Words were still hard. There were things he enjoyed doing, and enjoyed having done to him, but wrapping words around them still felt unnatural. They felt…borrowed.

	Grigori pulled his head away, moved up his body and kissed him. ‘Who’s on top?’

	‘Side,’ he said slowly.

	Grigori raised his eyebrows, the nodded. ‘Assume the position then.’ Grigori turned away from him as Taylor pulled his legs up onto the couch. It only took a moment to manoeuvrer in position – lying side by side, but opposite to each other – where they could pleasure each other.

	He could name the act. He could name the position. It felt natural to do, even if not to name.

	Kindness was a weakness. Often a weakness. Often unnecessary. A replacement for harsher emotions by weaker people.

	Sometimes he was glad of it.

	Magnolia. Grigori. Lovers that accepted a disease with words, and a lack of practice with the acts.

	He was inferior to both of them. It would take years to adapt the skills necessary. He would never be-

	Grigori’s tongue was rounding him, teasing him, coaxing him towards climax. [You can start any time, you know.]

	He took the other agent in his mouth, and ran through the options in his head. To tease. To go fast. To go slow. To experiment. To stick to what he knew.

	There had been enough disruption. It was time for a safe option.

	He changed the angle of his head, and took all of Grigori into his mouth – a significantly more difficult than the Russian’s task. He licked the base, and then made small encouraging motions, slight pressure to encourage movement, and on instinct, Grigori began to move.

	After a few more moments, Grigori simply began to fuck his mouth.

	Pressure built, and he climaxed in the other Agent’s mouth. Grigori sucked until he became flaccid, then released him, his former erection growing cold in the air conditioning.

	Grigori put pressure on his side, and they rolled, Grigori straddling his head. This gave the Russian a better angle, one where he could move faster, move with more force. Grigori moved for another two minutes, seventeen seconds, then also climaxed.

	The etiquette issue arose.

	Neither Magnolia nor Grigori had instructed him on what to do. Magnolia always took a moment to spit out the residue and clean her mouth, Grigori tended to swallow.

	He didn’t find the taste to be offensive, nor enjoyable. It was neutral. He swallowed what was in his mouth, then required his face clean as Grigori removed himself.

	Grigori turned, and laid down beside Taylor. The Russian kissed his cheek. ‘So, what was your nightmare?’

	‘Magnolia. She died. Yours?’

	‘The war. Solstice war. Magnolia dying, there’s more to it than that.’

	‘Same could be said to you.’

	‘Taylor?’

	Taylor stared into his best friend’s eyes. ‘It was my fault.’

	Grigori nodded. ‘As it was in mine.’

	‘At least yours was nonsense,’ Taylor said, ‘I could kill Magnolia. It happened- It was quick. I didn’t have a chance-’

	‘We do what we were programmed to do,’ Grigori said, ‘our best. That’s all anyone can ask.’

	‘That’s a platitude,’ Taylor said with a growl.

	‘It is, and I happen to like it. Now, I’ve been here an hour, catch me up on everything.’

	13 – Balance

	Posted on February 3, 2013 by Stormy 

	Magnolia pressed fingers into her right eye. She wasn’t tired. She wasn’t allowed to be tired. Everyone was relying on her, and everything would fall apart without her.

	A few of the older Aides in the network had tried to state their cases for being the defacto leader. Each of them had been taken down with a glare and a few simple facts. Many of them had seniority – a couple of had been serving for longer than she’d been alive.

	None of them outranked her – the main Agency in any local network was always able to pull rank, which meant only O’Connor could argue to be in charge – as he was the actual interim Director’s Aide, but he’d been happy for her to lead, so there was no problem.

	There were smarter Aides than her, others more versed in particular elements of training – particularly those who were far more technically-minded, and others still had more combat experience.

	Being a Director wasn’t about honing one skill to the exclusion of all others, it was decent skills in multiple arenas. She could fight. She could organise. She could deal with the Agency with rank, and deal with the fae as one of their own.

	There was no one better.

	She wasn’t tired.

	She yawned, but quickly stifled it, and made sure no one was looking.

	It was approaching four in the morning – the majority of the Field and Combat recruits had accepted maintaining their usual shifts, with alterations being made, of course. Some semblance of a public face had to be maintained – so patrols were being run, albeit at a reduced rate, most low-priority missions had been moved, and active surveillance on anything except the highest priority targets had been switched to be drone-only.

	Most of the tasks now were far more…diplomatic. Ensuring guests from the Outpost agencies knew their way around, had access to what they needed, were able to contact their families and warn them. Her recruits were mainly being kept on reserve, except for a dozen being kept at strategic checkpoints, another dozen on roaming patrols; and Hewitt, who had offered to take over Natalie’s position, once business hours started.

	All of the Agents lay on their beds, surrounded by equipment that made the same soft beeping it had made for hours. The beeping was the only approaching-untenable aspect of the situation, though she accepted its usefulness.

	Techs performed checks every fifteen minutes, but other than that, it was like being in a coma ward.

	She stared up at the large screen, which was streaming the generalised output from the tech department – a few graphics and numbers which, in essence, showed the live breakdown of the Agency as a whole.

	Thousands were dead – some had been taken for experimentation, some had been recycled, in hopes of finding out information they didn’t already know. The number of the missing had stabilised hours ago, and those she subconsciously added to the dead – in the present circumstances, there was very little hope for rescue missions.

	She excused herself, and went to the bathroom down the hall. The bathrooms on each floor were identical – literal copy-and-paste in the building’s code, but each floor had their own little touches – the techs had their scrolling screens, Combat had extra first-aid kits, and Field – as they so often did – had nothing.

	She looked to the door, and required it locked – interruption was unlikely, but it was nice to be assured of privacy. She slowly stripped herself out of her clothes, the ritual of undressing relaxing her more than simply requiring away her clothes – and a thought replaced two of the stalls with a roomy shower.

	She stepped in, and immediately turned the water up to scorching, and felt the ache blasted from her muscles. She washed herself, allowing herself the few extra seconds to require a vanilla-orange body scrub, and her favourite loofah.

	Her body clean, she pressed her head against the cool tiles, and let the water stream over her back.

	She wasn’t tired.

	She turned off the taps, stepped out, and required the bathroom back to its usual state.

	She dried herself with a exquisitely fluffy towel, and held it tight around herself for a moment, giving Taylor a moment to appear, as he so often did when she was done with the shower.

	Her commander didn’t appear.

	She sighed, and squeezed the water from her hair before requiring new clothes.

	She slapped her cheeks, unlocked the door, and walked back to the coma ward.

	To her complete lack of surprise, there had been no change.

	She sat back at the desk she’d required for herself – it wasn’t a corner office, but it would do, and began to look over reports that various recruits had felt warranted her attention.

	She required a bagel, spread it with a liberal amount of cream cheese, and tried to ignore the beeping.

	Fifteen minutes later, the beeping changed. Beeping changed to a drone. Heartbeat to flatline. Life to death. A second drone was right behind it.

	She looked up, and looked at Taylor’s monitoring equipment, right beside her desk, and allowed herself a short moment of relief before getting up from her desk, and following the clustering tech recruits.

	Ryan and Mimosa.

	‘Fuck,’ she said under her breath.

	She quickly ran through the contingencies in her mind, and selected one. She looked at the techs for allies – but saw none. Raz was close enough, so she called him over. ‘Recruit, I want them moved.’ She put a hand on his shoulder, and pulled him away from the others. ‘I’ve set up room twenty-six on level five for this. Move Taylor too. How much of a delay is on this before it gets out?’

	‘Because every Agency is reporting in, and we’re trying not to-’

	‘How long, Recruit?’

	‘We’re reporting by exception every fifteen,’ he checked his watch. ‘Next one is in nine minutes.’

	‘Fake the vitals, loop whatever they’ve had, but don’t make it obvious-’

	Raz stepped back, sheer terror in his eyes. ‘Ma’am, I can’t do that.’

	‘You damn well will, Recruit.’

	‘Director Ryan and Spyder are-’

	‘Why do you use that stupid name?’

	‘Respect, ma’am, we call people what they want to be called. I can’t lie to-’

	‘It’s an order.’

	He twitched. ‘Why?’

	There were five different excuses she could use. Visceral, with overtones of duty, would work best. ‘Because the war council is actively taking the dead for experimentation,’ she said. ‘We don’t know what is going on, but unless you want your Director taken away and torn to shreds for some piss-poor attempt to mine data, then you’re going to hide them. Okay?’ She patted his shoulder. ‘I’d prefer my people experiment on my agents, okay?’

	He stared for a moment longer, his hands wringing his lab coat, then nodded. ‘Okay. Okies. But- But why move Agent Taylor too?’

	Her mind moved quickly. ‘It’s always a good idea to have someone from combat near the Director, no matter the circumstances.’

	This seemed justified to him, and he nodded, then moved off and began to give orders to his colleagues.

	O’Connor. She had to tell O’Connor about Mimosa.

	 


thousands of dead agents. There are factions forming. It’s very possible that we’re watching the breakdown of the Agency. I’ve been around the Agency my whole life, and this is the closest I’ve ever come to thinking that it might not be here in a week.’ She rolled her shoulders. ‘The Agency is an institution that can go away. It’s-‘

	‘My. Partner. Is. Dead.’ He said, trying to believe the words. ‘How did you expect me to react?’

	‘Like you don’t want her death to be for nothing,’ she said. ‘O’Connor, you’ve had a bunch of chances to take off with her, leave the Agency, go off and have messed up sex and nerd your brains out. Hell, every day she had the mirror in her chest, she could have left. You stayed for a reason. You’re off probation, if you don’t want to be here, don’t fucking be here. You’re here, that means something, so be here, and mean something.’

	‘I can’t.’

	‘Then what are you going to do, O’Connor?’

	He punched the wall, and his knuckles split. ‘What fucking business is it of yours?!’

	‘I told you. I need you. If you can’t-’

	‘I can’t,’ he said, ‘I need to- I can’t tell you what I’m doing, because I don’t-‘ He pushed weakly against her. ‘Mags, let me out of here, I can’t breathe.’

	‘O’Connor-’

	‘I can smell her! Jesus Christ, Mags, I can- And she’s right there and- And I need to-’

	He slipped to the floor, and she knelt in front of him. She gave him a harsh look for a moment, then she grabbed his upper arm, and gave him what could have been a look of actual sympathy. ‘I’m sorry. I wish you had time for grief, but you don’t.’

	He felt his chest deflate. ‘Who died first?’

	‘Ryan. Mimosa was a second or two behind him. Merlin wasn’t reading, so we have no way of knowing if it’s related.’ She gave him a small smile. ‘You can believe they died together if you want.’

	‘I don’t want to believe she died.’

	‘Yeah. There’s the theory the dead agents aren’t really dead. You want to know what I say to that?’

	‘What?’

	‘Taylor,’ she said. ‘You would know his history. Whitman. Jones and Ryan trying to save him. He’s not the man he used to be. Which…for me is good, I’m not sure I would have loved the man he was, I’m in love with the man he is. But that’s just it, isn’t it? Just because you can save someone, doesn’t mean you should. It doesn’t mean that what you save will be who you tried to save.’

	‘All the data in their OS would have degraded by now,’ he said, recalling various pieces of information he’d read. ‘I’m not sure what they could bring back.’

	He gave a vague nod, and he let her pull him to his feet.

	She gave him a serious look. ‘What are you going to do, O’Connor?’

	‘I don’t- Nothing-’

	There was a cold breeze behind him.

	 


15 – The Quiet End

	Posted on March 7, 2013 by Stormy 

	Magnolia froze before him, her mouth half-open with another demand for what he was going to do, her black eyes glaring.

	Curt stepped back, automatically shifting his body slightly, feeling for-

	‘You won’t need a weapon, and nothing you can procure can hurt me.’

	She was behind him. It was impossible not to know who it was. Even without looking, there was something weighing heavily on his brain, letting him know who was there.

	Death.

	He’d needed to talk to her, but she-

	‘I saw no reason in waiting for a perfect moment to appear. As people wiser than yourself will tell you, perfect moments and perfect entrances rarely come along.’

	There were surprisingly soft footfalls as she walked closer to him. He let his arms hang, and slowly turned towards her.

	‘You’re thinking of Medusa,’ she said, ‘you won’t turn to stone if you look at me.’

	‘Could you say out of my head?’ he asked, his breath coming quickly. ‘I don’t like-‘

	‘This is how I am,’ she said. ‘I can stop myself from voicing your thoughts, but it doesn’t stop me from knowing them. You can read faces, body language, intent from a brief glance, it’s really no different.’

	‘It’s different,’ he said as he finally raised his gaze to her. ‘It’s different because I don’t get to control what you see. I- I get to manipulate what people see. The right uniform. The right hair. The right look. It doesn’t work if you can see right into my mind.’

	She was beautiful. He’d heard stories, but he hadn’t expected her to be so…genuinely beautiful. There was a classic look to her face – her features were soft, her eyes so kind it made it almost hard to be angry.

	‘You have me here,’ she said after a moment, ‘which question do you want me to answer first?’

	‘Stef,’ he said, letting the word go like it was his last breath. ‘Gods, tell me if Stef-’

	‘Agents don’t come to me, Recruit.’

	‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said, ‘it’s Stef. You’d know. It’s Stef and Ryan. You know. They’re not just agents, not to me, and not to you.’

	He was pleased that she didn’t argue the point. There was no fluster, no bluster, no denial.

	‘You’re perceptive, and you’re right.’

	‘I don’t know any more than they’ve told me. But- But you don’t do- You don’t do what you’ve done for them for just anyone-‘ Old grief was welling up, old pain was hurting like it was fresh. ‘Just tell me if they’re dead!’

	‘No, they’re not,’ she said. ‘If you want guarantees about what will happen, speak with my sister, but for the moment, they aren’t.’

	‘Oh, thank you,’ he said, his voice thick. ‘All the agents, all the ones that are supposedly dead. What- What about them?’

	‘That isn’t the question you want answered.’

	He turned away, a pointless movement, considering he was just as exposed, whether or not she could see his face. ‘I don’t even know-’ He punched the wall. ‘How could you take her? She was just a kid, how could you take her?!’

	He slumped against the wall, trying not to think, trying not to breathe.

	The breeze moved and she was in front of him. ‘You know I didn’t.’

	‘If you didn’t take her,’ he said, tears sliding down his cheeks. ‘Then the blame’s all on me.’

	‘You know that also isn’t true.’

	He pressed his forehead against the wall. ‘Knowing and feeling are two different things. I know Petersen is dead, doesn’t stop me looking in shadows for him. I know I was- Doesn’t stop me from feeling like it was my fault. I know Stef loves me…no, no, that’s a know as well. I know I don’t deserve her. Tara…it was my one damn job to look after her! I turned my back for one fucking minute and she was gone!’

	‘You were just a child yourself.’

	‘That’s no fucking excuse! Age isn’t a factor here! I knew she shouldn’t be near the road! I never let her near the road!’ His chest tightened. ‘It was my fault!’

	The wall under his hands dissolved with no ceremony, becoming an expanse of blackness. He stumbled for a moment, then turned to look around – all traces of the Agency had disappeared. There was a tug sideways, and a door of light appeared in the darkness across the expanse from him.

	‘I don’t have time for this,’ he said, the sound of his voice going dead in the darkness. ‘If Stef’s alive, I need to-’

	Tara fell to the floor of he expanse in front of him.

	No. He refused to believe his eyes. It wasn’t happening.

	He ran to her, slid to his knees and wrapped her up in a tight hug. He could save her. His heart could beat enough for two. He would give anything. Everything.

	The tears came relentlessly.

	Tara gave no sign that she could see him, or feel him, but he took in every detail. The shoes he’d tied. The pink cardigan with the strawberries embroidered on it. The pocket in her skirt that held five plastic counters – an emergency way of calming her down. Everything. All the details.

	She disappeared from his arms and walked towards the door of light.

	‘I’ll give you anything,’ he said, falling back onto his butt, his fingers slipping into the floor of the darkness. ‘Gods, my Lady, I’ll give you anything, just let me save her. She didn’t deserve to die.’

	‘Most people don’t, young man.’

	‘Most?’

	She made no attempt to hide her words. ‘It’s a judgement, but I do not influence the results.’

	‘But you could.’

	She sighed. ‘And one day I will. I always do. And it is never good.’

	‘You could have-’

	She held up a hand, and he fell silent. ‘Children are always hard. I have had every life in every universe, but children are still hard. You know something of death,’ she said, and he almost felt her picking through his brain. ‘I take on the form of what people expect to see. The grim reaper, the forest, the ferryman. The form they need to see in order to know that things are over, that they have come to a close.’

	He kept silent.

	‘With children, they often have no frame of reference. They don’t know what to expect, they don’t know what it means. Obviously, that’s not true of all children. But still…’

	They walked closer to the door, the light shining into the darkness and hiding the room inside.

	‘I have one quirk,’ she said, ‘that I allow myself as a consistency…when I take a form of a person, that is. The forest has no need. The ocean has no need. I am three inches taller than any adult I encounter; and to children, I am the height of a parent.’

	‘How tall are you to Stef?’

	‘Ryan’s height, of course.’

	He managed a smile to this.

	She stepped through the doorway, and he followed.

	It was less than he’d feared, but more than he’d hoped.

	It was Tara’s bedroom.

	Deliberately-coloured pictures adorned the walls in orderly lines. Groups of three. Lines of six. Blocks of four. Each was neatly labelled with a date that he’d done – it was the one way she allowed him to touch her artwork.

	Their parents had always put them on the fridge – it was what parents were supposed to do. It was mindless. It was asinine. It bothered her. The fridge wasn’t tidy, and they were never hung straight. He had switched each out without either of their parents noticing – replacing carefully done pictures by a careful little girl to ones he had hastily coloured in his spare time. There were still pictures on the fridge, and Tara was happy, that was all that mattered.

	It had been the only thing that mattered.

	It had been the only thing that had mattered when he’d hit classmates for calling her a retard. Or stealing her stuff. Or being loud in the ways she didn’t like. It had been armour against being friendless, having to give up every lunch time to play with her.

	She sat, real as life, at the play table in front of him, lining up her colours.

	‘This was a case,’ Death said, and he jumped a little as he broke from his reverie. ‘Where a parent would be of no use.’

	‘Oh gods please no,’ the words slipped out like a prayer.

	Himself, nine years old, and in the middle of a premature growth spurt, walked through them, and into the room with Tara.

	‘You…didn’t…’ he sputtered.

	He watched as the younger version of himself – Death in a guise – sat at the table with his sister. Death let Tara finish colouring the picture – some off-brand My Little Pony rip-off, then took her hand.

	Tara went through her ritual – brushing her hair three times on each side with a brush inherited from their grandmother, then climbed into the white wooden bed. Death pulled the blankets up – and he held his breath, ensuring that she did in just the right order.

	Tara, for her part, didn’t seem to notice the brother tucking her in was an imposter.

	Blankets in place, Death turned the bedroom light out, then climbed onto the bed with his gangly little-kid body and sat on the bed with Tara as she counted the glow-in-the-dark stars.

	The Death of the present put a hand on his shoulder, and he was too numb to push it away.

	Stars counted, he heard his voice telling Tara to sleep. ‘I love you, Tara, go to sleep.’

	Curt collapsed to his knees as the scene faded. ‘You made me kill her! I- I- I- You made me kill her!’

	‘You were the only comfort she had,’ Death said. ‘This was the easiest passing I could give her. She was happy. She loved you. She could never say, but she did.’

	There was a crinkle of paper, and Death pushed the last colouring-in page into his hand. ‘You deserve this.’

	He held it away from himself, so that tears didn’t drip onto it. ‘You have no idea what this means to me-’

	Death knelt, and put a hand to his face. ‘Of course I do.’

	He hugged his arms around himself. ‘Thank you, gods, thank you.’

	He slowly stood and wiped. ‘I need to save Stef,’he said after a minute.

	‘Follow your instincts,’ Death said, ‘go to the Lost.’

	He held the picture gently, and looked out into the darkness. ‘Do we get a happy ending? Can you tell me that?’

	‘Endings, by their nature, are never truly happy.’

	‘My Lady, you know what I mean.’

	‘And no answer I could give you would be satisfying. I have no guarantees, that’s my sister’s duty. I can tell you that yes, there are some futures where you both die, old, in your beds, and happy.’

	He nodded, and tried to force his carefree mask back into place. ‘I’ll take it, even if it’s just a chance, I’ll take it.’ He straightened. ‘May…May I go?’

	‘You’ve already gone,’ Death said, and she faded away. Everything was grey for a moment, then reality seemed to speed back up.

	‘O’Connor!’ Magnolia snapped.

	He put the picture down, grinned, then lifted Magnolia and spun her. There was a knife at his throat as he put her down, but he kept the grin in place. ‘They’re not dead, Mags.’

	‘You’ve had an attitude adjustment in the…last three seconds?’ she said carefully.

	‘I spoke with a higher authority.’

	Realisation dawned in the magpie’s eyes. ‘How do we progress?’ she said without wasting a moment.

	‘I’m going to the Lost and you’re going to keep every one of our Agents under this roof, and stab anyone who tries to take them away.’

	‘Yeah,’ she said casually, ‘I can do that.’

	He pushed past her, pulling his phone from his pocket.

	‘O’Connor.’

	He turned back. ‘Sorry for spinning you,’ he said. ‘But I didn’t feel like twirling-’

	‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m glad they’re not dead.’

	He nodded, and gave her a smile.

	‘Get going, Recruit.’

	He snapped a salute. ‘Yes ma’am.’

	 


16 – Changing of the Guard

	Posted on April 1, 2013 by Stormy 

	‘Ma’am?’

	Magnolia looked up. The movement was sharp. Bird-like. She was far beyond her normal limits. It didn’t matter. She swallowed, and focussed on Hewitt. ‘What is it, Recruit?’

	Hewitt sat in the uncomfortable chair she’d placed across from her temporary desk – a way to discourage visitors from staying too long. ‘I’m…not exactly sure, ma’am.’

	Magnolia pinched the bridge of her nose – a slight sign of tiredness and irritation, but one that Hewitt wouldn’t use against her. ‘Then tell me what you do know.’

	Hewitt opened his mouth for a moment, shook his head, closed it. ‘I think we’ve got an agent, ma’am.’

	She lifted a dead arm and gestured to the row of bed. ‘I’ve got a few dozen, you want to be more specific?’

	‘Yeah. Not here. Agent Reynolds. Director Reynolds.’

	She was on her feet, her hands sliding over her body to check for her knife, her gun, her emergency tools. ‘Where?’ She pulled Hewitt from his chair. ‘Where?’

	Hewitt stumbled, then caught his balance. ‘He approached one of the techs upstairs. Sacha. Wanted to know where Agent Samuels was. Had a few questions. Sacha alerted me-‘

	That wasn’t procedure. ‘Why’d he go to you first?’

	‘Ma’am, we’ve all got our interdepartmental favourites. He trusts me. And it’s not a usual situation. By the time I got upstairs, they had established his identity and the fact that he’s an active agent – or at least appears to be. Blue concentration is consistent with an agent of his era, his software hasn’t been upgraded in a chunk of forever, but he seems to be who he says he is.’

	‘And where did you put him?’

	‘A detention room, of course, I’m not an idiot.’

	‘Do a sweep?’

	‘His pockets are full of lint and not much else.’

	They rode walked down the stairs to the holding cells.

	‘There,’ Hewitt said, ‘fourteen.’

	‘Hold.’ Magnolia searched her hidden pockets and found her last vial of stimulant. She’d exceeded recommended dosages and periods of wakefulness. The crash was going to be seven kinds of shit, but it was necessary.

	‘Gorgon juice?’ Hewitt asked, noticing the label. ‘Caipe uses that when he has double-shifts, it’s kinda shit, but he likes the taste.’ He patted his pockets and handed her a strip of pills. ‘This helps with the after effects.’

	She popped two of the pills, then downed the juice. ‘Thanks.’ She checked the security feed, then swiped her access pass as they reached fourteen. She programmed it for a five-minute conversation, with sub-lethal measures to be taken if she didn’t cancel it in time.

	‘Want back up, ma’am? I’m not Taylor, but-‘

	‘Yeah, I’d appreciate it,’ she said, the stimulant burning in her chest for a moment.

	She pushed open the door, and found Reynolds sitting at the small table. She flicked her gaze to all corners of the room – nothing was out of place, nothing to indicate that he’d jerry-rigged a weapon.

	She looked at his face – he certainly had the appearance of the Agency’s actual director, but appearances could be so easily deceiving. She sat at the table, and let Hewitt settle into the corner behind him.

	She sucked in a breath. Control was the only move to make. Whether or not he was who he appeared to be, he was a man well of out of his time, who didn’t know the personnel. Director or not, he was nothing but a resource, not someone to relinquish authority to. She let a little smirk play out on her lips – Ryan would have never had a thought like that.

	‘I’m Director Magnolia, and I’d like you to identify yourself.’

	‘I’m Director Reynolds, ma’am.’

	‘You understand we’ll need to confirm that.’

	‘I relinquished blue samples to recruits I’m sure were techs. Times change, but there’s a certain enthusiasm scholars never lose. I’ve done nothing to indicate myself as a threat, and I’m cooperating, despite being in the third smallest holding room we have.’

	‘Comfort isn’t our priority at the moment, Agent.’ She sat back in the chair. ‘Give Recruit Hewitt your ID.’

	Reynolds patted down every one of his pockets before finally producing an ID wallet – tooled brown leather, rather than the standard requirement, then handed it up over his shoulder. Hewitt flipped it open. ‘Current year, ma’am.’

	She made a small affirmative noise. It was a detail that most imposters would have overlooked. Agency IDs, whether the agent was active, inactive, or under a rarer status, were always kept current. Photos updated as the agent changed their appearance, details updated as they changed jurisdictions, and year of issue always matched the calendar year.

	An imposter – depending on how well they knew the Agency – would likely make the gamble that Reynolds would have an ID from thirty-five years ago. It was an assumption, but the extremities of the situation demanded the benefit of the doubt.

	Rulebook. Section seven. Rule Seventeen. There was a protocol for this. There was a procedure for this.

	‘Agent, you’ve been asleep for longer than I’ve been alive. Can you tell us anything about what’s going on?’

	The professional, neutral, agent look finally dropped from Reynolds’ face. ‘I’m…free. I’m finally free. Sol – can I presume you know-‘

	‘Yes,’ she said.

	‘He is dead. Our bargain held. He gorged on our minds. Our dreams are safe. Myself and my peers can be in the world again. I cannot- I have too much to catch up on.’ He licked his lips. ‘I haven’t had a drink in, as you said, longer than you’ve been alive.’

	‘Hewitt,’ she said, without taking her eyes of the agent.

	‘Yes ma’am,’ he said, placing a paper cup on the table. A pitcher of water – the stripe of blue running through the handle indicating it was interrogation safety glass – any substantial amount of pressure would dismiss it, making it impossible to use as a weapon – and poured water for Reynolds.

	‘Director,’ Reynolds said, ‘unless there’s been a substantial change in the way Agencies are run, I’m guessing you’re in the middle of an emergency situation, and I’m guessing it has something to do with Sol.’

	‘You woke up,’ she said, ‘everyone else went to sleep. Some appear to be dead, but we’ve got it from a higher authority that only the ones the Agencies have killed are actually dead.’

	‘And what authority-‘

	‘One of my recruits spoke with Death.’

	This shocked him into silence. ‘That…isn’t something we did on a regular basis.’

	‘Yeah, well, his girlfriend is an agent and everything about them is a bit weird.’

	Reynolds sighed. ‘It’s going to take me a while to catch up, isn’t it?’

	‘I would appreciate your assistance,’ Magnolia said. ‘Though I have to insist on a tracer, a kill code, a shatter sequence, and for Hewitt to be your…entourage for the duration.’

	Hewitt stared at the floor. ‘Shouldn’t you ask if he minds being escorted around by the gay guy first?’

	Reynolds turned to Hewitt. ‘I prefer happy recruits, actually.’

	Hewitt sighed. ‘No, I mean- Thirty years out of touch. Right. What do you call a guy who fucks another guy?’

	Reynolds was quiet for a minute. ‘Depending on my relationship with them…their first name, their rank, or for dinner.’

	‘You’re-‘

	‘I don’t mind female companionship, but I much prefer the company of men. I might be a few decades out of touch, but Agent culture has never truly mimicked the human norm, and Faerie has always been far more sensible about these things. Shall we get me outfitted with the ways to murder me, so we can bring the others home?’

	Magnolia smirked. ‘If I was a scholar, I’d probably high-five you, for now, I’ll just send you to them. Hewitt get him set up, kill code on a snap card for myself only. Shatter sequence permissions for myself, yourself and O’Connor. Level five tracer,’ she spared a somewhat apologetic look. ‘Sorry, but it’s procedure.’

	‘I’d insist on no less myself, Director.’

	‘You understand I’m in charge until the emergency situation is over. After that, if Ryan is still alive, your quarrel is with him. I’ll be relinquishing my authority back to him. If Ryan’s dead, then it goes to Agent Taylor.’

	A look of relief crossed Reynolds’s face. ‘Both my boys are still alive. That’s…that’s good. Tell me, how are they?’

	She looked back to Hewitt, and he left the room. Magnolia leaned forward, her elbows on the table. ‘Ryan’s been an inadequate Director who has let his own department suffer because he’s been too busy pulling double-duty. Taylor was killed, and brought back against his own wishes.’

	‘Gods. So- So they’re miserable-‘

	She shrugged. ‘Sometimes. You have to understand, I’ve only got an outsider’s perspective on Ryan, but he seems happier since he got himself a new pet. And I’m not even going to try and explain Agent Mimosa until we catch you up on everything else.’

	‘And…Taylor?’ Reynolds asked as she stood, and indicated to the door.

	‘Taylor was fucked by the system. You’re…you’re probably not going to know the man wearing the face that you remember. They only salvaged about ten percent of who he was, of his memories. He’s…isolated, monosyllabic and people are rightfully afraid of him.’

	‘I shouldn’t have left them,’ Reynolds said. ‘I should have been here.’

	‘I don’t think you really had a choice, did you?’

	‘No, I didn’t.’

	‘Don’t expect things of Taylor. Don’t push for memories that he may not have. Meet him as a new person, and accept him, or you’ll piss off his wife, and trust me, her shitlist is an unenviable place to be.’

	‘So that’s why you’re wearing his dog tags.’

	She nodded, and allowed herself a slight smile. ‘He remembers you, he has some sentiment for you, but…be careful. Or I’ll fucking cut you and claim directorial right.’

	‘Yes ma’am.’

	‘Just help me bring them all home, agent.’ She pushed open the door. ‘Bring him back to the conference room when you’re done, and bring a scholar team with you.’
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