
        
            
                
            
        

    
	01 – The First Suit

	Posted on November 28, 2009 by Stormy 

	Two years ago.

	‘Strip.’

	Magnolia coughed, spitting blood over the concrete and over her hand. She quickly wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and stared up at the thing that had kidnapped her. The thing that had left her “friends” dead and had kept her alone alive for his own purposes. 

	‘Strip,’ he demanded a second time, thrusting the gun at her for emphasis. 

	He was stronger than her, a lot stronger than her, and that pissed her off, it was one thing to lose a fair fight, or even a dirty one – as there really was no point in fighting fair – but it was something else entirely to be so far outclassed as to be there being no point in trying. 

	He sneered at her, but instead of barking another order, he crouched to her level and wrapped his huge hand around her throat, his finger sliding across the bruises he’d inflicted when he’d pulled her from the deathtrap that her former friends had concocted. 

	‘I won’t ask again,’ he said, ‘I’ve been more than generous, now do it.’ 

	She spat in his face and swung her injured leg up to where his legs met. He wasn’t human, he wasn’t even close, but mortal or not, it still usually gave men pause for thought, even if it didn’t reduce them to screaming husks, as she’d managed to do on so many occasions. The monster squeezing her neck, though, gave no reaction. 

	He raised his other huge hand and wiped the spit from his face before backhanding her and sending her crashing into the wall. Again. A foot in a huge, bloody, combat boot pressed into her stomach. This time, she didn’t fight, instead just focusing on the pain. 

	She should be dead, she knew this. He had no reason to be keeping her alive, no reason to do anything other than pull the trigger, like he’d done to everyone else, yet here she was, alive, and being dragged into something she had no interest in. 

	‘Go fuck yourself,’ she wheezed. ‘Or do you want to fuck me? Is this what it’s about? Get a bit of tail…or a bit of feather, then-’ The boot was lifted from her stomach, and pressed down on her throat.

	 

	‘I told you what this is,’ the agent said, ‘you’re my recruit now.’ 

	She stared at the punching bag hanging above him, focusing on nothing but it and the chain above it. Her vision tunneled, making the punching bag seem so much further away from her than it really was, then she let go of herself and raced after the image in her mind, desperate to catch up with it before the tunnel closed. 

	As soon as she touched it, she found herself wrapped around the chain holding onto the punching bag, her feet vying for purchase on the much-abused bag. ‘You can’t fucking do this!’ she screamed, one hand gently massaging her throat. ‘Recruitment is a choice!’

	The agent simply looked up at her, and she noticed for the firs time that the bullet she’d sunk into his shoulder was still there, the wound staining his military jacket and the shirt beneath. ‘Not one,’ he argued, ‘that you have.’ With a blink, he disappeared, and reappeared beside her, hanging in mid-air just long enough to tear the chain and send her crashing toward the ground. She landed in a rough crouch, then lunged at him as soon as he touched down. He caught her, spun her and pinned her arms beside her back, pulling her up against him. ‘Stop arguing with me.’ 

	‘Fuck you!’

	He let go of her, and pushed her to the ground. She stared up at him, wondering what was about pushing teenagers to the ground that amused him so. ‘Would you prefer the alternative?’

	The gun was back in his hand, and she stared at it, wondering just what it would be like to have her brains blown out. Wondering what it would be like- 

	‘Answer me!’ he snapped. 

	Yes. Of course the answer was yes. Death was better than being forced to work for the suits. Death was better than being made to parade around in a uniform, showing exactly how much of a good little bitch you were. Death was better than-

	He jammed the gun up against her temple. 

	‘No,’ she heard herself say. 

	The gun stayed where it was. ‘Hesitation is not allowed.’ 

	‘What the fuck do I get out of this?’

	‘A purpose. You get stronger. You don’t die in a situation like the one I just pulled you from. And…when I’m done with you, then I’ll pull the trigger.’ 

	‘You’ll make me stronger?’

	 

	He slapped her. ‘Your first lesson is to never make me repeat myself.’ 

	She sucked on her bloody lip. ‘You didn’t tell me your name yet.’ 

	‘Taylor, but you call me sir.’ 

	She glared back at him. ‘Like that’ll ever happen.’ 

	 


02 – Abeyance

	Posted on November 28, 2009 by Stormy 

	17 Days Ago

	Ryan watched the swirling gas fill the chamber, the white tendrils rushing across skin, dissipating whatever it touched, destroying her right before his eyes. There was nothing he could do to stop it now, nothing he could say that would make it better, or change either of their fates. Failure, everything they’d tried for had all ended in failure.

	He stepped past the nominated black stump, and suddenly felt the ground shift beneath him. The hazy horizon rushed at him, and a building grew up around him, it wasn’t like anything from human construction, a mishmash of styles and materials stared back at him, it was almost something Madchester-inspired. 

	A blank stood in front of him, its grey, featureless form staring back at him. It turned its head, staring at him without eyes, and a slit formed across his face so that it could speak. 

	‘We don’t get many angels,’ the blank said, its voice blander than that of a newborn agent. 

	It seemed to pick up on this thought, and with an exaggerated spasaming motion, its skin rippled and tore, revealing a suit and a human-seeming face beneath. Human-seeming but for the oversized green eyes that stared out from its freshly-formed face. It grinned at him with too-white teeth, then looked away for a moment, running its hands over its new body, across the fresh face, through the wildly-spiked hair, and into the pockets of the new suit.

	‘Thanks,’ it said, its voice no longer bland but…his, it was speaking to him in his own voice, ‘this could be a fun form. Now, do you need a Finder, a Keeper, or are you here to check yourself in? Not sure we’ve got the room, sweetie, we don’t have Madchester’s revolving door.’ 

	‘I may have someone,’ he said, ‘who needs your sanctuary.’ 

	A little of the joy seemed to slip away from the blank. ‘I see, come on, let’s discuss this further.’

	Her eyes disappeared, leaving her nothing to stare out with. He felt his hands ball into fists, and he slipped them into his pockets, knowing he had to stand strong until it was all over. She was being strong – she wasn’t fighting against the restraints, and she wasn’t screaming, and for that he was grateful. There was nothing worse than someone screaming in the chamber – to hear their muffled cries, their begs for mercy, and then the horrific silence as their vocal cords disappeared, to watch them railing against the enforced silence as they suffered through their last moments.

	She was taking it quietly, she wasn’t fighting, and she wasn’t crying, showing the same restraint was the least he could do for her – or rather, it was the most he could do for her.

	He handed across the photo of Stef, and the agent-appearing-blank scanned it into the computer, and entered the name. 

	‘You know,’ the blank said, ‘I actually enjoy when angels come to do this, or anyone who’s had contact with you guys.’

	‘Why?’

	‘It gets very tiring being asked why we have computers, surely you’d get that as well?’

	‘On occasion.’ 

	‘You get all of these uninitiated people relying on the Hogwart’s interpretation of magic coming through and just expecting us to know everything, to be able to place every Finder, every Keeper, every member of Court that has ever provided a fantasy for one of ours. I really wouldn’t like that,’ the blank said, ‘be too much to fit in my head, relying on processing power is so much easier, save the magic for where it’s really needed.’ The computer in question finally stopped running its scan, and brought up an old file – old because it showed a much younger Stef. 

	‘She did have contact here?’

	‘Yeah, looks like, but it was a bad assumption anyway.’

	‘Pardon?’

	‘You said, what, she made one reference to having an imaginary friend?’ the blank rolled its huge green eyes at him. ‘They aren’t always us, kids can have imaginary friends that are…imaginary.’ 

	‘But she’s one of yours.’

	‘Was, the fact that you’re here means she probably still is.’

	‘Can you give her sanctuary?’

	The blank’s mood seem to drop a little. ‘Is the situation really that bad?’

	‘Her life is danger.’

	The blank scrolled through the file. ‘The guy who was looking after her is still around, that’s one thing.’ He ran a hand through his too-spiky hair. ‘Yeah, might be possible, I’ll be looking for some favours out of you though, and I presume this is an ASAP situation?’

	‘My colleague has her sedated, but if we don’t-’

	The blank fixed his huge green eyes on him. ‘What are you trying to send to us, angel?’

	‘Just a little lost girl.’ 

	‘Not good enough.’

	He looked away for a moment. ‘She’s relying on a piece of mirror to live. You know what Agency law is like when it comes to mirror.’

	This seemed to get the blank’s attention. ‘Shit…’ the blank whispered. ‘All right, fine, but I’m going to need three hundred seconds, all right?’

	‘Of course.’

	‘And you know she has to ask for it, we can’t just steal her away, not if she’s Found.’ 

	‘You have to try, I don’ want anything to happen to her.’

	The last ghostly vestiges of Stef disappeared, leaving only the heart, leaving only the piece of mirror that had ruined lives. It hung suspended for a moment, then dropped, clattering to the floor of the chamber.

	He felt himself slump, and resigned himself to be thrown in the chamber next. He was too tired to argue, too tired to fight, and in any case, he deserved it. It had been leniency that had saved him after Carol, and that could pin no real blame on him, this time, however, he accepted full responsibility.

	The Enforcers turned to him and he met their gaze, ready to do as they ordered. The one to his left stepped forward, lifted a hand and waited for the tag on his arm to reappear. Silently, the Enforcer removed the tag, handed him a folder, then moved to Jones, handing him a much larger file folder, then disappeared from the room.

	One requirement later, he collapsed heavily into a chair, the folder in his hand slipping from his grip and spilling all over the floor. Jones got up from the control panel, walked over to him, knelt and began to pick up the felled papers.

	‘What?’ he managed to ask his tech.

	‘Which part?’ Jones asked as he handed the folder back to him.

	‘You-’

	‘I what?’ Jones interrupted as he handed him a tall glass of water. ‘I what, Ryan?’

	‘You saved me,’ he said after a long moment. ‘But they still did that to her?’

	‘There was no way she could have remained as she was, not unless you would have been happy to leave her in my care, never allowing her to leave the building. She couldn’t require, she couldn’t shift, and whatever healing factor the mirror gave her was more of a liability than anything. It would not have worked as it was. I’m sorry, sir, but it’s the truth.’

	‘That would have been better than this, any life would have-’

	Jones flipped open the folder for him, then stood back so that he could read it. Two words immediately jumped out at him: “Agent Mimosa”. He looked up at the tech, who smiled, took the folder back, took a pen from his pocket and wrote a something on the top sheet, when he handed it back, it said “Agent Stef”.

	‘How?’

	‘I simply told the enforcers that we’d had a battlefield accident – one that could not continue to be a traditional recruit, but would be a waste to destroy. I asked permission to convert her to an experiment – doing so affords more leeway than you hiding a legally-dead recruit.’

	‘And me?’

	‘You I have to get back into my lab so I can finish flushing out the poison, but otherwise…they can’t punish you for not following “duty first” when part of your duty is to protect the innocent, I argued your actions were the product of your programming.’ The tech looked away for a moment. ‘Level five punishment for an hour, I’m sorry, but it’s better than you being recycled, and you don’t have to do it until you’re strong enough.’

	This made him shudder, but only for a moment, torture was better than execution. He looked away from the tech, and sipped at the cool water. ‘I didn’t deserve this.’

	Jones smiled. ‘Stop being so hard on yourself.’

	He slowly stood, still feeling woozy from the remnants of poison in his system. ‘Tell me one thing,’ he said. ‘Tell me you didn’t do this just so you can get two more guests for movie night.’

	‘Of course not sir.’

	Jones required a small padded case with a heart-shaped cut-out in the centre. ‘We’ll fix you first, then get to her.’

	He gratefully took the case, shifted the heart inside, and locked it, then shifted it to his lock box. He stood uncomfortably, feeling as though something was missing. One moment, two passwords and three seconds later, half a dozen cookies joined the heart in the case.

	 


03 – Eyes Only

	Posted on November 28, 2009 by Stormy 

	17 Days Ago

	Taylor pushed past Ryan, ignoring sweating, panting agent, focusing only on the threat across the rooftop. There was a gunshot, and for a moment, he was disappointed – there was no reason for it to be over so soon. No reason that the full punishment of the system shouldn’t be doled out. No reason it should be easy on either of them.

	‘About time,’ he growled. ‘They’re always slow.’

	The Enforcers held the ex-recruit still, one with her suicide weapon in his hand, the other simply restraining her right arm. Without speaking, they shifted away, he went to follow them, but felt his “commander” staring at him.

	‘You did this?’ Ryan asked, a slight wheeze in his weak voice.

	He thrust his head in the direction of the scholar. ‘You’re blaming the wrong agent, sir.’

	Shift: current local Enforcer location. 

	The rooftop blurred, and he found himself in a small room with the two Enforcers and the girl. One thrust a clipboard at her, and she hurriedly signed her name without reading the document. He watched as the Enforcer to his left pulled her under a large lamp, which immediately cast a blue light on her. A pre-reclamation scan.

	He wished he’d read through the document, so that he knew exactly what they were going to do to her, and to Ryan. And whether or not that meant-

	The Enforcer to his right, one with the appearance of an older man, turned to him. ‘There’s no need for you to be here, Taylor. For the moment, you’re in charge, please go attend to your duties.’

	‘For the moment?’ he questioned.

	‘You’ll be informed of when conditions change.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	He looked past the Enforcer, at the girl with the light scanning over her body, she caught him staring at her, and quickly looked away, tears forming in her eyes. Satisfied, and knowing he could review the tapes later, he shifted away.

	His office blurred into view, and he found Magnolia holding a large stack of reports and heading for the door. She moved the pile of folders to one hand and snapped a salute. ‘There’s a large one there on your desk sir,’ she said, dropping the salute and indicating to the red folder. ‘Eyes only.’

	He lifted the file, made a simple requirement and handed it to her. ‘You can view it. It’s a victory a long time coming.’

	She gave him a quick, respectful nod, placed her pile of folders onto the desk, opened the folder. He sat behind his desk, quickly signing off on the other reports above her security clearance and making them disappear as soon as possible.

	His eyes snapped up when he heard his recruit make a small noise, a decidedly un-Magnolia noise, a weak noise. Without asking permission, she required a chair and sat heavily on it, the assuredly involuntary noise escaping her again. He concentrated on her, and heard her heart beating rapidly in his ears, her pulse far above that of his calm and collected recruit.

	She licked her lips, then finally looked up at him. ‘Sir,’ she began, but then closed her mouth and looked away again.

	‘Magnolia,’ he cautioned as he stood, ‘speak, or don’t, don’t-’

	‘You signed the short form of this, correct sir?’ she said quickly.

	The fact that she had interrupted him stunned him for a moment, but then he nodded. ‘Yes.’

	Genuine horror, the kind he thought he’d beaten out of her a long time ago, slid across her face. ‘Sir,’ she said quietly, ‘did you read the short form in its entirety?’

	‘I-’

	‘Sir, you didn’t, did you?’ She licked her lips again, and looked away for a moment. A highlighter appeared in her hand and she quickly flicked it across several sections of the paper, but still, she didn’t look at him.

	Trepidation was a brick in his gut. ‘Magnolia,’ he said, ‘what did I sign?’

	With a trembling hand, she handed across the highlighted sheet. He read the highlighted sections, twice, then he raised his fist to his mouth and bit through his thumb. The digit fell to his desk with a tiny thud and not much blood at all.

	From the stump, however, the blood flowed freely, and he did nothing to stop it. After a few seconds, emergency protocols kicked in, stemmed the flow of blood and began to regrow the thumb.

	 

	He looked across at his recruit, her favourite knife was already on the table, lying on top of its sheath, her body relaxed and awaiting punishment. He stared at her for a long moment, grateful of the offer, but without any desire to act on it. It wasn’t her he wanted to hurt, it wasn’t her he was going to-

	His newly-grown thumb flexed of its own accord, checking the connections and making sure that it was functioning within parameters. It was, but it didn’t matter, he didn’t need both thumbs for what he was going to do.

	‘I’m going to,’ he said, his voice far calmer than he could have predicted, ‘kill him.’

	He stood, turned, and walked into his gym. The lights came on automatically as he strode across the polished wood floor, and the secret wall panel slid open to reveal one of his weapon caches. He slid his hand across a great axe, the one he’d used to behead a king, but dismissed using it, as much…as much fun as it was, this wasn’t a job for such brute force. There needed to be pain before the death, only a little, he wasn’t going to have much time before they came for him, especially with Enforcers in the building, but time enough to do what he wanted.

	One hand still on the axe, his other shot out and grabbed his recruit by the neck, he didn’t turn to look at her, he didn’t try and choke her, he simply held her away from himself. He looked to a collection of three knives that resided beneath the axe.

	The knives would have been perfect, they all worked together, each releasing a different poison into their victim’s body, each working against them in a different way, culminating in a very painful death. Unfortunately, they were too slow, they wouldn’t be able to finish off the scholar before he was taken down.

	‘Sir,’ Magnolia said, not even struggling in his grip, ‘you can’t do this.’

	‘Are you presuming to tell me what to do?’ he asked as his hand ran over a small switchblade, one he’d offered to her, but she’d declined, saying that it had been designed hands smaller than his own. He agreed, but kept it anyway, sometimes a small weapon was necessary.

	‘Yes.’

	He snapped his head to look at her. He stared at her, then released her. Her gaze didn’t move from him. ‘Know your place, Recruit.’

	She took a step forward, her slight form close against his, the ruffles of her skirt brushing across his pants leg, the sound her heart still so loud in his ears. ‘If you take any weapon from that case, my place here will no longer exist.’

	He set his jaw. ‘And that means what to me?’

	Her heart was pounding, faster than he’d ever heard it beat before, faster than the first time he’d tried to kill her, faster than when she’d outrun a reaper.

	‘You are better than this, sir,’ she said quietly. Quietly, but not weakly, the uncertainty had disappeared from her voice. ‘You are better than this.’ He reached for a small and unadorned serrated blade. In a quick movement, she was between his hand and the weapons cache, she was quick, his training had paid off.

	‘Get out of my way, Magnolia.’

	‘Of course, sir,’ she said, but didn’t move.

	‘Recruit!’

	‘What you are doing is tantamount to suicide, sir, is this your plan, then there is something you have to do first.’

	‘Being?’

	With a quick jerk, she extracted her knife from her boot – evidentially replacing it for even the quick walk from his desk – and handed it to him handle-first. ‘Keep your promise.’

	He ripped the knife from her hand, a line of blood appearing across her palm, and pressed it to her neck. ‘One chance to take the easy way out.’

	‘If you’re gone, sir, I’m useless here. I have no intention of being useless.’

	‘Fine.’

	He grabbed the front of her dress with one hand, pulled her away from the weapons cache, and slammed her against the nearest part of the wall. She expelled a short breath, then lifted her chin and turned her head away, affording him a good view of her throat. A good target.

	He lifted the knife and pressed it to her skin.

	The rest of his life would consist of six movement. All so simple, all so practiced. The first, to cut her throat. The second, to drop her body. The third, to drop the bloody knife. The fourth, to grab the serrated blade. The fifth to shift to the scholar. The six, to stab Jones. Then, all he would have to do is to await his execution.

	It was better than what the future held otherwise.

	He stared unblinkingly at Magnolia, and for a moment, she turned back to look at him, but she said nothing. She knew she’d overstepped her bounds, and was apparently satisfied with her current number of infarctions.

	 

	After a moment, a moment in which he could have cut her throat, a moment in which he could have started his last six actions, a moment in which he could have changed everything, her demeanour changed. Her eyes told him she’d accepted her fate, as well she should have, he had a knife at her throat, that meant-

	‘Sir, I-’

	He shifted away.

	 


04 – Wizardry

	Posted on November 28, 2009 by Stormy 

	17 Days Ago

	‘JONES!’

	Jones spun his chair and saw Taylor, hellfire burning in his eyes storming across his office.

	‘JONES!’

	He’d expected this, he’d expected it a lot sooner, though thankfully it had come late enough so that nothing could be done to reverse it, to take back the lives he’d saved. ‘You don’t have to shout,’ he said, ‘I’m right here.’ He removed his glasses and laid them on the desk, his eye immediately adjusting as he looked over at Merlin, working intently on a colouring-in picture.

	‘JONES!’ Taylor roared again.

	He stood, and stared at the approaching agent. He wanted to gloat for exploiting Taylor’s hate of paperwork, lack of patience, and eagerness to destroy anything deemed a threat. Taylor came at him, both fists in the air…and was suddenly across the room again.

	He blinked, and gave a curious look to the combat agent, whose own look of confusion told him that he hadn’t shifted himself.

	‘Why did you-?!’

	‘You should have looked at what you were signing,’ he said. ‘You had every opportunity.’

	Taylor came at him again, and again, when he was in punching distance, was across the room and out of causing-harm’s distance.

	‘You tricked me!’ Taylor yelled as he pulled a monitor from its support. ‘You manipulated me!’ he tossed the monitor, which turned into a burst of glitter, scattering harmlessly to the floor.

	‘Yes, I used you,’ he admitted, ‘what else was I supposed to do?’

	Another monitor was torn from its support. ‘Your duty,’ Taylor hissed. ‘For once in your damn life.’ He lifted the monitor to throw it, only to see that it had turned into a plush rabbit. He tore the rabbit in two and hurled away the parts. ‘Circumventing the rules should not be rewarded!’

	He stared at the combat agent. ‘We bent the rules to bring you back.’

	The rage seemed to drain away, becoming a sudden, terrifying calm. ‘And you shouldn’t have.’

	‘Taylor, look-’

	Taylor looked to Merlin for a moment, then approached slowly. ‘That was your fault.’

	He furrowed his brow. ‘We wanted you back-’

	‘Not that,’ Taylor said, ‘Whitman.’

	He focused on the convenient dirty spot on his floor. ‘We had no possible way of-’

	‘Save it, scholar. You know what happened. You’re doing it again.’

	He kept his focus on the dirty spot. ‘It’s a different-’

	Taylor’s hand shot out to grab him, but as they came within inches of his face, they simply stopped, unable to progress any further.

	‘Stop this!’ Taylor screamed.

	‘You signed off on it,’ he said as he replaced his glasses, ‘unless you want to explain to the Enforcers that you in fact failed in your-’ A gun appeared in Taylor’s hand, aimed directly at him. He simply stared down the barrel, unafraid of the shot – it was for show, it was an expression of anger, it couldn’t actually hurt him.

	‘What happens,’ Taylor asked, ‘when this one goes wrong? That much mirror could-’

	‘She didn’t deserve to die. Neither did you. It’s a-’

	‘You’re going to fail as miserably this time a you did with me. I hope at least it’s only recruits that die this time.’

	There was a click from the gun, and he steadied himself, never mind that there was no pain, being shot in the head was always a disturbing experience. The shot, however, never came, instead, the gun began to melt over the combat agent’s hand. He boggled at the liquefied gun as it began to solidify itself over the huge hand that was holding it, Taylor mirrored his expression, unable to comprehend what was going on.

	‘Go back and read your paperwork,’ he said, ‘read the details, a few of them might interest you.’

	He cracked the solid-again metal from his hand and flung it from his hand. ‘Such as?’

	He toggled a few options, restricting the emotion on his face. ‘You get to do her limit testing, and if you can prove-’

	‘I can get rid of it?’

	‘The possibility exists, yes.’

	Taylor took a step back, then shifted away without another word.

	He took a deep breath, adjusted his lab coat, then stood and walked over to Merlin, who was drawing silver stars with a red crayon onto a purple-coloured superhero. ‘You really shouldn’t do that,’ he said as he ruffled the boy’s hair.

	Merlin said nothing continued to draw on the silver stars onto the picture for a few moments, then tore it from the book and set it aside with the pile of other completed pictures. He flipped to a new page in the book and lifted a black crayon.

	‘Merlin…’

	‘He’s not allowed to hurt you,’ the boy said, his tiny, serious voice said. ‘He wanted to hurt you.’

	He sat in a freshly-required chair beside the boy. ‘He wasn’t-’ He cut himself off as he saw something on the table move. He looked down and saw the lines on the page moving, sliding across the paper, destroying the original image for something new.

	‘He was going to hurt you,’ Merlin said, occasionally helping one of the lines into place with his black crayon. What had been the image of a smiling firefighter slowly morphed into a rough rendition of the lab they were in, and something that very much looked like his corpse lying on the floor. With a scribble, the silhouetted image of Taylor appeared, a knife in his hand. Merlin spat on the page, and colour, detail and…reality slipped into the image. It was as clear as a photograph, as clear as-

	‘You saw this in his mind, didn’t you?’

	‘Magnolia stopped him, but only just.’ The boy turned to him, the goggles disappearing from his face. ‘No-one’s allowed to hurt my mumma.’

	He swiveled the boy’s chair and lifted the boy over into his lap, holding him tightly. ‘Merlin, I love you for that, but you can’t catch his attention like that, you can’t make him notice you anymore than he already does.’

	The boy shook his head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

	‘Yes it does,’ he insisted, ‘no-one but me can know what you really are, all right? They might take you away from here. You keep using your magic like that…’ He shook his head. ‘I can look after myself.’

	The boy’s shoulders dropped, and slowly Merlin reached a hand up. The images flooded into his mind, taking away the sight of his lab, and of the boy. More images like the one in the colouring book flooded his mind, fresh, sharp, real images of how Taylor had imagined killing him. Swift, brutal, final, no chance for escape, no chance for help from anyone.

	‘Stop,’ he whispered, and the influx of foreign information stopped.

	Merlin slid back over to his own chair and closed the colouring book. ‘He can as mean as he wants, but he can’t hurt you, I won’t let him.’

	Images of himself spitting up blood and gasping for air stayed in his mind, horrifically real images, gltich fuel. Images from what was certainly a reality in some dimensions. He tried to push them away as he forced a smile onto his face. ‘I think,’ he said, ‘this calls for ice-cream sundaes.’

	Merlin gave him a sage nod and lifted a large, freshly required spoon. At least, he assumed it had been required. He hoped it had been required.

	‘After that,’ he said as the table in front of them began to slowly morph into an ice-cream bar at his commands. ‘We’ve got a new project to work on, would you like to help me build an agent?’

	‘Agent Squishy?’

	‘Yes,’ he said after a moment, ‘Agent Squishy.’

	‘Okies, I just hope there’s enough cookies.’

	 


05 – Confrontations

	Posted on December 5, 2009 by Stormy 

	Taylor shifted back into his office, and was immediately met with the unwelcome sight of Emma in his chair. His barely-contained urges to kill rose again, and automated calculations began to determine exactly how quickly he could retrieve one of his fae weapons, return, and cut the other agent’s heart out.

	Emma simply smirked. ‘Well, if you don’t want people sitting in your chair, you should have more furniture in here.’

	He turned to look at Magnolia, who had retreated from her unauthorised chair, to the corner near the door. Paperwork was spread all around her, and she was hurriedly highlighting sections.

	‘I informed her that you were unavailable, sir,’ his recruit said as she put another highlighted piece of paper onto a growing stack, ‘she insisted on staying.’

	‘You-’ he started.

	‘I tried to evict her sir,’ she said as he looked up, the new bruise on her cheek darkening her pale skin, ‘she didn’t take kindly to it.’ After a moment, she looked away, and went back to the paperwork.

	He stared at the bruise, curled his fist, and shifted across the office to give Emma a matching one. The force knocked her from his chair, but she shifted herself away before she hit the ground.

	‘No-one,’ he growled, ‘hurts my recruit.’

	He heard Magnolia drop her pen, then hurriedly pick it back up, and went back to annotating the paperwork.

	‘She was giving me lip,’ Emma hissed.

	He punched the agent again. ‘Get. Out.’

	‘How could you do this? How could you of all people approve this?’

	‘I was manipulated.’

	‘You should have read the fucking paperwork!’

	‘Out of this Agency, now.’

	‘If you value your life so little as to let such a mistake be repeated, I’ll gladly end your life, you don’t need to wait to be torn apart again.’

	He heard Magnolia stand to leave, but a thought locked the door, trapping her in the office.

	‘This one,’ Emma continued, ‘is going to be a thousand times worse, because there’s mirror involved. I don’t know how Jones managed to convince them that she’s worth the risk, but we could all be in serious trouble.’

	‘I realise that,’ he said, holding himself back from hitting her again.

	Emma’s face contorted into one of anger. ‘That’s all you’ve got to say for yourself?’

	‘No. Protocol ninety-six-dash-d.”

	He almost smiled as the agent was forced-shifted from his Agency.

	‘Sir?’

	One thought cleared his desk, a second shifted all of Magnolia’s paperwork onto the large surface – still in their neat little piles, a third had her back in her unauthorised chair, a fourth had him in his upright-again chair, a fifth refreshed his rumpled clothes and a sixth placed an icepack in front of his recruit.

	He watched her stare at the icepack for a moment, before lifting it to her face without comment and going back to the piles of paper.

	‘Report,’ he ordered.

	Slender fingers dug several tagged pieces of paper from their piles. ‘The extent of this experiment is that ex-Recruit Mimosa will be upgraded to an agent using a combination of Agent software and a piece of the Dajulveed mirror. Power levels are severely lower than that of a real agent, something akin to, and I quote “a recruit with advantages”.’

	‘Reasons stated?’

	‘A myriad of research purposes, only of interest to the techs; ethical reasoning including that it would contravene the directive not to kill the innocent; personal reasoning stating loyalty to-’

	‘I’d assume O’Connor’s loyalty to the Agency is more than that.’

	‘It’s not listing Agency loyalty,’ she said reproachfully, ‘it’s listing loyalty to Agent Ryan, as if that somehow means anything.’

	‘It doesn’t,’ he said, ‘but it’s worth noting.’

	She was silent for a moment. ‘There are also references to several locked files, and names that I don’t recognise sir. Some of the context for this information is dependent on those files, so I apologise, but I can’t provide you with all the information if I can’t-’

	‘Twenty years ago,’ he said, ‘Recruit Carol Whitman became an agent.’

	‘And she was from this Agency?’

	He nodded, but she said nothing further. ‘Ask, recruit,’ he growled.

	‘What happened?’

	‘Jones screwed it up,’ he said, fighting back the patchy memories, ‘and a lot of a people died.’ He stared at her, watching a dozen emotions fighting across her face, a dozen unasked questions demanding to be asked and a dozen Eyes Only file requests forming. She, thankfully, and like he’d trained her, acted on none of these impulses and went back to being his calm, collected recruit.

	‘Now,’ he said, ‘the limit testing.’

	‘I haven’t viewed this in detail, sir,’ she said, ‘as a lot of is the discussion of particular methods to be used and individual limits to be tested. The basics, however, include physical – up to fourteen hours a day, including testing all ways in which the mirror interacts with injury and system shocks. Also, amongst the psychological, induced glitches up to level six have been approved.’

	‘Time frame?’

	‘The tech estimate is that she’ll be ready for testing in four days.’

	‘Read the rest of the file, prepare a full report for me and report back at nineteen hundred.’

	‘Yes sir,’ she said, and immediately stood and began to gather up all of the paperwork.

	He silently watched her leave, then retreated to his gym and began a training program, hoping that routine would drown out the memories, his remembered screams, the image of the blonde woman covered in blood, and the sensation of dying.

	 


06 – The Missing

	Posted on December 6, 2009 by Stormy 

	After his fourth training program, Taylor stopped to breathe for a moment. Fading generated training opponents littered the floor of his gym, a testament to the rate at which he’d completed all four routines. Each was of a different kind, a different type of monster to test his skills, to concentrate his thoughts on anything other than the blonde.

For a moment, he considered a shower, but that was a mortal habit and he had no need of it. He wasn’t mortal, he wasn’t weak, he had none of their frailties. He was above that, he was beyond the point where anything could hurt him. He was better than that.

	Better than the man who had lost against something that shouldn’t have existed.

	One requirement refreshed himself, clearing the sweat from his body, another had him in his formal uniform, the unfamiliarity of the suit making him uncomfortable. It was far too constricting, the tie served no purpose, and it was much harder to weave in harm-resistant thread into something that looked like a business shirt than it was to strengthen a decent military jacket.

	Still, he had no intention of approaching him in anything less than formal dress. It wouldn’t have been right.

	He accessed his temporary top-access controls and shifted himself into the Director’s office.

	The director made no move to welcome him, to ask about the intrusion or to ask for a status report. The director simply sat there, his head resting on his desk, his breathing slow and regular. No change from the last time he’d seen him, no change in the last fifty years, not that any was expected. There was no expectation for him to wake up, but the hope remained anyway.

	‘Reynolds,’ he said as he approached the desk, far too aware of the sounds his suit was making. ‘Sir?’

	Director Reynolds said nothing, his eyes staring across at some point on the far wall.

	‘He’s done it again,’ he said. ‘You would never have let this happen.’

	The Director made a small groan, shifted his head a little, and began to drool.

	‘It’s a dilution of what we are,’ he said as he rounded Reynold’s desk. ‘You need to stop it.’

	He lifted the Director away from the desk, wiped away the drool with the handkerchief in his pocket – likely the only advantage of wearing the suit, and gently placed the older agent back down. A simple requirement replaced Reynold’s dust-covered suit with a clean one.

	‘He’s done you nothing but disservice. You should have chosen me.’

	The catatonic director still remained silent.

	‘You should have chosen me!’ he screamed.

	Reynolds began to drool again.

	‘Make him go in your place. You need to come back. Someone else can pay the price now.’

	An alarm sounded in his mind, and he was shifted from the director’s office back to his own. His temporary controls were gone, he was no longer in charge, he again under the direction of a man who didn’t deserve the privilege of leading.

	One quick requirement had him back into comfortable clothes. One quick shift had him in front of his “commanding officer”. Ryan still looked pale, not nearly as sickly as he had on the roof when all of this had started, but still less than adequate. Ryan had taken back directorial control, and he still wasn’t dressed yet.

	The lab was quiet, and the regeneration tub was slowly receding back into the floor, and Ryan was leaning against a bench, slowly buttoning up his shirt. Dressing himself like a mortal. Dressing himself like a human would. Ryan looked across at him, and said nothing as he finished buttoning up his shirt.

	He watched as the field agent required his vest, and slipped into it, still silent, still offering no explanation or apology. No reason as to why he was willing to repeat a mistake.

	He wanted to hurt Ryan. He wanted to kill him, but the anger was old…an older, deeper anger than that which had nearly made him kill the scholar. There wasn’t much to be said that hadn’t been said before. Ryan would have the same answers he always had. The same reasons he always used. The same excuses for being a poor example of an agent.

	There were so many things to say, but one question seemed most important. One question that actually had the potential to make the other agent stop and think.

	‘What use will it be?’

	Ryan finished tying his tie, tucked it into his vest, then looked up. ‘What do you mean?’

	‘Your recruit,’ he said, his calm surprising him again. ‘Of what use will it be?’

	‘She will-’

	‘What did it ever do to deserve this? It had no talent, or skill, or-’

	‘You signed off on it,’ Ryan said as he put on his jacket, ‘you can’t argue it now.’

	‘It’s a liability.’

	‘So were you.’

	A thought summoned Magnolia. He turned his head to look at her, and he easily ignored her state of incomplete dress, her open corset that barely covered her breasts, the fading bruises on her pale skin, and the lines of fine muscle definition. All unimportant, ignored.

	‘On your knees,’ he ordered his recruit. With a sharp nod, she was on her knees in front of him, an expectant look on her face. His next thought had a gun in his hand, and he was pleased to see that she didn’t flinch.

	‘Don’t!’ he vaguely heard Ryan shout.

	He pulled the trigger twice, one bullet slamming into her shoulder, the second lodging itself into her knee. He ignored the field agent’s damning of him, and looked down at his bleeding recruit, who was staying upright despite the blood and despite the pain. Neither would last very long, this wasn’t a test of her ability, just a demonstration.

	‘Recruit guidelines, from page one, now,’ he ordered.

	‘Recruit handbook, version 85.1.5, current to all recruitments up to and including October 2009, according to the standard calender,’ she began, dropping the injured shoulder a little to alleviate some of the pain.

	‘Get her medical attention, now,’ he heard Ryan order.

	He turned to face him. ‘No.’

	‘Damn you, she’s-’

	‘A real recruit,’ he said, cutting the other man. ‘This is what they are. They are tools to be use, at our discretion, for whatever we wish, however we wish. They signed up for this, they fight, they die, that is their entire purpose.’

	‘Version changes to this document include-’ Magnolia continued, trying to keep the pain from her voice.

	He took a step toward Ryan, and looked down on the shorter agent. ‘This is what a recruit should be able to do. You’re weak, your recruits are weak, and this experiment…she won’t pass the limit testing, I won’t let her pass the limit testing. Do everyone a favour, and end this now.’

	‘No.’

	‘You’re creating another Whitman.’

	Ryan’s face went impassive. ‘And I killed Carol, didn’t I? I’m sorry that it wasn’t before she attacked you, I’ve apologised a thousand times, I cannot make up for what she did, we brought you back, we tried, we did all we could.’

	‘You-’

	‘I killed Carol,’ Ryan said again. ‘I did what I had to do. Compared to that…killing Stef would be easy.’

	‘A mistake that you-’

	‘This discussion is over,’ Ryan said, turned, and shifted away. .

	‘-pertaining to the second-’ Magnolia continued to recite.

	‘When the Parkers finish with you,’ he said to his recruit, ‘finish your report on the experiment.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	‘And read the associated files, you have access now.’

	‘Yes sir.’

	He shifted her to the infirmary, leaving him alone in the lab with only her bloodstain and the silence of an unoccupied room – the same silence there had been after the mad Whitman had gone into a room full of recruits, and walked out of a room full of bodies.

	He immediately shifted to his recruits’ gym, and began to shout orders at the well-trained soldiers, ordering them into formations. A pointless exercise, other than its inherent value to test their readiness. But noise, any noise, even useless noise, was better than being alone and frightened.

	 


07 – Awake

	Posted on December 12, 2009 by Stormy 

	Awake.

	Stef felt the spark of consciousness rip through her body, and in turn, began to feel each part of her body. Toes flexed against socks. Fingers curled reflexively against cold air. Something weighed down her chest and shoulders. A mouth worked, as if trying to speak words without aid from the brain, and finally, she felt her sleep-heavy eyes.

	Unafraid, she opened her eyes.

	A fuzzy blue world met her eyes. Insubstantial clouds flew about the sky – the seemingly low sky, the way-too-low sky, occasionally broken by the frail impression of a bird or plane. Except they weren’t birds or planes they were- Her eyes lost focus on what she was seeing for a moment, and she looked away, more concerned with where she was than with the native wildlife and/or native technology.

	She sat up, and found what was weighing her down – heavy, cold, iron chains. She stabilised herself, pushed the chains from her shoulders, letting them pool around her. There was a distant feeling on her chest and she looked down – the chains weren’t simply wrapped over her, they were through her, poking through her chest several times, with a large section embedded in her stomach. It wasn’t painful, they were just there. Just there, just like she was, just “where” was the question.

	She wasn’t alone – there were plenty of people in the strange, fuzzy world – her vision kept trying to focus on them. She blinked, then without warning, her vision zoomed in on the people. The fact that she now apparent had camera eyes was less disturbing than it should have been, and the fact that she was less disturbed than she should have been disturbed her, but again, the feeling was somehow muted.

	‘I should stop thinking about it,’ she said, her voice slightly flat against her ears.

	Again, she had the not-as-disturbing, disturbing feeling. She’d told herself to calm down. She’d told herself. The command hadn’t come from…

	Her mind was silent.

	All of her thoughts were there…the voices weren’t.

	She sat still, ignoring the other people, ignoring the chains, and listening only to herself. Nothing. Just her thoughts, just regular thoughts, or what she presumed to be regular thoughts. No thoughts that she wasn’t aware of not having. She was alone, truly alone for the first time that she could remember. The ever-present murmur that was her rather vocal sensible side was gone. The angry, crabby voice that had kept her safe was silent. Her thoughts weren’t disparate, and everything was still.

	A not-as-afraid-as-she-should-be feeling filled her. There was a word to describe what she was experiencing. A word to describe her. A word she’d long along left behind.

	Sane.

	‘Who’s gonna tell me what to do?’

	There was no answer.

	The questioned remained unanswered, and quickly became less important as a few of the people began to move toward her. No, not people, agents. The knowledge was immediate, and she didn’t question it. Not all of them were suits – not all of them wore clothes – some clad in nothing more than underwear. But they were still agents.

	It was only a small contingent that moved toward her. Six agents, in various costumes.

	Leading the pack, and outdistancing the rest of the small pack by at least a few metres was a severe-looking man in a longcoat. Badass longcoat.

	‘You stink of Brisbane, human.’ He said as he came within earshot.

	‘Who pissed in your Weet-bix?’ The question came surprisingly easily, and she only second-guessed her decision as the man pulled back a hand to strike her.

	‘Leave her alone, Rhys,’ an English – London English – agent demanded. His suit was modern, unlike the badass longcoat’s Victorian jacket. ‘She doesn’t even know what you are, she’s not to blame, stop bitching at the girl.’

	‘Then you deal with it.’

	‘I know what he is,’ she said slowly, ‘he’s an agent, you all are.’

	This time, he did strike her, but there was nothing more than the impression of skin against skin, as his hand went straight through her head.

	‘Go away Rhys, you can talk to her when you calm down.’

	‘They destroy me, and now they’re letting humans in?’

	‘Go away Rhys.’ This time, the Londoner’s voice had a tone of finality to it. ‘Two things,’ the English agent said as Rhys stalked away. ‘He’s a dusker, not an agent, still angel-kind, but a different model, if you get what I mean.’

	‘Yeah, I guess,’ she said.

	‘And he’s not going to like you, no matter what you do, so stay away from him. Brisbane was his city, but then again, duskers, nothing you can do.’

	‘I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about.’

	Her attitude seemed to surprise the agent, and frankly it surprised her as well, they were her words, certainly, but…at the same time, it wasn’t her. The quickly becoming familiar not-really-only-kinda-disturbed feeling filled her, but she was distracted by the slight of a nearly naked man standing in front of her.

	The bald agent, wearing only a pair of ratty boxers stared down at her and grinned the grin of an idiot. ‘A girl,’ he said in a wavering voice before patting her on the head.

	‘Probably,’ she muttered. ‘Why aren’t you wearing clothes?’

	‘That’s just Kelvin,’ the Londoner said, ‘play nice, girl.’

	‘Why is it with agents people get reduced to a sex or a title? What does your kind have against names?’

	‘Our kind, you mean,’ Kelvin muttered as he tied a bow into her hair. The other three agents behind the Londoner gave her last looks, then disappeared.

	‘What the…?’ She looked up at the agent, and yanked the bow from her hair, then looked across at the Londoner. ‘What the fuck does he mean?’

	‘Standards certainly have slipped a lot,’ he said, ‘I mean, it’s not like we get a lot of humans down here, but you’ve still got quite a mouth on you, girl.’

	She gave a shrug, and more of the chain fell from her chest. She stared at it, raised a hand to the chain and began to pull on it. Slowly, but surely, more of the chain easily fell from her chest, each new link sparking for a second before dulling into what felt like iron.

	‘Humptydumptyhumptydumptyhumptydumpty!’ Kelvin shouted, causing her to cringe.

	‘Jesus!’ she muttered as she covered her ears. ‘What the hell is your problem?’

	‘Exactly how much of an education did you have?’ the Englishman asked her. ‘Did they actually have good reason for doing this, or were you a favoured bit of ass by whoever’s in control now?’

	‘I fail to see,’ she began, before cutting herself off. ‘He’s the broken egg they can’t put back together, isn’t he?’

	The agent crouched in front of her and grabbed hold of one of the sections of chain. There was a blue glow under his hand and the chain sparked again, this time going clear, turning to crystal. She stared at the crystal, and at the…memories being played out in slow motion in each facet of the crystal.

	‘Oh fuck me, it’s a chain of memories? I didn’t even play that game…’

	‘You have no idea where you are, do you?’

	‘Well, no-one’s told me anything yet.’

	‘Kelvin,’ the agent said, ‘why don’t you go visit with the Jeremies for a while?’

	‘…yes sir.’

	She began to play with the chain, staring into the disconnected memories within the crystal facets. They were all her memories, but they were so distant, so far away, all information, no feeling. She looked up at the agent. ‘Want to start with your name?’

	‘Edward,’ the agent said. ‘Formerly of the London Agency.’

	‘Gee,’ she said, ‘never would have guessed.’

	‘I can’t hit you here,’ he said, ‘but don’t tempt me anyway.’

	‘That must make you feel like such a man, hit a little girl.’

	He looked uncomfortable for a moment, then seemed to dismiss it. ‘You’re not a girl, you’re an agent, no conflict of interest.’

	‘Recruit,’ she corrected, ‘former.’

	‘Agent,’ the man said again. ‘Or…unless they’re releasing the new model already, which I’d say they aren’t. Agent.’

	‘Recruit.’

	Edward stared at her. ‘Ok, why do you think you’re here.’

	‘I don’t even know where here is.’

	‘You’re in the collective unconscious. Specifically, memory storage.’

	‘This is where they chuck recycled agents?’

	‘And the girly gets a prize.’

	She stared at the iron chain, trying to pull together the sequence of events. ‘I got put in the crystal chamber. But then there was Death. Then nothing. Then here.’

	‘Great, half a story, tell us the rest when you get back.’ He pointed a finger at her. ‘Chain means they’re keeping you all together, not letting any bits fly free or get taken by others. Means you’re going back whole. Unusual for these parts, hardly any bits or bobs escape here.’

	‘I’m gonna be an agent?’

	‘Seems that way.’

	‘I’m calmer now,’ Rhys said as he reappeared behind Edward, though his expression was far from serene, ‘my turn.’

	 


08 – Scars

	Posted on December 13, 2009 by Stormy 

	16 days ago.

	Ryan paused in his paperwork when Jones’ face appeared in his vision. [Sir, could I see you for a minute?]

	He placed his pen down and shifted to the tech’s lab. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘What is it?’

	Jones ignored him for a moment while he crouched in one of the lab’s corners. He looked past the tech and saw Merlin there, asleep on what looked like a large pillow designed for a dog. The tech placed a hand on the slight boy’s shoulder and shifted him away from the lab. ‘Sorry,’ Jones said, ‘he’s been working for too long. He worked through the night, even though I told him not to.’

	‘It’s fine,’ he said. He turned his attention to the large table in the middle of the room, and the shell of his recruit under the sheet. ‘Did he have fun helping with her?’ he asked as he approached the table.

	‘He had some amazing insights,’ Jones said as he sat at his chair on the opposite side of the examination table. ‘Things I never would have thought of. New priorities, new perspectives, new ways of thinking, so much as it sounds like PR bullshit sometimes, recruiting human really was the best thing that happened to the Agencies.’

	‘Even though he’s not a recruit,’ he pointed out without thinking.

	‘Or entirely human for that matter,’ Jones said, his face slipping back toward neutral. ‘But Merlin’s neither here nor there at the moment, let’s leave my child alone and focus on yours.’

	He looked down at his recruit, dead on Jones’ slab. No, not dead, inert. Just a shell, all parts of her were scattered, disparate, waiting to come back together so she could start her new life. Still, she looked dead. Dead like-

	‘This is the third time I’ve done this,’ Jones said quietly as he removed his glasses and laid them on the sheet covering Stef, ‘and honest to Chaos, I regret the first two times.’

	The tech’s quiet voice halted his thoughts, and self-restraint stopped him from thinking too much on the first two times. The overwhelming guilt, the pain, the- He marshaled his thoughts, this was different, it was such a different thing to what they had done for Carol, or for Taylor. It wasn’t going to fail this time, it was going to be fine. She was going to be fine.

	Fine. She was going to be fine. Just like they thought Carol was going to be fine. Just like they thought Taylor was going to be fine.

	He swallowed, looking for the positive, looking for a way out of the guilt-ridden memories. ‘We wouldn’t even be here without you. She wouldn’t be-’

	‘I know,’ Jones said, suddenly brightening, his voice taking on a slight manic edge. The tech stood, replaced his glasses and lifted a panel on the side of the slab – revealing a set of controls.

	‘I’ll leave you to work, then.’

	‘No.’ Jones snapped. ‘This is the really cool part. And for the amount of awesome things I get to do in a day, that means it’s pretty special. Stay and watch.’

	He gave a slight nod as Jones began to play with the controls.

	‘The heart can’t be present, as it keeps the status quo. Keep it in there while we work, and it will either impede it, or keep her in a transitory state. And…for this, it might begin to recognise her as a shapeshifter.’

	He nodded, and was relieved that Jones had thought of this – the last thing he needed was an sugar-high recruit with the ability to shapeshift at will, or worse yet, without thinking about it.

	‘The first time, there really only was some cosmetic damage to repair. The second time, the blank slate needed some work. This time, well, you want her to be an agent right, don’t you think she’s a little short?’ Jones spun a dial, and the body grew by several inches.

	He just stared.

	‘The hair is fine,you’d almost think she’d been planning on this career move her entire life.’ He tore the sheet away, exposing the inert body to the world. ‘The scars, however, sir, are a problem. Who’s going to buy an agent with this many scars?’

	‘Tay-’

	‘Yes, but she’s not combat is she? No field agent has this amount of scarring.’

	‘How would you know that?’

	‘I IM’d a sample population of a hundred and fifty, and said “nekkid pics plz”. For the combat guys, it’s the…the….Klingon mentality, they’re proud. They can’t stay.’ Another few dials and all of the scar tissue disappeared.

	‘I’m not sure-’

	‘And she’d underdeveloped.’ A generous spin of a dial. This time, the effect was slowler, but gradually, his nigh-androgenous recruit grew into a shapely young woman.

	‘What is-’

	‘Now, now that hair’s out of place,’ Jones commented idly. A few button pushes cycled through hair colours – black, red, orange, blue, silver, blonde.

	Blonde.

	He stepped away from the slab, afraid of his tech’s next move. With a look that bordered on true fear, Jones put a hand over Stef’s face and closed his eyes. When he moved his hand, it wasn’t an inert Stef that stared back, it was Carol. A dozen questions solidified in his mind. A dozen more insults in a multitude of languages. But…he knew what it was that his tech was asking.

	‘No.’ he said.

	‘Are you sure?’ Jones’ voice wavered a bit.

	‘Of course I am.’

	‘We can end this experiment now. We can cease everything. We can unchain her in the collective unconscious and let her pollute future agents. We don’t have to continue.’

	‘No.’

	‘If you want Carol, I will not think less of you – use the mirror to bring back Carrol, with whatever consequences that brings. For me to continue, I need you to tell me that you are doing this for her. For no other reason than for her.’

	‘I am.’

	‘We brought back Taylor for ourselves, because of our guilt, because we could not stand to lose him. We did not do it for him.’

	‘I know.’

	‘Carol, we brought back for you. I’m sure part of her wanted to come back, but it was for you, really. You loved her too much to let go.’

	‘He waved a hand across the body, and it became Stef again.

	‘Tell me that you’re doing this for Stef.’

	‘You know I am.’

	‘Tell me you’re doing this for Stef.’

	‘Would I have chanced recycling if I wasn’t? If it…were any any other need, or just a position that another recruit could fill, do you think that I would have chance my own life? I was afraid, I will tell you that. And I know what else I can use the mirror for her, but this is for her. For her, no other reason.’

	To this, Jones nodded. ‘Good, I’ll start the next stage, then.’

	‘How long is this going to take?’

	‘Longer than Carol, but I’ll have to do her in stages, she’ll be awake a lot sooner than Carol was, but I imagine I’ll be patching her for months to come. The human part, that’s easy, that’s a couple of scans and some minor configuring. The mirror though, that’s the hard part.’

	He opened his mouth to speak.

	‘To all of your questions, no.’

	‘Pardon?’

	‘Your first was going to be “she’s in the collective unconscious, can’t we just make her an agent from there?”. Answer: no. Why? For so many reasons. Primary amongst them is that we’ve already run that format of experiment before. It didn’t work out so well. And they wouldn’t let us keep her – we have to have a basis for running this experiment, remember? Secondly, yes, she’s in the collective unconscious, but how much of her is still in the mirror? You said it yourself, sir, it holds her soul, so yes, I could create an agent, it would walk and talk like her, but in all likelihood, whatever you keep trying to save would be gone. It would be a poor reproduction, and I refuse to make another of those.’

	All he could do was stare.

	The tech managed a smile. ‘Most of the other reasons, sir, pale in comparison to that.’

	 


09 – Eyes and Ears

	Posted on December 15, 2009 by Stormy 

	Require: mirror.

	As it usually did, the half-size mirror appeared on Curt’s wardrobe door. He looked himself up and down, one last final check before going on a mission. Pants, freshly pressed, well freshly required, so they looked freshly pressed. Shoes shiny with polish he’d applied himself.

Shirt, vest and tie all in their proper positions, nothing out of place. Shoulder holster and spare ammo, enough to survive a quick trip through a blackout zone or to fight his way out of a dozen different scenarios. He lifted his jacket from the back of his chair, and with a thought, powered down his computer.

	He slipped on his jacket and completed the guise of a proper little recruit. The look of someone with nothing to be ashamed of. The look of someone with something to be proud of. Not a look that an ex-Solstice should be able to pull off. Not a look that he, with all the whispers in his direction, should have been able to wear so easily. But it was. Most of the time it was.

	A thought had his headset in his hand, which he slipped into his ear and activated. ‘Who’s on channel with me?’

	Dead air was his only response.

	He lifted his car keys from the desk and walked from his room, slamming the door on his way out, the sound echoing down the empty hallway.

	‘Oi, geek squad, quit it with the WoW and get on channel with me.’ He punched the elevator button. ‘Or I’ll get your boss to suspend your account.’

	‘Geez,’ a tired-sounding girl said, ‘you haven’t even signed out yet.’

	‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said as he stepped into the lift. ‘Mission start time is mission start time.’

	There was the sound of liquid being slurped up a straw. ‘Dude, you aren’t even out of the building, and this is hardly a mission, it’s a stupid follow-up, you don’t even need someone on channel with you.’

	The lift slid open again and he walked into the large garage. It was mostly empty space, most of the recruits didn’t like to keep a car, happy to require a new one whenever it took their fancy, only the occasional rev-head spent any time down there, upgrading cars with parts and additions that would have taken them a decade to save for in any other life.

	There was also a blocked off section, with unknown contents. Some theorised that it was Taylor’s secret torture room, others suggested that it was where-

	‘Why is your car black?’ the tech recruit in his ear said. ‘It’s so boring.’

	He pressed the unlock button on his key chain and slid into the driver’s seat. ‘It’s anonymous,’ he said, ‘it-’

	‘If it’s anonymous, where’s your Guy Fawkes mask?’

	‘Who are you anyway?’ he asked as he started the car.

	‘Screen,’ the girl replied. ‘Haven’t been on-channel with you before.’

	‘Where’s Raz?’ he asked, wishing for his usual tech-in-the-ear, instead of the likely pain-in-the-ass.

	‘It’s his day off,’ the girl said as he drove out onto the street. ‘And no, I can’t go get him, Jonesy worked him to the bone yesterday. Super-secret-special project.’

	He stopped for a red light. ‘What,’ he said as he required himself a coffee, ‘like half of those special-ed-special projects he has you do half the time? I mean, the Tetris thing didn’t work out so well…’

	‘We’re still working on that,’ Screen said defensively, ‘it needs more testing.’

	‘So how are you gonna save the world this time? Mario Brothers?’

	The girl giggled, and there was another slurping sound. ‘Oh, you should see what we’re doing with that… But this, this is something different. He’s actually letting us play with agent code.’

	He shuddered, and put his coffee into the cup holder. ‘I always find that disturbing. It’s hard to reconcile, don’t you think?’

	‘Shrug,’ the girl said, ‘maybe you need to spend more time up here, it won’t bother you so much after that. Programs are people too. Gods make the angels, and god-tech is like, five billion years more advanced. Don’t worry, be jealous. I mean, wouldn’t you like YouTube in your head?’

	‘Not really, there’s no porn.’

	‘Sigh.’

	He made a left turn. ‘Tell me at least you read up on this mission before jumping on your computer.’

	He heard the shuffling of papers. ‘Yeah, you’re going to check out the freaky-ass mansion that had the starchild living there. Don’t see why though, we already did a check. It was fine.’

	‘Protocol demands a second check. If they had a leech there, it might mean that something else is going on.’

	He heard her munching on something. Likely chips. ‘It still isn’t much of a mission. Why do you need eyes and ears?’

	‘Because we’re not the only one who does follow-up checks.’

	‘You want to catch a Solly and earn brownie-points!’ she squealed.

	‘Ouch. Volume, Recruit, can you at least act like you’re taking this seriously?’

	‘I will when you give me something to serious at. BRB bio break.’ The line went dead and he sighed, wrapping his hands tighter around the steering wheel.

	‘Curt to Jones,’ he said in a loud clear voice. There was a click in his headset, then a moment of quiet static.

	‘Jones here.’

	‘Sir, can I get a replacement?’

	‘No,’ Jones said, ‘I’ve only got three people awake down here, and Julie’s looking after Fredericks. Screen’s fine, just relax.’

	‘I’m trying to be professional here, and-’

	‘If you get into trouble, she’ll show you how good she is, until then, just remember that you’re dealing with a tech, not one of your colleagues.’

	‘But Raz-’

	‘Calls you Agent C behind your back and pretends that he’s working for the MiB. You don’t notice because you’re too focused. Relax, Curt, it might be good for you.’

	‘Who’s choice three? Or isn’t there one?’

	‘This is the Agency,’ Jones said with a laugh, ‘there’s always a choice three, but in this case, it’s unavailable to you.’

	‘Rosie?’

	‘Yes,’ Jone said. ‘Sorry, you know how she feels about Solstice, even redeemed ones.’

	He fiddled with the air-conditioning. ‘Fine sir, is she back from her break?’

	‘YUP!’ Screen shouted in his ear.

	‘And now I’m deaf,’ he muttered.

	‘I think the Parkers can fix that,’ the girl said, and there was another long slurp.

	‘Is there anything on the tech records that didn’t reach downstairs about this place?’

	‘Nope. Really old, sometimes rented out. Had never been on the radar until Agent Ryan went there, killed a bunch of Sollies and recruited that short chick.’

	‘Mimosa,’ he said on autopilot. Fear rushed over him – there was no reason he should have remembered that. No reason to remember a recruit that had been at the Agency for less than a week. No reason to think about a girl who couldn’t even shoot straight. ‘I mean, I think that was her name.’

	No reason at all, except that she hadn’t been just some random recruit. Just some random recruit wouldn’t have shown up again after being reported dead. Just some random recruit wouldn’t have been unconscious on his boss’ couch. Just some random recruit wouldn’t have dragged Merlin down from his home in the tech department.

	‘Yeah, it was,’ the tech said, ‘but her hacker alias was so much cooler…Spider-girl or something. Total fanboy. Dead fanboy though. Shame. This would be so much more fun if it was a comic-verse, then we could have our own Jean Grey. Or Wolverine. Wait, no, I think Taylor’s Wolverine. He does the grrrrrr just right. You can be Nightcrawler if you want. You won’t even have to change your name. Much. How do you feel about the letter K?’

	‘…so there was nothing else?’

	‘Nope.’ He heard some keys clacking. ‘This is the second follow-up,’ the girl said slowly, ‘it’s got a risk factor of less than three, you could have given it to one of us.’

	‘Technically,’ he said, then instantly regretted it. ‘But you guys never want to leave. I mean, except for the few of you that are CSI wannabes, I’ve never seen you out in the field, and those guys hardly count cause there’s always protection around.’

	Screen was silent for a moment. ‘It’s scary outside,’ she said, her tone a little strained, ‘more so for some than others. Besides, if we took your jobs, you’d have to be in here eating chips, drinking Dew and learning to play WoW.’

	‘I’d rather not.’

	‘So stop trying to give your work away.’

	‘I wasn’t,’ he said as he looked around, uncomfortable at being in unmoving car. A car was a huge target, one easily hit, even from some distance. Worse yet, any of the pedestrians could be packing. Any of them could have been Solstice. Fae…it was easy to spot fae most of the time. There was some clue, if you were trained to see it. Hair just the wrong shade, a face that didn’t quite add up, the tendency to eat concrete or talk to trees whilst looking for a distant cousin.

	Solstice, on the other hand, could have been anyone. It was so easy to convince anyone on the street to take up arms against the unnaturals, against anything non-human, against-

	A horn blaring pulled him from his paranoia, and he stepped on the accelerator, rocketing him through the set of lights.

	‘BRB,’ Screen said again, and again his headset went dead.

	Glad of the reprieve, he focused on getting to the mansion.

	He parked his car a block back from the mansion and stepped out into the afternoon sun. ‘Recruit,’ he said, ‘are you back yet?’

	‘Now I am!’

	‘Good. Eyes and ears all up?’

	‘Well, you haven’t been talking to yourself, and yeah, your camera’s up. Nice clouds.’

	‘Focus, Recruit.’

	‘You sure this isn’t your agent code we’ve been playing with, Agent C? Seriously, Magnolia isn’t this tightly-wound.’

	‘I’d like to argue that. And, besides,’ he said as he started up the slight hill toward the mansion, ‘doesn’t she always get Merlin?’

	‘Nope, not alllll the time. Sometimes she has to put up with one of us plebs.’

	He avoided the front gate, instead walking along the fence line and with a little effort, though a thorny bush. Once satisfied he was out of the view of the front door, and the road, he required away a section of the fence, stepped through, and required it back into place.

	Four running steps had him behind a low row of hedges. He crouched, then lay on his belly, peeking through the few holes in the dense hedge.

	‘You know,’ the tech said in his ear, ‘the “eyes” part of eyes and ears doesn’t work so well when your cam is pointed at leaves.’

	‘Shut up for a moment, I’m just checking out things first.’

	‘Be nice to your operator, otherwise I won’t get you an exit and the agents will get you.’

	He looked away from the mansion for a moment, trying to decipher the geek-speak. ‘You do realise,’ he said as he required himself a pair of binoculars, ‘that Matrix references don’t really work when we’re the ones wearing the suits, right?’

	‘Fifteen seconds, not bad, sure you don’t want to trade in the suit for a lab coat?’

	‘Concentrate.’

	‘You’re the boss…’

	He stared through the binoculars, scanning for any of the usual threats: snipers in the windows, signs of rigged explosions, hostages. Nothing, just a large, quiet house. He swung them around to look at the surrounding gardens, still nothing, just flowers and grass and-

	‘Recruit,’ he said, ‘can you zoom in on that tree?’

	‘There’s a lot of trees, be more specific?’

	He stared at the tree. ‘…how about the one with the bloodstain on it?’

	‘Move your head a little to the left.’ He did as told. ‘Up a bit.’ Again, he complied. ‘Good, now recite the alphabet backward.’

	‘Dammit, be serious.’

	‘It doesn’t exactly take much concentration to zoom in. Keep your head still.’

	‘That won’t be a problem,’ he said as he felt a gun being pressed the back of his head.

	 


10 – Escape
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	‘Roll over,’ the man with the gun to Curt’s head, said, ‘slowly. At this range, I don’t need to be a particularly good shot.’

	He complied, knowing that there was no way he could disarm the man from such an angle. Even with Agency training, even with Solstice training. There were very few things you could do from this position. Fortunately, he also had magic in addition to his training.

	One quick requirement later, a radio screamed loud static on the ground behind the man, who stumbled back in shock. It was enough of an opening to let him swing his leg out, bear the man to the ground, and aim for another kick.

	At least, that had been the plan. Reality however, offered an alternative interpretation. The man stepped back at the sound of the static, yes, but avoided the kick, and then introduced a new factor – a sharp blade at his throat.

	‘Don’t move, Agency,’ the man said as he gripped a handful of his hair. ‘Explain to me what you’re doing here, and I might let you go.’

	‘DOYOUWANTASHIFTOUT?’ Screen screeched in his ear.

	‘And good afternoon,’ the knife-wielding man said, ‘to whomever is in your ear.’ With a not-so-gentle yank on his hair, he felt himself being hauled to his feet, it was a human strength though, so that killed a few possibilities though, at least it meant he likely wasn’t about to face a pissed-off demon or half-breed. The man gave him a shove and he spun to look at his attacker.

	‘DORIANGRAY!’ the tech screamed in his ear. ‘That’s Dorian Gray!’

	The man, apparently Dorian Gray, took a step back, slipped the switchblade back into his expensive suit and again aimed the gun at him. ‘Why are you trespassing?’

	‘It was just a routine check, following the events of-’

	‘I’m well aware of the events that went on in this house,’ the older – much older – man snapped. ‘We have a front gate, and a doorbell. You’re lucky I recognised your suit, I don’t take kindly to strangers.’

	‘There was a leech here, we tend to ignore the doorbell when following up something like that,’ he growled.

	‘Your laws, Recruit, not mine.’

	‘He’s got you there,’ Screen said, ‘there’s no actual crime if someone external to an Agency aides-slash-abets a starchild, he’s right to be pissed at you.’

	‘May I please,’ he said sarcastically as he straightened his jacket, the image of the perfect little recruit somewhat rumped and grass-stained now, ‘inspect the property.’

	‘There aren’t any Solstice here, I would have dumped the bodies somewhere easy for your garbage men to collect. Aside from that, aside from me, there’s nothing that would interest the Agency here. And being who I am, with my immunity, I think it’s time for you to leave.’

	He stared at the gun for a moment, then decided to push his luck. He, after all, had a paranoid waiting for the go-ahead to shift him out, so even if he did get shot, he’d be back and getting stitched up in seconds. Another clue to the mystery was worth that.

	‘If it’s all over and done with, all washed away with the mirrorfall, then why oh why is there a bloodstain on that tree?’ he asked as he pointed an angry finger at the accused tree.

	Dorian was silent for a moment, then gave a casual shrug. ‘When you are as old as I am, you tend to develop some…kinks,’ he said as he lowered his gun, ‘it keeps things interesting.’

	‘You’re lying,’ he said. ‘And you weren’t even trying very hard.’

	The older man shrugged. ‘I honestly don’t know whose blood it is, I have a fair idea, but their story isn’t mine to tell. Would you please leave now?’

	‘Why?’ he asked, ‘you’ve got something better to do?’

	‘As boring as it is,’ Dorian said, ‘I’m waiting on an electrician. We had a rough house guest the other night and we need some fixtures replaced.’

	‘Maybe,’ Screen said in his ear, ‘you should leave, you aren’t exactly gonna get a lot out of him. And I don’t think there’s anything else to see. Cigar is just a cigar, and all that.’

	Dorian’s phone rang and he turned away to answer it. ‘Fine, buzz them in,’ he said as he turned toward the driveway and watched a van drive slowly up it. He sighed. ‘They’re two hours late. Now please, Agency, get off the lawn.’

	‘I want to take a sample of the blood. Just to make sure everything is above-board.’

	‘Will that make you leave?’ Dorian asked impatiently.

	‘Yes.’

	‘Then at least do it quickly,’ the Englishman said as he jogged across the lawn toward the electrical contractor.

	‘That could have gone better,’ the tech.

	‘Oh, you think?’he asked before setting off toward the tree.

	‘It’s just a bloodstain,’ Screen said, ‘plenty of people bleed. Why do you think it’s special? Or are you the one with the creepy blood kink?’

	‘I guess it’s algebra,’ he said as he required an evidence bag and a knife. ‘Just need one more value for the whole thing to make sense.’

	‘That’s another point in the column to get you a lab coat.’

	‘I couldn’t do your job,’ he said as he scrapped some of the bark away, ‘I’m not cut out for desk work.’

	‘So why do you keep applying to be Agent Ryan’s aide?’

	‘Keep out of my file, techie,’ he said as he slipped the bag into his pocket. ‘That’s no-one’s business but my own.’

	‘But if you don’t like desk work-’

	‘Drop it,’ he said as he rounded the house, back toward the driveway, back toward the front gate and his nearby car. ‘We’re done here, you can go off-channel.’

	‘Nopenope,’ she said, ‘you yelled at me for being late, I’m staying on channel till at least you’re back to your car, you’re still in Risk Factor Three territory while on the premises.’

	‘I don’t think a pissed-off Brit is much of a threat.’

	‘Dude. Dorian fucking Gray. Haven’t you hear the stories about him?’

	‘He’s some old British dude, same name as a book character, immortal.’

	‘They say he-’

	‘Hey mate,’ a voice said as he passed the van, ‘got the time?’

	He paused, required a watch and turned to give the answer.

	‘DUCK!’

	Without thinking, he hit the ground, just in time to avoid a bullet. He rolled to his feet, and a thought had his gun in his hand. The old man stood there, aiming the gun at him, shaking. ‘Die,’ he said without much conviction, but still didn’t pull the trigger.

	He appraised the old man, immediately recognising the type. The part-timer type. The type recruited when they were at their weakest, after some great tragedy, pulled away before any Agency staff could arrive on the scene and organise for proper treatment, or explanation.

	The type just given a gun and a long list of things to shoot at.

	The old man aimed the gun at him again, gripping the mistreated weapon with both of his sweaty hands. ‘You’re nothing but filth, I’m going to-’

	‘You’re going to put the gun down,’ he said, ‘I’ve had a lot more practice with my gun, I’ve got a kill shot, and I can pull the trigger faster than you can.’

	‘We can save you,’ the old man stammered, ‘you’re still young, you can join the right side, you can-’

	‘I’d shoot myself in the head before I went back to the Solstice.’

	‘You’re a bloody traitor?’

	‘To a cause you couldn’t give two shits about, so don’t pretend to act offended.’ He released the safety on his gun, making sure that the old man heard the click. ‘Here is how this is going to work, you’re going to put the gun down, I’m going to take you into custody, you’re going to tell the nice Q&A guys everything they want to know, then you get to back to your real life, free and clear of any of this Solstice shit.’

	‘Never.’

	‘The other choice is I kill you right here and right now, I’d prefer not to do that.’

	‘Jake Linden,’ Screen said in his ear, ‘we’ve got a report on his wife, killed six months ago, looks…geez, looks like she was caught in the crossfire, died on the scene.’

	‘Mister Linden,’ he said, ‘one last warning.’

	‘You didn’t even give me a blood first one.’

	‘Do you really want to shoot me?’

	The old man wrapped a finger around the trigger, most of the shake disappearing from his hands.

	He watched the old man for a split second longer. ‘Fine,’ he said, then squeezed off a round. The bullet hit the old man in the shoulder, causing him to firstly howl in pain, then drop his gun.

	‘Techie,’ he said to the girl in his ear, ‘two to shift out.’

	After a moment, the world blurred and he found himself in the tech department. He looked across to Jones. ‘Infirmary?’

	The agent nodded. ‘Of course.’

	‘Do me a favour, please,’ he said as he removed his headset and dropped it into his pocket. ‘Don’t tell me how it turns out. The euthanasia statistics are something I like to avoid.’

	Jones nodded and he turned to the bouncy girl with the purple hair – undoubtedly his operator. ‘Can you get that analysed for me?’ he asked as he tossed her the bag full of bark. ‘Just email me the results.’

	‘Sure thing, Agent C,’ the girl said before tossing the packet onto her messy desk and going back to the myriad of browser windows on her screen.

	With a respectful nod at Jones, he left the crazy-shiny world of the techs behind, and headed for the elevator and the relative sanity and comfort of his own floor. After the usual few seconds – which he was convinced only existed to maintain a sense of normalcy – he stepped in, punched the button for the floor below.

	He rounded a corner, then knocked on Ryan’s office door. He heard a drawer slam. ‘Come in,’ Ryan called, and there was the sound of the door being unlocked.

	He walked into the darkened office, saw the condition of his commander, closed the door, crossed the room and stood at attention.

	‘What is it, Curt?’ Ryan asked as he busied himself with the papers on his desk.

	‘Brought a part-timer in, sir,’ he said as he watched the agent fumble with his pen, and scrawl messy signatures. ‘You might be able to question him later-’

	‘Might?’ Ryan asked, looking up at him.

	‘Sir, let’s just say that a man in his condition, with his trauma, he’s probably going to be killed while “trying to escape the custody of the Parkers”’ he said, barely holding himself back from making air quotes. It wasn’t exactly a secret, but it was still one that had to be shrouded in officious bureaucracy.

	‘I see,’ Ryan said flatly, ‘well, we’ll see if his escape plan works. Was there anything else?’

	He required a handkerchief and handed it across. ‘Your eyes are bleeding, sir.’ He watched Ryan lift a hand to his face, and pull back a wet hand. ‘That’s level five excess, right? The fact that you’re too numb to feel it…sir, why aren’t you in Recovery right now?’

	Ryan used the handkerchief to wipe away the blood before tossing it down to his desk. ‘Because I have work to do, Recruit. And,’ the agent said slowly, ‘why is it that you know the excess signs? I didn’t think that was standard Solstice training.’

	‘It isn’t. The Solstice don’t give two proverbial shits what proxies do to each other. I presumed level five punishment because that’s what I saw in the mirror when it happened to me.’

	Ryan pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘You aren’t making any sense.’

	‘I guess,’ he said, ‘there were a few things they left off my transfer report.’

	 


11 – Crime and Punishment
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	Curt stood uncomfortably for a moment watching Ryan trying to process this. ‘Anyway sir, I just-’

	Ryan wiped at his bloody eyes again. ‘They did what to you?’

	‘It doesn’t matter, sir. I’ll leave you to recover.’ He turned to leave, but heard the door lock click. For a moment, his pulse increased – he was trapped in a room with an agent again. An agent with the right to kill him for even speaking out of line. An agent that could-

	He forced himself under control and turned back to his commander. ‘If you insist sir. Let me put it this way, what would you have done with me?’

	Ryan leaned back in his chair. ‘If I’d been in Agent Petersen’s place?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘I would have shot you.’

	‘Petersen went for the crueler option. He wanted to punish me. Level five is what he decided on.’

	‘But you’re human,’ Ryan argued, ‘how could they do it?

	He sat on the couch, and rubbed the back of his neck. ‘Two shots of blue straight to my central nervous system, a bunch of smaller shots to my brain…just so I could process the audio-visual stuff. So I could glitch properly.’ He scratched the arm of the couch. ‘The pain is one thing, I’ve been taught to handle pain, the glitches though…they’re something else entirely.’

	Ryan stared incredulously at him.

	‘I’ve got no reason to be lying about this, sir.’

	‘What did you see?’ Ryan asked him after a long moment.

	‘Most of it was disjointed nightmare imagery. Terrifying stuff, but nothing that made sense. Pain, torture, getting trapped in a burning coffin, random nightmares. There was only one semi-coherent one, they kept tearing my daughter apart and I couldn’t help her, I just had to watch, I couldn’t turn away.’

	Ryan’s hand twitched for a moment. ‘Glitches like that…are difficult.’

	He stared at Ryan for a moment, there was something about the way he’d said that. ‘You have a child sir?’

	‘Glitches can prey on certain fears, a situation like this…it represents the fear of not being able to protect what’s important to you. It would be the same thing for someone to glitch about their city being carpet bombed or their Agency breached and decimated.’

	He stared at his commander for a moment, the unanswered question hanging heavy in the air. ‘I didn’t mean to push, sir.’

	Ryan’s intense expression relented a little. ‘There is someone I feel very protective of, if that answers your question.’

	‘Yes sir,’ he said. Is she five-foot-nothing and a crap shot with a handgun?

	‘How long did they keep in that state?’

	‘Only twenty minutes, apparently I was gonna flat line so they pulled the plug. Stopped me from glitching, but didn’t do anything about the fact that I was hemorrhaging from strange places, they just left me to bleed out. I don’t blame them, I deserved it, still it’s a very strange thing to watch yourself bleeding to death because you’ve lost so much blood from your eyes.’

	‘They mentioned none of this. I didn’t know.’

	‘It’s all in the past. Just like the Solstice. There’s who I was, and who I am now, sir, they’re two different people.’

	‘Unless they also recycled you,’ Ryan said as he dabbed the blood handkerchief to his face, ‘that isn’t true.’

	He sat back, trying not to take offense at the statement. Trying to ignore the fact that is boss still saw him as Solstice-scum, as on permanently probation. That there wasn’t anything that he could do to prove himself. That he was the outsider, and would always be that. Familiar thoughts. Another day in the suit.

	‘Not that I recall,’ he said, trying to sound light, ‘but then again, I wouldn’t would I?’

	Ryan simply stared at him. ‘Sorry sir,’ he said, feeling that he’d said something wrong. ‘If there’s nothing else, I’ve got a report to write so you can know all the details about the mission. There’ll probably be a follow-up, I’ve got the techs analyzing a blood sample I found.’

	‘Fresh?’

	‘No,’ he clarified, ‘a couple of days old.’

	This stilled Ryan for a moment. He looked away for a moment, then smiled.

	‘Sir does,’ he said uncertainly, ‘does that mean something to you?’

	‘Of course not,’ Ryan said, all the indicators of a lie clearly on his face.

	‘If you’ll excuse me.’

	‘Of course,’ Ryan said, and a moment later, there was the sound of the door unlocking. He stood, nodded to his boss and quick-marched through the door, and back toward the relative safety of his room.

	His room that was likely still bugged. Where they could watch him every moment he was in there. Where they could see him at his worst. Where they could- He forced the thoughts away, he’d been told that it wasn’t bugged, that despite the fact that he was on probation, he did have certain rights. “Certain rights” was the phrasing though. Agents were the kings of word-smithing. Not so much as the Liars, but they had time to dedicate their entire lives to lying whilst telling the truth, to whatever end.

	Agent just made you feel safe by turning one carefully crafted phrase after another. There was also the fact that any of those “certain rights” could be revoked at any time. He was sure that, at any time he felt like it, Petersen could shift into his room, tear off his head and flush it before returning to his ordinary routine.

	He stripped himself of his jacket, his vest and his shirt, dropping each onto his unmade bed. He was sure that the other recruits’ beds actually made themselves once they left the room, but his stayed obstinately messy unless he required it back to perfection. It was a single thought, but it was also something that demonstrated exactly how singled-out he was. It was petty.

	A thought changed his pants from his dress uniform to his training uniform, and a unintentional sigh of relief left him as he saw the familiar blue colour. A thought told him that one day they would be grey, that one day, without warning, they were just going to turn their collective suited backs on him, revoke his right to live and wait for justice to take its course.

	He dropped to the floor and began his set of one hundred push-ups. It wasn’t a full workout, no-where near it, but it was one less thing he had to do in the public gym, one less opportunity for his colleagues to kick him while he was down.

	Someone hit his cage, sending it spinning. He woke immediately, feeling even worse than when he’d managed to go to sleep. His body was cramped from fitting into the tiny enclosure, and his head hurt from it being pushed up against the bars. There was the sound of a creaking chain, and a rush of air against his face as the cage fell. 

	It hit the ground, hard, and knocked all the air from his lungs. Bruises bumped against metal, but he held back from saying anything, from swearing, from crying, from begging, he’d done enough already. Any sound he made either set the beasts on him more, or was ignored. Then again, that was the nature of torture. 

	The cage disappeared from around him, but he stayed in his curled up position, not wanting to take the liberty of stretching, of making himself more comfortable. Not wanting to make his naked body more of a target. At least this way they knew they were getting to him. 

	A strong and grabbed a handful of his hair and yanked. This time, he couldn’t hold back a scream as the hair was torn free from his head. The suit attached to the arm grunted and grabbed him again, this time by the neck, and dragged him from the dark room. 

	The bright light of the hall outside burned his eyes, making him realise exactly how long he’d been away from the light. He was glad of it though, it was better than the darkness, and anything was better than the nightmares. 

	He kept his eyes trained on the floor, unsure if he wanted to know what was coming next, be it another torture or his execution – neither was pleasant, though he was unsure as to which he would prefer. There was at least a quick release after the sharp crack of a bullet. 

	He was thrown into a chair, and he felt cold restraints clamp around his arms, his legs, one across his empty belly, another across his abused chest, and finally, one around his neck. 

	‘Tell me,’ the agent said, ‘what happened to Charlotte.’

	He was tired. He was dehydrated. He was exhausted. ‘You already know,’ he said in a voice that barely resembled his own anymore. 

	‘You brought me the child. What happened to her?’

	He tried to focus on the agent. ‘Is the kid ok?’

	The agent stopped pacing and stared at him. ‘Will be. What happened to Charlotte?’

	‘Water.’ 

	The agent punched him in the face. ‘You don’t get to ask for anything.’ 

	‘I brought her baby here, what do you think happened to her?’

	The agent hit him again, then aimed a gun at his head. ‘I won’t ask you again.’

	He looked away for a moment. ‘I cut the baby out of her.’ 

	The agent hit him again, and this time, he couldn’t hold onto consciousness. 

	He finished counting out the last few push-ups, then jumped up and walked into the shower. His breathing was still steady, he could keep a handle on that, no matter what fears or what memories were dredged up. External calm, internal storm – the former being why he’d been so good at his former job.

	The instantly warm water did a lot to was off the sweat, to wash off the day. Twenty minutes later, he stepped out, required himself into a fresh training outfit and headed for the infirmary.

	The shorter of the two Parkers was sitting in the office, his lab coat hanging on the door and his shirt rumpled, working on a stack of paperwork. The taller was walking through the infirmary from the door at the back. The morgue.

	‘You need something, Recruit?’ the shorter one asked.

	The taller twin’s face lit up and he jogged across the room to clap him on the shoulder. ‘You’re here to donate your organs, right? I need more practice with that!’

	‘Sorry doc,’ he said as he slipped out from under the doctor’s hand. ‘I just wanted to check on-’

	‘The corpse?’ the taller asked. ‘Well, it’s a corpse. In the freezer. But he’s got family, so I don’t get to play with him. You on the other hand, just one of your kidneys, please, I’ll even buy you a drink.’

	‘You gave him options?’

	The doctor nodded. ‘Memory wipe, cab fare to Madchester, the usual stuff. He wouldn’t hear any of it. He just wanted to-’ He looked away for a moment. ‘Escape,’ the doctor finally said. ‘Couldn’t have a criminal running loose, so took him down with one shot. He didn’t feel a thing.’

	How can you know that?

	‘Was there anything else?’ the shorter of the twins asked as he walked from the small office.

	‘No,’ he said, ‘just needed to know how to finish of my report.’

	‘Same way it always does,’ the taller said as he lifted a form from a nearby trolley. ‘Solstice die, it’s how they always end. You can’t save some people.’ The doctor smiled again, though he was sure it was the smile of a man looking at a potential organ donor. ‘But you seem to have turned out all right, but if you ever need a shot, call me, ok?’

	‘Sure doc.’

	With on last look at the door, he turned away and walked back toward the gym.

	 


12 – Old Friends

	Posted on December 21, 2009 by Stormy 

	15 day ago.

	Taylor stood in front of one of his weapon caches, staring at the display of sharp, bladed instruments, calculating the ability of each to be thrown, or rather, to be thrown and to successfully hit a soft target.

	There was a soft intake of air behind him, but he ignored her. She was getting better, managing to fade in right behind him without stumbling. She was improving but she wasn’t good enough yet. He lifted a small hatchet and placed it on the trolley beside him, that made six weapons, good enough for now.

	‘Sir,’ the girl said.

	He turned wordlessly, pushing the trolley toward the centre of the room, and like he’d trained her, she followed silently. He grabbed her by the arm and moved her into position, right underneath the spot where his punching bag usually hung, the centre of the room was the best place for training like this.

	A blindfold appeared in his hands and he tied it tight around her head. Not tight enough to cut off circulation – likely not tight enough to cut off circulation, and experimentally waved a hand in front of her face. He lowered his face to hers, watching all of the little muscle twitches as she adjusted to the cloth. ‘Can you see, Magnolia?’

	She turned her face upward, looking at the brightest light source in his gym for a long moment. ‘No sir.’

	He spun her several times – a useless gesture, as her bird ancestry made it nearly impossible for her to become disorientated by something so simple, but it was a part of the test, and it was always best for things to happen within parameters. Outside parameters was where things got complicated. Outside parameters was where things went wrong. He stared at his recruit for a moment, then looked away.

	Outside parameters was where other people belonged.

	He pulled the trolley back a few metres, purposely letting it rattle so she had a point of reference of where the first attack would logically come from. Not the first attack ever came from the logical place, except when he wanted to trick her.

	He reached for the first weapon, but a larger hand grabbed him by the wrist. He looked up to the intruder and smiled.

	[May I?] the intruder asked as he grabbed the knife.

	[Of course.]

	He shifted himself back to the small set of bleachers, rested his back against the row above him and watched as the other man lifted the knife, easily spun it, testing its weight, then grip it by the blade.

	[You’re going to throw it from there, Grigori?] he asked.

	[This is me,] the other agent replied, [I like to start simple.]

	Grigori looked back, grinned, then turned back and threw the knife at Magnolia. The girl dodged the knife, but just barely, the blade skimming past her ear, nearly taking out a lock of her white hair.

	[She’s good,] the Russian complimented, [you didn’t tell me she was this good.] He lifted the hatchet from the trolley and shifted halfway across the room.

	[She’s adequate,] he replied, [still needs a lot of training.]

	The hatchet was thrown and again, missed his recruit by inches. Her reaction time had been better though, so he made a note of it.

	Grigori turned to look at him and shook his head. [This is more than adequate, and you know that.] He shifted back to the trolley and picked up both of the throwing stars. [Come on,] he urged, [say it.]

	[Throw the stars,] he replied.

	Grigori took a few running steps, then leaped above Magnolia, smacked the chain the punching bag usually hung from, then shifted back to the trolley and threw both of the stars.

	He watched on in interest, then nodded as he watched his recruit drop flat to the floor. After both of the stars passed harmlessly over her head, she was on her feet, and even more alert than before. Grigori shifted behind her, nothing in his hands.

	[There’s still two more-] he began to argue.

	[Ah but,] Grigori asked as he looked across with a grin, [how many were you going to actually throw at her?]

	He looked away for a moment. [Eight.]

	This made the other agent’s grin wider. [I knew it. Think of it this way, four is as much of a test as eight. Besides, I want to meet her.]

	[She’s just a recruit,] he argued again as he watched Grigori throw an easily-dodged punch.

	[She’s also hot. You didn’t mention that she was hot.]

	[Her temperature is fine.]

	Grigori wrapped Magnolia up in a headlock, then looked across at him. [Taylor, did you just try a joke?]

	[Of course not.]

	Grigori laughed, and Magnolia panicked, trying to get out of the headlock, then after a moment, she faded out of the tall agent’s arms, and reappeared a few metres away. She tore away the blindfold, and had a gun aimed at Grigori as soon as she raised her arm. Upon seeing his uniform, however, the weapon faded from her hand. ‘Sorry.’

	She looked over to him. ‘Sorry sir, I thought something had gone awry.’

	‘Grigori tends to do that,’ he replied, only to the have other agent make a vaguely rude hand gesture in his diction.

	He watched the Russian shift across to his recruit, look her up and down and grin. ‘Dinner. Dancing. Friday. I’ll pick you up.’

	[You’ve been here less than five minutes,] he chided.

	‘Correction,’ Grigori said as he spun back around. ‘I’ve been here twenty minutes and already rejected once.’ He turned back to Magnolia. ‘Yes?’

	‘S-sir?’ Magnolia asked, a very un-Magnolia look of confusion on her face.

	He stared at the grinning face of Grigori for a moment, then down to his recruit. ‘What you do on your downtime is your decision, Recruit.’

	She swallowed. ‘I’ll, I’’ll think about it,’ she stammered. ‘Agent Grigori.’

	‘No need to be so formal,’ he said, ‘just call me how the other girls do.’

	‘Which is?’

	‘On a nightly basis.’

	‘You’re dismissed, Recruit,’ he called.

	She nodded at him, and quickly faded from the room, leaving them alone.

	Grigori shifted next to him, and tossed aside his heavy jacket before sitting beside him.

	‘It’s been a long time,’ he said.

	‘Well,’ Grigori said with a smirk, ‘not like you ever come and visit.’

	‘I’ve been busy here,’ he said.

	‘With her?’ Grigori asked, jerking a thumb at where Magnolia had been standing. ‘I’ll back off if you want me to.’

	‘She’s just a recruit.’

	‘Just a recruit,’ Grigori repeated, ‘and you let her dress like that?’

	‘It’s how she’s comfortable,’ he answered.

	Grigori pulled a hip flask, took a drink and seemed to mull this over. ‘Well if you’re sure.’ He passed across the flask.

	He took a drink, and made a face at the taste of alcohol. ‘This is contraband,’ he said after he swallowed, the warm feeling of the illegal fae drink spreading through his system.

	‘And so damn good,’ Grigori said.

	He took another drink, then passed back the flask. ‘You should get cited for that.’

	‘Not that you know how to fill out the form.’

	‘That’s why I have Magnolia,’ he said, another slight smile moving out-of-practice combinations of muscles.

	‘I never ever,’ Grigori said as he took another drink before disappearing the flash back into a pocket, ‘thought you would take on an aide.’

	‘She makes things easier,’ he admitted. He stared at his friend for a moment. ‘Why are you here, Grigori?’

	‘Do I need a reason to visit?’

	‘You haven’t been here in three years, two days after-’

	‘It’s Ana’s birthday,’ Grigori said, cutting him off, ‘she wanted to go on a holiday. I told her it had to be a working holiday, so she’s going to spend time observing this experiment, Jonesy will at least let her look at the code, and it’ll be interesting for her.’

	‘…he tricked me.’

	‘I know.’

	‘They’re making another Whitman.’

	‘You know what you’re up against this time. Besides, you get to do the limit testing, don’t you?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Want some help with that?’

	‘Wouldn’t say no.’

	Grigori slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Then say yes!’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Another drink?’

	‘Yes.’

	 


13 – The First Time

	Posted on January 3, 2010 by Stormy 

	There were three sharp knocks on Ryan’s door before it opened. He looked up from the recruit discipline report and saw Grigori. He stood and shook the other agent’s hand before sitting back down and clearing his desk of paperwork.

	Grigori took the couch, a strange expression on his face. ‘It’s because of you, Ryan, that I don’t trust handshakes as much as I used to.’

‘Are we really going to start this again?’ he asked.

	‘You started it Ryan. You’re doing it again. How could you do this to him?’

	‘I don’t-’

	‘You are a good man, Ryan,’ Grigori said, ‘I have never thought otherwise, but it’s your weakness. You don’t know when to give up. You don’t know when to stop.’

	‘I do what I have to.’

	‘Carol, Carol I can understand,’ the combat agent said as he required a glass of alcohol and downed it in one gulp. ‘To a point anyway. You could have just let her go, but you didn’t.’

	‘I couldn’t lose her.’

	‘You did lose her,’ the Russian said. ‘She died. It wasn’t your fault. You did lose her. You brought her back, only to lose her again. If you had left her cold, nothing, none of this would have happened. You were married before her, a life as long as ours isn’t made to be with one person, you knew you could have found another to love.’

	‘Carol was diff-’

	‘Don’t you dare,’ Grigori said, shaking his empty glass at him. ‘They are all different, and any man worth his salt thinks that way, women are not interchangable. Would you have done it for Eilise?’

	He thought about his ex-wife for a long moment. ‘No,’ he said at last.

	‘Then why did you have to for Carol?’

	‘I’m not you, Grigori, I’m not strong enough to let people go.’

	‘Hence why you mutilated my best friend. How can you look at him everyday?’

	‘With great difficulty.’

	‘That’s why I begged you not to bring him back.’

	‘I was trying to fix my mistakes.’

	‘So why did you make another?’

	‘There was mirror, I made a wish, it’s as simple as that. I-’

	‘You knew exactly what you were doing. Don’t try to tell me otherwise.’

	‘I wouldn’t insult you like that.’

	‘So what is this one to you? Is this how you finally get over the blonde?’

	This brought a smile to his face and he gave a light chuckle. ‘No,’ he said, ‘so far from it’

	‘Then what?’

	‘I feel like I’m a father again.’

	‘Alexander is one phone call away, Ryan. You didn’t have to do this.’

	‘Alexander didn’t me in his life. He wants nothing to do with me. Stef, she’s this tiny, precocious, wonderful little thing and she had no-one to tell her that.’

	‘I’d die for any of my kids,’ Grigori said after a moment. ‘But if any of them had been stupid enough to bring their death on themselves, I would have let them deal with the consequences. Do you really think she’s going to survive as an agent?’ He held up a hand, cutting off any chance of a reply. ‘Do you really think she’s going to survive what Taylor’s going to do to her?’

	This made him require a drink.

	‘That’s what I thought,’ Grigori said.

	‘So long as she physically survives it,’ he said slowly, ‘then she’ll be able to deal with it. There are-’

	‘I know,’ Grigori said. ‘But that also means you have to play your part. Are you going to be able to bring yourself to do that?’

	‘Duty first,’ he said, then required a second drink.

	‘Please,’ Grigori said, ‘stop this before it goes wrong again.’

	‘It won’t.’

	‘You’ve said that before. You thought Carol would be fine, you thought Taylor would get back a lot more of his memories. Won’t it hurt you a lot more if you have to kill her? Think of this little girl of yours, drenched in blood, so much so she can’t even see straight, innocent recruits lying at her feet, and then she comes at you, and thanks to that mirror, she can hurt you, but you hurt her first. You stop her, you slow her down,you try and get through to her, but you can’t, there’s nothing to get through to, she’s nothing but madness. She hurts you, but you’re still stronger, so you have to pin her down, and rip out her heart. You destroy every trace of her, because that will be the only way you can stop her.’ The Russian stood, extracted a hip flask from a pocket, poured what smelt like contraband alcohol into the empty glass on his desk, then looked up at him. ‘Just think about it, Ryan, it’s you who has to deal with it at the end.’ With that, he shifted away.

	He stared at the glass, as if it would give him some answers, before swiveling and staring at his window. He caught slight of his reflection on the glass, his falsely passive face, the nice, neutral face that was only possible through manipulation of himself, not a face that showed what he was thinking. Not a face that showed what he was remembering.

	He took a ragged breath, and quickly shifted away from his office, as if he could outrun his thoughts. When the world became clear again, he looked around the small lab, and at the sheet-covered body of his recruit. She wasn’t alone though, Merlin sat on a high stool beside her, slowly poking at her right hand with a pencil.

	‘Merlin,’ he said, ‘what are you doing?’

	‘Fingers are hard,’ Merlin said as he crossed two of Stef’s, making it seem as though she was hoping for something. ‘I’m working on them. At the moment. Well, not this moment, cause I’m talking to you in this moment, but you know what I mean.’

	‘I do.’

	‘We’ve got to switch everything across,’ he said, ‘and that’s hard to do. Haven’t had to do that before, no-one’s had to do that before. It’s new territory.’ He required a tiny paper flag and planted it between Stef’s crossed fingers.

	‘I don’t understand.’

	The boy knelt on the stool and reached across to grab her other hand, then held them both up, the tiny paper flag falling to the pale sheet. ‘She was a lefty, and we’ve got to make her right-handed.’

	He stared at the pallid hands. The hands of a corpse. The hands that- ‘Why?’ he asked.

	Merlin gave him a confused look, then dropped Stef’s hands and sat back down on his stool. ‘Cause all the angels are right-handed.’

	He looked down at his hands, reeling from the fact that this had never occurred to him before. It was something so simple, something so everyday that people never bothered to comment on it. ‘You can’t just flip the coding?’

	‘Like a flopped manga?’ the boy asked. ‘No, cause it wouldn’t work properly, it’s easier to change her than it is the change the agenty stuff, and we’ve got to change enough of that already. Agent Squishy is really, really complicated…we could buy you a puppy instead.’

	He smiled. ‘Don’t you like the challenge?’

	The boy screwed up his face. ‘Yeah, but fingers are still complicated. If we’re not careful, she’s gonna be trying to pick up stuff with hands that don’t exist. And all the combat stuff is right-hand biased, and she’ll kinda need that if she’s gonna be a proper WiBWaB.’

	‘Wibwab?’ he asked.

	Merlin pointed at him. ‘Well, we can’t you call you a man in black, cause you also wear blue and white.’

	‘You have me there,’ he replied. ‘Where’s everyone else?’

	‘They’re all getting set up for the movie. Jonesy said we could take a break. Plus, most of Agent Squishy’s stuff needs a couple of hours to do stuff by itself, not much we can do.’

	‘Other than sit here and poke her with a pencil?’

	This made the boy pout. ‘I’m trying to figure out if we can transplant the muscle memory from one hand to the other, or if we should cut off her hands and switch them over, then glamour them up so the thumbs are on the right side, or if we do it all in the code. Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer a puppy?’

	‘No, she’s much better than a puppy.’

	Merlin simply nodded at this.

	‘Well, if you’ve got a movie to watch, I’ll leave you be.’

	‘No, you have to come too.’

	‘I really-’

	‘You came down here to get away from the sad, and you promised Jonesy you would.’

	He stared down at the boy. ‘How did you know I was sad?’

	‘Because you’ve got robot-face on, and that means you’re either sad or mad, and Taylor’s the one that gets mad, so that means you’re sad. Besides, you promised, and you have to keep promises, otherwise you get that BEEEEEEEEEEEEP noise in your head.’

	He looked away for a moment. ‘That isn’t quite true.’

	‘Yes it is. Now, you’re coming. Besides, you’re on my floor and as the ranking tech in the room, I’m ordering you.’ He slipped his goggles back on. ‘Please?’ The boy held out a hand to him. ‘It’s Conan, and there’s popcorn.’ The boy slid off his seat and walked about the slab to him, his hand still outstretched.

	He let out a long breath and nodded. ‘Fine, I accept.’

	‘Good!’ Merlin cried happily, then grabbed him by the hand and led from from the lab, away from the corpse of his recruit, and away from all of the bad thoughts in his head.

	He allowed himself to be pulled down the corridor and into the large common room, one that was filled with tech recruits in various states of uniform and sleepwear, many were lounging on beanbags or the large couches. Merlin dragged him through the sea of recruits, and towards the half-empty couch were Jones was.

	Merlin let go of his hand, crawled over Jones and made himself comfortable on the arm of the chair. ‘Sit!’ the boy ordered.

	He did, letting his jacket and vest disappear as he did. He took a breath and settled back into the couch, looked at Jones’ wide grin, and returned it with a small smile.

	[Something wrong?] Jones asked as the movie started.

	He looked across at the tech. [Grigori’s here.]

	[I know,] Jones said as he reached up to lift the goggles off Merlin’s face, allowing the boy a better view of the screen. [He dropped by and asked where her off-switch was.]

	[What did you tell him?]

	[The truth,] Jones said, [that we haven’t installed one yet.]

	A tech recruit turned around, got to her knees, passed him a huge bowl of popcorn, then turned back to the movie. He looked down at the bowl, took a handful, then passed it to Jones. Jones immediately passed the bowl up to Merlin, and then required a green bottle of soft drink for himself. [You just have to focus on what you get at the end of this.]

	[It’s hard.]

	[I know, that’s why we have movies and games. Little fantasies and distractions, they make life so much easier to handle. You just have to sit back and watch this happen, like any of my kids that see one of their monitoring targets take a bullet, or any of them that take a diverted 000 call and hear someone die because we can’t get there in time. Endure, and in a couple of weeks, you’ll have your own little growth chewing on your hair instead of the popcorn.]

	He looked up, and saw Merlin munching on a lock of Jones’ hair, the popcorn seemingly forgotten. He smiled, let the neutral mask slip away, then turned his head back to the screen and focused on the movie.

	 


14 – Change of Heart

	Posted on January 4, 2010 by Stormy 

	14 days ago.

	Ryan knocked on the door to Jones’ lab, and was met with a resounding ‘COME IN!’ from Merlin. He opened the door and walked into the lab, finding the boy sitting on top of a cabinet, a bowl of fruit on his knees, and Jones intently typing something into one of his keyboards.

	‘Want some?’ Merlin asked as he held the fruit bowl toward him.

	The aroma caught his nose and he took a second look at it. ‘Is that-?’ he began to ask.

	‘Yup!’ The boy lifted a huge chunk, licked the juice from his fingers, then popped it into his mouth.

	‘Where did you get fairy fruit?’ he asked, taking a piece from the proffered bowl.

	‘Magnolia,’ Merlin answered. ‘One of her brothers sent it over to her, and she really doesn’t like it, so it ends up down here.’

	The fruit was cold, fresh, sweet and refreshing, perfect, as it always was. He took a second piece from the bowl without thinking about it, then turned his attention to Jones. ‘You needed me?’

	Jones looked up. ‘Have another piece of fruit, it’s a lot sweeter than anything we have to today.’

	Merlin dropped off the cabinet, handed him the fruit bowl, then went and sat on Jones’ knee, staring intently at the screen.

	He had a third piece of fruit. ‘What do we have to do?’

	‘A demonstration first.’ Jones waved him over. ‘What’s you’re about to see is a simulation, so don’t-’

	‘Don’t freak out,’ Merlin supplied.

	‘Yes,’ Jones said as his clicked the mouse, ‘that.’ Halfway across the small lab, a fully-suited Stef appeared. ‘At the moment, this is how she functions, at least, I think.’ He made a finger gun. ‘Boom!’ The simulated Stef began to bleed from the chest, collapsed to the floor and began to bleed translucent blood onto the floor. ‘Observations showed that if the injury was life-threatening…it had to follow through on that before she would regenerate herself.’

	The simulated Stef coughed, spasmed a few more times, then went still.

	‘This leaves her far too open to attack. She’s too vulnerable. It’s very un-agent-like. However, the thing is, this would work anywhere. It’s pure mirror magic, it doesn’t care if it’s in system territory or a blackout zone.’

	‘The other option?’

	‘It’s not other,’ Jones said, ‘it’s only. We wouldn’t get final approval for her if getting injured in the field means that the Solstice have a chance at getting at the mirror.’

	‘So what do we do then?’

	‘We’ve got to let programming take over in this instance.’ The simulated Stef returned, and this time, when shot with the finger gun, she fell and immediately disappeared. ‘We’ve got let agent programming take over so she pops out and regenerates, just like you, or anyone else would.’

	‘…the caveat to that being that it won’t work in blackout zones.’

	Jones reached over and took a cube of fruit from the bowl. ‘Exactly.’ The tech smiled. ‘But, she’ll be terrified of blackout zones, just like the rest of us, it should make her feel more like a real agent.’ He looked away for a moment. ‘And really, when it comes down to it, it’s the lesser of two evils. It means she’s safer a lot more of the time. And it will mean less pain for her, she won’t have to go through the trauma of dying each and every time, just a nice clean break. It’ll be better.’

	He nodded. ‘I trust you.’

	‘Well, that’s the biggest worry out of the way.’

	‘Next?’

	Jones looked uncomfortable for a moment. ‘“Off switches”’ he said.

	He required himself a chair and sat. ‘A shatter sequence, I know.’

	‘And we’re putting in a backup, just in case that fails.’ Jones stood, walked around the slab that held Stef, the sheet disappearing, only to be replaced by a set of hospital scrubs. He pushed the corpse up into a sitting position, and lifted the back of the loose top.

	There was an X drawn on her back in pen. ‘Puncture the skin, crush that vertebrae, and a toxin will flood her. She won’t feel anything, just like she’s going to sleep, meanwhile her body, code, flesh, everything, will just melt. Only another agent can do it, so it won’t get triggered by accident.’

	He stared at the X, imagining himself having to use the toxin. A small hand entered his vision, and pressed another piece of fruit to his lips. He took the piece from Merlin’s hand, then ate it, the inherent magic of the sweet fruit calming him a little.

	Jones sat back down, and was immediately besieged by Merlin, who grabbed the tech’s arm and wouldn’t let it go. ‘Limiters next,’ Jones said.

	‘A lot more so than-’ he cut himself off and looked at Merlin.

	‘Than Carol, yes.’ Jones said. The tech looked at the loving growth on his arm and patted the boy on the head. ‘I told him what happened. He knows to keep it a secret.’

	‘She was really pretty,’ Merlin said.

	‘Yes,’ he said, ‘she was.’

	‘With Carol,’ Jones said, ‘we tried to make her almost as powerful as a regular agent. Seventy-five percent or so. And I remember she took you in a few sparring matches,’ Jones said with a smile. ‘We’re not doing that for Stef.’

	‘Even we’re not good enough to cram kick-ass into Agent Squishy.’

	He couldn’t hold back a smile. ‘So what are we doing then?’

	Merlin gave him an intense stare. ‘What’s this “we” stuff? You gonna help us program? You don’t even game, how can you help us design her UI?’

	‘She’s going to have a non-standard HUD?’ he asked.

	‘Just theming it for ease-of-access,’ Jones said. ‘She’s a hacker, so she likely already thinks like she has a computer in her head, I’m designing a custom UI extrapolating from that.’

	‘…but he won’t let me make it pink,’ Merlin whined.

	‘…I don’t think that would that would be a good idea,’ he said.

	Merlin grinned. ‘But it would be fun to watch.’

	‘Anyway…’ he said, looking back at Jones.

	‘We’re going to top her out at about thirty percent, any more and we’re pushing it.’

	‘Thirty percent,’ he repeated.

	‘Roughly…Magnolia’s level,’ Jones said. ‘But probably not her match, because Magnolia is trained, Stef isn’t.’

	‘What combat are you giving her?’

	‘To state the obvious, targeting. She’ll be able to shoot straight.’

	‘Well, that’s a definite improvement.’

	‘As to the rest, we’re very much toning it down in comparison to what we gave Carol, a lot of it will be reflexive, rather than conscious. We’ll have to tweak everything after we get her up and around.’

	He looked at the body. ‘Which will be when?’

	‘Help me alter this heart of hers, and she’ll be up.’

	He opened up the commands to access his lock box, focused on the the case holding the heart and after entering the proper passwords, the case appeared in his hands. He popped the locks, disappeared the cookies inside, then looked at the heart. He looked up at Jones. ‘How do I do this?’

	Jones shrugged. ‘I, er, was hoping you knew. I’ve never played with mirror magic. You brought her back all right, I thought this would be easier.’

	‘Wishing someone back to life, it’s a simple wish, you know exactly what you want.’ He stared at his warped reflection in the mirror, occasionally morphing into expressions that he didn’t have on his own face.

	‘You ask it nicely,’ Merlin said quietly.

	‘Merlin…’ Jones cautioned.

	‘He and she,’ the boy said, ‘I saw them do things with mirrors. They only had little, little pieces, but the way they did it was always the same, they asked for it.’

	‘I asked the last time, but this is…a lot more precise.’

	Merlin put on small hand on his shoulder, and another on the case. ‘Mirrors aren’t lawyers, and you’re not making a fairy bargain, it’s like requiring, if you know what you want, it’ll know what you mean. It’s how it works for people who can’t speak, or say the words to articulate what they mean.’ With this, Merlin grabbed the fruit bowl and bit into a large chunk, the juice running down his chin.

	He laid a hand on her heart, and asked it to allow the overrides by the agent programming. He looked over at Jones and nodded. Jones stood, required away Stef’s shirt, and a hole opened up in his recruit’s chest. He stood, carefully lifted the heart from the case and placed it in her chest.

	It shook for a moment, then settled. A thought put Stef in a new shirt, then he lifted a hand and held onto hers.

	Jones adjusted the two glowing electrodes on her temples, then quickly sat back down. ‘Starting download.’

	After a long moment, she opened her eyes.

	She stared at the roof for a moment, an expression of uncomprehending wonder on her face – like a baby learning to focus on something for the first time. Slowly, her eyes moved, taking in the apparent endless wonder of the lab ceiling before she saw him.

	She blinked twice, then sat up like a shot and grabbed him. He wrapped his arms around her as she buried her head into his chest, tiny, hot breaths sinking through the fabric of his shirt.

	‘It’s ok,’ he whispered, ‘it’s ok.’

	Slowly, he felt her nod, but her grip didn’t lessen. ‘Are you really here?’ she asked.

	‘I am.’

	‘Am I?’

	‘You are.’

	He pushed her away just a little, and bent down to her level. ‘Everything’s all right, ok?’

	She slowly relaxed her grip, and let her hands drop into her lap. ‘Ok.’

	He ruffled her hair, handed her one of her beloved cookies and smiled. ‘Welcome back.’

	‘Is it for good this time?’ she asked, crumbs falling down her shirt.

	‘Yes.’

	She folded her legs beneath her and smiled, and seemed to deflate a little. ‘Cool,’ she whispered.

	‘You even got a bit of an upgrade,’ Jones said to announce his presence to her.

	She rubbed the bridge of a her nose for a moment. ‘So that angry English guy wasn’t lying? He said I was an-’ She looked up at him for a moment. ‘Seriously?’

	‘Yes.’

	Incredulity and excitement warred for control of her face. ‘No, seriously?’

	‘Seriously.’

	‘But I’m a hacker!’ she exclaimed.

	‘Well, it’s time for you to give up your evil ways,’ he said with a smile.

	‘Oi!’ Merlin cried, ‘no fair!’ He turned to look at the boy, who was fervently pointing at the tiny white cowboy hat that was perched atop his goggles. ‘We aren’t all evil!’

	‘I dunno,’ Stef said, ‘evil’s kind of fun.’ She slid off the slid of the slab, and immediately crashed to the floor, her face slamming into the cold floor. ‘Oooooouch,’ she mumbled, ‘legs are for people.’

	He crouched, lifted her and sat her back on the slab. ‘Don’t try and rush yourself.’

	She leaned forward, her head resting against his chest. ‘Ok…I won’t.’

	Merlin pushed him back, lifted a small hammer and hit her knee with it. ‘Anything?’ he asked.

	‘Yeah,’ she said as she grabbed for the hammer, ‘more ouch.’

	Merlin danced back, keeping the hammer out of her reach.

	‘Merlin,’ Jones said, ‘let’s give her a minute, you can hit her with a hammer later.’

	Stef whipped her head around. ‘What?’

	Jones grinned. ‘Just to test your reflexes.’

	‘I’m not sure I like the sound of that.’

	‘Trust me,’ Merlin said as he required a ridiculously long scarf, ‘I’m the Doctor.’

	‘…I…’ she looked over at Jones, who simply shook his head. ‘Oh, good, cause the Doctor is Merlin, and if you’re Merlin then you could be the Doctor, and that means I would have to tear this place apart looking for the TARDIS…unless the whole building is a TARDIS, are we-’

	‘Unfortunately not,’ Jones said, ‘this Agency is only a little bigger on the inside, not a lot bigger, and so far as I know,’ he said as he pulled the scarf away from Merlin, ‘this one isn’t from Gallifrey.’

	Jones stood from his desk, removed the glowing electrodes from her head, and quietly ushered Merlin from the room.

	He looked down at Stef, who had dropped her head and seemed to be staring intently at her lap. Slowly, spots of water darkened the pale scrubs, though she made no sound. He lifted her from the slab, required a couch, placed her on the comfortable seat and handed her a handkerchief. She opened the handkerchief buried her face in it, then blew her nose noisily.

	‘Are you ok?’ he asked after a few minutes.

	She brought her knees up to her chest, rested her chin atop them and shook her head. ‘Nope.’

	‘You will be though,’ he said, ‘everything really is fine.’

	‘But it was so bad,’ she said, nearly choking on her words. ‘It was all so bad. Everything went wrong. We were- I… I-’ she looked away for a moment. ‘Then those guys! How did it go from that to “lol hi I can haz agent status”?’

	He was halfway through making a note to Jones to check her speech centre before realising that it was just Stef. He smiled, preparing himself for more wonderful confusion. ‘It all happened quickly,’ he admitted. ‘Jones managed to diffuse everything.’

	‘So you’re not breaking anymore rules? I’m legal?’

	‘As much as a hacker can be.’

	‘I second the little wizard: oi! No fair picking on me.’ She slowly put her knees down. ‘Agent?’ she asked with a grin. ‘Seriously? Agent? A-gent. Me? Are you crazy?’

	‘No, you’ll be fine.’

	Her face hardened. ‘You’re setting yourself for disappointment, I hope you realise that.’

	‘You haven’t disappointed me yet.’

	A tiny smile broke through. ‘Fine,’ she said, ‘I’ll give it go.’

	‘Should I take that as a yes?’

	She nodded. ‘Sign me up.’

	 


15 – Newborn

	Posted on January 9, 2010 by Stormy 

	14 Days Ago

	There was a light above her head.

	A small, yellow light.

	It was round.

	It was pretty.

	The light seemed to halo out from it, like sun breaking through thin clouds, or a lamp in a dusty room.

	Hey, you’re back.

	Huh?

	You’re alive, genius.

	Stef looked away from the mesmerising light, and around the room. It looked like one of the tech labs, white ceiling, white walls, containing a Ryan.

	She blinked, then blinked again, realised that she was lying down, then sat up and grabbed him. You’re ok! You’re really ok! She pressed her head against his shirt. Death said you were gonna be ok, but I didn’t know, and-

	You’re still using your indoors voice.

	Crap.

	It didn’t seem to matter though, as he returned the hug nonetheless.‘It’s ok,’ she heard him say, ‘it’s ok.’

	She nodded, but didn’t let him go. Scary Engligh guy sprouting nonsense or no, she wanted to know what was going on before releasing her one point of reference. She stared at the fabric in front of her, and needed to know if it was real. ‘Are you really here?’

	‘I am.’

	 

	‘Am I?’

	‘You are.’

	He pushed her away, just a little, as even a strong agent didn’t seem to be able to break her grip. He bent down to her level. ‘Everything’s all right, ok?’

	She looked at him, and believed him. It wasn’t like she’d seen his lying face, but it seemed trustworthy enough. More trustworthy than when he’d been the scary man with the gun. Slowly, she let him go. ‘Ok.’

	He straightened himself, then ruffled her hair, the gesture was small, but immediately lowered her urge to run screaming from this strange, new and completely unknown situation. An especially strange situation if the Londoner had been telling her the truth and she was an-

	A required cookie being waved in her face happily derailed her train of thought, as did Ryan’s smile. ‘Welcome back.’

	She felt her breath catch. “Welcome back” was what he’d said last time. “Welcome back” had left her standing on a roof, holding a gun to her head, with everything falling part. “Welcome back” had led to her-

	She furiously devoured the top half of the cookie, not caring where the crumbs fell. ‘Is it for good this time?’

	‘Yes.’

	She looked for any hint of doublespeak in his tone, any hint that he was telling the truth by lying, any clue that everything was just going to culminate in suicide again. Third time lucky.

	Oh, shut up would you? This is why we can’t have nice things. 

	She folded her legs beneath her and let out a long breath. ‘Cool.’

	‘You even got a bit of an upgrade.’ It took her a moment to recognise the voice. Jones.

	She turned to look at the tech agent for a moment, smiled, then processed what he’d said. ‘So that angry English guy wasn’t lying? He said I was an-’ She swung her head up to look at Ryan again. ‘Seriously?’

	‘Yes.’

	You have got to be shitting me. ‘No, seriously?’

	Ryan’s expression remained unchanged. ‘Seriously.’

	‘But I’m a hacker!’

	‘Well, it’s time for you to give up your evil ways,’ he said with a smile.

	She felt a smirk creep onto her face. Oh, you bloody narc…

	‘Oi!’ she heard Merlin yell, ‘no fair! We aren’t all evil!’

	‘I dunno,’ she said, ‘evil’s kind of fun.’ Yes, it is, but would you stop saying that outloud? People are going to start-

	Where exactly are you going with that sentence? 

	Sigh. They already know you’re a nut case. Go on, go cry your evilness from the roof, just don’t blame me when they drag you off.

	She moved to the edge of the slab and slid off, intending to stand, so that she wasn’t in the centre of attention anymore. Well, she probably would still be, but at least she wouldn’t be in the centre of the room. Her feet touched the ground, and then the rest of her did.

	The floor was cold. It was also very, very hard, especially when meeting a soft face at speed. She stared at the lab floor for a moment, wondering if there was some important part of her brain had-

	Snake? SNAKE! SNAAAAAAKE!

	Oh shut up, I’m not dead. 

	Anymore. 

	‘Oooooouch,’ she mumbled, ‘legs are for people.’

	She was lifted up from the floor, like a chosen one being taken aloft by The Claw and deposited back on the bed. Ryan looked at her with a strange look – it was either an urge to yell at her, or concern. Probably the urge to yell at her. ‘Don’t try and rush yourself.’

	Well, maybe it was concern.

	She leaned forward, her head resting against his chest. ‘Ok…I won’t.’

	Ryan was pulled back, and she almost fell to the floor again. The little wizard raised a hammer and brought it down on her knee.

	Harry Potter and the Torture Chamber?

	 

	‘Anything?’ he asked.

	‘Yeah.’ She grabbed for the hammer, lest he produce a sequel. ‘More ouch.’ He moved back, keeping the hammer just out of her reach.

	Harry Potter and the acting-like-a-jerk?

	That doesn’t even work as a crack!fic title.

	…I’m sure it would. To the internet!

	You’re stuck on this table, genius.

	You and your logic. Bah.

	‘-you can hit her with a hammer later.’ She heard Jones say.

	She spun around to look at the supposedly mild-mannered tech. ‘What?’

	Jones grinned in a not-quite-Machiavellian way. ‘Just to test your reflexes.’

	Wibble.

	‘I’m not sure I like the sound of that.’

	‘Trust me,’ the boy in goggles said as a scarf – one she was sure that was twelve and a half feet long – appeared around him, both end dragging to the floor. ‘I’m the Doctor.’

	Old trivia flooded her mind, unused connections were made, and a conspiracy theory began to form.‘…I…’ She looked to Jones, who, would neither confirm nor deny Merlin’s status as the real Merlin, surely wouldn’t leave her hanging at such a critical juncture. Thankfully, the tech shook his head. ‘Oh, good, cause the Doctor is Merlin, and if you’re Merlin then you could be the Doctor, and that means I would have to tear this place apart looking for the TARDIS…unless the whole building is a TARDIS, are we-’

	‘Unfortunately not,’ Jones said, ‘this Agency is only a little bigger on the inside, not a lot bigger, and so far as I know,’ he said as he pulled the scarf away from Merlin, who spun gleefully as he did, ‘this one isn’t from Gallifrey.’ Jones stood from his desk, pulled two glowing patches from her head, and quietly ushered Merlin from the room.

	Happy thoughts of conspiracy fled with the tech and his little wizard, leaving her with only reality to deal with. Scary reality. Big reality. Information that no wardrobe could hide her from. Her head dropped and the stared at the thin material of the hospital blues that she was wearing.

	Hey listen! Hey listen! Hey listen!

	…do you really think that’s the best way you can get through to me right now?

	Take a deep breath, Spyder. 

	She did, and the tears started to fall.

	Come on, you’ve faced worse stuff than this.

	No, we really haven’t.

	She saw Ryan move in front of her, and then with little effort, he lifted her from the slab and deposited her down onto a soft couch. A few seconds later, he handed her a handkerchief. She stared at it, the precise corners mocking her own lack of order, opened it, then buried her face in it, ruining all sense of precision that freshly-pressed square of cloth had, then noisily blew her nose into it, forever ruining the handkerchief’s bid for perfection.

	‘Are you ok?’

	She brought her knees up, creating a tiny barrier between her and the rest of the world. Ok. Was she ok. It was the same thing he’d wanted to know when she’d had her brains blown out. When they’d been all over her head, all over her head. All-

	Shh…calm down. You’re past that, stop thinking about it.

	It. Was. My. Brain. It’s hard not to think about it, cause thinking uses my brain, and as soon as I realise that, I think about when it was in my hand. It was in my hand. In my hand. And then I was going to blow them out myself. I was going to blow my brains out. I was going to blow my brains out. I was-

	Stop it. Stop it, Spyder. You’re acting like a crazy person.

	Oh, fuck you, we are crazy, you know that.

	He wants to know that you’re ok. You’re alive. That’s a lot better than what you expected. He’s all right, also a lot better than you expected. Take the little victory, for one, please, take the little victory. 

	Still, the truth spilled out. ‘Nope.’

	‘You will be though,’ he said, ‘everything really is fine.’

	‘But it was so bad,’ she said, nearly choking on her words. ‘It was all so bad. Everything went wrong. We were- I… I-’ she looked away for a moment. ‘Then those guys! How did it go from that to “lol hi I can haz agent status”?’

	 

	‘It all happened quickly,’ Ryan said. ‘Jones managed to diffuse everything.’

	‘So you’re not breaking anymore rules? I’m legal?’

	‘As much as a hacker can be.’

	‘I second the little wizard: oi! No fair picking on me.’ She slowly put her knees down. ‘Agent?’ she asked with a grin. ‘Seriously? Agent? A-gent. Me? Are you crazy?’

	‘No, you’ll be fine.’

	Her face hardened. ‘You’re setting yourself for disappointment, I hope you realise that.’

	‘You haven’t disappointed me yet.’

	A tiny smile broke through. ‘Fine,’ she said, ‘I’ll give it go.’

	Is that actual happy?

	…maybe.

	‘Should I take that as a yes?’

	She nodded. ‘Sign me up.’

	‘You’re already signed up,’ he said.

	She made a face. ‘I kinda guessed that.’

	He gave her a serious look. ‘For life.’

	‘So, we really are into last-suit-you’ll-ever-wear territory?’ she asked.

	‘It’s the terms of the experiment,’ he said. ‘But that will all get explained later.’

	‘Anything important I need to know?’

	‘A lot,’ he said, ‘but nothing right now.’

	She lifted a hand and stared at it. ‘It’s different.’

	‘From what?’

	‘From what I thought it would be like.’

	‘You wondered what it would be like to be an agent?’

	She held up a hand. ‘Geek, remember? And yeah, ever since the whole ahh-Miss-Mimosa-I’m-the-scary-MiB-guy-who-knows-magically-knows-your-name thing.’ She waved a hand in front of her face, her vision still obstinately human. ‘Kinda thought it would be like Terminator-vision.’

	‘Your HUD isn’t active yet.’

	She couldn’t hold back a grin. ‘So I do get Terminator-vision?’

	‘Something similar I believe.’

	‘When?’

	‘Jones will turn it back on when he-’

	‘You can’t do it now?’

	He looked at her. ‘It’s a little much to handle.’

	‘Everything’s been a little too much to handle,’ she said. ‘Monsters, immortal guys, crazy wingless angel guys – wait, do I get wings?’

	‘No.’

	She felt her face fall into a pout. ‘Bummer.’

	He moved to the middle seat of the couch. ‘Close your eyes.’

	She did, and there was an audible click in her mind. Was-

	Not me, Spyder.

	She felt Ryan take her hand in his. ‘All the lights are off, so it’s going to be dark, but it will lessen the amount of information you’ll see, all right?’

	‘Ok.’

	‘Open your eyes.’

	Just relax. Just breathe.

	She slowly opened her eyes, wanting to savour the moment like unwrapping the best Christmas present ever. Ryan’s face filled her vision, blocking out most of the dark lab. There was a thin blue outline around him, making details clear that should have been unnoticeable thanks to the lack of ambient light.

	The outline blinked or a moment, then a small tooltip appeared in the bottom right hand corner of her vision, informing her that the man in front of her was indeed Ryan, and not just some weird clone or creep wearing his skin. The tooltip expanded, displaying a string of numbers and a small blue circle beside it.

	She focused on the tiny blue circle, and then there was familiar “clunk” as a…friends list popped up. It, however was greyed-out, waiting for her to act on the dialogue box above it.

	[Autofilled some people for you. [image: :-D]
-Jones]

	Ryan’s name was there, with the same little blue circle, Jones’ name was under that, followed by Merlin. At the bottom of the box, there was the option to add new people, or do a search.

	This is really cool.

	Ryan waved his hand in front of her, and she automatically tracked it, tiny little measurements appearing and disappearing around it: speed, distance, length of the hand itself.

	She blinked a few times, all traces of the HUD disappearing when she did.

	She smiled. ‘This is gonna take a while to get used to.’

	‘You’ve got time.’

	She focused on his name in her friends list, and the panel rearranged itself, dropping the other names off, and instead only showing information about him: rank, location, scheduled meetings, an option to see staff assigned to him, options to communicate, call or email him. She chose the communicate option, and the friends list disappeared, replaced by a dialogue box giving her the option of “face-to-face” with the icon of two smiling emoticons or text only, with an accompanying icon showing a miniature QWERTY keyboard.

	Since he was sitting right in front of her, she chose the face-to-face option. She reeled as the rest of the world went a little grey. He squeezed her hand, and his face appeared in amongst the grey fuzz.[Trust you to find this system quickly.]

	[So I’ve got a webcam in my brain now?] She blinked. [Wait, I didn’t say that with my mouth.] She coughed, and ran her tongue around the inside of her mouth. [That’s really weird. But you can hear me, right?]

	[Yes.]

	[But what if I want to talk out loud? I has webcam but must scream? This is really weird, what if I-]

	 

	Don’t worry, I’m still here.

	But you’re not appearing on the screen. 

	That’s the last place you need me. Concentrate.

	[Ok.]

	I said concentrate.

	[You’re getting a hang of it?] Ryan asked.

	With a thought, she backed out of the conversation, and the world regained its original colour. ‘Sort of,’ she said, waving a hand in front of her face. ‘I think I need to start with something smaller, otherwise I’m going to end up talking to myself because I forget to talk normally.’

	‘We’ll try it again soon. Try requiring something.’

	She required a cookie, but he grabbed back her hand before she could eat it.

	‘Concentrate on it,’ he said.

	She did, and a small record log appeared. It listed the time in twenty-four-hour time – with the timezone in brackets – and then the item and a small link in brackets, her HUD agreed with reality, she had required a [Cookie].

	‘Ooooh, textual representation of individualised brain macros!’ she said with a grin.

	‘Er, exactly,’ he said. ‘Here, try this.’

	A message box appeared on the left of her screen, containing a single link: [French Tart #2]. She supressed a giggle. ‘Does she at least come with a feather duster? I think my apartment is kinda dirty.’

	He gave her the patented agent look, in return, she simply grinned and selected the link. A small berry tart appeared in her hand, on a china plate, a swirl of red sauce rimming the plate. She lifted the small tart, bit into it, and felt her toes curl in ecstasy. She flopped back against the couch, slowly chewing on the mouthful of tart. ‘Om nom nom,’ she managed. ‘Oh so nom.’

	‘You approve then?’

	‘You got this from France? If I’d found this bakery, maybe I wouldn’t have hated the times I went there.’

	 

	He gave her his confused look. ‘One treat would change your entire opinion of a country?’

	She shrugged. ‘I’m fickle?’ She crammed the rest of the tart into her mouth, then concentrated on the messenger window that was obstinately stuck in her vision. [Hm...oh, ok, cool, I can type in here. Well, brain-type, it’s weird, I keep wanting to type with my real fingers, I think the same bits of my are lighting up...does that make me weird?]

	‘…no Stef, that isn’t what makes you weird.’

	Insult and amusement both took up arms and warred to be the dominant emotion. ‘Oi!’ she cried, feeling oddly happy that he was able to acknowledge her weirdness.

	He stood and offered a hand down to her. ‘Come on, let’s take a drive.’

	 


16 – Equivalent Exchange

	Posted on January 9, 2010 by Stormy 

	14 Days Ago

	‘I thought the point of shifting,’ Stef after the lab blurred away and the garage came into view, ‘was so that you didn’t have to drive.’

	‘Sometimes we can’t shift to where we want to go,’ he said, ‘or we can’t take certain people with us. A lot of Solstice, for example, take precautions so we can’t shift them around. And,’ he said as a set of keys appeared in his hand, ‘I find it quite enjoyable.’

	‘You like being stuck in rush hour?’ she asked they walked over toward a deep green car. The make, model and year of the Bentley popped up beside the car and disappeared just as quickly. ‘You like being around people that could snap and attack you with a tyre iron at any point?’

	He opened the driver’s side door, and looked across at her. ‘That’s why I don’t drive in rush hour. Get in.’

	She got in, being very careful not to slam the door, not to touch anymore of the interior than possible, and pulled the belt with only her thumb and forefinger.

	‘You aren’t going to break it,’he said as he turned the key.

	She put her hands in her lap and tried to compress herself as much as possible. ‘Sorry, ingrained paranoia about fancy cars. Don’t breathe on it wrong. Don’t spill anything. No dirty hands in the car. And…god help you if you damage the seats. One my cousins scratched grandfather’s prized Rolls once, he yelled so long and so hard, the fucking walls shook.’

	‘Stef, I’m not going to yell at you.’

	She focused on the dashboard. ‘It’s inevitable that you will.’

	‘Agents don’t lie.’

	Well, you’re pretty much screwed.

	Yeah, yeah, I know-

	‘-I’m going to make a very bad agent.’

	He drove up to the boom gate, waited a moment for it to raise, then drove out into traffic. ‘It’s going to be somewhat of an information overload,’ he said. ‘Tell me if it gets too much and I’ll shut it down, otherwise, you can make the information disappear whenever you wish. Jones has put it at a relatively low setting, so you can adjust to it, and you’ll be able to customise it further later on, for the moment, think of it as a…test drive.’

	‘So you can decide I’m not the model you want, take me back to the dealership and trade up to something better?’

	Oh, crap, I said that out loud didn’t I?

	Something is screwy with your brain, you’re having more trouble keeping inside thoughts in and outside thoughts out than you normally do.

	If you haven’t noticed, I’m running different software now.

	You mean, you’re running software now. You weren’t before, well, nowhere outside of your delusions anyway.

	Goddammit, you know what I mean, stop arguing with me.

	I’m trying to get you talking like a person again, if you can’t even articulate yourself in here, you’re going to run into trouble out there.

	‘Stef-’

	‘Green light,’ she said quickly.

	‘Why do you keep saying things like that?’

	‘So we don’t become the victims of road rage?’

	Smooth, Spyder, real smooth.

	You come up with something better.

	‘Stef.’

	‘Does your license to kill extend to-’

	‘Miss Mimosa.’

	Again with the Miss Mimosa crap? ‘Quit doing that.’

	‘Then answer the question.’

	She folded her arms across her chest. ‘Don’t wanna.’

	‘I will take you back to Jones and let Merlin hit you with a hammer.’

	‘I don’t like to argue with what’s empirical.’

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘Forget it, I’d rather get hit with a hammer.’

	‘I retract that offer.’

	‘My parents are gone. My family gave me fifty-thousand quid and said GTFO, I don’t have any friends, and the one imaginary one I did have abandoned me. This is the data that I have to work with, so I’m not going to get my hopes up by fooling myself into thinking that this is anything more than transitory. This is a wonderful kind of transitory, but face it, you are gonna get sick of me, if you aren’t already, or figure that I’m more trouble than I’m worth, and move on, using my heart as a paperweight is optional, of course.’

	She stared out the window, a multitude of quick-flashing data appearing about each and every person she looked at, and each face she managed to focus on gave her the option of running a recognition program. Oh, so that’s where the creepy MiB power comes from…

	‘I have a son,’ Ryan said quietly.

	WTF?

	‘Is he a recruit?’ More importantly, angels can have kids? ZOMG, did you father a nephilim? 

	You defaulted back to inside voice. You’re really gonna have to work on this.

	I’ll yell at a mirror later and get it straight. 

	‘Hardly,’he replied. ‘He wants nothing to do with me. His mother and I…we divorced when he was eight, she found it very hard to stay married to an agent, and was worried about her boy…following in my footsteps. Taking after me. She didn’t want him having anything to do with this world. He felt the same way, he knew he wasn’t entirely human, so felt like a freak. He took that to heart, he blamed me.’

	‘He was a kid,’ she said quietly. ‘Kids think stupid things.’

	‘I know that,’ he said, ‘I didn’t think badly of him for it. He’s my son, I can’t think badly of him at all. I did my part after we separated, I saw him as much as I could, as much as he wanted. I did everything I could, but he wanted none of it. The calls stopped, he made excuses not to see me on the weekends, wouldn’t speak to me when I showed up to his birthdays.’

	He trailed off, and they drove in silence for a few minutes, the wind buffeting against the windows and the subdued sounds of traffic keeping it from a complete, maddening silence.

	‘I gave up when he was twenty-six,’ he said, ‘his engagement party. It was announced in the paper, I didn’t receive an invitation of course, but shifting does come in handy if you know what I mean. He stood up and announced that his father was going to make a speech, he looked right at me as he said that…then he introduced his step-father to the room.’

	‘What a fscking jerk,’ she said, her brain-mouth filter failing to engage, then slapped a hand over her mouth.

	He didn’t chide her for the outburst. ‘My point,’ he said, ‘is that he didn’t want me in his life, and he didn’t need him to look after him.’

	‘How could he not though?’ she asked, her hand dropping away form her mouth. ‘I mean, you’re Mister magic MiB man, people can look at you and go “hey that Ryan’s a pretty cool guy, he rescues babies and doesn’t afraid of anything”.’ She noticed his confused expression. ‘It means you’re awesome. And that’s the point,’ she said, her hands flapping in frustration, ‘you’re awesome, how could he not want you in his life?’ I’d kill to-Shut up, you don’t get to have those thoughts. Shut up Stef Mimosa, no one wants to hear that crap.

	I’m sorry…are you talking to yourself?

	No, just trying to angry some sense into myself.

	‘I wasn’t what wanted. He wanted someone normal.’

	‘Not what he wanted?’ she stared at her hand for a moment. ‘I suppose if you were able to combine-’ She dropped her hand. ‘I’m not telling you anything you don’t know. You should have just had another kid, one who wasn’t so ungrateful.’

	This managed to summon a smile on his face. ‘I’m not sure what you think of agent reproduction, but I’m not able to spontaneously create another child.’

	‘Probably a good thing, I mean, if you made one while drunk, you might regret it later. Or if you decided that you wanted a boy and got stuck with a girl-’

	‘Stef.’

	‘Sorry. Tangent-ing again. Ok. Looking at people. Testing HUD. Announcing what I’m doing like a Sailor Scout. Do I need a court order to run background checks on people? Oh god, I could so blackmail people with this…’ She turned and tried to smile innocently. ‘But I suppose that would come under the category of being a bad agent, wouldn’t it?’

	‘I would recommend against blackmail.’

	‘Fine.’

	‘Stef.’

	‘What?’

	‘I can look after you. If you need me to.’

	‘Stop the car.’

	He pulled over and without looking at him, she got out of the car and just started walking.

	Step. Step. Right leg. Left leg. Step over the trash. Avoid the people. Ignore the looks. Ignore the fact that I’m in hospital blues. Step. No emotion. No fscking tears. No fscking tears. Step. Left leg. Right left. Avoid the old lady.

	Where are you walking to?

	It doesn’t matter. I’m just walking. 

	A long jacket was draped over her shoulders, shielding her hospital-blue-clad body from the strange looks of the civilians around her.

	Oh, that helps, I guess.

	What the hell is wrong with you? He-

	Just stop it, okies? Step. Right leg. Left leg. Left leg feels weird. 

	A large wall made of agent stopped her pointless trudge. ‘I’m sorry for being presumptuous,’ he said. ‘But you can’t just go running off.’

	‘It wasn’t you,’ she said, ‘I’m hallucinating again. I just need a minute to walk it off. Sorry. This is what you get for recruiting a crazy.’

	This brought about a look of concern. ‘Maybe it’s something Jones needs to adjust. What did-’

	Jones. Right. Brain’s just scrambled. Technology can fix this. Nice, safe, technology. ‘Well, um, what were we just talking about? Nice, normal conversation about the fact that I have a computer in my head, right?’

	‘Yes, correct. And then-’ He crouched to her level. ‘Oh Stef… Tell me what you think you hallucinated.’

	She grabbed her the bottom of her shirt, each hand twisting a handful of the blue material. She stared at the footpath, and the old bike tyre skid mark there. ‘Something like, um, wanting to treat me like I was worth something.’

	‘I said that.’

	A manic grin split her face. ‘Then maybe you’re the crazy one. Who do you think you’re talking to right now?’

	‘You.’

	I’m strong. I’m tough. I’m stone. 

	‘Then maybe you’re the crazy one.’ She took a step back, and tried to move around him, but he took another step and blocked her again. ‘Why the hell w-’ She swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump in her throat. ‘-would you say something like that to me?’

	Strong. Tough. Stone. Gargoyle, I’m a gargoyle. Man, I miss that show. 

	‘Like I said, I’m sorry for being presumptuous. Can we just-’

	‘Your presumption isn’t the issue here, narc,’ she said, gritting her teeth to try and retain some control. ‘You just, if I can return the presumption, made it sound like you were making,’ she swallowed again, and again failed to dislodge the lump. She shook her head, trying to bury herself in a lack of emotion, ‘Making an offer to act in a paternal role.’

	‘That’s exactly what I did do.’

	‘Why?’

	‘Because I wanted to? I don’t understand what you mean.’

	‘Do you realise you’re talking to Stef Mimosa? Stupid, useless hacker girl?’

	‘Stop talking like that.’

	‘No, cause I don’t think you know what you’re getting yourself into. You haven’t read all the fine print, and buyer’s remorse is really hard to pull in this situation. Just stop and think about what you’re doing.’

	‘I rarely speak without thinking.’

	‘Congratulations, you’re experiencing your own law of averages!’ she cried, backing up a couple of steps.

	‘If I said-’

	She coughed out the lump, freeing both her windpipe and the tears she’d been keeping prisoner. ‘I’d give anything for a dad like you,’ she whispered, tears streaming down her face, ‘do you know how awesome you are? What you’ve done for me?’

	‘Then what’s the problem?’

	‘I’m not good enough. I’m pathetic, I’m useless, I am insane, remember? I am a wreck of a person who has no job being anywhere near you. You get nothing in return. I have never been good enough, and I accept that. I’ve got nothing to offer.’

	‘Why are you under the impression that you have to give me anything in return?’

	‘Isn’t that how these things usually work?’

	He shook his head. ‘No, it’s really not.’

	‘I don’t know how it works other than that.’

	‘And I don’t know what it’s like to have a child that wants me to look after them.’

	Despite herself she nodded furiously, feeling tears fall off her chin. ‘Yes. Please. Ok. Yes. I accept.’

	‘Good.’

	He lifted her, and she clung to him like a child, resting her head on his shoulder until the tears stopped.

	‘I think I’m ok now,’ she whispered.

	She felt fabric slide against her skin, and as he set her down, she saw that she was in her uniform again, complete with a new pair of sneakers to dirty. As she adjusted to standing under own power again, he pressed his hands to the sides of her head and gently kissed the top of her head before brushing all of the errant strands of hair back from her face.

	‘Ready?’ he asked.

	‘Yup.’

	‘Good. I think I know where we should go next.’ He turned and walked back toward the car, and she fell in behind him, happily following in his footsteps.

	 


17 – The Serenity of Waffles

	Posted on January 14, 2010 by Stormy 

	14 Days Ago

	‘Where are we going?’ Stef asked as Ryan drove through an only-vaguely-familiar part of the city.

	‘You’ll see,’ he said.

	‘I don’t like surprises.’

	‘You wouldn’t know the place, even if I told you,’ he said. ‘Suffice it to say I’d like you to adjust to using your HUD by examining certain organic and inorganic substances that have been exposed to heat and/or various processing methods.’

	‘…we’re going to the Science Centre?’

	They turned a corner. ‘Not quite.’

	She looked out the window, and was closer to understanding where she was. The projected map overlay also helped her to pinpoint her location. Guess I won’t be needing Google Earth anymore. The map overlay had appeared of its own accord, seemingly summoned by her lack of knowledge of where she was. Like a butler that came when they anticipated a need, rather than when they were called…

	No. It won’t work. 

	Why, did you try it already?

	You can’t-

	Require: Jeeves.

	She looked around the car, but the fictional butler had not appeared.

	Mope. 

	Requiring isn’t that kind of magic, it’s not going to do everything for you.

	More mope.

	A dog caught her eye. A dog whose tooltip didn’t identify it as any breed of dog, and instead named it as a halfbreed.

	‘Ooh, fae!’ She looked at the dog for a bit longer. ‘Fae…peeing on a street lamp. Ew.’

	He looked across for a moment. ‘Don’t judge, it’s unfair.’

	‘Wasn’t…’

	‘Yes you were,’ he chided. ‘You don’t know his story, so it’s unfair to form an opinion. For instance, you don’t know that he has a human form, some halfbreeds don’t, some can’t shift between them – like Magnolia, she has no bird form-’

	‘Scary lolita chick? She’s a halfbreed?’

	‘…you didn’t notice her feathers?’

	‘It wasn’t my highest priority at the time. So…pigeon?’

	‘Magpie. She only has one form though, as that dog might. Else, it may be the form it’s most comfortable in, so doesn’t have to live by the human convention of, er, not urinating in the street.’

	‘…or it could be that finding a public toilet in the city at this hour is nigh-impossible, and that this was easier?’

	‘Another logical explanation.’

	She looked across. ‘I don’t think I asked yet, how long was I out this time?’

	‘Only a few days. Jones didn’t see the point in keeping you under when most of your testing will be easier to do with you conscious.’

	‘Testing? Like jumping more thirty-foot brick walls? I can actually do that now?’

	‘Not quite, you’ll see during training.’

	She slumped in her seat. ‘Oh man, does this all mean I actually have to get up at seven in the morning now?’

	‘You aren’t a recruit, you won’t be training with them. As to getting up, we actually aren’t sure what your sleeping patterns will be like, that’s one of the things Jones couldn’t derive a decent hypothesis for.’

	‘…huh?’

	He pulled the car over, and parked. ‘We honestly don’t know how much you’ll be sleeping, or indeed how much sleep you’ll actually require.’

	‘Lol, require,’ she said with a smirk. She knuckled a hand against her head. ‘I never really thought about this, you don’t sleep do you? On the clock twenty-four-seven and all that? Not sleeping deaths are almost as bad as not eating deaths…if I can’t at least nap I’ll be back to considering offing myself with a spork…’

	He looked confused. ‘We do sleep. Not as much as humans, obviously, but we do sleep.’

	‘That’s….unexpected. So what, you’ve got a dorm room like the rest of us?’

	‘Usually I just catch a couple of hours on my couch, that’s all I need.’

	‘But like…why? I mean, couldn’t you just adjust your program to not need sleep?’

	‘It’s for psychological health, it’s good to have some downtime, even if it isn’t a standard eight hours, and it helps to clear the mind, clear cached data and the like, it’s the same cleansing effect that dreams have on mortals.’

	This brought up a question. ‘Do agents dream?’

	‘No.’

	‘I-’

	He put a comforting hand on her head. ‘But you might,’ he said with a smile. ‘You’ll just have to see. Come on,’ he said as he opened his door.

	She followed him as they rounded the block, things were beginning to look a little more familiar now, but she still couldn’t place how – and the map overlay did nothing to jog her memory. He entered a small cafe and sat at a table near the window.

	He lifted two of the menus, handed one of them to her, then gave her a conspiratorial smile. ‘Do you know where you are?’

	She sniffed the air. ‘…om nom nom waffles?’

	‘Other than that, Stef.’

	She shook her head. ‘I don’t think I’ve been here before.’ She looked around, the paint was new, as was most of the furniture, everything spoke of just-established-establishment. ‘…if this place is as new as I think it is, I think I was d-word when it would have opened.’

	‘They were serving something different the last time we were here.’

	She took another look at the cafe, then out of the large window – the interior had changed, but the view hadn’t. The view that- ‘No.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘No.’

	‘Yes,’ he said again.

	‘You’re kidding me. This is… Waffles? When did it-? Why the hell did we come back here? A repeat performance of watching you get shot is not on my agenda today.’

	‘That’s not going to happen.’

	‘I don’t think you were planning on it last time, either!’

	‘If this place does get shot up,’ a voice said, ‘we’ll be charging for it.’ She turned to see a waitress, ready with an order pad. ‘You two decided what you want yet?’

	‘Not yet,’ Ryan said.

	‘So long as you order something,’ the waitress said, ‘I had to kick out a couple of your kids who just sat here conjuring their own stuff a couple of weeks ago.’

	She stared at the waitress, whose nametag proclaimed her to be “Tiffany” and whose tooltip also proclaimed her to be a halfbreed. There were no give-aways, no feathers, no fur, no wings…she just looked human.

	‘Take a photo instead, love,’ Tiffany said, before turning to Ryan. ‘She a little off or something?’

	‘Just a little,’ he replied.

	‘Oi…’

	‘Is there something I can help you with?’ the waitress, evidentially tired of being gawked at, asked.

	She looked up at the woman. ‘I’m just trying to work out what you are.’

	‘They don’t teach tact at the Agency, do they?’ Tiffany said. ‘Half-fairy, if you must now. Now, order?’

	‘Waffles.’

	This was met with a blank stare. ‘…I got that, what kind?’

	‘Many?’

	 

	Tiffany looked back over at Ryan. ‘More than a little, I think.’

	He beckoned the waitress over, quickly and quietly ordered, then plucked the menu from her hands. ‘I hope it’s suitable.’

	‘Is it waffles?’

	‘Yes. And coffee.’

	‘Then yes, acceptable.’

	With a clunk, she opened her friends list, and opened up a text window with Ryan. [Ok. So, I’ve got to practice this, right?]

	[Among other things, yes.]

	She drummed her fingers on the table. [This text thing is ok, I mean, it’s weird putting words here with my brain, and I keep wanting to type, and I’m sure if I had a keyboard here that I’d actually be typing this as I...type this, and I’m totally not usually this verbose in convo windows, but I think I can dig this.]

	She opened up the face-to-face window. [This on the other hand, this one is going to get some getting used to.]

	[Why?]

	She mentally alt-tabbed back over to the text window. [Cause, yanno, I sometimes have problems with what I say out loud and what I don’t say out loud, adding more voices in my head, ones that aren’t even me is going to make that a little more difficult. I think I’ll get the hang of it.]

	[All you need is practice,] he said in the face-to-face window.

	She tabbed back to, trying to treat it as a webcam conversation – not that the analogy helped much, as those were also unfamiliar territory to her, but thoughts of technology helped a little. [And,] she said, [how long is that excuse going to last?]

	[As long as you need it to.]

	She concentrated on the face-to-face window. [I think that might be cheating, just a bit.]

	He smiled. [I won’t tell if you don’t.]

	The waitress returned, deposited a coffee in front of her, and a tall ice tea in front of Ryan.

	 

	‘Huh,’ she said, ‘that I didn’t expect.’

	‘What?’

	‘Well, actually, I never thought about what you like to eat. You wouldn’t eat ice-cream with me, and you were all “rar, I don’t need sugar or food, rar”.’

	He took a slow drink from the tall glass. ‘I want to tell you something.’

	She deflated a little. ‘You went all serious again.’

	‘This may…change your opinion about me.’

	‘If you’re having buyer’s remorse-’ she began, but was stopped when he put a hand to her face.

	‘I told you to stop that. I don’t want a refund, an exchange or an upgrade, this is something about me.’

	‘K…’

	He sat back in his chair. ‘I…just don’t like ice-cream. It’s cold, it’s messy, it drips far too easily, if you aren’t paying attention, it can almost be a challenge to eat. I don’t need to eat, agents don’t need to eat, it really is more of a guilty pleasure, a bad habit we get into, like breathing, so I’d prefer to only eat foods that I like.’

	She smiled. She giggled. She fell off her chair.

	Oh yeah, you’re a brilliant agent.

	Shut up you.

	Still giggling, she climbed back into her chair, ignoring the looks of the other customers.

	‘I-’

	‘…you really just did SERIOUS FASE about ice-cream didn’t you?’

	‘I just wanted to know that-’

	‘It’s ok, it’s really ok.’

	Two plates of waffles were placed down. Hers, piled high with ice-cream and chocolate sauce, his, liberally coated in caramel sauce and dusting sugar.

	 

	‘Enjoy, Agents,’ Tiffany said, sliding the bill under the napkin-holder.

	She lifted her fork, but stopped herself from stabbing the topmost waffle when she saw Ryan’s wagging finger.

	‘Not yet,’ he said.

	‘But om nom?’

	‘We came here with a purpose, Stef, or did you forget?’

	‘I thought you were being obfuscating…’

	His face came to life in the face-to-face window again. [Are you getting used to your HUD?]

	[It’s...ok, all the quick-flash is kind of here, gone, forgotten, it’s not really being of any use. The tooltips...I like the tooltips.] She noticed his confusion. [The thing that tells me what a person is, like human, halfbreed, garbage can.]

	[Ah.]

	[But everything else, I need a better way to control it. I need...hell, shortcut commands or icons. I need to know that thinking a certain thing will make a certain thing happen, not just trying to do something and hope my brain can work it out.]

	[There are more...manual commands, if you’d prefer. Jones can set you up with them.]

	[Cool. Thanks.] She mentally alt-tabbed the text window. [ [image: :D]] She returned to the face-to-face window. [And that’s not “colon D” it’s-]

	[He will...also show you how to use graphical emoticons, if you’d like.]

	[Awesome!] She smiled and again went to stab the waffle, only to have her fork disappear. [No om nom?]

	[First, scan the waffle.]

	She stared at the waffle, leaning down over the concoction of-

	{Flour}
{Egg substitute #15.}
{Sugar.}
{Milk.}

	The list went on, listing the trace amounts of preservatives and chemicals, after the list finished scrolling, it disappeared.

	[Well, there’s no poison in it,] she said.

	[You can do this for any substance,] he said, [sometimes with varying degrees of accuracy. It can be surprisingly useful sometimes, like for example, when looking for a chemical marker in someone’s blood.]

	[You do that?]

	[Sometimes it is necessary, yes.]

	[...cool.] She stared despondently at the plate. [Do I have to scan the ice-cream next?]

	[No, you should start eating it before it melts.]

	 


18 – Smoke and Mirrors

	Posted on January 26, 2010 by Stormy 

	13 Days Ago

	‘Jonesy.’

	‘No.’

	‘Jonesy.’

	‘Stef. Shhh.’

	‘But Jonesy-’

	‘No, you can’t play with the lazer, Stef.’

The beam of blue light hit the neat line drawn across her wrist, and very easily sliced through the flesh. 

	‘I love,’ she said as she watched the fingers of her now-unattached hand twitch, ‘that you know my question is “can I has lazer” not “why do you keep cutting my hand off?”’

	‘No can has lazer,’ he said again, lifted the removed hand, tossed it over his shoulder into the bin with the other three hands that had been removed. Images of her hands crawling up and out of the bin, propelling themselves across the floor like spiders flooded her mind, breaking out of the lab and desperately seeking revenge towards-

	‘Much better,’ he said as he played with her newly-grown hand, making sure that all of the joints flexed in the correct direction, and were covered with the correct amount of flesh. 

	‘So, what next?’

	He sat, laid the stopwatch down next to his keyboard and sipped his coffee. ‘Hands are a big thing. They’re crazily complicated for what they are, but at least there doesn’t seem to be any issues with regrowth. One round of taking off the digits individually, just to take sure they come back right side up in case you, I don’t know, cut one off while making a sandwich.’ 

	‘…did you just tell me to get back in the kitchen?’

	He gave her a perfectly innocent smile. ‘Of course not.’ 

	The lazer heated up again, and neatly sliced off her thumb. ‘This is really, really disconcerting you know.’ 

	‘At least you stopped screaming.’ 

	‘It’s a lazer. It should hurt.’ 

	Her thumb reappeared with no issue. 

	‘The Flamidimiser isn’t exactly a destruct-o-beam,’ he said, removing the superfluous thumb and tossing it into the bin. ‘It’s a medical instrument.’ 

	She stared at him. ‘You made up that word.’ 

	‘I did not.’

	‘It’s seriously called-’

	‘A Flamidimiser. Yes.’ 

	Her index finger was chopped off, and she watched the detached digit with detached amazement. ‘This is all way too weird.’ 

	‘Oh, we haven’t even started with the weird stuff.’ 

	The image of singing groupies came to the forefront of her mind. ‘Um, what kind of “weird stuff”?’

	‘Well, I’ve got to use this on your head at some point.’

	[O_O] she sent to him. 

	He shrugged. 

	[D:] ‘You are not using that on my head.’

	‘I have to.’

	‘I like my head,’ she stressed as her middle finger was removed. ‘I like it right where it is.’

	He turned back to his computer. ‘This is the easiest way to get this done. We have to see what happens to you under certain conditions, because…well, your heart complicates things. If, for example, your arm was removed, but your hand started to regrow before the rest of your arm, that could cause problems. And these settings aren’t only for single-regrowth occurrences, it’s also for full regenerations.’

	‘Full what now?’

	He stood, grabbed the lazer, adjusted a few of the settings and aimed it at her. A wide blue beam caught her in the chest and-

	Shitshitshitshitshit-

	Stop it.

	Ok, well, if you’re here-

	Everything was black for a moment, then she found herself floating. She looked around, but there was nothing to see but a faint blue fog. Her body ripped itself apart, but there was no sensation, just sections flowing away as if they were nothing more than wispy pieces of cloud themselves themselves. Everything spun, and her body slowly reformed, sans the lazer burn. 

	A loud bell tolled, the sound resonating in her mind, and she fell from the hazy place. 

	And then, as if nothing had happened, she was standing in Jones’ lab again. 

	‘Dude. You just killed me. With a lazer.’ A grin split her face. ‘That was…’ 

	‘Epic win?’

	‘Yes! Except for the killing me part!’ 

	He indicated to the chair, she sat, and he readjusted the lazer back down to the finger-cutting-off settings. ‘That’s a full regeneration, it’ll be as common to you as any individual regrowth.’

	‘…and why couldn’t I just sit there and fix the lazer burn? It’s not like I actually need my lungs, right? But don’t say that cause then I’ll start manually breathing and that gets weird.’ 

	‘Whenever you get enough of a system shock, it’s easier to…respawn you. It’s a more thorough check, just in case something went wrong, it’s also a safety issue. Let me put it this way, you’re fighting…the Hulk. Now, let’s say he pulls up a street lamp and hits you over the head with it. Now, technically, you could lie there, putting your cracked skull back together, but that gives him a chance to pick you up and do more Hulk Smash with your tiny little hacker body. However, pop out for a respawn, your brain’s gonna be in one piece and you’ll be tiptop shape to fight him again. Or as tiptop as I made you.’ 

	She looked down at herself. ‘Did you give me waif-fu?’

	‘You’ll find out.’

	She curled her hands into fists, wondering who would win if she got into a fight with a brick wall. ‘Who would win, me or River?’

	Jones looked at her, an unfamiliarly serious expression on his face. ‘No-one beats River Tam.’

	‘Fine.’ 

	‘Safety wise, respawning also gives you a second or two to gather your thoughts, an advantage whoever you’re fighting doesn’t have.’ 

	‘I’ll need a lot of advantage.’ 

	He shrugged. ‘It’s ok, you fail out there, you come here. It’s part of the plan. I wanted a bit of a backup so you didn’t get recycled or stuck in the basement. You know, like Bart’s evil twin.’ [:P]

	‘Can I take a break when you’re done chopping off my fingers?’ 

	He shook his head. ‘No, sorry, after we’re done with this round, we actually have to see if you can still use your hands. They’re going to get a rather vigorous workout.’ 

	‘Doing what exactly?’

	Her pinky was sliced off, and it rolled over before coming to a stop. 

	Jones smiled. ‘I took the liberty of reactivating your WoW account. Figured we could five-man Kara with a couple of my kids.’

	‘…now when you say “your kids”,’ she began. 

	‘I mean my recruits,’ he clarified. ‘I only mean something more literal by it when I speak of Merlin. He needs me as a mother and I’m more than happy to care for him in that capacity. I’d imagine that you know what that’s like, you do know how Ryan feels about you, right?’

	‘Yeah, I, do. I, um, I think I have a dad now. Still trying to process it.’ 

	‘He said something, good. He has developed this terrible habit of keeping his emotions to himself, keeping everything to himself, and keep himself apart from everyone and everything.’ He drank more of his coffee. ‘He had reason to withdraw, of course, but he never came back out of his shell. It’s why his recruits, by and large, have the opinions that they do, all they ever know is the aloof persona that he projects.’ 

	‘Yeah…’

	‘By the way you reacted to me calling me my recruits my kids, I presume…’

	‘He told me about his son, yeah.’

	‘Alexander, yes. When Ryan married the boy’s mother, Eilise, I was there, I was one of his best men. Things went from that to…him not being able to ask for my help when he had some dirty little hacker corpse hidden away.’ He gave her a small smile. ‘You are doing him good, Stef. Just…try to hold onto that later when we’re decapitating you.’

	19 – Nudity

	Posted on January 27, 2010 by Stormy 

	12 Days Ago

	Magnolia looked up from the pile of paperwork on her desk towards the door. Someone had knocked on it, and that was an unusual occurrence. Taylor never knocked, knocking was not part of their relationship – at least when it came to him invading her privacy, and she was fine with that. She was his, to do with whatever he pleased, whenever he pleased, or to ask anything of her at anytime. Sleeping, working, exercising, fucking, it didn’t matter, whatever had been occupying her time was very easily dropped and she was ready to serve within seconds. 

	That, however, left very few possible visitors. The other combat recruits never bothered her in her room, they knew better than to bother her, and it was a self-replicating order, older recruits would teach any newbies the consequences of bothering her. In visceral detail.

Intrigued, she pushed herself back from her desk and opened the door. Outside her room was a box with legs. Rather familiar legs. 

	Merlin peeked around the side of the long white box. ‘Delivery!’ 

	‘Not my birthday Mer,’ she said as she took the box from the boy and invited him in. Merlin immediately jumped onto her bed and sat on the pillows, extracted a lollipop from one of his over sized pockets and waited for her to join her. 

	‘It’s not from me,’ he said as she sat and extracted the card from under the ribbon. ‘It’s from Grigori.’

	She flipped the card over. ‘I guessed. No-one else would write me a note in Cyrillic.’ She passed the linen-paper card over. ‘What’s it say?’

	He took the card, gave it no more than a cursory glance and blushed. ‘Black, white and sexy all over.’

	‘He’s a flirt,’ she said. 

	‘You like him,’ the boy said. It wasn’t a question, it was a statement. 

	She played with the ribbon on the box. ‘He…fascinates me,’ she said honestly. ‘Come on, I mean, you ever meet an agent like him?’

	‘Nope!’

	‘What do you think of him, Mer?’ 

	‘He’s an ogre.’

	She smiled and shook her head. ‘No he isn’t.’

	‘He’s got layers,’ he clarified. ‘He comes and says hi, then asks if he can turn Agent Squishy off, even though he knew it wouldn’t happen. He’s happy and sad all the time all at once. And…he thinks a lotlotlot about Taylor.’

	‘I don’t blame him.’

	‘He’s…good,’ Merlin said after a moment. ‘Trust me, he’s good.’ 

	‘You know, you being a reader really helps sometimes.’ 

	The boy pouted. ‘I’m-’

	‘You’re a reader, Mer, that’s all you are.’ 

	‘That’s all I am,’ he replied dutifully. 

	‘Good boy,’ she said absently, trying to keep her thoughts away from what he could do. He was far more than a reader, though she had no wish to know the extent of his power, whatever she knew, she had a responsibility to report, even if it meant detrimental results for the boy. Unknowns were dangerous. Unknowns were something to be contained. She smiled at him, not doubting that he could pick apart her thoughts, having no doubt that he could-

	‘Are you gonna kiss him?’ he asked. 

	‘What?’ she asked hurriedly, feeling a blush rush over her cheeks. 

	‘He’s taking you out on a date, that usually means kissing.’ The boy said with a grin, acting as though he was in on some big secret. 

	‘I’m not even sure I’m going,’ she said, ‘I mean, I have things to do here, I-’

	‘You’re gonna go.’ 

	‘…I’m going to go.’ She paused and began to undo the bow. ‘I just don’t know what-’ She stopped, shook her head and tore the bow away. ‘I don’t have anything to worry about. But…an agent, I’ve never been out with an agent before.’ 

	‘Least he won’t have two left feet if he wants to dance.’ 

	‘I knew someone with two left feet. He had wings though, so it made it up for it.’ 

	She opened the box, revealing the dress inside. Slowly, she stood, drawing the dress out of the box, her fingers tingling in pleasure at the touch of the fabric. ‘Oh my gods,’ she whispered. ‘It’s Tabitha silk.’ She hurriedly put it back down, running a single finger down the exposed length of the dress. ‘He bought me Tabitha silk.’ 

	Merlin crawled off the pillows and dress. ‘It’s pretty.’

	She put the lid back on the box. ‘I can’t accept this, do you have any idea what this cost? I don’t know what this would have cost. It’s not like Faerie tailors take required cash. Gods…Mer, take this back to him. I’ve got plenty of stuff to wear.’ She caught his shocked expression. ‘What?’

	‘You can’t return a present,’ he said in a stage whisper. ‘That’s really, really, really impolite, he might not want to go on a date anymore, and it might increase his sad quotient.’ 

	‘His wallet has has a really big sad quotient right now,’ she said. ‘This isn’t like the fruit Bennefree sends over, you can’t negotiate for a dress like this with required currency or goods. It’s a first date, I-’

	‘He’ll definitely want a kiss.’ 

	‘He’ll want more than that,’ she said, ‘I mean, I’ve whored myself out for less, but-’ she put a hand to her mouth. ‘Ignore that, Mer. Just take it back with my apologies.’ 

	‘If I take it back, he won’t give me a tip.’ 

	‘I’ll go buy you some real ice-cream later if you do.’

	‘Nuh-uh! No returns!’ he said, poking his tongue out. 

	‘Mer…’ 

	He waved, jumped off the bed, then ran through the door. She stared at the door for a moment, pretending that she had seen it being slammed closed, that he had indeed opened and closed the door. Yes. That’s what he’d done, she was just frazzled and hadn’t noticed. The truth now firmly planted in her mind, she looked back to the dress. 

	Her hand reached toward it again, and she buried it in the soft folds of the silk, feeling the fabric surrounding her long fingers, she lost herself and immediately began to strip herself of her clothes. 

	‘Strip!’

	‘We’re still playing that game?’ she asked, wiping blood from the corner of her mouth. ‘Gods, suit, when was the last time you got laid? I will fuck you if it’ll calm you down a bit. Not like I’ve never fucked an agent before.’ 

	He jammed the gun up again her head. ‘Strip.’

	‘I already agreed to work for you, so long as-’

	He grabbed her by the hair and forced her to look up at him. ‘You need to follow every order I give. This is a simple order. If you can’t do even this, I have no reason to keep you around.’

	‘I’m not wearing the motherfucking suit.’

	He slapped her again. ‘You are past the point where you have any say in the matter.’ 

	‘How will giving in to you make me stronger?’

	‘Just do it, Magnolia,’ he whispered into her ear. ‘Or I’ll kill you.’ 

	He pushed her away, though kept the gun aimed at her. He was no better than Cryo, no better than Travis, no better than any pathetic gang leader she’d worked for, he was just another power hungry dickhead, just another wanting to prove his superiority. 

	A promise to make her stronger, though, that was something the others hadn’t promised her. Money, sure; a safe place to sleep, generally a given; connections, offered as a carrot on a stick; all things that benefited them, but this one…he’d offered something that would benefit her. 

	She kicked off her boots, tore away her socks, pulled down her jeans with little ceremony, he wasn’t interested in a show, no matter how much of a good one she could give him, then peeled off her top, only momentarily regretting not wearing a bra, let her fingerless gloves fall to the ground, and shook her hair out. 

	She kept her stance strong, despite being in the presence of an extremely dangerous man in only a thin black pair of panties. She put her hands on her hips, accentuating her breasts further and smirked at him. ‘There we go,’ she said, ‘like what you see?’ 

	A mirror appeared, and she stared at herself as she lifted the dress up in front of her body, feeling it slide across exposed skin, and enjoying the pleasurable infused magic all too much. It was an exquisite fabric rendered into an amazing design, it was not what she was used to. 

	So much as her wardrobe shocked the people around her, particularly new recruits, and more so than not, any visiting agents, at their heart, the dresses were always simple, cottons, lace, ribbon, only accents of anything more. This was a dress that princesses would have killed for, and not in the clean kill-order way, this would make even the prissiest cartoon princesses scrap and shank in the dirt for the chance to wear it. 

	The magic woven into the threads made the dress as much an experience as it was a piece of haute couture. 

	She slipped the dress over her head, adjusting it only slightly as it fell into perfect position almost immediately. 

	She required her hair up, letting it spill over her shoulders, rather than being restrained in a ponytail or bun, then slowly spun to look at herself in the mirror. Her back was exposed, and it freely showed off all of her feathers, something none of her other dresses did. 

	It made her feel nude, exposed, no-one was supposed to see her feathers – other than the ones she wore in her hair. 

	The agent spun her, but she kept her balance. ‘At least use lube if you’re going to fuck me up the ass,’ she said, waiting for him to push her up against the wall and-

	His hand touched her back, and she felt him pulling on one of her feathers. ‘What are you, a quarter, an eighth?’ 

	‘Of what?’

	‘Answer the damn question.’

	‘Half,’ she said, feeling more off-kilter by the question than by her own nudity. ‘My mother is, like The Magpie. Harps on about being mother of all and whatnot.’ 

	‘The warden?’

	‘Huh?’

	He plucked a feather and waved it in her face. ‘The central spirit for any kind is the warden. You don’t even know that much?’

	‘We’re not exactly on speaking terms,’ she snapped. ‘I hate the stupid bitch.’ 

	He grunted, then held a hand, a suit appeared there, and he threw it at her. ‘Your uniform.’

	‘I said-’

	‘Do it.’ 

	She dropped the suit the ground, lifted the pants and began to climb into the uniform. 

	She couldn’t stop staring at herself in the mirror, at the unfamiliar reflection and at the dress she had to return. 

	As she stepped out of the dress, she felt a familiar presence behind her. ‘What can I do for you, sir?’ she asked, turning immediately to look at her superior. She held the dress in front of her, not to protect her nearly-naked form, but to keep the dress from the floor – if it remained immaculate, then there was a chance that whomever Grigori had purchased it from would allow him to return it. 

	Quickly, she placed the dress back onto the box, and was once again standing before him, her body his for the taking, his to admire and his to do with as he pleased. There was no reason to require herself back into clothes, modesty was a weakness, and the last thing she wanted to show him was weakness, unless he demanded it of her. 

	‘I’m almost finished with the paperwork sir,’ she said as a silence began to form. ‘My apologies, but I was distracted. It won’t-’ 

	‘Grigori is distracting,’ he said, as if almost forgiving her for her poor performance. ‘It will still be done on time.’

	‘Of course sir. Was there something I could do for you sir?’ The question was unnecessary, he wouldn’t be there unless he wanted something, unless he needed something. 

	He stood silent for a moment. ‘It’s your downtime tonight, Recruit,’ he began. 

	‘Not if there’s something you need me to do, sir.’

	‘Jones is releasing the mistake for limit testing. The first day is longer than the rest, it would effectively eliminate your downtime.’

	She nodded, covering her excitement. ‘Of course sir, if I won’t be in the way, I will gladly assist. I’ll reschedule with Agent Grigori. He has expressed interest in assisting with the limit testing, so I’m sure he’ll understand.’ 

	To this, he grunted. 

	‘When, sir?’

	‘Two hours. My gym.’

	‘The paperwork will be done by then.’ 

	He nodded, then shifted away. 

	She required herself into a fresh dress, sat at her desk, and lost herself in the paperwork, free of any thoughts involving the likelihood of naked agents.

	 


20 – Warm-up

	Posted on January 30, 2010 by Stormy 

	12 Days Ago
Limit Testing Day One

	‘I’m glad to see him enjoying himself,’ Grigori commented, cheering yet another well-thrown punch. 

	Magnolia looked up from the paperwork, watched the object of Taylor’s rage fall yet again, then looked back down at the paperwork. It didn’t necessarily need to be done today, that she knew, but there was also no need to waste an opportunity to be efficient. A chance to impress him. A chance to further the possibility of him having a passably good day. 

	‘Enjoy yourself,’ Grigori said, putting a hand on her shoulder. ‘I thought you’d finished with all this?’

	‘So long as he doesn’t need us, I-’ she began as he pulled the paperwork from her hands.

‘There are many things I won’t order you to do, there are many things I hope you’ll beg me to do, but all of that will have to wait, he wants us here, so let’s be here for him. So for now, Magnolia, I’m ordering you to put the paperwork down.’

	She stared at it as he put it down, well out of her reach. ‘It was only the duty rosters,’ she said, trying to calculate the odds of making it past him and retrieving the papers, ‘I can finish them later.’ 

	An arm flew between them, smacked into one of the rows above them, rolled a little, then lay still. She turned to the floor show, and couldn’t help but smile, watching her commander hold the experiment up by her one remaining arm and shaking her, possibly to see how many shakes it would take to see how it take before it detached itself from the shoulder. 

	‘I do admire your devotion to duty,’ Grigori said as he leaned back against the bleachers, the light catching each angle of his well-defined muscles. The muscles on show thanks to a sleeveless blue shirt. She half suspected that they were a form of subliminal advertising, a way to draw in those interested in inspecting his muscles for themselves. ‘Canceling a date me with, you’re braver than he let slip.’ 

	‘I-’

	‘Drop it from your mind,’ he said as he experiment hit the wall for the twelfth time, landing in a messy, bloody pile of broken bones. ‘It actually let me get better reservations.’ 

	‘And you’re sure about the dress?’

	‘Of course, I cannot wait to see it on you.’ 

	She turned her eyes back to the floor, planning on exactly how she would repay him for the dress. This time, Taylor had broken both of the girl’s legs, and she was slowly crawling away from him – a pointless action, really. 

	‘A lot of recruits would view limit testing as inhumane,’ he commented, an open bottle of beer appearing in his hand. ‘You’re taking it in stride. He really did leave a lot out about you. I should have visited sooner, I’ve just been busy.’ 

	‘He bothered to mention me?’ she asked, trying not to let any sense of pride slip into her voice. 

	‘Of course.’ Grigori took a swig from the bottle, then tapped his chin. ‘Then again, with him, it’s like trying to get literature out of a Twitter feed. He doesn’t say much, but know him long enough and you know where to fill in the gaps.’ The girl’s head hit the wall, the rest of the girl remained in Taylor’s grasp. ‘This…this is the most I’ve gotten out of him for a long time.’ 

	‘Traitors in the Agency aren’t exactly a weekly occurrence,’ she commented. 

	He turned to her. ‘It isn’t treason,’ he commented, ‘it’s worse. Lies, manipulation, the utter disregard for the order we are meant to stand for, disrespecting life in general, it’s a mess, just like it was last time.’ 

	‘Carol Whitman,’ she said. 

	This seemed to surprise him. ‘You know?’

	‘Only a little,’ she admitted. ‘Recruit. Became an agent, something happened and a lot of people died.’

	Grigori tipped his beer bottle in Taylor’s direction. ‘Including him.’ He finished off the bottle and tossed it behind his shoulder. ‘Everything old is new again, everything that happened then is why it’s happening now.’ 

	‘I don’t understand.’ 

	Taylor bore the girl to the ground, pounding her skull into a fine red paste. 

	‘Carol, she was Ryan’s lover. Her time came but he couldn’t let her go. She was made into an agent, but as you said, something went wrong. Jones still blames himself, but I think it was something far more human, she left a part of her behind on her walk back from death, or something. She went mad, uncontrollably and against her will. She murdered a lot of recruits, then him, then Ryan killed her. It left this Agency in ruins, almost all of the recruits were transferred away, some chose to leave, this place was a ghost of its former self. They brought him back.’ He required another beer and drank the entire bottle without taking a breath. ‘What they could anyway.’ 

	She stared at the girl, watched her back away from Taylor and fall over her own feet. She was scrawny, ill-shaped, with a head too large for her body and no figure to speak of. ‘If everything is happening again,’ she said, trying to put together the information, ‘are you saying…Mimosa is Agent Ryan’s lover?’ She watched the girl squirm, a bullet in each limb. ‘Because-’ 

	This made him laugh, and she relaxed, disturbing images of the awkward ex-recruit attempting coitus readily fleeing her mind. ‘So what then?’ she asked. 

	‘If it wasn’t for Carol, none of this would be happening.’

	An alternate theory formed. ‘Daughter?’

	‘Not biologically speaking.’ He adjusted himself, stretched, then looked at her. ‘Distraught as he might have been at the loss of his lover, Ryan’s an agent, he had to continue to do his job, at least to the best of his ability. I’ve no doubt he was weeping every night for her, but he was still kicking Solstice ass when it was required of him.’ 

	She thought of Ryan, the impassive and aloof Agent Ryan, crying, and felt her face take on an expression of incredulity. It wasn’t very likely – she’d never seen him show more emotion than a vague smile, or a certain shortness of temper. Except-

	‘Two weeks after he had to kill her, if that, he was on a mission. A toddler got caught in the crossfire, and died. He went to Death and carried her back himself, brought her back to life.’ He nodded at the girl being crushed beneath Taylor’s boot. ‘Something like that would tend to leave an impression.’

	She stared at the girl. ‘He broke the rules for her?’

	‘We have very few real rules, most of what we adhere to are guidelines. He was felt guilty. He did it out of guilt.’

	‘How do you know this?’

	‘He told me. Ryan could so easily be a good man, he just lets his emotions get the best of him. This…making another agent like this, I couldn’t believe he had the balls. Hopefully, we’ll get rid of this one before she does too much damage.’

	‘That’s what the limit tests are for.’

	‘They’re stress tests, to see what happens to her under different conditions. What happens if you rip her head off, what happens if you poison her, what happens if, what happens when, all that kind of thing. It’s a feasibility study, there’s no point in an experiment that hasn’t got a hope.’ 

	She could tell there was something he wasn’t saying. ‘That’s the official line, it’s paraphrasing what was in the report.’

	‘Unofficially,’ he said, ‘we’re going to do our damn best to drive her insane. At the moment, she’s contained, almost no-one knows about her, she couldn’t even take a piss without Jones analysing it in three different ways, this is the safest time for her to…fail.’ 

	She looked down at the floor, at the silently weeping girl. ‘I think there’s a fair chance of that happening.’ 

	‘He’s just getting started, this is…going to be an interesting week.’ 

	‘If I might ask a question, sir.’ 

	He turned to her. ‘Did you just call me “sir”?’

	She felt herself blush. ‘Force of habit, and I’ve never exactly been on a first name basis with an agent before. Or had one ask me out to dinner.’ 

	‘If you’re intimidated-’

	‘Flattered,’ she interrupted, allowing a small smile to play out on her face, before snapping back to her default posture and expression, that of an attentive recruit. Flattered or not, aroused or not, there was a job at hand to do, or at least pay attention to. Distractions, dinner and dancing could come later. 

	‘You had a question,’ he said, sliding his large hand over hers. 

	‘Why only three glitches?’ she asked, aware that her heart was beating faster than normal. ‘Punishment levels one through six are being performed, but glitches are only to be induced at two, four and six.’ 

	‘Inducing glitches at all levels would be too much, even for what we’re trying to do. Level six, that’s enough to break a lot of good agents.’

	‘But they’re nightmares, something extra on top of the normal punishment processes.’ 

	‘The rest is just pain. It makes you bleed from your eyes, shit your pants, and make it feel as though every atom is exploding, but it’s just pain. Pain fades. Glitches are something else. I mean, you’ve seen how they affect people.’ 

	Memories of bleeding to death, of feeling her heart stop, of seeing Taylor afraid, flooded back, but she simply nodded. 

	‘They are nightmares, yes,’ Grigori said, ‘but they are as real as reality, more so even, if that’s possible. They can push away what you know, you accept what you see as reality. I have seen…far too many things in my life, but glitches are even worse than that. Three, simply, is enough.’ 

	He looked away, cheered as Taylor tore the girl’s throat out, then smiled. ‘There isn’t a chance in hell she’s going to pass. We’ll see to that. Your boss, my best friend, we’ve got to protect him, right?’

	‘Right.’ 

	The girl’s head landed on the ground in front of them, and she looked over at Taylor.

	‘Assist, or get out,’ he snapped. 

	Grigori jumped from the bleachers, kicked the head to the side, and jogged over to Taylor and the decapitated body.

	‘Yes sir,’ she whispered, and followed.

	 


21 – Sanctuary

	Posted on February 1, 2010 by Stormy 

	12 Days Ago
Limit Testing Day One

	What happens next?

	I don’t remember.

	I will inform the Captain if you don’t answer me.

	She was lifted, then dropped in a puddle of something soft, possibly blood, possibly oil, possibly the squished remains of not-so-internal organs.

Spyder!

	I don’t fucking remember, so stop asking me stupid questions. 

	Speak!

	Woof. Fucking woof. Happy?

	Oh, let me distract you, please. 

	She felt a strong hand grab her by the collar and drag her. Instead of being slammed against a wall, or the floor, or dropped into a pit of spikes, she was just…dragged. She felt herself go airborne, then land, then there was a the sound of a door slamming. 

	Do I even want to know what this part is? Gas chamber?

	Why do you keep assuming every room in the Agency is a gas chamber?

	Do you know it’s not?

	No.

	Then shut up.

	That’s my line.

	Another set of hands grabbed her, and she barely felt it. She was beyond flinching, beyond reacting to anything done to her body. She was lifted again, and she did her best to prepare for the uncomfortable feeling of hitting whatever hard surface was next. 

	She hit a surface, for a hard surface, it was surprisingly soft. And cushy. A very deceitful hard surface indeed. A hand touched her chest, and she waited for her lungs to deflate again. Surprisingly, her lungs stayed unmolested, and the hand simply held her in place, stopping her from falling. 

	The soft surface moved a little, indicating that someone else had hit it. Soft. A gym mat maybe. Being held in place so the scary magpie girl could kick her in the head again. Heels hurt when they got lodged into a softened skull. 

	‘Stef.’

	A voice. A good voice. Not one of them. Not swearing at her. Not calling her worthless. Not predicting her future. Just her name. Just a-

	‘Stef?’

	She jerked her head toward the sound of the voice, still seeing nothing. That, however, was at least by choice, not due to eyes being…otherwise occupied with a round trip around the gym, or busy experiencing life under a boot heel, or simply experiencing the dissonance that came with being bifurcated by a knife on its way into her brain.

	A hand touched the side of her face, but she didn’t react, just waiting for her cheek to collapse, for a finger to punch through her temple, for a second to join it, and then for her head to jerked from her shoulders and be treated like a football. 

	‘Can you hear me?’

	I dunno. Are you really there? Is this just a trick? Am I hallucinating?

	Well, you kind of have been halluncinating for most of the day, but I don’t think he’s part of it.

	‘Stef? Come on, are you-?’

	I’m going to let you focus again, ok? 

	Slowly, the world came back into focus, the induced separation from the world slipped away, and everything became slightly more real again. She hunched even further, waiting for another truck-sized fist to hit her, but no blows came. Instead, there were a pair of pants-wearing legs, the bottom of a vest, and lots and lots of buttons. She blinked, and the buttons reduced in number down to a sane amount. 

	Slowly, she looked up. Top half of a vest, parts of a jacket, tie, collar. So far, so good. Taylor seemed to abhor anything other than his blood-covered generic soldier’s getup. At least the magpie was interesting to look at, all those crazy ruffles and pointless bits of ribbon. And the Russian, Gregor or something got around in a sleeveless shirt, so at least you could see the muscles that were crushing the life out of you. 

	‘Can you hear me?’

	She focused on him. Ryan. Safety. Not one of the Punch-and-Judy-with-the-emphasis-on-punch crew. 

	She gave a slight nod, the strange feeling of being in control of her own body a pleasant sensation. She expected her head to fall from her shoulders, or to hear vertebrae cracking, or for a vein to burst, but nothing, just a few stray strands of hair falling in her vision. Just a nod. Just a nice, normal nod. 

	‘Yeah,’ she whispered, her voice normal, ‘I can.’ It should have been cracked, it should have been strained, for the amount of times her throat had been torn out, it should have been nonexistent. It sounded normal to ears that shouldn’t have been able to hear, shouldn’t be attached her head, shouldn’t have been able to capture sound to transmit it to a brain that had been-

	‘I saw everything,’ he said quietly, handing her a glass of water with a straw. 

	She stared at the glass, feeling as though she shouldn’t have been able to grip it, but her hand wrapped around the glass, and held it firm. Automatic. It was automatic. Her hands were her hands anymore, they were operating on-

	She dropped her head forward and sucked greedily on the the straw, the cool water rushing down her throat, making her feel just a little human. 

	But I’m not human anymore.

	You’ve never thought of yourself as human, don’t let it start bothering you now.

	‘Why?’ she heard herself ask. 

	‘I can’t stop this,’ he said, ‘but I can…can at least watch over you.’

	She dropped the glass, didn’t flinch at the sound of it smashing on the hard ground, and fell back against the small bed. ‘One day down. One day down. One-’

	‘The other days won’t be as long,’ he said, ‘the first is always the worst.’ 

	‘First the worst, second the best, third the nerd, fourth the…I don’t remember what fourth is. Fourth doesn’t matter, no-one cares if you come in fourth, so he doesn’t get an epithet, and it’s a he, four is a very boyish number, everything is-’

	He put a hand on her shoulder. ‘You know why this is happening.’

	‘I have a voice in my head, I see things that aren’t there, and I can’t act like people, but I don’t have memory troubles.’ She scratched her cheek and moved back toward the wall, a white wall, an unfamiliar wall. ‘I know why. That’s why I’m trying to hold it together.’ She propped herself up, and looked at the small room. ‘Where…the hell am I?’ The room was tiny, with only enough room for the bed and its thin mattress, and room for someone to stand and walk to the door. She curled her hands into fists and pressed them against the wall. 

	‘It’s a cell,’ he said honestly. ‘Just-’

	‘In case I go crazy,’ she supplied. ‘Well, the bad kind of crazy,’ she said. ‘Do you think I’m going to-’

	‘You’re going to be fine,’ he said quickly. ‘I believe in you.’ 

	‘Uh-huh,’ she said, unconvinced. ‘I suppose I’d better sleep then.’ 

	She pressed herself up against the flat white wall, nose touching the fresh paint, or what she assumed to be fresh paint, for all of its untainted glory, expected a fresh paint smell, but was again disappointed. Nothing in the Agency met expectations. Nothing-

	‘It’s pointless to ask if you’re-’

	I’m not ok, I’m not ok, I’m not ok, I’m not ok. ‘I’m fine. I will be. I’m-’

	‘If you’re fine,’ he said, ‘why are your hands bleeding?’

	She pushed herself back from the wall a little, and stared at her hands, and holes she’d been digging into them with her short fingernails. ‘Huh,’ she muttered. ‘Didn’t even notice.’ She relaxed her hands, and watched the small holes repair themselves, and for the skin to ripple and be free of blood again. All normal again. All normal on the outside. Duck on the water. Roast duck. Leftovers. Rotting leftovers. Food poisoning. Death. Not death. Never death. Immortal. 

	Jesus, you are really messed up.

	She pulled her head back from the wall, and went to slam it against the cool surface, but a hand cushioned the impact. 

	‘Talk to me Stef, don’t try and bottle this all inside.’ 

	‘If you watched, you know what happened, there’s nothing to say.’ 

	‘What do you need me to do?’

	Require: cookie. 

	She rolled back over to face him. ‘Why am I neutered again?’

	‘It’ll be that way during the tests, it’s the same reason your HUD is gone for the moment, the less data to dig through is the sooner that this can all be over.’

	‘And cookies are so dangerous?’ She stared at the cookie that appeared in his hand, but didn’t reach for it. ‘Is it really so likely that I’ll go psycho?’

	‘The last time we did this, the agent in question did…unfortunately fail, so we have to be extra cautious this time. What happened last time greatly affected Taylor, hence why he-’

	‘Is having so much fun?’ she spat. 

	‘Yes.’ 

	She moved her head forward and snatched the cookie from his hand, holding it between her lips and sucking on it like a pacifier, letting the sweet taste slid down her throat, absorbing its innate cookieness almost by osmosis. The cookie fell apart, leaving only one bite wedge in her mouth, the rest falling the short way to the mattress. 

	She stared at it. She poked it. 

	‘I have to do this to be a real agent,’ she whispered, ‘I just don’t want to think about it.’

	‘You’re safe here, for the next eight hours, you’re safe.’

	‘And then this again.’ 

	‘No, then a few hours with Jones. To see what effect, if any, today had on you, and to make any necessary adjustments. Then, then it’ll be…Taylor again. Only for eight hours this time. Sunday will be worse,’ he said, ‘they’ll be inducing your first glitch.’ 

	‘I’ll have a physical blue screen of death?’ 

	‘Think of the worst thing you can imagine.’ 

	You mean other than all the shit that happened to me today? You mean other than accidentally causing my own death? You mean other than-

	She smirked. ‘He-who-shall-not-be-named making a Metal Gear Solid movie?’ 

	She watched his face relax somewhat, before changing straight into the patented narc look. ‘Fine, for you, a bad movie may be a nightmare, but I doubt you’d glitch about it.’ He leaned back against the wall. ‘You get trapped in a nightmare. You see people you love die, you see your city burn, your mistakes come back to haunt you. They are…unpleasant, to say the least.’ 

	‘Unpleasant like “shooting you in the head is the less pleasant choice to recruiting you” unpleasant?’

	He nodded. 

	‘…do I ask why such a thing exists?’

	‘They were originally just what the name sounds like: a glitch. Uncontrolled, coming where ever and whenever without warning or apparent cause, it wasn’t later that they were adopted into the punishment regime. Natural ones still do occur.’ 

	‘And no one ever thought to debug the agent code?’

	‘People have been trying for many times the length of your life, to no avail.’ He swung his legs up onto the bed, and drummed his fingers for a moment. ‘There are a few major theories, but-’

	She sat up and wedged herself as far into the corner as she could, feeling the safety of a walls pressing in on each side. ‘Distracting me with theoretics is good right now.’

	‘First among them being we misunderstand what causes them, so those that are trying to, ah, “debug” the glitches are focusing on the wrong area.’ 

	‘You think once I’m a real agent and no miss-dangerous-loon-in-a-box I can take a look?’ 

	He smiled. ‘I don’t see why not.’ 

	‘Shiny.’ 

	He gently reached for her hands, and held them, wrapped a thumb across each palm. She looked down, and saw more more. 

	‘I’m really not doing that on purpose,’ she whispered. 

	‘I know.’

	Slowly, she moved away from the corner, moved closer to him, and leaned against his arm. ‘Today was a really bad day.’

	‘I know,’ he said again. 

	‘I’m-’ 

	-too scared to sleep, too terrified to close my eyes in case he comes back to kill me, and kill me for good, cause surely there’s a way to do that, I can’t be that immortal that there isn’t something he can do to me that means I won’t get back up and every time it went dark I thought I was done for, and I can’t tell you that- 

	‘-cause I’m supposed to be-’ 

	-turning in a real agent, and finally proving that I’m worth something, but I feel like a piece of meat that’s been chewed on my a rabid dog, and- 

	‘-what the hell did today prove any-’ 

	-way? And I just want to puke, but I’m not even sure I can do that anymore, and there isn’t even anything in my stomach, and why the hell am I talking about puking? I- 

	‘-can’t be weak all the time else you really will-’

	-hate me, and I couldn’t take it if you hate me. You can promise to look after me, but I just can’t cry whenever I want, not unless I can’t stop myself, cause I can’t, cause I-

	‘-don’t want you to push me away-’

	-cause everyone pushes me away. My father sold my fscking pony, I didn’t make that up- 

	‘-you really think I could go crying to him when I needed hugs? You think it’s easy for me to ask for comfort from anyone when I can help it?’

	Slowly, she raised a hand to her mouth. ‘I just-’

	Why the hell didn’t you stop me?

	Because sometimes you need to talk to someone other than me, Spyder.

	She pulled herself away from the agent, turned back toward the wall, laid down. ‘I need to sleep. Sorry. I’m just tired. Just really tired. I’ll see-’

	She felt her head being lifted, and then placed back down on a pillow. There was a flap of cloth, and then she was wrapped in a thin blanket. A blanket, and an arm over the blanket. Slowly, he pulled her back, holding her close. 

	‘Go to sleep,’ he said. 

	‘I-’

	‘I used to do this for Alexander when he was young, when he had a nightmare, it helped him sleep. I’ll protect you, now rest.’ 

	‘Okies,’ she mumbled, her eyes already closed.

	 


22 – Nightmares and Attributions

	Posted on February 10, 2010 by Stormy 

	11 Days Ago
Limit Testing Day Two

	Ryan finally let himself relax when he felt the girl go to sleep, the tension seemed to slide from her, and her body relaxed. A few minutes later, she began to snore, making the usual array of “snerp”, “blort” and “eeet” noises. 

	Not seeing the point in wasting any time – and guarding a child was a very easy job, requiring less diligence than it appeared to. Fixing his gaze on an expanse of the blank, white wall, and calling up all of his current paperwork, he waited for the abandoned papers on his desk to digitise themselves and load in his HUD. They easily shuffled themselves in order of priority, and as suggested, he opened the top file, and began to scan through its contents.

He hated doing paperwork this way, there was something so much more real about reading through actual paper being held in his actual hands, signing his actual signature with an actual pen. Doing it this way seemed to remove him from the equation somewhat, treating him simply as something to process the forms, approve the requests, and dole out whatever punishments were required. 

	Doing it this way made him feel like a machine. 

	It also forced more efficient thought patterns, all in the name of getting the files out of his head and off to wherever they needed to go. If he was in his office, the files spread across his desk, he could turn, stare out his window for a while and just relax. Possible as it was to call up the images of that, replay old memories in a separate window to replicate the experience, or even hook directly into one of the security cameras to watch the city live, the want wasn’t there. 

	He made his way through to the third page of the file, made a few notes, which came out as neat font in the proper place on the file. The same thing happened to a physical file, of course, but only after it had been submitted, only after he’d written the note in the margin with a pen. Here, it was streamlined, here it was…mechanical. 

	Stef moved slightly under his arm, pulling the pillow more under her head. Her breathing was regular, but that meant nothing, her breathing would always be regular now, at least under normal circumstances. Normal circumstances which didn’t include a far stronger agent beating seven kinds of hell out of her. 

	Limit tests were a damned joke. They were required by the rule of law, of course, even useful – today’s torture had probably revealed sixty little adjustments that needed to be made to her, but they were always…beyond what was strictly necessary. Beyond what was fair. He had no right to complain though, not even on her behalf, they were both alive, and that was better than the alternative. Nearly anything was better than the alternative. And it was only a week. Only a week, then it would all be behind her, never to bother her again. 

	He signed off on the file, his signature appearing as his serial number, rather than a personalised inked flourish, and it disappeared, giving a friendly little beep, as though he’d just sent an email. 

	The next two files were relatively painless, even though a large chunk of the second needed to be rewritten for clarity, each disappeared with a little beep of their own. He opened the fourth – slightly depressed that he was still in the “high priority” territory, it was going to be a long night – he probably wasn’t going to get any sleep of his own until nearly dawn – or perhaps it would have to wait until sometime in the mid-morning, in the generally quiet hours between his recruits beginning training, and the odd request or two that tended that come in about eleven. 

	Screaming shook him from his paperwork stupor. The girl began to thrash around, screaming incoherent anger at phantoms. He held her tighter, whispering that there was nothing to be scared of, assuring her that she was safe, all the same techniques that had worked wonders on Alexander. 

	Without waking, she turned in his hold, tiny balled fists protecting her against whatever unseen terrors were causing her unrest. She screamed again, an expletive or two slipping out, planted her head against his chest – her skull connecting with a heavy THONK, before she slipped back into deep sleep. 

	He wanted to ask her if she was dreaming, if it was real nightmares that were causing her the terror, or if it was just some interaction of the cache clearing with whatever parts of her that remained somewhat human. For her sake, he hoped that it was a dream – not that nightmares were something to treasure, but it would mean that she’d retained the ability to dream. It would be another thing that made her unique amongst the agent population, but in good way. 

	He missed dreaming. 

	It had been the only choice that could be made at the time. 

	It would have been nice to have been asked. It would have been nice to have been warned. It would have been nice to have had one last dream. He wasn’t alone in his opinion, and some were far more bitter, holding onto the rage, rather than taking solace in knowing what it had saved. 

	The next two-and-a-half hours passed quietly, except for the occasional strange noise or whispered phrase. 

	Metaphorically knee-deep in a resolution dissertation involving two of his outpost agents, he didn’t notice at first. There was nothing to notice. In the short time he’d known Stef, he’d quickly come to terms with the fact that drooling in her sleep was nothing out of the ordinary, so a little wetness on his shirt was nothing that warranted pulling himself out of a particularly amusing statement from Agent Michaels and his…somewhat less than professional feelings on the situation. Michaels had felt, that even though this was an official document that was going to pass under the eyes of at least three dozen of his colleagues, that he had no pressing need to lessen his use of colourful language and…extended metaphors. 

	He selected several of the best sections and emailed them to Jones – feeling that this would be a good way to start returning the favour of over a decade of amusing emails. He also had no doubt that several of the phrases would end up scrolling by on one of the tech department flat screen quote boards – unattributed of course. 

	The sound of sniffling reached his ears, so he minimised all of his paperwork and looked down at the girl in his arms. Tears were quietly falling, the sniffling only reactionary as some slid past her nose – her breathing was still even and regular, she was still asleep. 

	He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, wiping her face clean. She winced as his hand brushed her face, and she began to curl in on herself, trying to hide. He wrapped both arms around her, holding her safe. 

	This was something he had less experience with – Alexander’s nightmares really only required him to be there whilst he got back to sleep, it was a temporary fear, a distrust of the shadows of his bedroom, once sleep came, he was safe again, and if there was another nightmare, he could call for his parents again. His son hadn’t cried in his sleep…but then again, his son hadn’t been repeatedly beaten to death by a sadist. She continued to cry, yet never woke – and he had no wish to wake her, knowing whatever sleep she could get would be precious, and at least be a little preparation for the day ahead. The crying slowed, then stopped, and she drifted back into the safe, deep sleep. 

	Three hours later, he felt a tiny tapping on his chest. 

	‘You’re suffocating me,’ he heard a muffled voice say. 

	‘My apologies,’ he said as he released his grip. 

	He sat up, and watched her slowly stretch, then sit up herself, her head hung low, supported flimsily by her palm. ‘What time is it?’

	‘I’m not sure telling you would be of any use, you probably won’t want to acknowledge it as existing.’ 

	‘Gods, that early?’

	He nodded. ‘You could go back to sleep for a while if you want.’ 

	She looked up from her palm. ‘…I’m not tired. And that’s scary. I mean, I’m waking-up-oh-god-need-coffee-tired, but not I-need-to-go-back-to-sleep-tired.’ 

	Taking the obvious hint, he required her a cup of coffee. She took a sip, and made a face. ‘How many sugars?’

	‘Six?’

	Her face slipped into one of sheer terror. ‘…six? Are you trying to kill me?’ She lifted her hand and poked him in the arm. ‘Require: sugar.’ He added another measure of sugar, and she sipped it. Again, she poked him in the arm. ‘Require: sugar.’ Reluctantly, he added another, and after a sip, she seemed to begrudgingly accept this level of sugar. He decided against asking her if what she really wanted when she required a coffee was in face coffee-flavoured sugar, made with hot water. 

	She downed about half the cup before looking back at him. ‘So, if I remember right, Jones get my monkey-wrench around with my code now, right?’

	‘Correct.’

	‘And then I’m back to being a punching bag?’

	‘…also correct.’ 

	She stared down into her coffee cup. ‘Do me a favour, don’t watch this time, ok?’

	‘Why?’

	She lifted her hand and poked his arm again. ‘Require: pancakes.’ 

	He handed her a bowl of cereal. ‘Why don’t-’

	‘Because if you don’t watch, then it’s less real, and then if you come and visit tonight, which you don’t have to, just saying if-’

	‘Of course I will.’

	‘Just remember, you don’t have to. If you do, then, I dunno, you can take my mind off it, you can explain what Form A does, or tell me about the different kinds of fae, or, yanno, whatever stuff I’m going to need to be a real agent. Stuff so I don’t have to think about whatever happens today.’ 

	‘All right, if that’s what you want.’ 

	‘So long as they’re fun forms, like what I need to do to get a rocket launcher, or fun fairies, yanno, stuff that’s fun to study.’ 

	‘I’ll do my best.’ 

	‘Fun stuff, remember?’ She ate a few spoonfuls of cereal. ‘Not like cereal, cereal isn’t fun. But at least it’s chocolate.’ She stared at the abandoned coffee sitting on the bed beside her, then back at the bowl. 

	For a moment, he felt as though he were psychic, so quickly covered the top of the coffee cup with his hand. ‘No, don’t do that, I’m sure doing that would break the laws of nature.’ 

	‘Butbut…’ 

	‘Eat your breakfast.’ 

	Her shoulders slumped. ‘Yes sir…’ Then with a look of defeat, she went back to eating the cereal. 

	‘Good girl, now eat up so you can be a good, strong agent.’

	 


23 – Sex, Liars and Agent Clarke

	Posted on February 11, 2010 by Stormy 

	11 Days Ago
Limit Testing Day Two

	‘You probably should lock your door, boss.’

	Ryan opened his eyes, and stared up at the overly cheery face of Clarke staring down at him. 

	‘I mean,’ Clarke continued, ‘you don’t need Priority-Six safety precautions like Taylor uses, but how about just locking the normal lock? Otherwise people might catch you sleeping and get the urge to cuddle you.’

He ignored the comment, sat up and stretched. ‘Not like anyone would be bothering me this time of the morning.’

	‘Except me.’

	He blinked a few times, clearing his mind. ‘…why are you here?’ he asked. ‘I thought you tended not to rise until about ten.’

	‘No rest for the wicked,’ Clarke said, ‘and I was very wicked last night.’ 

	‘Work, or play?’

	Clarke handed him a cup full of sweet-smelling tea. ‘Work. I got her. Happy?’

	He drank the hot tea, he hadn’t gotten as much sleep as he’d liked, but the distraction of a drink would have to do. ‘Which “her” Clarke? You’re chasing so many-’

	‘The Liar, boss, I got the Liar.’ 

	‘I’m impressed.’ 

	‘You should be, I mean, I am, so you definitely should be. Liars aren’t exactly the easiest bunch to court – pardon the pun. I mean, first it’s all “off with his head”. And I mean the one containing my brain, before you start thinking I was having fun from the start on this one. Then it’s getting past her frosty exterior – this time, not a pun. She didn’t want me digging around in her lineage, but my gods, she’s got to be at least part Winterchilde or Frost Jack or Snow Queen or something. That, or I’m just more susceptible to the cold than your average Joe Agent.’

	Clarke took a breath, then downed a tiny espresso, tossing the cup over his shoulder, but it disappeared before it could hit the floor. 

	‘And the bitch was cruel. I mean, seriously, I’m trying to charm her and then…shrinkage. Oh my gods, shrinkage. Again, not in the fun way.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Seriously, if you were actually paying me, I would have to ask for danger money, or a bonus or-’

	‘If I give you a week’s holiday, will you get on with it?’

	The other agent grinned. ‘I have been meaning to got to the Caribbean-’ 

	He downed the rest of the tea. ‘You were there last week.’

	‘And I miss it already.’ 

	‘Clarke.’ 

	‘Yeah, right, so frosty bitch. And impervious to my charm. I mean, you’d think agents killed her entire family the way she wouldn’t give me the time of day. But then again, I don’t know her lineage, so it’s possible. That, or she just doesn’t like guys in suits – which is weird considering what Court she was a part of. I mean, they’ve probably got more guys in suits than we do. Anyway. I finally get a date with this she-beast and she stands me up. But, of course I was expecting this, so I had a couple of comfort girls lined up. Takes the edge off the reject, if you know what I mean.’ 

	‘Clarke.’

	‘I crawled back for a second date. Or another first date, whatever you want to call it. This amused her, so she only had three guys beat me up this time. But, yanno, that’s ok, I like getting to use my hands for violence sometimes. It’s actually refreshing. Didn’t mess them up too badly either, and they limped away before the ambos got there, so all’s good. She finally agrees and I get her out to dinner.’

	‘Do tell me that she was worth the effort.’ 

	‘No, cause that’s a spoiler, boss.’ Clarke said with a grin. ‘Anyway. Dinner. She tries to poison me of course, but it’s all stuff I’ve got immunities to, so no harm no foul. Well, the taste did mess up the fowl, so I guess there was a little bit of a foul there, but I let it slip, cause there was a nipple-slip so I chalked it up to evens.’ 

	He required himself another tea, experience telling him that the story was far from over, let along the actual necessary conversation that came with converting a member of the Court into an informant. That, that was a lot of paperwork. 

	‘She knew why I wanted her, so at least that part was easy, I prefer dating when it’s honest. Of course I like it when girls tell me they think I’m the hottest guy on the planet, so I’ll accept a white lie or two. But, for the sake of work, honesty is better. She isn’t interested. Flat-out not interested. She accepted the date because it’s nice to get us to foot a bill at- Oh right, I’m gonna have to requisition an item or two from storage to finish paying it, I’ll submit it later, paperwork hasn’t been high on my list of priorities today. She doesn’t even want to give me a chance to give my spiel, so I’m kind of left high and dry. Dry being the unfortunately operative word here.’ 

	‘You know the risks, you can’t expect-’

	‘Every woman to drop her pants and beg me to fuck them, I know, but at the same time, it’s in my damn blood, so it’s easier for me to get blue-balled than you guys, and that’s my cross to bear. The night was made easier by the fact that there was-’ He required another espresso, but didn’t casually toss this one away. 

	There were very few things that could stop Clarke dead in the middle of a sentence, especially when regaling one of his stories. Guilt was one of them. 

	‘You didn’t.’

	‘Didn’t what, boss?’

	‘What made the night easier?’

	‘I plead the fifth.’

	‘You…have none of the perquisites that would allow you to plead that. It was Unicorn Wine, wasn’t it? Dammit, you-’

	‘Come on,’ Clarke said bitterly, ‘like you’d say no. It’s not like they can get anymore extinct than what they are, so we may as well celebrate them in the only way we can – by enjoying the products that lead the genocide of their species. We were all complicit, every single one of us bastards who ever drank the wine, or ate a steak, or whatever. Sooner it’s all gone from the world – except what’s in the museums, sooner we can all forget about it.’

	‘It still isn’t right.’ 

	‘And you’d kill for a glass.’ 

	‘I wouldn’t have to,’ he said, ‘I have four bottles stored away. And they’re staying that way before you get any ideas.’ 

	‘At least until you get married the next time,’ Clarke said, his jovial nature returning. ‘So yeah, that’ll be a large part of the bill. Guy who owns the restaurant is a good guy though, he’s not going to extort us on the bill, hells, he has a niece who’s a recruit, so he’s not exactly anti-Agency.’ 

	‘You said you were successful.’ 

	‘The fact that I drank contraband with great joy appealed to her. Of course, she had my feet frozen to the floor at the time, so it may have been that appealing to her. She, er, likes guys that can take a bit of damage. Yay for immortality, right?’ 

	‘She let you speak?’

	‘No, she wanted to get a room. Again, just to make me foot the bill. Neutral ground that they are, she made me get one of those Madchester suites. You know, the ones with the walls that change colour, and the windows that look out to wherever, and whose couches will occasionally get a little too fresh?’ 

	‘Put in a separate bill for that. Then go liaise with Williams in Hyde, see if we can pay the bill directly to the Court, improve relations a little.’ 

	‘Then of course she wants dessert, which was unfortunately a la mode, not a la Clarke, but at least the room service is decently priced in Madchester hotels. Don’t worry, I’ll keep us out of the poorhouse, and I only ever wagered the deed to the Agency once.’ 

	‘No you didn’t.’

	‘Yes I did, I just didn’t tell you.’

	‘No such thing even exists,’ he argued. 

	‘Technically, they do, but hey, it was worth it, and there’s still a roof over your head, so don’t stress about that.’

	‘That seems like a story you would have told.’

	‘I know your tastes, and I don’t think they extend to hearing about me and a twelve-hour long game of Spank Poker.’ 

	‘…correct.’ 

	‘So anyway, with me on my knees feeding this bitch her dessert when she finally decides that she wants to hear what I have to offer. I think she has some sort of weird deep-seated need to fuck over the system. I explain what we’re offering, what she’ll get in return for giving up what she knows. And…she agrees.’ 

	‘Well done.’ 

	‘Colour me really suspicious, I mean, it’s kind of too easy after all this work I’ve put in, but at this point, I’m too tired to give a damn, so we shake on it.’ 

	‘You…just shook on it?’

	‘Well, then there was the sex, of course,’ he said with a grin. ‘And Liars are really hard to please, you know, they’re very kinky. I think I might have to sacrifice a month some time to do a working sex holiday so I can fully understand the intricacies of the average Liar sex life. It should make future encounters easier.’ 

	‘I’m not sure I could justify that.’

	‘All you gotta do is sign a form, boss, I’ll take responsibility for my actions.’ Clarke slumped a little. ‘You’ve let Taylor do worse for his pride, and it’s my pride at stake. She rated me a four. A. Four. Out of ten. That’s like…I’m still surprised she went through the deal if I only rated a four. I gave her a seven, and one whole point of that was because she had the most beautiful set of breasts I’ve seen…in at least two months.’ 

	‘I don’t need to know this.’ 

	‘Trust me, if they’re whole-point breasts, then they’re something special. I mean, breasts in general are the world’s most perfect creation, they’re soft, they’re sexy, they’re…multipurpose, and they’re nice to fall asleep on after you’re done fucking each other’s brains out. Straight girls kind of miss out, because as nice as a guy’s chest is, it just doesn’t compare, it’s strong, but it’s not soft. If it’s soft, then they’re after a whole different type of guy, and all the power to them, cuddly people need love too, but I’m not cuddly, so I feel like I have something less in that department to offer a girl. You probably wouldn’t have agreed on the whole-point awarded though, they were a little too small for your tastes.’ 

	‘I beg your pardon?’

	‘Well, you’re a “more than a handful” kind of a guy, least judging from the girls I’ve seen you hook up with, unless you’re keeping a harem of small-breasted girls out of my line of sight, and if you are, can I please have some tips, every time I try and maintain a harem, things tend to go awry.’ 

	‘Clarke, I don’t have a harem.’ 

	‘Man like you though, you could, call me if you ever want to get one set up, I know a lot of girls with agent fetishes, I’m willing to share.’ 

	‘Clarke.’

	‘Fine. Sheesh. But these girls, they’re also up for casual sex if you ever feel the need to have something pretty hanging off your harm, it’s not exactly like little-miss-faux-agent is filling that position. When you told me you’d picked up a hacker, I was kind of hoping you’d found this hot little thing, maybe with that whole repressed librarian thing going on, but no, you had to get one of the stinky ones. Some of these girls I know are blondes, and I know you totally have that gentlemen-prefer-blondes thing going on, so come on, let me set you up with a little fun.’ 

	‘I don’t need-’

	‘Of course you fucking do, boss. You’re just as much a man as any creature that popped out of a womb. You don’t need food, or drink, but I don’t see you giving up on that any time soon. Your last girl died, I know, but even most widowers don’t wait twenty years before-’

	‘You’re mistaken if you think that I’ve abstained for twenty years,’ he said quietly. ‘But by and large, I have more important things to consider than my own needs. What are you doing with this Liar?’

	‘Keeping her at a safe house for the time being, much to her displeasure, probably be transferring her to somewhere more permanent in a few days, the guys will talk to her, we’ll get our info, then she’ll get her end of the bargain and we’ll go our separate ways, you know, the usual.’ 

	‘Indeed.’ 

	‘I’ll be getting out of your hair now.’

	‘So you can go tell your story all over again to someone else?’

	Clarke grinned. ‘Well, you did tell me to go see Williams, and that guy always buys me a beer.’ 

	‘Go.’

	‘Oh and boss? You’re cute when you’re sleeping.’

	‘Clarke-’

	Clarke flipped a casual salute, then shifted away.

	 


24 – Aberration

	Posted on February 12, 2010 by Stormy 

	10 Days Ago
Limit Testing Day Three

	Stef felt her nose twitch, a moment later, the smell of coffee happily invaded and she sat up, grasping for the nearby cup. 

	‘I’ll have to remember,’ she heard Jones say, ‘that if we ever have to wake you up, fairy-tale-style, that all we need is hot caffeine, rather than a handsome prince, princess or neutral. You’re very uncomplicated.’ 

	She opened her eyes and took the offered cup. ‘Yeah, that’s me, uncomplicated, that’s why I’ve got so many bugs.’

Jones smiled and pushed himself back toward the largest desk in the room. One which Merlin was sitting on, his over sized lab coat hanging off the edge of the desk, nearly the ground. The little wizard didn’t look up as Jones rolled over though, instead staying enthralled by whatever was on the screen of his sticker-covered DS. 

	‘Move along a little,’ Jones said, gently pushing the boy’s leg. 

	Merlin, without looking away from his screen, stuck the stylus in his mouth, and reached back with his now free hand and grabbed the wireless keyboard from behind him, and handed it to the grateful tech. 

	‘Thank you,’ Jones said, moving his primary keyboard to the desk behind him before typing on this new one. 

	‘How long was I out?’ she asked as she finished off the coffee.

	‘Define “out”,’ Jones said, pausing to look at her in the reflection of his monitor. ‘You were…conscious when you came in, don’t you remember?’ 

	‘Not really,’ she admitted, ‘I kind of switch off and go to my happy place as soon as I see the Butcher of Seville. It’s easier that way.’ 

	‘You were having a lively discussion about the idea of potatoes as livestock, rather than produce.’

	‘That’s…actually not one of the stranger thoughts I’ve had in the past three days.’ 

	‘I don’t doubt it. After you likened their physiology to the Kool-aid Man, you started snoring, so I let you sleep.’ 

	‘Huh. Don’t remember that part.’

	‘You weren’t cold,’ Merlin said, eyes still glued to the DS, ‘so I didn’t get you a blankie.’ 

	She looked at the back of Jones’ head. ‘The fact that I’m here, and not with them means-’

	He nodded, but didn’t turn to look at her. 

	‘On a scale of faceroll to insanity, how hard is this going to be?’

	‘You handled the level one punishment fine,’ he said. 

	‘You’re about to fsck around with my brain again, please, just tell me.’ 

	‘Any day of the week, I’d prefer the sheer torture side of things, rather than the glitches. Glitches, you can’t tell that they aren’t real, your logic warps to fit whatever scenario that you’re experiencing. Something inane, something unlikely, all things improbable that your mind would rail against under normal circumstances, you accept as truth. Absolute truth. You can’t click your heels and go home. It has to run its course.’ 

	‘But this one should be…fairly minor, right?’

	‘Yeah,’ he said, still facing his computer. ‘Level two glitches, most commonly it’s something like…capture by Solstice, or epic failing a mission leading to team member deaths, fairly everyday stuff, but worst case scenarios, if you know what I mean.’ 

	‘So basically I’ll be me-the-recruit again,’ she said, forcing a smirk. 

	He swung around. ‘Ready?’

	She leaned across and handed back the cup. ‘Yeah, go for it.’ 

	He stood, pushed a small cart over to her chair and began to attach electrodes to her head. Whereas the punishment had only required four of them, this time there were eight. Eight, and a cord attached to the top of her spine. 

	‘I’m not gonna like this.’

	‘No,’he said, ‘you’re not. Try to keep this in mind though: soon as you’re done here, you’re done for the day. It’s going to suck, but at least you won’t have…what was Taylor doing today?’

	She thought hard for a moment. ‘Dropping cars on me, I think.’ 

	Jones nodded, then sat back at his desk. ‘Three…two…one. Glitch.’ 

	There was a sharp pain in the back of her neck, and a loud whine in her head, everything seemed to get overexposed, then she felt her head bumping against her chest. She opened her eyes, and watched blood leak from her nose. 

	‘I thought glitches weren’t bloody,’ she said, taking the offered tissue. 

	‘It’s not so much that,’ Jones said, ‘as it is that the punishments tend to make you bleed more, both take a toll on your physical systems, but the former tends to induce more psychosomatic symptoms.’

	‘…I don’t remember anything.’ 

	‘That’s because it didn’t wok.’ She watched him roll back to his desk. ‘Congrats, you get a short reprieve. Try not to move though, I don’t want to have to hook you back up.’ 

	Merlin finally looked up from his DS. ‘I won.’ 

	Jones ruffled the boy’s hair. ‘You never did tell me what you were playing.’ 

	‘Life.’ 

	‘That really is more fun when you’re playing with the IRL board,’ Jones said, ‘we could have played it better.’ 

	‘Not that life,’ Merlin said as he clapped the hand held closed. ‘And not mine.’ 

	Something about the way he said it made her look up. ‘Am I supposed to be confused?’

	The boy slid off the desk, his over sized lab coat sliding on the floor as he walked over. ‘Was playing with other people’s lives.’

	‘…I thought you were a wizard, not an evil god.’ 

	He looked hurt at this. ‘But I won,’ he protested. ‘So so did they.’ 

	‘Mister Potter, I’ve had cars dropped on my head today, so parts of my brain might still be lost and looking for their way home, so…mind explaining it to me like I’m a simpleton?’

	Merlin sat on a freshly-required seat. ‘Well, there were these two people. I’ll call them Mr and Mrs Smith, even though they weren’t married, just the married-that-isn’t-on-paper-married. I altered the interest on their life savings just a little bit, so now they can afford everything they ever wanted.’

	‘Which is?’

	‘A boat shop and a puppy.’ 

	‘Thought you were gonna say a baby. A Smithling, or a Smithette.’ 

	‘Puppies are cheaper,’ Merlin said, then flipped open his DS again.

	‘Who’s life are you going to magic now?’ 

	‘I’m not sure I can magic anything with Solitaire,’ the boy said, digging a lollipop from his pocket. 

	Jones spun around to look at them. ‘Ok, I think we’re good to try again. Had to debug a few lines of code.’ 

	‘Do I have more or less errors than Jurassic Park?’

	Jones stared at her. ‘…well, at least you don’t have raptors.’ 

	She rolled her eyes. ‘Fine, hit me.’ 

	‘Three…two…one…Glitch.’ 

	This time, her vision changed first – everything going like an exposed photograph until Merlin was nothing more than a burnt, frozen shadow, and then nothing. The whine was shorter this time, disappearing quickly and descending into unintelligible prattle, men talking, words unable to be understood. The pain in her neck came quick, sharp and overpowering, and she heard herself screaming. 

	She felt a hand on her neck, and the pain stopped. She blinked, trying to see anything. Clawed, furry hands reached for her, turning into bandaged wrapped bloody fists, before melting into the soft familiar hands of Jones. 

	Everything came back into focus, and she felt herself begin to slide from the chair, supported only by Jones’ arms. 

	‘I think,’ she whispered, tasting blood in her mouth, ‘you made it worse.’ 

	‘Sorry, sorry, sorry,’ he mumbled, lifting her easily from the chair and placing her on the examination slab. ‘Sit here for a moment, I’ll see where I went wrong.’ A plate of cookies appeared before her, as did a DS, a tiny spider sticker on the bottom left-hand corner. ‘No need to be bored,’ he said, ‘this is going to take me a little while.’ 

	She flipped the machine over, saw that it was Final Fantasy III, turned it back over, turned it on and began to play without complaint. After nearly half an hour, Merlin joined her on the slab, and began to help himself to some of the cookies. 

	‘You see and hear normally, right?’ Jones said, pushing his chair over to the slab, grabbing one of the cookies for himself. 

	‘There’s no possible way I can actually answer that,’ she said, brushing some crumbs from her shirt. ‘I mean, I have an idea of what is normal, but it could totally incorrect. Like, some sort of aphasia or something. I mean, I look at you, and a see a pinkskin meatbag with two arms, two legs and whatnot, when you could in fact be a tentacled Lovecraftian horror.’ 

	‘…you know what I mean.’

	‘If what I see and hear is based in the correct consensual reality, then yeah, I see and hear normally.’

	‘Any changes since getting your overhaul?’ 

	‘Other than the HUD? Yeah, they’re better. More accurate, clearer.’

	‘That’s normal.’ He drummed his hands on the slab for a moment. ‘There must be something causing a conflict with your AV equipment then, which is weird, cause everything else seems to work fine. Come on, we’ll try a level one, and I’ll do a live debug, it’ll be uncomfortable, but at least I’ll be able to see where the problem is coming from.’ He smiled. ‘At least this happened here, and not out in the field. You BSOD’ing when you’re supposed to be fighting bad guys would look bad on your record.’ 

	She hopped off the slab, and went back to the chair. Everything was hooked back up, and he went back to his computer. ‘Ok, if we get this working, I’ll shut it down as soon as you begin to glitch, then we’ll go for a clean run. This is pure bug hunting, ok?’

	‘Okies.’ 

	The pain came, but dialed down from the level it had hit before, this time, it was more like a dull ache. The whine was nothing more than an annoying whisper. The problem with her vision was a little more annoying though, it shuddered and flashed, losing focus and becoming sharp, all colours saturating beyond what was possible, before falling off some imaginary cliff and sliding down into monochrome. After only a few minutes, she felt the headache come, and it stayed. She ignored it, trying to focus on getting through this. 

	At least it was better than the alternative…the inevitable. 

	One of the cruelest theories surrounding glitches, Ryan had told her, in an effort to prepare her for what was to come, was that they were a reminder by the gods to stay humble. She wasn’t quite sure what he’d meant, and had been too tired to question it further…but the pain in her head was making her begin to understand. It was a reminder that your life was not your own. It was a reminder that your entire life was to serve the system. It was a cruel, divine kick-in-the-balls, but a very good reminder. 

	They controlled the horizontal. They controlled the vertical. 

	She sucked in a deep breath, and gripped the arms of the chair even tighter. 

	Then suddenly, it was over. She looked across at Jones. He hadn’t sprouted horns, nor tentacles, nor anything one would typically associate with nightmares. ‘…I’m not glitching, am I?’

	‘Still nope,’ he said, his voice sounding light, but his face looking defeated. ‘Go ahead and unhook yourself.’ 

	She gladly stripped herself of all the implements of pain and stood, feeling the need to stretch. Merlin moved away from his chair and went to lean against Jones, wrapping his arms around the agent. 

	‘…what’s going on?’

	‘You aren’t glitching,’ he said quietly. 

	‘…isn’t that a good thing? Glitches, are, yanno, bad, right?’

	‘It’s not a good thing,’ the tech said as he stood. ‘I can’t make you glitch. There’s something…wrong. The program won’t execute. And it’s not a bug, you aren’t running perfectly, but, if anything, that should make it easier for you to glitch, maybe harder for me to pull you out, but not harder to induce the glitch itself.’ 

	He was pacing. He was nervous. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. 

	She swallowed. ‘Tell me what you aren’t saying,’ she said, her voice shaking. 

	‘Stef, I’m sorry.’

	‘Jonesy?’

	‘I’m sorry.’ 

	‘What the-?’

	‘If I can’t induce a glitch, it means…the experiment is over. It means you fail.’ 

	‘You’re kidding. You can’t be-’ She looked at his expression, and knew that he was serious. ‘I can’t be an- Wait, does this mean we’re back to killing me again? Are you going to recycle Ryan over this?’ she felt the urge to throw up, but fought it, knowing that puking wouldn’t help her case, and that she could use it was a weapon if she needed to run. An ineffective one, sure, but one that might give anyone who pursued her a moment’s pause. 

	‘No, we’re not going to execute you. Ryan is safe. It just means-’

	‘Just because you can’t-’

	‘I don’t make the rules,’ he said. ‘But if I can’t induce a glitch, it’s also a telltale sign that there’s big problems with your code.’

	‘So rewrite it.’ 

	‘I can’t. I can do as many modifications as I like, but something like this…it’s essentially taking you back to formula. I would have to write everything from scratch. It would be months of work. They aren’t going to ok that resource expenditure, at least not at the moment.’ 

	‘So what the fuck is going to happen to me then?’

	‘Storage.’ 

	She collapsed down into the chair. ‘I don’t want to go into storage.’

	He took a step toward her. ‘I should be able to get you out in less than five years. Seven, tops.’

	‘I don’t want to go into storage.’

	‘You won’t even notice.’

	‘Huh?’

	Jones slid both of his hands into his lab coat pockets. ‘It’s not like you’ll be conscious, Stef.’ 

	‘Dammit,’ she whispered, ‘come on, there’s got to be some other way.’

	‘Yeah, sure, I can separate out your agent code from your heart, reboot it a few times, then you should be fine.’ 

	‘…there’s a “but” there, isn’t there?’

	‘That depends on you, how did you feel while you were in the collective unconscious?’

	‘…I’ll take storage.’ 

	‘It won’t feel like anything,’ he said, a large crate appearing to his left, emblazoned with her serial number. ‘I promise.’ 

	‘I don’t-’

	‘Get in the crate, Stef.’ 

	‘But I-’

	‘Please, don’t make this any harder than it is.’

	‘I don’t even get to-’

	‘No.’

	‘But-’

	He reached for her, and grabbed her arm. ‘Get in the crate, Stef.’ 

	‘Let me, let me just-’

	‘I can’t.’ 

	She pushed him away, and fell back in the chair. ‘Please, just ten minutes. I need to process this.’ 

	‘No,’ he said again as he loomed over her. 

	‘No!’ she screamed herself, giving him another shove. This time, he fell to the floor, and slid back, and hit his head on the desk. She felt a momentary stab of guilt as she watched him right himself and climb back to his feet. ‘Now, dammit,’ she whispered, a horrid lump in her throat, ‘just ten minutes, please.’ 

	‘Stef-’

	‘You can’t do this to me without giving me a chance to say goodbye, or check webcomics, or get a drink, cause I’m really thirsty.’

	‘Stef-’

	‘Cause, godsdamn you, I will reach into my chest and-’She cut herself off as a large cardboard sign appeared in his hands. 

	It said: “It was a glitch”. 

	‘But-’

	He simply shook the sign.

	She let out a long breath, and slid from the chair, the electrodes all popping off her head. The floor was cold and hard, but at least it was solid, and she couldn’t fall any further. ‘Ok, so what was real, and what wasn’t, then?’

	‘The last thing you said to me was that Taylor had been dropping cars on you, I believe.’ 

	‘So it went off without a hitch?’

	The tech nodded. 

	‘And I’m not going to get put into storage?’

	‘We don’t exactly store agents in mylar bags. You’re fine. It was just a glitch.’ 

	She nodded, but stayed on the floor, not feeling safe enough to move. ‘And I’m back in reality now?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘How can I trust you?’

	‘You’re just going to have to take it on faith, because I’ve just found another forty-eight lines of code I need to fix up.’ 

	‘Fine.’ 

	She turned to look at Merlin. ‘Are you playing god?’

	The boy looked up. ‘Nope, Pokemon.’ 

	Jones handed over her laptop bag. ‘You’ve got to go back to your little cell, but since you’ve got the rest of the day free, may I suggest leveling a Hordie so we don’t have to be on our Alliance alts to play with you?’ 

	‘K…’

	‘You did good, Stef. The other two aren’t going to be this easy, but you did good.’ He smiled. ‘I also added a tiny little fridge to your room, so if you’re still thirsty, you can get something to drink.’

	She nodded, and gripped Frankie’s bag as the world blurred and her tiny, white room reappeared. As he’d said, there was a tiny fridge wedged in the small space beside the bed. She pushed it open with her foot and grabbed out a bottle of soft drink, before unzipping the bag and pulling out her laptop, hoping the Agency wireless connection could make it into cell rooms. 

	As Frankie booted up, she slowly reached for her hand, and pinched herself.

	 


25 – The Tank

	Posted on February 26, 2010 by Stormy 

	9 Days Ago
Limit Testing Day Four

	‘You want,’ Jones repeated, ‘a shark?’

	Taylor simply grunted in return and waited for the scholar to meet his demand. It was a simple enough demand, and the creation of a holo-form program was exactly the kind of thing that the scholars were designed to do. It was a simple request, yet Jones simply sat there, a dumbfounded and confused look on his face.

	‘You want a shark?’

	‘Don’t make me repeat myself.’

	‘And don’t you treat me like Magnolia,’ Jones said, sipping from a green bottle. ‘You can’t intimidate me. What in seven hells do you need a shark for?’

	He stared at the scholar. ‘Can you do it?’

	The dumbfounded look remained. ‘Not without an explanation. What exactly-?’

	‘What do you think?’ he snapped. 

	‘This is certainly one of the strangest requests I’ve gotten this year,’ Jones said as he scratched his head. ‘And considering my recruits, that’s saying something.You couldn’t use the tiger instead?’

	‘Tigers aren’t as fun,’ Grigori said from across the room. ‘Plus, if she’s in a tank, we can get the drowning tests done at the same time.’

	Jones looked past him, to Grigori. ‘You’re going to be in there as well?’

	Grigori stood, patted Merlin on the head and joined them, his bare feet as loud on the floor as if he’d been wearing his combat boots. ‘No,’ he said as he joined them, spinning Jones toward his computer. ‘If you aren’t willing to make one, we’re going to go fishing.’ 

	Jones looked across, eye-level with Grigori’s bare stomach. ‘You wou-’ He turned back to his computer. ‘Yeah, you would, wouldn’t you?’ You combat agents are frakking insane.’ With a resigned sigh, he brushed back his all-too-long hair and began to type. 

	‘Good, that settles that,’ Grigori said. ‘Now,’ he said as he stepped back, ‘the important question. How does my arse look in these?’

	He stared at the other agent’s severely abbreviated swimming trunks and the posterior they contained. ‘Like,’ he said slowly, ‘I’m going to kick it later.’ 

	Grigori simply laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. ‘I think I might spend the rest of the day like this, think your recruit will approve?’

	He simply grunted. ‘Your…advertising of yourself may draw in more suitors, though that wouldn’t bother you, would it?’

	‘Give me a break,’ Grigori said, ‘been so busy helping you I haven’t had time to chase anything other than the little bit of feather you hang around with. I only got four phone numbers this week, I think that’s the lowest in ten years. You are cramping my style, but at least I get to go out in style with your recruit. Booked a table at-’

	‘You can spare me the details, so long as she’s ready for training on Saturday then I don’t care.’

	‘You couldn’t give her a morning off? I do presume I’ll be putting her through a rather thorough set of paces the night before. Besides…you’re too hard on the girl, she knows what she’s doing-’

	‘-because she keeps training.’

	‘One night off won’t kill her.’ 

	‘It might.’ 

	‘I need to bend you over and dislodge something. Fine, I’ll try and not keep her up too late. Deal?’

	He simply grunted. 

	Jones held a small card high. ‘There. Shark. Programmed to eat five foot tall hackers. Happy?’

	He snatched the card away, and stared at the code: BTTF-2-J19. ‘That isn’t a standard training code. You-’

	‘It works just fine,’ Jones said. ‘That’s the program you need to access, no trick, just shark. Anything else?’ 

	‘Not for now, Jonesy,’ Grigori said. 

	 

	He looked away from the scholar, and shifted back to his gym, pleased to see that Magnolia was doing as he’d expected: keeping the experiment in check, and in a pool of her own blood. A plain, required knife dangled from Magnolia’s hand, her usual one sheathed in her boot, unable to be used since it would render the experiment permanently non-functional. 

	Watching her lithe, well-trained form gut the experiment, slit its throat, and stand victorious over it as it bled out for the last time would be…almost as satisfying as doing it himself. He wouldn’t even regret not doing it himself, so long as it was Magnolia doing it. 

	That, and she’d offered to do so. 

	Magnolia entered his office, one arm heavy with the official forms regarding the experiment: the project parameters, his role to play, and the consequences of each possible outcome of the limit tests. From the few papers that hung loose, he could see that she’d continued her job of highlighting the relevant parts, showing him with fluorescent yellow what was relevant to him, allowing him to skip over that which was unimportant, or pretentious waffling, unnecessary use of language, or those sections that spoke of positive outcomes. He had no interest in any of this. 

	Knowing the conversation would take quite a while – not an ideal situation\, but one he knew he would have to live with – especially if he was to be armed with all of the knowledge necessary to make sure the experiment failed. It had to fail. It had to fail. It had to fail. 

	She sat, and placed both the heavy file containing the original papers, and a much slimmer folder, on the table in front of him. He immediately lifted the smaller volume, suspecting that it would be the one he would be far more interested. Past experience proved true when he flipped it open, and found a simplified and compiled document of the highlighted sections. It was exactly what he needed, and it was on time, so there was no need to admonish her, or to punish her, yet she sat uneasily. 

	He looked up at her, a quick scan revealing nothing medically wrong with her – other than a few healing bruises, but that was normal. 

	‘Speak,’ he demanded. 

	‘There is something I’d like to discuss, sir, that isn’t in either of those files.’ 

	‘I said speak.’ 

	She leaned forward, then brought her hand up to the desk and laid her knife there. 

	He stared at the knife. ‘If you want to die, you have to finish the duty rosters for the next month at least.’ 

	 

	 

	‘It’s not that sir,’ she said. ‘I’m making an offer.’ 

	There was no need to ask her to clarify. It was something he’d been considering since deciding against killing Jones. Someone needed to die, and it may as well be the cause and centre of the trouble. There were four weapons in his cache better suited than the knife laying on his desk, but Magnolia’s knife would do just fine. It was a good weapon for a good recruit, and it was more than capable of killing an agent. An agent, or whatever they were claiming that the experiment was. It wasn’t an agent, and he would never refer to it as such. It was an experiment, an abomination, another attempt on his life. It may have contained agent code, but-

	‘By having this conversation,’ he said, ‘you’re implicating me, Magnolia.’ 

	‘Impossible not to, sir,’ she said, ‘this isn’t the kind of action I could take without your go-ahead.’ 

	‘You’d kill it?’

	‘It would eliminate the threat, and restore the status quo. By all accounts, it would be a positive action.’ 

	‘You would executed yourself.’ 

	‘I make this offer in full knowledge of that, sir. Wouldn’t it be a small sacrifice?’

	No, it wouldn’t. It would be almost too high of a cost. The gains weren’t…worth the sacrifice. He didn’t let any of his non-existent emotions show on his face. Her words didn’t mean anything, she was making an offer to do her job, she was simply doing what was expected of her. What he’d trained her to do. It was an offer any recruit should have been willing to make for their agent. 

	He narrowed his eyes. ‘Are you doubting my ability to prove this experiment inviable, recruit?’ 

	‘No sir, of course not, I’m simply making an offer so that you don’t have to waste you time on this.’ 

	He maintained his stare for a moment longer, than looked back down at the document. ‘Take me through this.’ 

	Magnolia looked up at him as he approached, a well-placed kick to the experiment’s head effectively silencing her for a few moments. He stood in the puddle of blood, waited for the experiment to disappear and regenerate, then grabbed her as soon as she appeared in her fresh training uniform. 

	He held her aloft by her neck, and as had become the custom, she simply hung in his hand like a limp corpse, not bothering to kick, not bothering to fight, not bothering to try and pry his hand away. It seemed to be the one thing she’d learned over the past four days. 

	Grigori reached over his shoulder and extracted the code-card from his free hand and called up the new holo-form program. A ten-metre long tank appeared, populated one by large, fierce shark. He shook the girl to get her attention, and watched as she slowly opened her eyes to take in the sight of the take, and stared, seemingly trying to comprehend the information presented to her. 

	He smiled as she opened her mouth to scream in terror.

	 


26 – Feathers, Explosions and a Great White Shark

	Posted on March 1, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia watched as the girl was unceremoniously thrown into the tank, her small body splashing water out of the tank, and over the nearly naked Agent Grigori. The blond agent stood there, completely comfortable in what amounted to a very short pair of swimming trunks and a small towel over his broad shoulders. He leaned against the tank and watched the experiment sink, her clothes soaked and pulling her to the bottom. 

	The shark, for its part, didn’t attack, simply circled the tank, waiting for the order to strike. Taylor circled the tank, and pulled the control pad from its holder – what amounted to a remote control for the holo-program, turned his back to the tank, and stabbed one thick finger at the controls. 

	The shark stopped dead in the water, pivoted, and rocketed toward the girl; she screamed, letting loose a stream of bubbles – and likely most of her remaining air. Blood joined the bubbles as the shark clamped its huge jaws around her middle and bit down. The system shock took a moment to kick in – evidenced by her useless flailing against the shark. It spun its head and slammed her into the side of the tank, her body – minus the enormous bite it had taken from her middle, floated to the bottom of the tank, dying the water red with the clouds of blood. 

	Grigori placed a hand on the tank, and all of the bloody water – and the body parts – disappeared from the tank, leaving nothing but a slowly circling, but somewhat more satisfied-looking, shark. 

	The girl reappeared, her grey training uniform complete again, her body complete again. Such a cheat. She eyed the agents, but when neither made a move to toss the girl into the tank again, she made a quick move the restrain the experiment, easily keeping the girl still in a headlock. 

	Four days had taught Mimosa something: not to struggle when in a headlock. She had, the first half-dozen times or so, nearly managing to choke herself to death trying to escape. She’d begged to be let go, to be treated humanely, that there was no possible way she could escape – so there was no need to keep her in a headlock. 

	The answer to the begging, to the pleading and to the reasoning had been simple: since she no longer qualified as human, there was no reason to treat her humanely. She had, however, allowed her commander the pleasure of informing the girl at knife point that she no longer had any human rights. It hadn’t sunk in the first time he’d told her, nor the second, but the fifth time, it had. This has seemed to disturb the girl. 

	It was an inexcusable weakness. To serve the Agency meant to give your life to them, and allow them to treat that worthless commodity in whatever manner they chose. She could barely contain herself from screaming at the girl, from beating into her that she didn’t even have the right to be alive, so any small graces the Agency might grant to her were more than she deserved. 

	She watched as Grigori leaned against Taylor, a wide smile forming on his lips as they looked over some of the options of the program. 

	Grigori turned to her and winked. ‘Toss her in.’ 

	She yanked the girl to a full standing position, and not for the first time was glad of her height advantage over the girl, it made so many things that much simpler – and grabbed the front of her jacket. 

	This, however, exerted some force on the girl, and she stumbled, arms flailing, hands grabbing air to catch balance. She whipped her arm out, grabbing the girl by the collar, and pulling her to stability again. Hands that had been grabbing for air landed in her hair and closed around a clump of her hair. 

	‘Let me the fuck go,’ she ordered the girl, staring into a pair of terrified eyes. 

	The girl recoiled, pulled her hand away as fast as she could, her fingers catching in the hair. The fake-agent tugged on her hand, desperate to free it from its hair-prison, and did so – but not without tugging loose a feather. 

	She shoved the girl, the experiment falling to her rear and sliding across the wet floor, the dislodged feather laying prone in her hand. There was no way she was tying that back in her hair, not when it had been soiled by a thing that should have been in the grave, not causing her commander such undue stress. 

	I hate you. She stared at the girl, wishing she was brave enough to contradict one of Taylor’s orders and just slit the girl’s throat with a knife that guaranteed that she wouldn’t get back up. I hate you. I hate you.

	The feather blew up – one moment, just a regular feather, that that had grown too long, been clipped from her back and tied into her hair to make the other recruits look twice, exploded. The experiment shrieked, an all-too-familiar sound from the past four days, and clutched at the stump the explosion had left behind. 

	Stump wasn’t quite accurate though – two fingers remained attached…well, parts of two fingers, both with more than a little exposed bone. The palm was gone, the open wound bleeding massive amounts all over the grey jacket and the polished floor. Smaller pieces were torn from the forearm, but those were minor. 

	Grigori let out a whoop, swung the girl into the tank by the stump, and walked over, an even wider grin on his face. ‘That was very, very impressive,’ he said, ‘I didn’t know you could do that.’ He turned back to Taylor. ‘You didn’t say she could do explosives, that’s the kind of thing you really should have mentioned.’ 

	‘I think it’s new,’ she managed, looking past the agent to the girl in the tank being slammed against the glass walls by a shark obviously set on “angry”. ‘I hope it doesn’t interfere with-’

	She was silenced by Grigori pushing a finger to her lips. ‘You are far too uptight,’ he said, ‘you hang out with him too much, let me take care of it.’ Finger still to her lips, he lead her over to the tank – presumably to get a better view of the show, though maybe to-

	No. Not with Taylor right there. It was easy for agents to be exhibitionists, to get off their buddies watching them, well, get off, but Grigori didn’t seem the type to do that. He was bothering to romance her, to buy her gifts, to organise a date – at a restaurant no less – he hadn’t simply made his intentions clear, then stopped by her room to see if she was interested in reciprocating then and there with a minimum of fuss. He wasn’t the kind of person who was going to push her up against the tank and fuck her while a) his best friend and her boss watched and b) an experiment was being repeatedly executed. 

	His slid his finger off her lips, let it trail over her chin, then slid his palm across her neck, letting it rest on her shoulder. His other rose to join it, and slowly, with nothing more than a whispered comment about a hundred years of practice, began to rub her shoulders. 

	She felt herself blush, and kept her eyes fixed on the tank, not daring to look elsewhere, lest she catch Taylor’s eye. As much free reign as he came Grigori, she knew that did not extend to her, and it was enough of a favour allowing her to witness these tests without standing useless at any point. 

	‘I said,’ Grigori said, hot breath on her exposed neck, ‘relax, Magnolia.’ 

	Water covered them both as the girl was thrown into the tank a third time, blood in the tank nearly as quickly as the shark got to her. 

	‘You are far too tense,’ Grigori said, ‘you need someone to do this more often.’ 

	A crazy thought entered her mind of Taylor attempting the same actions as Grigori. Guilty, she imagined having to explain the scenario as “killing the pain” in order get him to cooperate, and knowing that more than likely she would end up in more pain than when they began, either from bruises, broken vertebrae or, gods forbid, a snapped neck. 

	The girl slid past her, one hand pressed to the glass in a futile effort to get enough traction to escape the shark’s grip. The girl caught her gaze and shouted something, but was silenced as the shark ended her life again. 

	Slowly circling thumbs dug deeper into muscle, and despite her composure, despite her training, despite her want to appear always perfect, she heard a moan of pleasure escape her lips. 

	‘There?’ the question came, more hot breath on her neck. 

	‘Yes,’ she heard herself answer, letting her eyes close, the trials and tribulations of the experiment no longer nearly as important as focusing on herself for five minutes, herself, and the man with self-proclaimed century of experience in making women feel good. 

	‘Lean forward,’ he ordered, slowly pushing her top half toward the tank. She rested her forearms against the tank, allowing him better access to her back. His hands disappeared, slid up her sides, making her shiver, then resumed making her feel good. 

	Tiny aches disappeared, small puddles of tension dried up, small, deft finger movements making her feel better than she had in recent memory. She bit down on her lip though, not wanting to make any more noises that would lead to Taylor removing her from the gym. 

	As broad hands pressed flat against her back, occasionally slipping a piece of ribbon loose or requiring away a small swatch of her dress to better get at the areas that ailed her, she was no longer so sure she objected to the idea of being pushed up against the tank and-

	A slap of cold water surfaced her from improper thoughts, and she opened her eyes, watching the girl sink down to the bottom of the far side of the tank, the water already red with blood. 

	Red with blood, but only from where she’d been thrown in. 

	And the shark hadn’t attacked yet. 

	She blinked a few times, then slipped away from the warm hands, and warm body of Agent Grigori, easily rounding the tank to look the girl. 

	Eyes still filled with terror, the girl slowly raised her bloody stump. 

	‘Sir,’ she said loudly, ‘her hand isn’t regrowing.’ 

	 


27 – Binary, or how Stef learned to stop worrying and love the tank

	Posted on March 3, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef shivered as she was shifted out of the tank, soaked skin and the relative cool of the air-conditioned building were not a good mix. That, or it could have been fear. 

	Yeah, Spyder, it’s probably the fear. 

	She looked up from the stump that refused to heal, yet was fine with pumping out copious amounts of blood, to the three people that had made her life hell. The trinity. The cerebus. The three-pronged attack, whatever they were. 

	And now she was bleeding to death, and her life was really in their hands. 

	She stayed seated as they stared down at her. The volcano: dismissive and bored. The blond: joyous and…wearing only a Speedo. The girl: angry and twitchy. Not a shred of care among them. Not one iota of compassion. She doubted that even a jiffy had been spent contemplating getting her medical assistance, or even a damn band aid. 

	She leaned back against the tank, resting her bleeding stump on her leg, and felt the vibrations of the shark headbutting the glass behind her. 

	The volcano moved. Pompeii – and one hacker – held their breath, but she felt herself relax just a little as his focus was shifted from her to the magpie girl. 

	Marigold? 

	No, Magnolia, you idiot. Don’t tell me you’re developing memory problems now, I have enough trouble managing you as it is. 

	Don’t yell at me, I need one person in this room to be on my side. 

	Misremembering one of your enemies’ names doesn’t serve any purpose. Besides, you never know, that true name trope might hold water in the real world. 

	Not that you’re suggesting I try that.

	No, I’m not, for one, you don’t even know her middle or last names, it’s kind of a useless weapon right now.

	Just like me.

	Just like you. But that’s ok, you’ll learn.

	‘Magnolia,’ the volcano said, addressing the magpie, ‘go get some lunch.’ 

	Magnolia stared at the volcano for a moment, her expression that of someone able to be knocked over with a feather – even a regular one – before she quickly snapped a salute, mumbled her compliance and made a hasty exit from the room. 

	The volcano turned to the blond – Grigori for his part seemed to be very disappointed at the departure of the magpie-girl, likely upset that his attempted courting-for-coitus had been courting-interruptus.

	‘And you haven’t had a drink for more than an hour-’ the volcano began, but was interrupted as a blond laid a hand on his shoulder. 

	‘Taylor,’ the Russian said slowly, ‘you can come for a break as well. You don’t-’

	‘I don’t need to rest.’ 

	‘I’m not leaving you alone with her,’ Grigori said. ‘Friends don’t let friends commit murders in the presence of security cameras.’ 

	She suppressed a shudder, trying not to be disturbed about how lightly they were talking about her life, and the oft-realised conclusion that there were in fact very few things stopping them from just making her…stop. Despite the cars dropping on her head, despite her head being removed, despite organs being punched out, and turning to ash in a furnace, she always respawned, on time, and without issue. 

	There had been issues. An issue. A stump. He was sending his friends – cronies, minions, mooks, whatever – away. Completely psychotic murder was a lot easier to accomplish alone. Alone, where there was only you and a helpless victim, and no accented voice of reason to bring up such trivialities as security cameras, or the fact that it was simply a bad idea. 

	It would be so much easier to act on impulse. 

	I wish-

	Don’t use that phrase, just in case your cold, cold heart starts responding. 

	I really, really, wouldn’t be opposed to that right now. I think he’s-

	Panic when he starts killing you, for the moment: relax. Or, at the least, please remember to breathe, Spyder. 

	But he might have poisoned the air. 

	Now you’re just being paranoid.

	I’m a hacker, I’m allowed.

	No, you’re a narc-in-training, you’re supposed to be resisting urges like that. 

	So I should stop listening to the voice in my head as well?

	Don’t be an idiot, you wouldn’t function without me.

	‘You need a break,’ the blond informed the volcano. ‘Leave her here to bleed, what happens, happens, but let me take you to-’

	The volcano looked in the direction that the magpie-girl had taken. ‘You’d prefer to continue making a spectacle of yourself with Magnolia.’ 

	Grigori lightly punched him. ‘Don’t presume to tell me tell me what I’d prefer. You. Me. Drinks. No girls, fun or otherwise, unless you want one dancing on the table. We can have men talk. Alone. No distractions.’ He put a hand behind his back and brought it back around, a long, silk covered package in his hand. ‘And I’ll let you see this.’ 

	She stared at the blond combat agent. The practically-naked combat agent. She blinked a few times, removing her mental editing of the man to her left and confirmed for herself exactly how little he was wearing. ‘Who the fsck are you, Captain Jack?’ 

	Without even turning to look at her, Grigori kicked her, wedging his bare, wet foot between her chin and her chest, cutting off her air supply – and waved the package in front of Taylor. ‘Fairy craftsmanship. Special order. Six little men lost their sex drive so they could make weapons as fine as this. I’ll let you touch it, just come with me, leave the little cunt alone for an hour, and shelve any thoughts off offing her, at least for today.’ 

	Taylor lifted a hand and ran his fingertips over the silk, looked back at her, then up to the Russain again. ‘Fine,’ he growled, slapping Grigori’s leg away from her neck, before stooping to lift her. She rose high off the ground, and watched as both the shark, and the water disappeared from the tank. 

	With nothing more than a grunt, he tossed her up, over and into the tank. She smacked into the dry, glass bottom of the tank, and felt her nose break. She stared through the glass at them, expecting the tank to fill with acid, air-breathing piranhas or…something else that dined on hacker flesh. 

	Instead, both agents simply shifted her away, leaving her alone, in a tank that didn’t immediately appear to have intentions on her life. 

	Looks like you get a coffee break.

	I could really use some coffee. 

	That isn’t going to happen. Be happy for the “break” part. 

	…fine.

	You can has coffee later. And probably a cookie. And maybe hugs.

	…I never thought I would look forward to physical contact. It’s…comforting. 

	Hey, that’s a start. Maybe in another twenty years, you’ll be a real person.

	Nah.

	She rolled over as her nose finished mending, away from the puddle of blood she’d been lying in, gently laid her stump across her belly, and stared up at the ceiling. The room, for the most part, seemed to be self-cleaning and self-healing – every day when she came back, her bloodstains were gone, and any various Spyder-shaped holes in the wall that they’d made with her limp body had disappeared. 

	The ceiling, however, still had a bloody impression in it from earlier. At least it was dry and not dripping on her. 

	She closed her eyes, hiding from the world in darkness for a moment, and wished she could sleep. The pain in her arm – in her stump – was…present, but not overwhelming. It hurt more than most of the wounds they’d inflicted on her over the past few days, but it still didn’t hurt anywhere near as much as a bloody-stump-that-used-to-be-a-hand should have. Blood continued to flow freely, as apparently the boom-boom feather had scared all of her platelets away, or had simply made them apathetic about the idea of trying to clot such a large wound. Either way, they were going to get fired. If one could fire platelets. If she even had platelets. If she didn’t, then their imaginary, fictional doubles definitely were getting fired. 

	Sleep refused to come – it usually did whilst she was in the gym-from-hell. Unconsciousness came freely, and lasted as long as it needed to, or until she was shot up with adrenaline or shot in the head, but sleep never did. Despite her wish not to be among the conscious, despite wishing for dreams…if dreams would ever come, she stayed steadfastly awake. 

	She opened her eyes, though didn’t bother to focus on the ceiling, or the sides of the tank, or anything, there really was nothing worth seeing. Counting invisible agent sheep, however, that was a task worthy of her time. 

	She sat up, let her eyes fall on the far end of the tank, and let her eyes stay out of focus. Counting sheep wasn’t a technique that worked. It had never worked. She had tried to count sheep, but had always imagined a thousand or more, all penned together, simply waiting for a child’s counting game to set them free, and had then imagined herself counting to infinity all at once, so that all the sheep could go free. Where they went didn’t matter, what they did didn’t matter, why they had been penned in the first place didn’t matter, she had done her part to free them, and that was the end of it. 

	It didn’t stop her from enjoying roast lamb, though. Some were undoubtedly going to be captured again. It was the starfish story in reverse – if they were all released, and a few were captured and cooked, then it was only to those few that the situation was unfair, it only mattered to those few. 

	And those few were delicious. Especially when served, cooked to perfection by a well-paid house staff, covered in gravy poured by a man in a tidy suit needing nothing more than a little cough to indicate that the food needed condiment-ising, and another little cough to indicate that it was sufficiently condiment-ised. 

	Money had its advantages, good food was among them. 

	She imagined the agent sheep in their pen, fluffy wool in perfect soft cartoon curls, small blue ties hanging from their necks – though not low enough to get tripped on by their shined hooves; sunglasses adorned each sheep, adding their anonymity, and they all wandered the paddock in orderly patterns, like bots in an MMO, only the occasional one breaking formation to go alphabetise their sheepish DVD collection. 

	I think…there might be something wrong with you.

	You’re one to talk.

	She stared at the agent sheep, preparing to call them each by number. She adjusted her stump, leaving it freely bleeding off the edge of her knee, opened her mouth, and began to call each agent sheep, binary digit by binary digit. 

	Some of the sheep seemed dissatisfied by this, sunglasses-wearing expressions telling her that there were far more efficient ways of freeing them from their paddocks, other than calling out long, lovely strings of ones and zeros. 

	She sent the dissenting sheep to the back of the line, silently telling them that they would be the first to be cooked and served to little rich girls who would let the meal go cold if she was too enthralled with whatever game she was playing on a muted Gameboy beneath the table. 

	By the time she had called the fiftieth sheep, the paddock was a lot more open, leaving the remaining agent sheep with far more room to romp and play, or to hide in the back corner and get…familiar with each other. She blinked a few times, then quickly called those two sheep, wishing them luck with their strange, sheepy agenty love in a world of people with carving knives and mint peas. 

	After seventy-five sheep had been set free, it was becoming painfully obvious that the dissenting sheep were gathering more supporters, what had been a few iconoclasts were now a force of at least a dozen. A dozen angry, agenty sheep could be a formidable force. More than a match for her at least. 

	She eyed the remaining sheep, trying to assert her superior being status, and a few relented, bowing their fluffy heads and lining up so that she could release them. 

	The dissenters came next, these she released as a group, but instead of skipping off to do whatever it was that counting-sheep did when they were released, they all turned toward her, angry, blaming her for their imprisonment. 

	‘Baa, ram, ewe,’ she muttered, ‘that’s enough of you.’ 

	The dissenting agent sheep disappeared, the paddock disappeared, and mundane, tank-y reality seeped back into her world. 

	Still alone, still bleeding, and no closer to sleep than she had been a hundred sheep ago, she stood, her footing unsure in the pool of her own blood. She stepped out of the pool, rubbing her shoes dry on her pants legs and began to circle the tank, her stump held low, and out to the side so that she didn’t create one big slipping hazard. 

	I don’t think I’m bleeding to death.

	I concur, you’d be a lot more light-headed than you are now. You’d probably be unconscious. And don’t you dare start arguing that you could be unconscious and simply imagining consciousness, that argument gets really tired. 

	…are you mad at me?

	I’m feeling the same pain you are, sorry if I’m a little out of sorts. 

	There’s…Um. Wait. Never mind.

	Ask it, Spyder, for your own piece of mind.

	With all this magic stuff that’s real. All the things we’ve seen, all the, yanno, stuff. The thought has occurred to me that maybe you aren’t…me, that you’re, I dunno, someone else?

	Would you like that?

	Oh, fsck no, it’d be creepy as hell, but I had to ask. 

	Spyder, I’m just you, you’re just naturally this way. It shouldn’t actually be reassuring that you’re insane, but whatever makes you feel better.

	…do you think we’re going to be stuck in here until this tank fills with blood. 

	I think that would take more than six hours, which is about how long is left for the day, so, no. He’s just being a jerkass. 

	She circled the tank twice more, then slid down into a corner, cramming herself against the safety of two thick glass walls and shut her eyes. Even if dreams didn’t come, or sleep, then at least the relative boredom of the backs of her eyelids would be relaxing. More so, at least, than watching herself continue to bleed out. 

	Keep an ear out for evil sheep, would you?

	Sure, Spyder, whatever.

	 

	 

	 

	 


28 – A Question of Belonging

	Posted on March 13, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Stef?’

	Consciousness sparked through my brain. 

	‘Stef?’

	Well, sort-of consciousness. A half-awake, marshmallow-y existence. Gods, I could really go for a marshmallow right now. Anything really, just to get that god-awful taste out of my mouth. Medicine, it’s good for you; medicine, it’s good for what ails you, these things are accepted as truth, or at least the television version of truth, but if they’re oh-so-true, then why the fuck does it taste so awful. Things that are awful, are awful, full stop. I don’t give a shit what’s wrong with me, it’s not as bad as the medicine that goes along with it. 

	‘Miss Mimosa.’ 

	I opened my eyes. It’s what was expected of me. Here I am, my parents are dead, and I’m still being everyone’s pretty-pretty princess, living up to their expectations, playing the part I’ve got no interest in. It’s too bright. I closed my eyes again, but it was too late, I’d opened them once, so the expectation had been placed there, I’d be expected to open them again. And again. Do the dance, play the part. Be the good girl. 

	Oh, how I hate being the good girl. 

	‘I think you fell asleep,’ the familiar voice said. 

	Him. Hm. Well, not as bad as what I fell asleep to. That was pretty bad. I think. There was pain, but that’s not surprising. 

	His sentence had died, but he hadn’t deigned to fill the silence with any more words. Selfish prick. He wanted me to say something. I can’t say anything. What kind of conversation is “OM NOM NOM BRAIN MARSHMALLOW”. Talk of nomming on one’s own brain is not the kind of pretty-pretty princess talk this man expects, even if he knows me better, even if he knows the kind of things I say. Even if he’s probably said them himself. He’s one of the quiet ones, you can’t trust the quiet ones. Ok, sometimes you can, but even then, they can pull the rug right out from under you, and that sucks. 

	I could be that, if I wanted, I could be the quiet one that everyone thinks its safe to trust. I could do that, but I don’t want to. Also ponies. 

	I gave him a grunt. It’s communication at least. Our far-flung ancestors did quite well with grunts until the learned to enunciate themselves and created contract law. Worst. Invention. Ever. Braving the evil light again, I stared at him. ‘Sorry,’ I mumbled, unsure of what exactly I was apologising for, but it seemed to be what he expected. Dude, I don’t even remember going to sleep, so I’m not going to apologise for it. Ok. Sorry. While I’m at it, sorry for my birth, World War Two, Communism not working IRL like it does in theory, and-

	‘Likely my fault,’ he said, flicking a strand of long blond hair behind his ear. ‘How are you feeling?’

	Ok, so now it’s your fault. Fine, apology redacted. 

	Jesus, my brain is really fuzzy. Worse-than-normal fuzzy. This is bad. I can’t-

	‘How are your, ah, hands feeling?’ he asked, turning off the monitor, showing me that I had his full attention. Great. Just wonderful. Like I want to be the centre of attention. 

	Oh right. ‘That.’ I looked down, nearly spinning out as I adjusted to the new perspective. Ooh, bandages. Fresh bandages. That’s new. Honesty’s good when you can get it. ‘Can’t feel a thing.’ 

	‘Did you want to talk about it?’

	I kept staring at the bandages. ‘I’m not sure what I could say that hasn’t been said before.’ 

	‘I won’t force you to talk, not today, I unfortunately have a few other pressing matters to attend to.’

	‘Fine by me.’ 

	‘Did you want to go back to your room, or do you feel like being a little social today?’

	This finally made him more interesting than the bandages. ‘I have a choice in the matter?’

	‘This time.’

	‘I’ll go back to my room.’ 

	I stood and moved toward the door, but was stopped by small cough. Not the kind to indicate there was an obtrusive piece of cake stuck in an esophagus, but rather to indicate that there was some small business as yet unfinished. 

	‘Don’t you have something to say?’ It really was more of a statement. A self-righteous statement, because he already knew the answer. He just wanted to hear me comply, to meet his expectations. 

	Several sharp thoughts permeated the fuzz. 

	Meet his expectations?

	Fuck. That. 

	‘I know what you want me to say, but I’m not going to, instead, I’ll just say this: good day, and you’re lucky you get that, I have no wish to actually impart good karma in your direction, nor do I care about the kind of day you have, but it’s a societally-accepted parting greeting, so it’s what you get.’ 

	His expression remained the same, unimpressed by a piece of self-scripting he’d heard before. Or that he’d probably heard before, after a while, they all started to blend. One suit was the same as another suit. Men in suits, men in ties, men telling her what to do. If I’d cared enough, there was a feminist argument to be made, but it would have been too much effort, so I accept it for what it was: my life. 

	‘It is probably best you go back to your room,’ he said, turning back to his computer, and turning the monitor back on. 

	I opened the door to the office, just a little pleased that I’d been able to open it myself. A little bit of of autonomy. A little bit of control. A little bit…just the right amount. There was someone waiting to escort me back to my room – unsurprising. Another element of her life controlled. Walk the right path, go the right way, be the good little cog. Operate the machine. Operate the machine. Be like everyone else. Comply. Comply. 

	A badly dressed and badly bleeding Solstice ran past me, panting and screaming anti-fae obscenities. He stopped to fire a gun back at his pursuers, not deeming me a threat, not paying me any mind. Cogs can’t be dangerous to other machinations. I continued along, staring at this madman – for that’s what he was, surely, firing a gun in these halls. He had a death wish. And it was just the kind of wish that got granted. 

	I limped along at a cog’s pace, not getting too far ahead of my escort, not wanting to frighten him by acting outside of expected parameters. I caught up with the Solstice, who had taken another couple of bullets, but was still fighting still screaming, actively denying his fate. 

	Swinging my leg out, I easily knocked him on his ass. He went down like…like a wet sack of meat actually, sliding in the pool of blood that his wounds had accumulated, and finally giving up. He didn’t even bother to take a potshot at me. He could have easily done it, easily added one more to his kill count before he died. 

	Or just maybe cogs didn’t count. 

	I continued on, watching recruits swarm the useless soon-to-be corpse. One jerked a thumb’s up in my direction, and I managed a smile. Just a little one. It felt nice. Nicer than the fuzz in my head. Nicer than the taste of medicine in my mouth. It stayed for just a moment, before I let my cog face come back. No use in smiling, it wasn’t what they expected of me. Smiling might lead to questions. Smiling might lead to more fuzz. Or the worse-than-fuzz, the cloud. The one that weighs down on my brain and I can barely walk straight enough to get to the toilet and take a piss. It’s like being buried alive in your own head. 

	They only did that to me once. After that, I got better at learning what to say, and what not to say. Lying to change your dosage works incredibly well when you have a genius-level intellect. And I do, not that it does me any good.

	It doesn’t matter anyway. Most of the time I don’t even have to worry about this shit, I can just focus on my real life, there are a lot of advantages to only being a part-timer. 

	My escort locked me in my room. I stood and watched the door, listening to every little click and every little tumbler fall into place. It’s for my safety as much as it is theirs, and I cannot begrudge them for that. 

	I’m disappointed though: they didn’t grant my one request. It isn’t even like it’s such a big thing: a lid for my toilet. Ok, I mean, yeah, I could try and enact another escape attempt with a plastic lid, but Jesus, how else am I supposed to protect myself from the kind of crap that can crawl out of there? Sometimes it’s a severed head. Sometimes it’s worse. If I just had a lid, I wouldn’t have to worry, I’d have a barrier between-

	…I-

	-between them and me. 

	Request not granted, I went for the usual option: throwing my pillowcase-less pillow over the top of the bowl. It was better than nothing. If nothing else, the soft paft that the pillow would make upon hitting the ground would alert me that something had broached my room. 

	Bed. Sleep was good. It’s all I can do while I’m here. There’s nothing else here worth doing. I hate it here. I just want to go back to where I belong. Where I’m…where it’s ok if I don’t always meet everyone’s expectations. 

	I lay on my back, sheet pulled up to my neck, like I’d tucked myself in. 

	I want to stop being here. I want to stop being here. I’ll be allowed to go soon, I know, but it’s just so sucky here. Maybe if it at least smelt right, like the good, clean Agency air, instead of this. If it at least smelt like the Agency I could pretend I was on one of those other floors, the ones I don’t know what are on yet. Hell, maybe they do have a place like this, I mean…

	‘Hey you.’ 

	This time, I didn’t mind that I smiled. I didn’t care that I wasn’t a cog. He was here, I didn’t have to be a cog, I could just be me. I hate it here, but at least when he’s here, it’s a little ok. 

	He smiled at me. 

	Ok, maybe a little more than ok. 

	I pulled the sheet over my head, and sat up, and he did the same. A two-person tent. A tiny place for childish conspiracy, but at least it was just him and me, as it should be. He put a hand to my face and my world felt centred, the fuzz was ok now, just so long as he was here to focus me. 

	‘You look tired,’ he said, picking up strands of hair and pulling them away from my face, blowing them to tidy my hair. 

	‘You always say that,’ I admonished lightly. It was lovely, but it was also a reminder of the place I didn’t want to me. I always looked tired. I always looked pale. I always looked out of it. It wasn’t like they were going to let me have a getting-ready-for-the-ball montage before I went to bed every night. 

	It’s not like they knew he snuck in anyway. 

	He grinned, and it was like there was a tiny sun in the room. As much as I can hate happy people, it’s ok when he does it, when he’s happy, it’s ok to be happy. ‘It’s always true.’

	‘Well, take me away from here, and I might be able to look good for once.’ 

	‘Covered in mud and leaves is more like it,’ he said, poking his tongue out. 

	It didn’t sound like a bad proposal, so I shrugged. ‘We can always take a swim in the lagoon afterward, it’d be fine.’ 

	‘What a wonderful idea! Let’s go now.’ His smile fell, and his body seemed to deflate. ‘Right, sorry. Has anyone said-?’

	I scratched at my bandages. ‘No, no release date yet. I’ll be good again, fool them again, and it shouldn’t be too long. Relatively speaking.’ Sheets. Sheets are very interesting. I stared at the folds at my eye level, at the one beneath my folded legs, at anything except him. 

	He tapped out a ditty on my knee, and I held back tears to look back up at him. ‘I’m still waiting for you, you know.’ 

	Bam. Dynamite. The dam broke. The tears fell. Stupid tears. 

	‘I’m still waiting.’ 

	‘You aren’t going to wait forever.’ Fuck. I hate that lump that gets in your throat. It’s just so…wretched. ‘You can-’

	‘You’re going to be mother to my boys,’ he said, ‘so I will wait forever. That, and you’re kind of wonderful.’ 

	‘And if they don’t let me out this time?’

	His infectious grin returned. ‘You’ll find a way to escape, I just know it. We will be together. Stop worrying, girls are too wonderful to spend their time worrying. And one girl’s too tired to worry, so you’d better get some sleep.’ 

	‘I’ll still be tired tomorrow.’ 

	His face screwed up, an impish, teasing expression. ‘Then maybe I won’t come tomorrow.’ 

	‘Oh you,’ I retorted, lightly shoving him. 

	‘I’ve got a present for you.’ 

	I held out my hand. ‘Then you must give it to me.’ 

	He took my hand, and gave me a thimble. ‘Sleep well.’ 

	‘Take me with you.’ 

	‘Not tonight, they’ll notice.’ 

	‘But-’

	‘Sleep.’ He slipped out from under the sheet, and had disappeared by the time I could throw it off my own head. He’s like a ninja when he wants to be. 

	I wrapped an arm under my head – it was a crap make-shift pillow, but it was all I was going to get. I closed my eyes, the fuzz was lifting from my brain, so even if I couldn’t be where I wanted to be – with Peter – I could be somewhere a lot better than here. 

	I thought of the Agency, and suddenly, the air didn’t smell as bad. 

	 


29 – Real

	Posted on March 14, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef opened her eyes. The air smelt fine again. The temperature was right again. And…her pillow her returned. She rolled over and stared at it – unsure if she had retrieved it without realising it, if it had fought the good-

	She froze, thoughts of where she had just been in her head, thoughts of…bad thoughts in her head, thoughts of insane thoughts, thoughts of-

	A hand touched the back of her head, and for one short moment, she thought it was Peter, come back to rescue her, come back so that she didn’t have to-

	The hand was too big though, and too warm, and too agenty. She was fairly certain she recognised the hand’s owner, but wasn’t sure, and didn’t want to roll over and find out, just in case she was wrong. Being wrong, judging reality the wrong way…wasn’t something she wanted. ‘I wanted to be here when you woke up,’ Ryan said, ‘so I could-’

	Slowly, she was rolled over, away from her pillow, away from the tiny world made of linen, to the much larger one made from a small room and a small fridge. 

	‘It was a glitch,’ he said. 

	She kept quiet, afraid to ask what part, afraid that he would say the sheep, or her hand- Hand. She looked down, and saw a simple bandage wrapped around her hand and forearm, one that indeed looked like it was covering up an explodified hand, rather than a matching set of still-healing wounds from an attempt to escape life. 

	‘What happened, what you saw, it was a glitch.’ 

	‘What was a glitch?’

	‘Your…’ he trailed off, ‘incarceration,’ he said after a long moment. ‘It wasn’t real.’ 

	She lifted her head, then let it fall heavily onto his knee. ‘How do you even know what I saw?’

	‘The glitches. The ones we induce. We can watch them. I saw what you saw.’ 

	She pulled the blanket up to her chin. ‘It’s where I really am,’ she admitted. ‘I’m finally lucid enough to realise it. Sorry.’ 

	‘Stef.’

	‘You don’t have to pretend for me anymore.’ 

	‘If your theory was correct, you’d be telling yourself that.’

	‘I’ve told myself off before.’ 

	‘Stef-’

	‘You’ve read my bio, right, that’s how you did your narcy “Miss Mimosa” thing the first time, I assume you’ve had more time to read it since then.’

	‘Of course.’

	‘What exactly does it say about my mental state?’

	‘Not a lot.’

	‘Does it say I almost went into psychiatric care? A couple of times, no less?’

	‘The recommendations are listed in your medical file, yes.’

	‘…I don’t think I avoided it. I really don’t think I avoided it. In this reality, sure, but this reality’s in my head, it’s all in my head.’

	He touched her head, and began to stroke her hair. ‘Then I thank you for making such a complete world, could you perhaps do something about the Solstice, though?’ 

	‘Goddammit!’ she cried, though she couldn’t hold back a giggle. ‘I’m being serious.’ 

	His hand moved from her head, to rubbing small circles on her back. ‘As am I,’ he said. ‘If the fact was that you were in that place, isn’t it better that you’re here?’

	‘But it’s just…me, seeing things, thinking it’s all real.’ 

	His hand stopped moving. ‘Define real, Stef. If you’re happier here, then be here while you’re here, and when you’re there, make every attempt to get back here. If…the world of your glitch is true, is there anything there worth being there for?’

	She thought of Peter, then shook her head, and how his escape to Neverland had made him nigh-unreachable, and the one way of following him was- ‘No, nothing now.’ 

	‘Then be here.’ 

	She pushed herself away from him, and sat, back ramrod straight against the wall, steadying her enough to look him in the eyes. ‘Aren’t you a responsible adult? Shouldn’t you be all…Jesusfuck, Ryan, you know I talk to myself, you’ve seen me break down and go nuts, you know I’m…you damn well know I’m crazy.’ She brought her knees up to her chest, staying hidden under as muc of the sheet as possible. ‘Why aren’t you all “Miss Mimosa you need drugs” or “Miss Mimosa you need to be in a padded room” or “Miss Mimosa, why did I give you a gun?”. I mean, you’re programmed to keep law and order, shouldn’t I be the kind of person you keep away from the rest of society? I mean, I did the best I could, but I’m not locked in my flat anymore.’

	‘I’m not real,’ he said, ‘according to the Solstice. I am not a man, I am not a person, I have no right to exist. This Agency is an artificial construction to further the goals of those who aren’t real…according to some definitions. There is an entire faerie court dedicated to caring for those whose world views are…counter to the accepted reality, but that’s the only way they can be, they are happy that way, so why change them? I could, as you suggest, get you a doctor, drug you until you…are no longer yourself, but what would it achieve?’

	‘…I’d be normal.’

	‘No, you’d be a zombie.’ 

	More tears fell. ‘But I’m insane, that shouldn’t be ok.’ 

	‘I’m telling you it is.’ 

	‘…and if I’m really there?’

	‘I have no control over that world, just this one, and in this one, I’m going to do everything I can for you.’

	‘…Ryan?’

	‘Yes?’

	‘…are you real?’

	‘Yes Stef.’ 

	She reached for him, and in one shifted second, she was bundled up on his lap, safe. ‘Then I’ll be here,’ she whispered, ‘I’ll be here.’ 

	‘Good.’ 

	The all-too-real glitch began to slip away, everything except one face, one old wound, one broken heart. ‘…you saw everything?’

	‘Yes. And I promise if…if we have to get you a room, it’ll be a lot nicer than that one.’

	‘…you saw Peter?’

	‘Yes.’

	She bit her lip for a moment. ‘I try so hard not to think about him. I…but this is what glitches do, right? Fuck you over?’

	‘Do you want to talk about him?’

	‘…he was the only person I ever could have imagined having a life with. I loved him. I…god, I still love him, and I lost him.’

	‘You never really stop loving someone. My ex-wife, so much as things soured between us, and the rift she caused with Alexander, I still have some affection for her.’ 

	She searched her mind for the name. ‘What about…Carol?’

	He smiled sadly, a widower’s smile. ‘I still love her, and I cannot foresee that changing anytime soon, I cannot imagine myself with anyone else, but…that will change. I will meet someone, and I’ll love them too, it won’t replace my love for Carol, nor diminish my memory of her in anyway, it will be someone new, something different, and that’s how life works.’

	‘Love is for other people,’ she said, ‘I’ve got my hands full looking after myself.’ 

	‘So I don’t have to worry about scaring off any potential suitors for some time to come?’

	‘…huh?’

	He smiled. ‘Well, isn’t that my job?’

	She grinned. ‘Yeah, you can use a shotgun.’ 

	 


30 – The Final Stretch

	Posted on March 16, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘You can take the bandage off if you like.’

	Stef looked across at Jones. ‘Are you sure my hand isn’t going to fall apart if I do?’

	He folded his hands and propped them up under his chin. ‘Do you really think I want…parts of you over my floor?’

	‘You didn’t seem to mind when the laser was involved!’

	He gave her a stern look, before breaking out into a smile. ‘Yes, but that was different. And fun. Your hand is fine. I threw every bit of stabilisation that I could at it. For a couple of hours yesterday, your hand was the most inherently stable piece of any agent on the planet.’

	‘…that seems like overkill.’

	He leaned back in his chair. ‘Tell that to your feet.’

	She looked down to her dirty sneakers, then back to the tech. ‘What now?’

	‘We learned some very interesting things about your feet while I was fixing up your hand. Things became rather clear when you shoe fell off a non-existent foot.’

	‘…why?’

	‘Possibly a few of the shortcuts we took so you could be up and running ASAP. Your feet were being affected by things they should have had no connection to. I corrected the error of course, but if toes sprout out of your wrist, please come see me.’

	‘Am I glitching again?’

	‘No, this is normal, terrifying reality.’ He sighed, and handed across a bottle of soft drink. ‘I am sorry about that, but it was the best decision to make.’

	‘To glitch me out while I was unconscious?’

	‘Yes. Sorry. However, it does mean that you get to hang out almost the entire day here. You would have had that glitch today, instead of yesterday, because I altered the schedule, now all you have to do is sit there, let me hack you a little, and spend a couple of hours with the Parkers this afternoon. Tomorrow’s another full day, should have been the last day, but since you’re getting today off, you’ll finish up on Saturday, a half day, though I would expect he’ll be throwing cars at you again.’

	‘Oh…goody. But then I’m a real agent?’

	‘You’re as much of a real agent as you’re going to be, just without the security clearance. And to answer your question, almost: a few more days of fine-tuning you for active duty, taking into account things I simply haven’t had the time to debug, or that are going to go wrong with you in your last hours of limit testing, you know, things like your foot disappearing. It wouldn’t look good for me if that had happened while you were chasing down a bad guy.’

	‘You’d get punished?’

	‘A few remedial lessons in coding maybe, admonishment from my peers, and probably a few more well captioned lol!agents on the intranet.’

	‘We has cheezeburger?’

	‘This surprises you?’

	‘…it seems a little irreverent to allow, I mean, this is supposed to be a serious job, a serious profession-’

	‘Says the girl with more require cookie requestions than some whole divisions? If we were so serious, why would you be allowed to require flippant things like cookies? Playstations? *headdesk* pillows? There’s a lot of leeway given when there’s no harm being done, so, lol!agents survives. Any opt-outs are unquestionable though.’

	‘I’m guessing no lol!Taylors?’

	‘There, er, was a defenestration incident when the first one went up.’

	‘…ouch.’

	‘Jonesy?’

	‘Yes?’

	‘If you’d waited to induce that glitch…would I have still seen the same thing?’

	‘Impossible to know. Something of that magnitude, that’s how it works, but that exact glitch? Or even something similar? I don’t have data either way. You survived, and that’s the main thing.’

	‘Can you die in a glitch?’

	‘We’ve never seen that.’ He looked away for a moment. ‘But die because of a glitch, of course, we’ve seen that. Sometime’s it’s a technical thing, complications with the code, it corrupts an agent to the point where we really have no choice but to recycle them. But there’s also…other ways. Sometimes, what you see, it’s so bad that you would do anything not to ever have to think about it again. Suicide after a glitch isn’t as uncommon as we’d like it to be. Generally speaking though, it’s the, ah, natural kind, not the induced ones. At least with the induced ones, you’ve got people around to support you after it. If you wake up from a natural glitch, and have no immediate evidence to the contrary that what you saw is anything less than the truth, there is nothing stopping you from grabbing a gun, walking into a blackout zone, and pulling the trigger.’

	There was something in his voice, something about the way he said it. ‘Someone you knew? A friend?’

	‘No, I had the gun pulled from my hand. Had he been a few seconds more, you would be having this conversation with someone else, or more likely, not at all, because I can’t guarantee that whoever replaced me would have gamed the system for you.’

	‘What-?’

	‘No. You don’t get to ask that question. Please.’

	‘Of course, sorry.’

	‘You’ve just got one more to go. It’ll be worse, it’ll be a lot worse than your last one. But whatever it is, it’s just a nightmare, and this will all be over soon.’

	 


31 – Thin Skinned

	Posted on March 18, 2010 by Stormy 

	^Things like this, they are supposed to stay the purview of intellectual discussion.^
^You agreed.^
^I’m following orders.^
^Let me go in your place.^

	Parker-2 lifted the scalpel, and cut into the still body. There was no movement, as expected. Any movement now would mean having to start again, and doing this once was enough for him, and surely more than enough for her. 

	^No,^ he argued, ^Someone has to be there in case someone needs a band-aid, and you’re best at that, nursemaid that you are.^
^One of us has to be nice.^

	He finished cutting the square, and pulled away the large section of skin, gave it a brief glance, then tossed it onto the tray beside him. 

	^Do me a favour and scratch my shoulder would you, I’m itching, and I want one uniform without blood on it.^
^Not that it would matter.^

	He felt the echo of -1 scratching a shoulder that was several floors away, and relief washed over him. 

	^You feel tense,^ his twin said, his worry bleeding over into his own system. ^Shiatsu later?^
^Yeah, sure,^ he replied as the scalpel dug into flesh again.

	There was the shadow taste of coffee in his mouth, one…pleasantly spiked with liquor. ^A massage isn’t what you want.^
^I’m not going to say that I’ll need a beer and a right good fuck, because sex isn’t what I want to be thinking about right now.^

	He stared at the girl on the table, naked, prone, completely vulnerable, completely paralyzed…and completely conscious. She stared at him, unable to close her eyes, forced to look at either him, the chunks of her skin in his hands, or to stare at the mirrored roof, and see everything. Thoughts of sex with the man he loved weren’t comforting, neither was the thought of getting drunk off his arse and being able to forget about following this order for just a little while. 

	^Fine,^ his twin said, ^but speaking of which…any voyeurs?^
^Little miss masochist wasn’t invited. The thickheaded lunk and the playboy though, are up on the ob deck.^ He flicked his eyes upward, and let -1 see what he was seeing. 

	Smoke clouded the observation deck, though the glass wall stopped it from infecting his sterile work area. 

	^Taylor’s smoking?^ -1 asked.
^Well, Grigori’s around, it’s like the old days again.^
^No it isn’t,^ -1 argued. ^If it was, Taylor would be relaxed because it isn’t a stick that would be up his arse.^
^Your subtleties continue to amaze me. You should talk like that in front of the recruits sometimes.^
^No, they think I’m the nice one, let them continue thinking that.^
^I don’t understand their objection to losing a kidney every once in a while.^

	Torso stripped of flesh, he moved onto the right arm. 

	^Do you really think,^ he asked, ^that he enjoys this?^
^Yes,^ -1 said after a long moment. ^Or at least that he feels justified. He was torn apart, so he’s repaying the favour. He doesn’t look at her and see Agent Mimosa, S – he sees Agent Whitman, C. Haven’t you heard him slip up? I almost think the hate is worse though, because of that pretty bauble though.^

	He felt his eyes move against his will, and they focused on the part of the mirrored heart that poke through the thin covering of flesh. 

	^Are you tempted?^ -1 asked.
^Why?^ he asked, letting sarcasm slip into his tone, and he let his feeling of incredulity leak across the link. ^You want a pony?^
^We aren’t allowed near mirror because of what we can do with it. We aren’t allowed to wish for things because we aren’t trusted, we’re told it isn’t our right. Agents with mirror fuck with the balance. So the question is Agent Parker, what would you wish for?^
^A triplet, so we can have a threesome.^ He ran a long, deep cut up the length of the girl’s arm. ^Shit, I don’t know, what can you do with that much?^

	He felt his memories being access, and files pushed around. 

	^Mirror magic ain’t exactly an exact scientist.^
^You…^ He laid the scalpel down for a moment, required away a blood glove, then smacked himself across the face. ^English. You know it. Speak it. “Ain’t” isn’t a word.^
^Yes, but for three-fifths of a second, you forgot that you were skinning a girl alive.^ 

	Taylor’s angry face appeared in his HUD. [Stop playing around!]

	[Ah. Aha. Did you just tell me how to do my job.]

	[You aren’t doing-!] 

	He force-terminated the connection, winked at the paralyzed girl, and shifted up to the observation deck. He pulled off his glove, splattering as much as possible over himself, the pale carpet, and the shot glasses as possible. He held back a grin as he felt a few drops hit his face, knowing how even a little blood enhanced his appearance. 

	^I wish I could bottle how you’re feeling right now, and drink it on bad days.^
^You just sit back gorgeous, and let me go to work.^

	‘Parker-!’ Taylor began.

	‘It sounded very much like you were telling me how to do my job, Agent Taylor,’ he said queitly. 

	‘Damn right I was.’ 

	‘You don’t get to tell me jack shit.’ 

	‘Watch your mouth.’

	‘No, fuck you, you can give directives to Medical, hence why I’m even here in the first place, but you, sure as seven hells, do not outrank me. I do not answer to you, I do not call you sir, and you do not get to say anything on how I do my job. You are speaking to one of the two top Agency doctors in the world, in the whole world, take that in for a second. I’ll skin her, sure, I’m doing it, but any moment I choose to stop, I can, and you can’t say a word, because I can choose to something better with my time, with my hands, and you’ll have to go ask someone else to do your dirty work. Let me put it this way, if I want to go wank, I can, and anyone will back me up, because I declare it a better use of my time than helping an ungrateful son of a bitch like you.’ He stabbed the combat agent in the shoulder with a bloody finger. ‘I can put people back together when you can’t even tell there’s a person there, I have saved more lives than you have taken, and I…Demand. Your. Fucking. Respect.’ 

	He pushed the combat agent out of the way, and stretched out on the black leather couch, taking a liberal drink from an open liquor bottle. 

	‘Parker-’ Taylor began. 

	‘You just choked my last little bit of patience,’ he replied. ‘You get down on your knees and beg me to get back to work, until then, I’ll be taking a break.’

	‘You-’

	‘Push me any further, any little bit further, and I will petition the Enforcers to take Mags away from you. I’ve got more than enough medical evidence to show that you shouldn’t be within two continents of her. People take your bullshit, Taylor, because they’re afraid of you, or because they pity you, neither of those two categories apply to me. I’m skinning someone for you and you decide not to give me any leeway, you really only have like three braincells in your skull don’t you? What, did you require away your brain when you required away your dick?’

	‘This is getting a little out of hand,’ Grigori said, finally deciding to speak. ‘We can work this out, everyone is just a little tense.’ 

	‘On your knees,’ he demanded. ‘Beg, and be glad I don’t get you to do anything else while you’re down there.’ 

	‘Enough,’ Grigori said, stepping between them. ‘Fine, take off your pants, I’ll make you question your autophilic orientation, or if that’s a little much, I’ll be the special guest star in your bed tonight, and pleasure you both, your choice.’ 

	He took another drink of the liquor. ‘Why the hell do you even bother with him?’

	‘Because he’s my friend.’ 

	‘You have very poor taste in friends.’ 

	‘Are you going to drop your trousers?’

	‘Keep him off him back, or I will demonstrate a) that I can operate naked; b) how limber I am; and c) how I can multitask with a willing partner.’ 

	‘I…wouldn’t mind watching,’ Grigori said with a wink. 

	He shifted back down to the girl, and got back to the task of removing the skin from her arm. 

	^Somtimes,^ -1 one said, ^I really love you.^
^And the rest of the time you’re pretending?^ he teased. ^Well don’t I feel special.^

	The skin hit the tray with a wet thunk, and then he removed the skin from each tiny finger individually. 

	^Tell me you have beer chilling.^
^In the blood fridge, just like you like.^

	He searched his twin’s mind. ^You forgot to check on Nicole’s arm,^ he said, ^Break was week ago today.^
A memory was nudged in his direction. ^She’s coming in later, she’s on an assignment at the moment.^

	He moved onto the other arm, and let that a bloody mess as well. Gloves drenched in blood, he required himself a new pair, and went about stripped the flesh from the lower half of her body. 

	Still she didn’t move, still she didn’t scream. The drug cocktail had been effective, and he prayed that it would last long enough for him to finish. Along with the obvious benefit of her not splitting his eardrums wide open, it would mean that they finally had a handle on her physiology. That she was finally more “agent” than “experiment” and again relegated Merlin to the only one whom they didn’t fully understand. 

	Toes were stripped bare, and then with a thought he flipped her, so that he could remove the skin from her back. This, he was able to take in large sections, and he made quick work of it. 

	Lastly was her face, and he forced himself to look elsewhere as he stripped her cheeks, her lips, even her nose. And with one more cut, one more thunk of skin into the tray, he was done. 

	Stepping back, he turned from her, and looked up to the ob deck. [I left the skin there,] he said to the voyeurs, [just in case you want to make a coat, or a rug, or whatever.] His job done, he shifted from the room without even one more look back at the girl. 

	Hands were touching him as soon as he appeared in the infirmary, pulling at his clothes, making contact with his skin, dragging him inevitably toward the bed in the small room behind their office. He closed his eyes, trusting his twin not to let him fall, and let himself finally find comfort. 

	 


32 – All Sides

	Posted on March 23, 2010 by Stormy 

	Ryan swung his chair away from the his windows, the view of the city no longer enough to keep his thoughts from wondering back to the one conclusion. The one thing he wanted to do, but the one thing he couldn’t. It had been an easier decision to go see Carol after not seeing her for twenty years, it had been easier to be in her presence, and to leave again, than to do this. At least with Carol, he knew he had the right, and knew, that if she were sane, that she would want him there. 

	Here, with this, he was nothing but an unwanted, uninvited intruder. 

	He required a phone, and dialed a well-remembered number.

	Ring.

	Psychosomatic functions made his heart race. 

	Ring. 

	There was a knock at the door, and a thought opened it. Jones walked through, saw the receiver pressed to his ear, and took a place on the couch. 

	Ring. 

	There was the crunch of a connection being made, and he fought the urge to slam the phone down, or to alter his voice and pretend to-

	‘You’ve reached our house, we’re not home at the moment-’

	‘Daddy, do it right!’

	‘If you want to leave a message for Alex, Mika or-’

	‘Me!’

	‘Do your thing when it beeps.’

	Beep.

	He put the phone down without leaving a message. He didn’t bother to compose himself, to appear to be unaffected, he simply required a cool glass of water, and looked across at Jones. 

	‘Ryan,’ Jones said, ‘you need to go see her.’

	‘I was going to go down in a little while, there are-’

	‘Whatever you have to do, it can wait,’ the tech said. ‘Or if it can’t, give it to me to do. Nothing will fall apart if some papers go another hour or two unsigned. The city won’t fall apart, the Agency won’t fall apart…Stef might.’ 

	Thoughts of one child were immediately superseded by thoughts of another. ‘She-’

	‘Parker did as he was instructed. She didn’t take it all that well. She’s in her room, but I didn’t want to do anything without you seeing her first.’

	He turned his head to his monitor, and called up the security feed from Stef’s room. She was curled up in the corner of her bed, hands to her mouth, a messy lump of sheets, scrubs, and short hair. 

	He stared at the stains on the sheets. ‘All right,’ he said as he stood, ‘paperwork can wait an hour.’ 

	With a thought, he shifted to the small, white cell. Well, mostly white…the formerly clean sheets weren’t so pristine anymore, the bloodstains on them rather ruining them. He took a step toward the bed, and Stef reacted, pulling herself further under the sheet, pushing herself further into the corner, as if she were trying to force her tiny body to fit into a triangle, or worse – flat so that she could merge with the wall itself. 

	He moved onto the bed, and tried to pull her away, tried to extract her from the sheet, anything so that he could get a better look at her. She stayed obstinately tangled in the stained sheet, whimpering as he tried to move her. 

	‘Stef, it’s me.’

	She only whimpered louder at this, and more blood stained the sheets. 

	‘Stef…’

	He required away the sheet, then slowly pulled her away from the wall, not giving into her protestations, using only a little strength to overpower her weak form. Sheet gone and no longer able to hide her, he saw where the blood was coming from. 

	She was chewing on her hand. 

	Tiny, ragged chunks of flesh stuck to the corners of her mouth, and red had run down the front of her scrubs, like a child that had spilled an entire bottle of tomato sauce on themselves. She looked vaguely in his direction, then resumed her attempt to chew her hand off. 

	Sections of bone had been exposed just above her wrist, and the self-repair subroutines were working fine, slowly replacing the sections that she had chewed on, fighting her to keep her hand in one piece. 

	‘Stef, stop it.’

	She raised her head, spat a chunk of flesh onto the bed, then resumed chewing. 

	He grabbed her hand and pulled it away from her mouth, holding it out of danger. She whimpered, the noise ascending into near a scream as she tried to get her new favourite chew toy back. Defeated, she slumped, then raised her other hand. He jerked it away as well, keeping her from beginning the injuries anew. 

	‘No.’ 

	She made another whimper-scream, then doubled over. Slowly, she edged her face toward her hands, but instead of going for them, bit into his thumb. 

	He killed an automatic reaction to strike her, to push her away, and to stop the attack, instead lifting her hand and making it easier for her to chew on it. She chewed on it with renewed passion, but didn’t break the skin, seemingly not intent on causing the same sort of injuries to him that she had been happy to inflict on herself. 

	She bit down hard on his wrist, then simply began to suck on it, like a baby with a pacifier. Or a dog with a particularly flavoursome treat. He grit his teeth, ignored the pain, and kept an eye on her ravaged wrist, watching as all of the flesh and skin replaced themselves without incident. 

	Slowly, she pushed his wrist out of her mouth, and pulled her hands back. Trusting her for the moment, he released her hands, and watched her pull on his wrist, so that his arm was crossing her body. Pulling on his arm like a life rope, she crawled into his lap, and buried her arms inside his jacket. 

	She planted her head against his chest, and released a deep breath. 

	‘You need to drug her.’

	The voice that spoke wasn’t her normal voice, wasn’t one simply laced with terror, it was different, lower and…familiar. The voice he’d heard in her apartment. When she-

	‘Stef?’

	‘You need to drug her.’

	‘I don’t understand.’

	‘She is screaming in here, I can’t get through to her, I can’t calm her down. If you don’t drug her, I’m going to lose hold of her, and you’re going to lose her for good.’ 

	‘But you-’

	‘In the grand scheme of things, I don’t matter, help her, Ryan, help her.’

	He stared at her for a moment. ‘Who…’ he trailed off, unsure of how to phrase the question.

	He felt her ball her hands into fists. ‘I’m what she had,’ she answered, ‘before she had you. I’m the one who keeps her safe, stops her from getting hit by cars, and tells her to run when scary men are pointing guns at her head.’

	‘You’re…you’re the part of her that stopped her from killing herself.’

	‘Yes, I am. The question is though, how do you know about that? No-one, no-one knows about that.’

	‘It’s a conversation for later. If I let her, you, sleep, will it help?’

	‘There’s nothing but nightmares for her at the moment, all the pain, all the stress…She isn’t this strong, she really isn’t.’

	‘But you-’

	‘I’m just a godsdamn voice in her head, there really is only so much I can do. Drug her, or lose her for good, those are the only choices.’

	‘It’s almost over.’ 

	‘That isn’t going to matter if she doesn’t make it. It is taking everything I have to hold her together. Please, just make my job easier.’ 

	He lifted her from his lap, and placed her on the bed in front of him. He required a strong sedative. ‘It’s all I can do.’ 

	‘I hope it’s enough. If not…I tried.’

	He injected the liquid into her arm, and she was unconscious immediately. He caught her as she fell, placed a pillow beneath her head and placed fresh sheets over her sleeping form. 

	The door opened, and a worried Jones looked in. ‘Is she asleep?’

	‘For the moment. Anything stronger and it would mean inducing a coma. She’ll wake for when you need her in the morning.’ 

	Jones pushed the door open wider. ‘Come on, if she’s asleep, let her sleep. For you, I have a treat.’ 

	He stared at the tech in confusion, but followed, keeping the security feed from the room, and a running track of her vitals feeding into his HUD. 

	‘Do you remember Patricia King?’

	‘Recruit Patty King? Of course.’ 

	‘You with a child again, Grigori back in town, it’s like the good old days all over again. It’s made me more than a little nostalgic. Now, remember the gnome you had cater your wedding – Miaquickno? Magic Mike? How Patty hit it off with him? I emailed them, see how they were going, they’re still together, raising a dozen or so beautiful horses. Including one sired by a Serai warhorse.’

	‘I don’t-’

	‘Magic Mike opened a shop,’ Jones said as he opened the door to his lab. ‘So I ordered us some pastries.’

	“Some” turned out to be a dozen boxes or so scattered across Jones’ large tables. Merlin stood on a table in amongst them, wielding a long, plastic knife, and guiding the mingling recruits. 

	‘Share!’ the boy shouted. ‘There’s enough for everyone.’ 

	Someone tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned to see Patty King – much older than the recruit he remembered. She smiled and embraced him. ‘It’s lovely to see you. You still look as good as ever.’ 

	He smiled, taking in her grey hair, her wrinkles, and her much more relaxed appearance than the proper, always-in-uniform recruit he’d had in his ranks five decades before. Somehow though, she still had all of her energy. 

	‘I like what you’ve done with the place,’ she said as she poured him a coffee from the beverage cart that always seemed to appear whenever there was large amounts of food on the tech floor. ‘Do you have many as young as him though?’ she asked, pointing a sugar-encrusted spoon in Merlin’s direction. 

	‘He’s a ward,’ he replied, accepting the coffee with a smile. ‘This is his home.’

	‘How are you really?’ she asked, pulling him gently by the elbow to the side of the room. ‘You don’t look like yourself.’ 

	‘I’m fine.’

	She slapped his knee. ‘Don’t lie to an old woman, Ryan. I used to watch you, pay such close attention, you knew how to turn a girl’s head. I fancied you, still would a little, I should think, if I didn’t love my husband so much. So, please, don’t lie.’ 

	‘This is…an extraordinarily hard week. Not just for me. And it isn’t over yet, and the worst is yet to come. I have to do something I truly wish I could avoid, but I cannot. And I have spent the last few days watching someone I care about being…’ He took a moment and sipped on the all-too-sweet coffee. ‘Being treated poorly.’ 

	‘Agency policy is what it is,’ she said, tucking a few strands of hair into her bun. ‘Who is it?’

	His recruit. His…hard to understand, easy-to-distract-with-cookies strange little girl. His- ‘My,’ he dropped his voice lower, ‘my daughter.’

	‘I never knew you had a second child. Then again, it’s been a long time since we spoke.’ 

	‘You never-?’

	She smiled. ‘Other people’s kids are fine, never had the desire to have one myself, got the horses though, and my gods, they make me happy. Except for this week, are you happy, Ryan?’

	He looked across the room, at Merlin dancing like a chicken on the table, at Jones handing out cans of soft drink to his recruits, and to the sleeping girl in his HUD. ‘I think I might be getting there.’ 

	She leaned across and kissed his cheek. ‘Good, you deserve it.’ 

	‘Would you excuse me?’

	‘I’ve got to head back in a minute, but you come see me sometime, and bring your little girl. What’s her name?’

	‘Stef.’

	‘Stephanie, lovely.’ 

	He smiled. ‘No, not Stephanie, she hates that. Just Stef.’ 

	‘Well bring Just Stef, and we’ll close down the shop for the afternoon.’ 

	‘I will take you up on the invitation, it won’t be for at least a week though.’ 

	‘Fine by me, now go save the world, or whatever it is that you have to do.’ 

	He stood, and walked toward the door of the lab, only to be slapped on the shoulder. ‘I bring all these cakes,’ Patty said as she shoved a plate at him, ‘you have to take a few.’

	He smiled. ‘Yes ma’am,’ he said as he balanced the plate so that the cream-and-caramel-filled concoctions didn’t slide off. With a nod, he held the plate to his chest, and shifted away. 

	The street was dark, but the house he was facing was filled with lights. Both levels blazed with a comforting incandescent glow. A quick shift had him up on the back wall, hidden mostly out of sight by a tree-branch. He moved along the brick wall, trying to get a better view of the house. 

	The tree extended a branch to block his way. ‘I’m trying to sleep,’ said the tiny face within the bark. ‘Are you expecting trouble, angel?’

	‘No, no trouble,’ he answered quietly, ‘return to your slumber.’

	‘Smell ya later,’ the nymph in the tree mumbled, a snore shaking the leaves, before it became silent again. 

	He crouched, lowered the plate to the wall, and stared at the house, letting his vision zoom in on the kitchen. A pretty woman overlooking a pot, briefcase still in hand. A man joined her, wrapped his arms around her and gave her a quick kiss before ushering her out of the kitchen. 

	Alexander stirred the pot, shook in a little more salt, then turned to the kitchen table to chop some more vegetables. The meal smelled good, and for a moment, he allowed himself a little pride – his son, chef for his family. Alexander stopped chopping vegetables and looked up, directly at him. Or, more accurately, where he was – for there was no way that he could see him, not with the light levels, not hidden in the branches, not standing still as a statue. 

	His son wiped his hands on a cloth, quickly looked around, then moved out of the back door, and approached the fence. 

	‘I know you’re there,’ he said. ‘I can feel you watching me.’ 

	He let himself drop from the fence and landed without a sound on the soft grass, plate of cakes still intact in his hands. One thought shifted the cakes to his office, so that they wouldn’t become the focus of the conversation. 

	‘What do you want?’ Alexander demanded, his face contorting into anger. ‘You know you aren’t welcome here, I told you…god, I thought I made it clear enough. I thought I- Oh, just get out of here.’ 

	He looked past his son when he heard a little girl laugh in the house…his granddaughter, calling out to her mother. 

	‘What’s her name?’

	‘Mary-Anne,’ Alexander said, digging a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket. ‘My father’s mother’s name.’ 

	‘I don’t have a mother,’ he said, unable to stop himself. 

	‘Not you,’ Alexander spat after he lit the cigarette. ‘My father.’

	‘Alex-’

	‘Stay away from me,’ he said, ‘stay away from my family. My daughter doesn’t know you exist, and that’s the way it’s going to stay. She has a grandfather, a real one, a human one. She doesn’t need to know you, what you are, what I am, and what she is. She doesn’t need to know she’s a freak, luckily, she mostly takes after her mother, by the time she has kids, most of your…influence should be bred out.’ 

	‘I miss you, Alex.’ 

	Alexander took a long drag on the cigarette. ‘You should go. I need to finish dinner for my family.’

	‘How…how old is she?’

	‘Almost twelve.’ 

	‘Can I send her a birthday present at the least?’

	Alexander smiled. ‘Her parents taught her not to accept presents from strangers.’ 

	He pulled a business card from his wallet. ‘If you ever need me, you can reach me on this number.’

	The card was not accepted. ‘The point is Ryan,’ Alexander said, ‘I don’t need you, I won’t need you, and neither will she. Go back to whatever it is that you do. Please, I have a good life, I don’t want that ruined.’

	‘As always,’ he said, ‘I’ll respect your wishes.’ 

	Alexander stubbed out the cigarette, and jogged back into the house, slamming the door for good measure. 

	He stared at the closed door. ‘I love you, son.’ 

	 

	 

	 


33 – Music in the Daytime

	Posted on March 24, 2010 by Stormy 

	Soft music was the first thing that Stef heard. She opened her eyes and found the lab empty, though by the drool running down the side of her face, she assumed it was because she had fallen asleep after the glitch. She didn’t remember falling asleep in the corner though, but it was more comfortable than the chair, and at least she had a blanket this time, albeit Jones’ lab coat. Agents handing off the shirt from their back, it was a pleasant normalcy, rather than always, always, always requiring a new blanket. Not that she had anything against required goods, but somehow this grounded things in reality a little more. 

	And as much as reality sucked, sometimes it was good to have at least one foot there. One foot tying you to the real world. If you didn’t have at least that, then there was no reason not to call on the Lost and go live in a fantasy. 

	The music slowly began to grow louder, and she stood, curious to find the source of it. Not that she’d been at the Agency long, but it didn’t seem the kind of place to pipe out music during the middle of the day – especially not when there wasn’t even elevator music. However, given that this was the tech floor, it just as well could have been the games room door left open and some game being turned up to eleven.

	She let Jones’ lab coat fall to the ground, and only then noticed that he’d dropped a pair of his glasses there. She bent, picked them up and placed them on the edge of the bench, easily visible for when he returned later.

	She took a step toward the door, nearly slipping in some spilled water, but made it out of the room without too much of an incident. 

	The hall beyond the lab was empty – a not-too-common occurrence for the tech floor, usually there were at least a couple of geeks visible – from what she’d seen, it seemed to be the most social floor; it wasn’t the “us or them” exclusionary mentality of the field floor, nor was it the impersonal hell of the combat floor. 

	A doll lay on the floor of the hall ahead of her. Intrigued, and feeling it her duty to rescue a lost toy, she walked over to it and lifted it easily, despite its size – a little bigger than Alexandria – and the bulk of its lacy clothes, it weighed almost nothing, though that could have been her agenty strength coming into play. ‘Yay,’ she muttered, ‘I’m strong enough to lift a doll without assistance, I’m a great agent.’

	The doll, of course, said nothing. 

	She flipped it over, exposing its cracked china face – the delicate spider-web cracks covered one half of the doll’s face, though it still remained intact. She brushed the white hair back from the doll’s face and smoothed out the black clothes. 

	‘Wait…’ She shook her head, trying to wake up properly, and looked at the doll again. The familiar elements fell into place, and the doll finally made sense, well at least a kind of sense – it was a Magnolia doll. As to why anyone would want a psychotic magpie girl doll was beyond her, but doll it was all the same, so it belonged to someone. Probably Merlin – he’d mentioned her a few times, and seemed to like her. It must have been some of his magic that allowed him to like the unlikeable. 

	Doll of someone she disliked or not, it was still her duty to find the owner, so she tucked the doll under her arm and walked down the hall. The music was even louder now – so she was at least going in the right direction. Mosquitoes buzzed near her head, and she gently shooed them away – just in case they were some sort of experiment, or other Agency inhabitant that she hadn’t met, that or if they belonged to the Agency hobs – survive it as she probably could, being buried alive under concrete was probably very unpleasant. 

	Holding the doll tighter, she realised that there was something wrong with the hall. Something very odd, even for the tech department. All of the doorhandles were missing. The doors were still there – well, she wasn’t sure if they were all there, as the ones that remained seemed to be spaced out much further than normal. She walked over to one of the doors and gave it an experimental push – it didn’t give, staying as firmly closed as a background-only door requiring a clipping hack to pass. 

	She stared down the long white hall, wondering why she’d been left alone after such a terrible glitch. It had been- She searched her mind for the memory of it, it hadn’t stayed with her like the other two had, this one nothing but nightmare flashes of pain, being pinned down and murdered by Solstice, the feeling of her head exploding, horrible, terrible, painful. 

	But not as bad as she had expected. Not as bad as they had said it would be. Somewhat of a relief after the last one. Life was crazy enough without even more reasons to question her grip on reality. 

	Someone pulled on the doll. 

	She turned and screamed at the assailant. A…ninja, by the looks of him. A tall man dressed in all black, including an impenetrable black ski mask. He was probably a ninja, that, or a black mannequin come to life to seek vengeance on those that forced it to stand in shop windows parading the latest fashions for disinterested shoppers. 

	The ninja pulled harder on the doll, but she kept her grip on it, not wanting to let it go. Ninjas didn’t play with dolls, not even crazy violent gothic lolitas dolls. 

	‘NO CAN HAS!’ she screamed as the ninja and pulled back on the doll. The ninja shoved her, and she fell backward, losing her grip on the Magnolia doll. ‘NOT YOURS!’ she lunged at the ninja and grabbed the doll back, managing to grab a few dangling strands of hair. 

	She wrapped her hands around the doll’s neck and pulled, trying to keep her grip on it. The doll shook, then broke in two. She landed heavily on her rear, the doll’s head in her lap. She pushed herself up from the wet ground, holding the doll’s head by the long strands of hair and glared at the ninja. 

	‘Look what you did!’ she chided him. 

	The ninja took a step forward, then appeared to flicker for a moment, morphing into Taylor. He wrapped a thick hand around her neck and shook her. ‘Look what you did!’ he screamed. 

	She blinked a few times, then her attention was caught by the huge bloodstain on his chest. Nothing unusual for this week – most of the time, it had been her blood, but there was something-

	There was a headless body in his arms. 

	A headless, masochistic body. 

	He let her go, and she slowly looked down to her hand, tears already falling from her eyes as she saw the all-too-real white hair peeking through her fingers, the all-too-pale skin on the face, and the all-too-drippy blood from the severed head in her hand. 

	She shrieked and flung it away, collapsing to the ground, pushing herself up against the wall. Her head fell to the side, and she saw that the doors weren’t missing, they were simply covered in blood, or had dead recruits lying across their entrances. 

	Far down the hall, a lab-coat-less Jones lay against the wall, his side ripped open. 

	‘Who-’

	He kicked her in the head. ‘You.’

	‘I didn’t-’

	‘Stef.’

	Ryan’s voice. 

	She turned to look down the hall, past Taylor, past Magnolia’s severed head at him. ‘Ry-’ 

	‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I’m so sorry.’

	‘Did I really-?’

	‘Something went…wrong,’ he said. ‘We have to-’

	‘Kill you,’ Taylor supplied. 

	‘If I-’

	Another kick to the head. ‘You did.’ 

	She ignored the pain and looked to Ryan, who was keeping his distance. ‘Do it.’ 

	There was a wet sound as Magnolia’s body was dropped to the ground. Rough hands grabbed her and dragged her to her feet. From the corner of her eye, she saw Taylor draw back his arm, and then the impact as it hit her chest. 

	She felt cold fingers digging about in her chest, worming their way toward her heart, around her heart, there was a tug and-

	 


34 – Comfort

	Posted on March 24, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef sat up screaming, the feeling of her heart being torn out still far too real. She collapsed down, surprised to find herself on a soft surface, instead of the hard gym floor or the cold examination trolley. She blinked, and saw her bedroom come into view. Her old bedroom in her old apartment. An old place, a safe place. 

	‘There’s nothing you have to do for a few hours,’ she heard Ryan say as she felt his hand on her shoulder. ‘I thought you might be more comfortable here.’ 

	She tried to get a good angle to look at him, then gave up and simply used his chest as a pillow. Again. Angels were good pillows. ‘Are you sure,’ she said, trying to push away images of the bodies, ‘that this won’t get me disqualified?’

	‘I’m sure it won’t,’ he said. 

	‘Is it almost over?’ she asked. 

	‘I don’t know, but for the moment, you can forget about it for a while.’ 

	There was something warm against her face, and she lifted her head to see blood on his shirt. ‘What the-?!’

	Two strong hands pulled her into a sitting position, and he tilted her head to the side. A simple, white handkerchief wiped the blood from her face. ‘It’s just a bit of excess,’ he explained, ‘sometimes glitches can leave marks in the real world.’

	‘Christ,’ she whispered, ‘anything else I need to know?’

	‘There’s blood on your shirt,’ he said, ‘take it off.’ 

	She made a face. ‘Just require me a new one.’

	‘I need to see if you’re bleeding, or if it’s healed itself up, you’re a complete unknown, Stef, we have to take this slowly.’ 

	‘Gee, great’ she muttered, removed her shirt, then crossed her arms over her chest. 

	He wiped away at the excess blood, then gently lifted one arm away from her chest, looking at the lines of scars. 

	‘They’re all old,’ she said, ‘nothing new, don’t worry.’ 

	He ran a finger over one of her smaller scars, and hot prickles ran up her spine, but kept her cool, kept her hands still, didn’t slap him away. ‘I bet you’ve got scars as well,’ she said, her voice catching a little as he stared at the one she’d once named Fred. He ran his hand across another scar and her gut twisted. 

	She tried to calm herself down: it was just Ryan looking at her scars, there were a lot of them, anyone would stop and take notice, it didn’t mean anything. She struggled to take a breath to settle herself, reminding herself that people-who-were-people-but-weren’t-human had different boundaries, and wouldn’t necessarily understand that staring at someone naked, even half-naked, made them uncomfortable.

	‘I’m kinda cold,’ she said as casually as she could, ‘could I have my shirt back?’

	He withdrew a little, smiled and placed both of his hands on her bare shoulders. Again, it was uncomfortable, unfamiliar, unwanted, but he tried to reason with her erratic pulse that there was nothing wrong, that it was just Ryan, that it was just Ryan. 

	That it was just Ryan kissing her. 

	Her mind froze as warm, moist lips touched her own cold and dry ones, as his tongue flicked across her lips and into her open, surprised mouth. The hands on her shoulders gripped tighter, and pulled her closer so that he could deepen the kiss. 

	She raised the other hand she’d had across her chest and weakly pushed at him. He didn’t resist her attempts to push her away, and as soon as he let her shoulders go, she collapsed down onto her pillows, staring up at him uncomprehendingly, through a mist of fresh tears. 

	He stared down at her, confused. ‘Not exactly as I’d hoped,’ he said. 

	‘What?’ she managed, her voice shaking almost as much as she was.

	Incredulity entered his expression. ‘What?’ he echoed. ‘I think that’s a rather unnecessary question.’

	‘I don’t understand.’

	‘I told you that I’d look after you.’

	‘I know,’ she said, wrapping her arms back across her chest, wanting to disappear into herself. ‘I didn’t think-’ 

	‘I like you,’ he said, ‘but it’s only fair I get something in return, don’t you think?’ He pulled away the sheet that covered her legs. ‘I don’t understand your reaction though, I thought you…I mean, I thought you liked me too.’ 

	‘I do,’ she whispered, ‘I really do.’ She tried to stop herself from shaking. ‘But not like this. I thought- God. Just no. This isn’t happening.’ 

	This seemed to confuse him. ‘You’ve gone through so much, it will be so much easier if you let me comfort you.’ His jacket disappeared, as did his vest and tie and he began to unbutton his shirt. ‘Stef, the world makes so much more sense if have someone to hold onto. I know you’re scared, but you don’t have to be.’

	Thoughts were telling her to run, thoughts were telling her to scream, but she did neither, unable to move, or think, as he lowered himself to her level, lying on the bed beside her. She made a small noise of protest as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, skin touching skin, fabric against fabric. 

	She was still wearing pants, and she was thankful for this, they provided some small burst of sanity. Something to hang onto, something that said that-

	He kissed her again, then his mouth slid from hers to plant a trail of hot, wet kisses down her neck while his hands explored her back. ‘I’ll be gentle,’ he whispered into her ear. ‘You have nothing to worry about.’ 

	She was still crying, she was still shaking, but no words would come, no screams could escape, and she couldn’t raise her hands against him again, the fear, the shock, the disgust…all of it left her pliable. His catatonic little doll to play with. His hands slipped away from her back, one sliding across her chest, the others running through her hair. 

	He rolled her back onto her back, and climbed atop her, his weight crushing her, immobilising her further, making it even harder for her to breathe. He grabbed one of her hands and pressed it to his chest. ‘You can touch me too, you don’t have to be afraid.’ 

	As soon as he let her hand go, she let it fall limply, and somewhere outside herself she felt the sensation of it falling to the soft bed. She wanted to curl it into a fist and hit him, she wanted to dig into her own chest and wish herself away from him, or to pinch herself in the hopes that she would wake up. 

	He laid one hand on her chest, over her still heart. ‘I’ll make it feel like this is beating again. I’ll make you feel alive again.’ 

	He kissed her again, and she wanted to bite his tongue, to close her mouth, to do anything to stop him, but found herself still unable to move, still disbelieving that it was happening, still shaking too much. 

	He reached for her pants and began to loosen her belt.

	‘No,’ she whispered, ‘I don’t want this.’ 

	He slapped her hard across the face, and she tasted blood. 

	‘You have no idea,’ he said as he pulled her belt free, ‘what you want.’ 

	She swallowed the blood, and watched him retreat just a little so that he could remove her pants. She felt them be pulled free, leaving her in nothing but her plain, sensible panties. She felt his pants disappear, so that there was even more skin touching. Gently, he pulled her legs apart and slid himself between them. Only one thin layer of cotton separated them. Only one thin layer of cotton held her sanity to her. 

	‘Please,’ she whispered again. ‘Don’t.’

	‘Then stop me,’ he said as he nuzzled her neck. 

	Hot tears rolled down the side of her face. ‘I can’t.’

	‘You don’t want to,’ he said, his words blowing warm air across her cold chest. ‘You want me.’

	‘No.’ 

	‘You can’t be a child anymore,’ she said as he slid his hands lower, hooking a finger on either side of her panties. ‘It’s time for you to grow up.’ 

	He began to slide her panties down, and she closed her eyes, letting the blackness take her. 

	 


35 – Woken from Illusion

	Posted on March 26, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef opened her eyes, saw Jones’ lab and bit back on the scream roiling in her throat. Electrodes were removed, and water was offered. 

	You still with me?

	I’m right here.

	You sure, Spyder, you don’t-

	I’m not sure your opinion is needed right now.

	She slipped from her chair, smiled at Jones, ignored his queries into her condition, and simply informed the tech that she was tired, and requested, that if nothing further was needed from her, if she could be sent back to her room. 

	Spyder?

	With a worried look still on his face, and a wave of his hand, she was back in her tiny little room with her tiny little bed and her tiny little refrigerator. She ran her hands through her hair, pulling as much of it behind her ears as possible. She began to pace in the tiny amount of space, taking tiny shuffling steps. 

	Will do for the moment. Need-

	Spyder? Talk to me. You’re-

	Shh, I’m thinking.

	She sat on the edge of her bed, and quickly slipped off her shirt. 

	Spyder, whatever it is you’re doing, I don’t like it.

	What did I just say about your opinion?

	She eased herself up off the bed, and pulled off her pants, standing quickly, she also stripped away her underwear, leaving her naked to the world. 

	Just what the fuck do you think you’re doing?

	 

	She shook out her hair again, let her head fall to one side, then the other. 

	Do I have a good side?

	You’re naked. Why are you naked?

	I guess you don’t want to help me after all.

	Spyder-

	She shook her hair again, letting it fall in the messy-but-not-too-messy kind of way – if Dorian found that attractive in women, than it was a positive sign. It wasn’t as though she had the tools to do much with her hair. It wasn’t as though she had the knowledge or skill to do much with her hair. And…hair wasn’t going to be very important for very long – at least, if she understood how things worked. 

	Jesus H Kitten Fucking Raptor Christ, Spyder…explain to me exactly what’s going on in your head right now?

	Shouldn’t you know?

	You’re hard to read when you’re trying to shut me out. I…it’s all jumbled, and I don’t like what I see. 

	She moved back over the bed, then pulled herself under the sheet, a single layer of cotton keeping her nudity from the world. She pulled the sheet over her head and looked down at her body. It wasn’t a very good body, not at all. It was gangly, it was pale, it was covered in scars. It wasn’t attractive, she wasn’t attractive. Things would have been so much easier if she were-

	Spyder. Question. Have you completely lost your shit?

	I need you to shut up.

	You do realise that it was a glitch, right?

	You’re still giving opinions.

	She brushed some imaginary lint from one tiny breast. They were so small, they weren’t the kind that the anyone would write home about. If anyone wrote home about breasts. If, indeed, anyone wrote home anymore. 

	I wish-

	 

	 

	You finish that thought and I swear to the gods I will quit being of any use to you. 

	She heard the door opening, and froze for a moment before taking a deep breath, and preparing herself. It was all about preparation, being ready for a situation, being prepared to face reality, being ready to-

	Four letter word, it was just a four letter word. So simple. 

	Oh, just use your heritage and say “shag”. 

	Shag. Being ready to shag. 

	She took another deep breath, and bit down hard on her lip, steadying herself to expose herself to the world, but more importantly to-

	‘Are you still awake?’

	She sat up, letting the sheet fall free and pool around her hips, exposing her inadequate breasts and scarred torso to him. He simply handed her a cup of coffee and put the large stack of files in his hands down on top of the fridge. 

	Um-

	She pushed the sheet away from the rest of her body, just to make sure he got the idea. 

	‘Careful,’ he said, ‘that’s hot.’ 

	I-

	He’s talking about the coffee.

	Lol, hot coffee. I don’t suppose “let’s make a game hack” is a good come-on?

	Just do me a favour and smash your head against the wall. Please.

	He sat on the side of the bed and put a hand to her bare shoulder. 

	Oh, good, now-

	‘We have a dress code, and if you’re expecting guests, I do expect you to follow it.’ 

	Two seconds later, there was the familiar sensation of cloth sliding over her skin as new clothes were required for her. 

	 

	‘That wasn’t why I was naked.’

	He looked at the coffee, it disappeared, and he fetched her a bottle of Coke from the small fridge ‘Have a cold drink first, then if you’re still hot, I can adjust the thermostat.’

	‘Ryan-’ 

	He grabbed the top file. ‘You wanted some more information on the Lost. It wasn’t easy to find, since they’re a lot less active than the other Courts, and they don’t try and play politics as the others do. And our operations don’t tend to cross over, they are very contained. What I did manage to find was the diary of a recruit who spent a month there doing research – it wasn’t filed with the rest because of the focus of her study was-’ 

	She pulled off her shirt again. 

	‘-in fact inter-Agency relations, the Lost were simply being used as a comparison, and they allowed it as she had, ah, used their services as a child. There is also some audio, so Jones is having a few of his recruits chop it up and convert it to smaller mp3 tracks for you.’ 

	‘Ryan?’

	He looked up from the file. ‘Sorry.’ 

	There was a blast of cold air as the temperature of the room dropped. Goosebumps ran across her skin, and she rubbed at her arms.

	He lifted the next one down. ‘This one is an instructional, remember, you’re the one who wanted to do homework, it’s the authorisation form to allow a recruit to-’ 

	‘Ryan?’

	‘Yes Stef?’

	‘It’s ok, you can have me.’

	‘Have you do what?’

	‘I think that you’re pretty much going to have be in charge of, since I don’t know how any of this works.’ 

	He held the form up. ‘For the most part, a T-197 is a lot like an E-J-23, a lot of the same fields, a lot of the same information is required-’

	‘I’m not making myself clear,’ she said, a lump forming in her throat. ‘I’m sorry, I’m no good at this. Me. You can have me. It’s ok. I accept it. I accept you. I’m ready.’ 

	She reached to pull her pants off, but a strong hand grabbed both of her small hands and held them still, a second later, a new shirt appeared on her. ‘The main difference with this one is that you have to have the recruit sign off on a few sections, so they have to enter their information here, here and-’

	‘Responsibility with no reward isn’t how the world is supposed to work, at least not with voluntary obligations. You are getting nothing out of this situation.’

	‘I might have you sit and run through a few practice ones of these with Merlin, he’s always happy to help, and I think he sees you as somewhat of a pet project, no offense intended.’ 

	‘I don’t know if you saw my glitch-’

	‘Of course I saw your damn glitch,’ he said, tapping his fingers on the page. ‘See, most recruits go through at least a few of these a year, if not more, especially when it comes to weapons, as they get more confident, and want to upgrade to something better-suited for them each time. The key example being, unless a recruit has prior training, we start most off with a handgun of some description – most often the “girly gun”, or indeed a Desert Eagle, though most that choose the latter rethink their choice within a week.’ 

	‘If you saw-’

	‘Do you really think I could hurt you like that? Or anyone?’

	‘I was only hurt, or scared, or whatever because I wasn’t expecting it. I wasn’t prepared, I am now.’

	‘You aren’t getting anything out of the situation except for more trouble. Please, it’s the least I can do, I mean, I think it’s mostly just lying there, right?’

	He put the files back on top of the fridge, then turned to look at her. ‘Arcane mother of Chaos Stef, how can you think like this?’

	‘Because it makes sense that you-’

	‘Answer me this, if my inclination was that kind of relationship with you, do you think I would accept now? Do you think any decent person would accept an offer of sex made under self-imposed mental duress? You are making an offer under and obligation that doesn’t exist.’ 

	‘Then at least tell me that you’re just keeping me around as an incubator for the mirror, that as soon as you need it, you’ll unzip my chest and wish away the apocalypse?’ 

	‘No.’

	 

	‘I can’t-’

	He put a hand to her cheek, and she leaned heavily against it. ‘Stef, when I…watched your glitch, the second half of it anyway, I was worried that you’d be unable to trust me…unfortunately, that does seem to be the case.’ 

	‘No, I’m just-’

	‘If you trust me, then trust me on what I’ve said. There is no other shoe waiting to drop, I have no…designs on violating you in such a manner, and would bring anyone who attempted such to severe injury.’ 

	‘I-’

	‘A former recruit came to visit,’ he said, looking almost scared for a moment, ‘and we spoke about you, and I introduced you as my daughter.’

	‘So I guess you really don’t want to shag me then.’ 

	‘Your guess would be correct.’ 

	She scooted back from him, and leaned against the wall, pulling the sheet up over her knees. ‘Sorry.’ 

	‘Sleep now, half a day tomorrow, then all of this is behind you.’ 

	She crawled across the bed and pulled the files from the fridge before moving back and sitting cross-legged, pages spread out in front of her. Ryan followed suit, removing his jacket and sitting comfortably. ‘If I’m gonna be a real agent soon, then I’ve got to know what I’m doing. So which bits do the recruits fill in?’

	‘Here, here, and here on this page,’ he said. ‘The thing that makes this tricky is with certain items – like weapons – they also have to complete a competency test.’ 

	‘…which is why you wouldn’t give me a rocket launcher.’ 

	‘No, that still firmly remains as me being terrified as to what you would actually do with one.’ 

	She smirked. ‘Not too much collateral damage.’ 

	Several containers of Chinese food appeared. ‘If you’re going to stay up and do your homework, then you should at least have dinner.’ 

	She snapped a pair of chopsticks and delicately lifted a piece of honey chicken. ‘Thanks.’ 

	 

	‘It was nothing.’

	‘Not for dinner…for not…’ Tears fell onto the T-197. ‘Yanno.’ 

	‘I know,’ he said. ‘And it was nothing.’ He leaned across, wiped away her tears with a large handkerchief, and ruffled her hair. ‘The only obligation you’re under is to be happy.’ 

	‘And not cause too much collateral damage.’

	He smiled. ‘Even that, I might forgive a few times.’ 

	 


36 – One Night Stand

	Posted on March 27, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia stood in Taylor’s office, ready for her date – all but the dress. Hair, held in place by silver pins, a few strands falling precisely down past her face and onto her shoulders. Make-up: done with the precision of a military surgical strike. Body: showered, perfumed, and limbered-up by a full workout…though not as full as the one she assumed she would receive later. 

	She tidied a few folders on the desk – leaving the ones that needed his attention strategically open, poised for the maximum chance that he would sign them, rather than driving a knife through them and into the desk. 

	The new recruit duty rosters for the next month went up into the top corner – this was simply for his reference, as his aide she was able to sign off on them – this would simply give him an easy key as to who would be available to command and when. 

	The sound of a punching bag hitting the ground drifted in through his open gym door, but she didn’t approach. If he needed her, he knew she was there. If he wanted to stop her, she was there. He remained in his gym, giving his tacit approval for the date. One grunt, one look, one expression, anything would make her stop, and fall back into line. He’d given no such indication, seemingly not bothered by Grigori’s actions…as if he were used to his recruits being romanced out from under him. 

	Under him. Where she wanted to-

	She placed one more file onto the desk, then spun on her heel and left, chiding herself quietly for her thoughts. One agent wanted her, that should have been enough. One strong, extraordinarily sexy, incredibly good-looking and charming agent wanted into her pants. It was flattering. 

	That, and for once, she had actual interest in her partner of the night. Sex was usually just that: sex. It was fun, it was a practical way to relieve stress and it was something easy to obtain, given the availability of strong, healthy young men and women under her command. Rarely were they interesting as people though – Defense Force academy drop-outs, violence-prone jokers too mentally unstable to make it into proper military service in the first place, reformed criminals, and the like constituted the largest portion of recruits that came through the combat division. Stable people that just happened to be good when it came to the Agency’s most important force were the rarer breed. 

	She slipped into her room without anyone seeing her – not that it was exactly a secret – Grigori himself had bragged about getting a date with her – not that this had impressed her fellow recruits, but it interested them all the same. 

	For a lot of them it came down to morbid curiosity – how would a man strong enough to punch holes in brick handle himself in bed – would their partner, be they halfbreed or not – be subjected to the same sort of force, and be rendered into some sort of formerly-aroused paste?

	Agents could be extremely gentle in bed, dialing back their strength to seem almost human – though always retaining just enough of an edge to control their partner. They could also be complete assholes – demanding sexual favours in return for avoiding a charge or two when a crime just happened to come under their jurisdiction. The assholes also tended to be the exhibitionists, inviting their friends to watch, or to join in. 

	She pushed the old, bad memories away and turned toward the Tabitha-silk dress. Shivering in delight, she slipped the dress on, enjoying the magically-infused fabric sliding over her skin. She took one last look in the mirror, deemed herself fuckable, then sat on the edge of the bed, waiting for her date. 

	Looking across to her clock, she saw that there were still a few minutes left until he was due to arrive, then required her workbook – there was no harm in organising a few last things – particularly if she was going to commit the unthinkable sin of allowing herself to sleep in the following morning. A man who would bother to romance her wasn’t going to the be the type to leave whilst she was asleep – so in addition to the pleasure of having rows and rows of muscles pressed up against her for whatever remained of the night and the early morning, the possibility for a second round was there, the rarest of all experiences: sex in the morning. 

	She’d be reprimanded for reporting in late, for not foisting the late-comers from their beds for the morning run and practice, for not being there to back up each command, or to execute orders that he never bothered to make. 

	She’d be punished, but it would be worth it. 

	She allowed herself a smile, and scheduled a seminar for the newest batch of recruits – those that had missed out on the last round of talks in the last quarter. There was a knock at her door, and she laid her workbook out on her bed – knowing that since it wasn’t going to see any use that night, it was a safe place to store things. 

	Licking her lips, she stood, smoothed out the dress, then opened the door. Visible was not an agent, but rather a dozen, long-stemmed silver bell roses. She accepted them, careful not to hold them too close to her dress, and backed into her room. Grigori followed, a proud grin on his face. 

	‘One of my sons grows them as a hobby, they aren’t purebred I’m afraid, but the colour is lovely.’ 

	‘They’re gorgeous. I’ve only seen them behind glass before.’

	He took them back, and placed them in a freshly-required vase. ‘I considered having him grow some black and white roses, but thought the implications would be too morbid.’ 

	She gently flicked the closest bell rose, and listened to the quiet ringing. ‘I don’t-’

	‘You should stop thanking me,’ he chided, ‘and start lambasting those who haven’t done similar for you.’ 

	She took a good look at him…and he looked good. His usual anonymous military uniform had been replaced with an expensive-looking suit, and heavy overcoat. 

	‘You look good,’ she said, killing a thought of dragging him into her bed right then and there – no reason to make him cancel on a restaurant two weeks in a row. 

	He lifted her hand and kissed it. ‘I’d return the compliment,’ he said, ‘but it would seem rather self-serving since I picked the dress. Shall we?’

	‘Of course.’ 

	He crooked an arm, and she took it. He pushed on the door, and she tried to pull back, but he stopped her, placing a hand on hers. ‘What’s wrong?’

	‘I thought we were going to shift.’

	‘And miss this opportunity to show you off to your colleagues? You are completely ravishing right now, I don’t mind showing people what they’re missing out on.’

	‘That seems-’

	‘Cruel, I know, but the fun kind.’

	He smiled again, and she relented, allowing him to lead her out onto the combat floor. The previously empty floor was now suspiciously full of recruits staring at her. 

	‘Just remember,’ she announced in a loud voice, ‘even in this dress, I could kill all of you without breaking a sweat.’ 

	Taylor’s door opened, and he stepped out, two messy folders in his hand. ‘Magnolia, you-’ 

	Grigori let his arm slip away from hers, and he was in front of Taylor in an eye-blink, a finger pressed against his lips, preventing her commander from saying anything further. ‘She’s got the night off, Taylor, anything you need can wait until morning. Or late morning, depending on when we finish up.’ 

	She caught up to the two agents and grabbed at the files. ‘Sorry sir, what did I forget? It was-’

	Taylor snapped the folders closed on her hands and pulled them back. ‘It can wait until morning,’ he said, keeping his gaze locked on Grigori, ‘this is your down-time.’ Half as second later, he had shifted from sight, his door slamming shut. 

	‘It only would have taken a moment,’ she said quietly, ‘if there was something I forgot, then it’s my job to complete it before I take any personal time.’ 

	‘You do realise,’ he said as he took her arm again, ‘that you are possibly the hardest-working aide on the planet?’ The world blurred. ‘Too late now, it can wait until morning.’

	She looked around at the new location – not much was visible, other than the snow falling from the black sky. The hotel rose up high, like a beacon, glittering and golden. He brushed a few snowflakes from her shoulder, then escorted her in. 

	‘I love this place,’ he said as he removed his overcoat, ‘some of the world’s finest food here, and I can qualify that statement, I have eaten all around, and under the globe. Fairy chefs, gnome chefs, a goblin or two, dirty little bastards that they are, doing amazing things with vegetables, and a story thief who goes around to all of the world’s best chefs, learning all of their tricks, particularly the old and dying ones so that culinary secrets aren’t lost to the world.’

	‘Wouldn’t that change history though? Story thieves-’

	‘No, no, think about it,’ he said as he straightened his jacket in the mirror, ‘a chef may prepare the same meal a hundred times, a thousand times, every time knowing exactly what they’re doing, if just one of those times, they made something different because of the story being taken, it very rarely changes the world in any important way. We do worse every day, recruit, so we may as well enjoy the benefits of a chef with the accumulated knowledge of dozens. I suggest the steak, it has turned vegetarians, it had turned cows.’ He grinned, and gave their name to fussy little man behind the desk. 

	They were escorted to a table by the window, and she looked out into the snowy night, trying to discern a location. The window rippled, and a transparent, unfamiliar blue sunset cast itself over the glass. 

	‘A special effect?’

	‘It’s memory glass,’ he said, ‘you’ve never seen it before?’

	She stared at the blue sun setting over the alien ocean. ‘This is real?’

	‘Was real would be more accurate,’ he said. ‘Starchild memory.’ 

	‘It just looks like a window.’

	‘It is, just a special one. There’s an amazing market for it, but you’ve got to have the right artisans to work with it. Glass imprinted with memories, they basically become pieces of art in their own right. Some pieces go even further, showing you what you want to see. You have, for example, a tiny, dingy little flat, but you get a piece of this glass and set it up in your kitchen, and you’d be able to look out onto Paris whenever you wanted. Others react to emotion, giving something that you’re in the mood for, others just show whatever memories they have, a slide show.’ 

	‘It must be expensive.’

	‘Depends on what you want. I know a few people if you’d like to investigate a piece for your room.’

	‘I’m not sure I’d be allowed.’ 

	He grinned. ‘I’m sure you would. If not, I could always talk him into it. I’m…rather good at talking him into things.’ 

	‘Memories of a leech,’ she said, still transfixed by the alien vista, ‘seems like I should be breaking a rule just for enjoying it.’ 

	‘Trust me, you aren’t, at least, I’m pretty sure you’re not, I don’t have all of the rules memorised, and besides, some are silly and should be broken.’ 

	‘I do have them memorised,’ she said, ‘and there’s nothing in there that strictly prohibits it.’ 

	‘This piece probably came from Madchester,’ he said, ‘they’re usually responsible for the starchild pieces, since a lot of those poor souls seek refuge there, and are happy to share a few memories for the safety offered. It’s also a coping mechanism for them – the more memories committed to glass, the longer they will be able to hold onto a part of their world. Doing this…means that part of their world really will never die.’ 

	‘Still feels like breaking the rules.’ 

	He smiled. ‘Sometimes, that’s the best thing to do.’ 

	‘No, it-’

	‘The rules are important to you, aren’t they?’ he asked, popping a napkin and refolding it. ‘One wouldn’t think it to look at you. You kill yourself working for him, you let your duties eat into your personal time, you have the recruit guidelines memorised, and here you are worried that you’re breaking a rule that doesn’t exist.’ 

	‘You’re referring to the way I dress.’ 

	‘I’m not saying it doesn’t look good on you, because…oh yes,’ he said, ‘but if you want to be the perfect recruit, I would have imagined that a uniform surely would have been part of that.’ 

	‘The first time I put on a uniform, he had me strip at gunpoint to get me into it. I hated it, I hated him, the Agency…well, fuck the Agency was my line of thinking at the time. I burnt the thing two hours later, the minute he turned his back on me.’ 

	‘That I know, he sent me pictures.’

	‘And beat the living hell out of me for it.’ She paused for a moment, realising how that sounded. ‘I deserved it though, I was being a little bitch.’ 

	‘While you were…without a uniform?’

	‘Not that he noticed.’ 

	‘And the dresses?’

	‘As soon I my had require ability activated, he ordered me to go change into a uniform. I required the frilliest, most complicated, laciest, shortest, cutest goth loli outfit I could think of, made alterations on the fly, it was a completely ridiculously ludicrous outfit – though I think I stopped myself short before actually adding a top hat or parasol.’ 

	‘And he said?’

	‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing. He expected a little rebellion – even though I was a slightly more than a little rebellious when I began my recruit career. I’m halfbreed criminal scum, if I’m perfect, I’m suspicious, so they stay. That, and I enjoy being adorable. It’s also perfect for distracting whoever I’m fighting.’ 

	‘People talk,’ he said, ‘about you, about him, they enjoy the contrast of opposites. That, and it really is unusual for a recruit to be so obviously always out of uniform. Do you ever-?’

	She smiled. ‘No, never.’ 

	The wine steward finally arrived. ‘My apologies boss, there was a bit of a queue, I managed a bottle of your favourite though. This year’s getting a little low in the stores though, you might have to pick a different year the next time you come in.’ 

	‘You wouldn’t do that to me, would you Mikhail?’ he asked of the steward. ‘Make me change my favourite?’ 

	The steward gave a reserved smiled. ‘Only if you want to upgrade to a better-tasting drink. Next time, you trust me, and I’ll bring you an alternate’ 

	‘Whatever you alternate is, send a bottle up to my room, we’ll try it there, and we’ll see if you’re as good as you think you are.’

	‘I’m as good as you think I am.’ 

	‘Are they treating you well?’

	‘Of course.’ 

	Grigori looked across at her. ‘I rescued Mikhail during an op, he had no interest in being a recruit though, but couldn’t go back to his old life, so I got him a job.’ 

	Mikhail smiled. ‘Good memory comes in handy working in a restaurant, who knew?’

	‘At your Agency,’ Grigori said, ‘he probably would have become a tech recruit, or stayed in a safe house for an extended period, here, he’s making his own life.’ 

	Golden wine was poured into two glasses. ‘Enjoy,’ Mikhail said with a smile as he moved off to the next table. 

	‘My resources being what they are,’Grigori said, ‘I can’t really take on that many extraneous recruits who can’t do their jobs. Jonesy, to his credit, manages to keep track of so many recruits who are frankly there to keep the others company and abuse their ability to require snacks. They do have insight sometimes, and I appreciate that they have nowhere else to go, unfortunately, I cannot do that.’ 

	She sipped on the wine, and felt her lips curl into a smile – it may as well have been liquid decadence. Another expense, another gift for her. ‘Still,’ she said, ‘extra techs or not, you’re doing a job that no-one else has ever managed, and that’s to be praised.’ 

	‘No-one else would want my job,’ he lifted his wine, but paused before drinking. ‘You know the situation, I presume?’

	‘I read up on you the day you arrived,’ she replied. ‘I already knew the basic story of the Solstice, a lot of people do, but I didn’t know the Agency half. I won’t bother repeating platitudes that you’ve heard a hundred times, instead I’ll just call you amazing.’ 

	There was a hand on her knee. ‘The sentiment is most definitely returned.’ Long fingers stroked her thigh for a moment, then he withdrew and focused on his wine. ‘This is a very good year,’ he said, ‘I do wonder if Mikhail can beat it.’ 

	‘I thought you trusted him.’ 

	‘I do, but wine is very important.’ He smiled. ‘Enough, we haven’t even ordered yet.’ He opened the menu in front of him and passed across, then grabbed the one in front of her. ‘Everything is delicious, pick whatever you want.’ 

	She stared at the menu for a moment, then slammed it shut. ‘I’m not particularly hungry.’ 

	He looked over the top of his menu at her. ‘You’re lying, don’t bother to argue, I can read your vitals, come on, enjoy yourself.’ 

	‘I would have go bald to afford an entrée,’ she hissed, ‘I can’t accept this, not on top of everything else.’ 

	‘You certainly can, you’re my date, and I treat my dates only to the best.’ 

	‘I don’t expect you to-’

	‘Please, enjoy yourself while you’re here. Besides, I’m famished. Terrible habit, vice and addiction that eating may be, it is one I am happy to be a slave to.’

	‘I can’t,’ she whispered, ‘it’s too much.’ 

	He stood, held a hand down to her and led her out onto the balcony. Several other couple stood at the edge, watching something far below. They stood, tastefully far from the other couples, so that the privacy of their respective conversations could be maintained.

	In a pool below them, two mermaids performed a show in a well-lit pool. The red-headed one shot out of the pool, arcing high out of the water, flashing both silver tail and bare breasts to the onlookers. Her companion, brunette with a golden tail, retrieved a bubble from the bottom of the pool, brought it to the surface, then with a flick of her tail, made it to the much, much shallower end of the pool, towards a man in a throne and his party. 

	The brunette threw her head back, and popped the bubble with a flick of her tail. Inside the bubble was a present, which he took with a smile. She blew a kiss at him, then dove back into the deeper water. 

	‘Naked mermaids hostesses for your birthday, this is what money can buy you, and it’s an enjoyable experience, trust me on that. A meal, a meal is nothing, Magnolia. The prices may bring you near to cardiac arrest, but this just what quality costs.’ 

	‘But it’s not like you can pay in required cash.’ 

	‘Do you really think the Agencies are so poor that taking out one pretty girl to one decent meal would have us begging in the streets?’

	‘How about a hundred pretty girls with a hundred decent meals?’ 

	‘Even then,’ he said, ‘even with your aide status, you don’t know this?’

	‘Know what?’

	‘About the money. The clerks – your Agent Clarke and his kind, they do more than convert informants into allies, keep peace with the Courts and maintain Agency relations. They also seek out suppliers for faerie currency. Some fae live far more in the human world than they do in their own – so most of their customers, obviously, would be human, so these people would accept human currency – required currency – for their goods, or even for whatever faerie currency they have in their coffers. You find, for example, a very old hob who spends his days lying on a couch watching Wheel of Fortune, ordering take-out every day, he may have a few thousand stuffed in his mattress with no inclination nor need to use it. One of the clerks sweeps in, and makes a deal to cover his meals for a year or two, or forever, depending on the clerk making the deal, and we get the money. This is fun for them, it’s an easy part of their job, but every little bit they get increases our stores. It’s hard, because the faerie community as a whole, advanced as it may be, is still trying to get onto a standardised currency. Attempts have been made over the centuries, but it’s only just beginning to take effect. It’s like trying to introduce the Euro, but a thousand times as complex.’ 

	‘That doesn’t mean there’s money to waste on-’

	‘I also play a lot of poker,’ he said, ‘so I have my own spending money. Recovered weapons – keep some, sell some, I have several weapons dealers that fall to their knees when they see me coming because they know I bring such quality merchandise.’ He smiled. ‘That, and for me, it’s much easier, because I get my family in on the action. Like, my son the florist, I get twenty percent of his profits.’

	‘Isn’t that unfair?’

	‘No, it’s cheaper than what he’d have to pay otherwise, he does all of his growing and warehousing at one of my Agencies. One of his sisters does the accounting, another does some marketing, she’s very good at it, I may try and have her become an aide to our clerk. My family works together, and we all benefit. Hungry?’

	She took his arm. ‘I still can’t help remembering all the times I ate at…god, I don’t even remember the name of the place. They were fine if you didn’t have money, you just had to hand over something of value, hair was the easiest.’ 

	‘A little, hole-in-the-wall kind of place, maybe a few tables, like an older-looking Chinese place, you know, the kind that hasn’t had its furniture updated in twenty years?’

	‘Pretty much like that,’ she said as they sat back at their table. ‘You know it?’

	‘I know the type,’ he said. ‘They take a lock of hair, and give you a hot meal in return. Per year, those sorts of places probably make more money than establishment like this.’ 

	‘You are joking. If that was true, they could have at least repainted.’ 

	‘No, they couldn’t,’ he said, ‘they’d lose their key clientèle. Would you have approached it in the first place if it didn’t look cheap? Like it possibly had something you could afford with the two dollar coins that you were rubbing together in your pocket?’

	‘I thought I could wash some dishes or something. I was just so hungry. They just snipped a bit of hair and gave me food, and it wasn’t even old or off, it was really good. Never really understood the hair thing, thought it might have been a fetish thing.’ 

	‘They count on that.’ 

	‘On what?’

	‘The thought that it is a fetish, or similar. The whole scheme works best for them if no-one thinks about it.’ 

	‘So what is it then?’

	‘Hairdressers can derive natural dyes from, they fetch a decent price because people will pay for colour that won’t ever wash out, and that will regrow just like their normal hair.’ 

	‘Surely, some people have to know.’

	‘Of course, but not many have the right contacts to make it worth their while. If you’re hungry, you’re hungry and profit isn’t important.’ 

	He reached across and ran this fingers through the lock of hair hanging beside her face. ‘Your hair really is quite lovely, feathers or no feathers, it must have pained you to cut it away.’ 

	‘It got really short, like militant short at one point, but looking good wasn’t my priority at the time.’

	‘As I can well imagine.’ 

	Grigori snapped his fingers and a masked waiter appeared, they ordered, and he disappeared with a quick nod toward the kitchen. 

	‘Good choice,’ he commented, ‘and not the cheapest thing on the menu, also a good choice. It doesn’t bother you eating chicken though?’

	‘Of course not,’ she replied. ‘Though I can imagine how hard it has to be for halfbreed chickens, I mean, it’s not often there’s magpie on the menu, and even if there was, I’d probably eat it just to annoy my mother.’ 

	‘And if it turned out you’d known the proverbial blackbird in the pie?’

	‘I have no love for anyone in my family. Someone could wipe out the entire species and I wouldn’t care that much.’

	‘You like none of them?’

	She sighed. ‘Ok fine, I’m not exactly wishing death on Bennefree, but for a little brother, he is so, so very annoying. And American. And a tech. He’s sweet, always sends me fairy fruit, but I don’t know him, I tried to have a conversation once when his dad had to visit our Agency, but he just ended up looking at his shoes the whole time. Then drawing on the floor.’

	‘It was Agent Mike that adopted him, correct?’

	‘Yes. Other than him though, I like none of them.’ 

	‘I suppose I’m in the lucky majority, I love all of my family. I love expanding my family, I love…life.’

	‘I can’t imagine having a family. Living a long, full life doesn’t enter my thoughts a lot. Recruits aren’t exactly long-lived after all.’ 

	‘Depends on the recruit, depends on the division and depends on the Agency.’ 

	‘I don’t anticipate being surrounded by fat grandchildren.’ 

	‘But the fat ones are the happiest!’ he said with a grin. ‘I know this from experience. And…one hundred and seventy-three is a decent sample population.’

	‘How do you manage to keep track of them all. I find myself taxed running fifty or a hundred recruits at once, and that’s just organising them, it isn’t being their mother.’ 

	‘How do I manage it? The internet of course. Obviously, I am not deeply involved every aspect of their day-to-day, but I know enough to be a decent father and grandfather. Six o’clock, every night, I read to the young ones, there’s a fire and it’s story time. Harry Potter, Narnia, whatever is popular, whatever is good, whatever they want. One chapter every night, two if they’re good. And I’m very good at doing the voices.’ 

	‘That’s unexpected.’ 

	He winked at her. ‘I’m not a shameless flirt every hour of the day.’ 

	Dinner arrived – a cut of chicken in sauce rounded by baby potatoes was placed in front of her, a slab of steak and vegetables in front of him. 

	‘Eat up,’ he said, ‘you’ll need your strength later.’ 

	‘I like that about you,’ she said as she sliced into the chicken. 

	‘What?’

	‘You’re always clear about your intentions.’ 

	He popped a chunk of steak into his mouth and chewed on it for a moment before answering. ‘I see no point in living a life full of pretense. Life is too short, why spend it obfuscating and muddying the waters?’

	‘The argument could be made that with a life as long as yours, you could afford a little pretense.’ 

	‘My life is still too short. Any life, even an effectively immortal one is too short. Nearly no-one runs out of life before they run out of breath.’ He cut a potato in half and ran it through the sauce ringing his plate. ‘What do you want from life, Magnolia?’

	‘I have it,’ she answered. ‘A purpose.’ 

	‘Is that all?’

	‘It’s more than I ever had before coming here. I’m happy.’ 

	‘He’s a lot better for having you around. He never had an aide before you, he did have a better relationship with his recruits before he-’ Grigori stabbed at the streak for a moment, cutting away a large piece. ‘Died. He was a different person back then. Not like he is now.’ 

	‘You’ve been friends for a long time, haven’t you?’

	‘We’re both very old,’ he said, ‘we’re by no means first-generations, some of them have had celebrated two centuries of life, but of those created after the turn of last century, when agents really started to come into their own, and we’d gotten rid of all the duskers and other non-standard models, we were some of the first. There were a lot less of us back then, so agents of similar types would get together, train, discuss methodologies and the like. We were assigned to each other at a conference, but we had a lot in common, so stayed in contact, and became friends.’

	She sipped at her wine, but dared no interrupt him, lest she break his chain of thought and she lose a valuable insight into her commander. 

	‘We saw eye-to-eye in a lot of ways, certain…extracurricular activities and the like. The best example, and the story I love telling the most is probably the second world war. You know the law of non-interference, agents exist to keep order, and to allow humans to make all the mistakes they want, unimpeded by fae influence. As such, obviously we aren’t allowed to fight in wars. It is…very hard to sit back and just watch though. We couldn’t, we thought it was worth the risk, just to make a bit of a difference. Luckily, we both had directors that were willing to look the other way. Reynolds especially, gods he was a good man, just gave Taylor extended periods of personal time, and we managed to work around that.’ 

	‘Reynolds.’

	‘The former director of your Agency, may he dream in peace. Things at your place were a lot more relaxed when he was in charge, but he’s gone, and no-’ He was quiet for a moment. ‘He’s gone, and we have to accept when we lose people-’

	‘Otherwise you turn into Ryan and everyone loses?’

	‘Exactly.’ He took a drink from his glass and refilled it. ‘We wanted to do something, but we were still agents underneath it all, so we did our best to make a difference without-’

	‘Shifting in and shooting the Fuhrer in the head?’ 

	‘Exactly. We would track down some good guys, and scout out ahead out them, obviously we could cover more ground more quickly, so we would clear the way for them, take out machine gun nests, snipers, land-mines, give them a little bit of clear sailing.’ He smiled. ‘We’d also drop packets of cigarettes, rations, and a little bit of ammunition, not enough to look suspicious, just an amount that could be believed to have fallen from a pocket or a broken bag.’ 

	‘You were being angels.’ 

	‘That’s what they started calling us, so we played it up, we would draw wings in the mud and the like, it felt good to do some good.’ He pierced a piece of pumpkin and swallowed it in one gulp. ‘What was really fun though, was when we would find a farmhouse, or a barn, or somewhere that we knew that they would take shelter for a few hours, or for the night. There, there we would go nuts. Blankets, firewood, pillows, mountains and mountains of food, fresh uniforms, new weapons. We would turn a tiny house into an oasis.’ 

	She smiled, ate some more of her meal, then wiped her mouth with the silk napkin. ‘That’s amazing.’ 

	‘We would reward ourselves, of course, soon as we did enough good, we’d stop for a break. Have a meal, a fuck, a nap if we were tired, then move onto the next group that needed our help.’ 

	She paused, the fork halfway to her open mouth, grateful that her regimented training had taught her not to exaggerate her reactions. She coughed, placed the fork back down. ‘I think I may have misheard you, sorry, would you mind repeating what you just said?’

	‘We would take a break,’ Grigori said, ‘then move on.’ 

	‘All right, I thought you said-’

	‘Oh, you mean the fucking thing?’ He tapped his fingers on the table for a moment. ‘Please, forget I said anything. I need to remember to cut that out of the story.’ 

	‘I don’t understand.’ 

	‘He doesn’t remember,’ he said, ‘when he died, he lost most of his memories, he remembers very little about the majority of his life. He is…essentially a different person now, and that’s very hard for me, knowing I have all of these memories about him that he doesn’t, knowing the two different men, and having to call them by the same name. I hate Ryan for bringing him back, or reanimating the parts that we could salvage and forcing that incomplete code to be a person. It’s cruel, it’s inhuman. I understand the reasons behind it, but I cannot forgive them. When he woke up though, I was there for him, his new life wasn’t his fault, so I became his friend again, and became his friend for the first time.’ 

	She stared at her plate. ‘You were lovers?’

	‘No, we were just very good friends who liked to have a lot of very good sex. A true bromance if you will. It’s just being friends with benefits.’

	‘So he’s-’

	Grigori chuckled. ‘Think of the agent population for a moment, aside from a few secretaries, nurses, and assorted staff, we’re all male. If we want to fuck one of our kind, nine-and-a-half times out of ten, it’s going to be another man. Most of the agents I know are bi, and by the gods, that makes life so much easier.’

	She smiled. ‘No complaints here.’ 

	‘Don’t tell him I told you this, it isn’t something he needs to be burdened with.’ 

	‘Of course.’ 

	He looked at his meal, then tossed his napkin down. ‘I am tired of talking about the past, I think the present needs to be my focus. Are you full?’

	She looked across at him, and smiled, there was no need to give him an answer. He stood, and offered hand, she took it and they moved past the other diners, faerie and human alike, all poised and lovely, all with heads filled with thoughts as dirty as hers. 

	They moved out of the restaurant, then into the elevators at the end of a short corridor. The ride was long, though she barely noticed, pressed up against a wall with an agent nipping at her neck. He withdrew as the carriage doors slid open. 

	The clerk behind the desk gave a respectful smile, standing, key card already in his hand. ‘Evening Grigori?’

	‘Does everyone here know you by name?’

	He winked. ‘Most.’ He shook the clerk’s hand, slipping across a small bag of jangling coins. ‘Neas, how are you? No interruptions, all right?’

	‘As you say, sir,’ the clerk responded, handing over the key card and returning to his place behind the desk. 

	She let him lead her down another short hall to a second set of elevators, this one simply had five buttons, of which he pressed the fourth one. This ride was quicker, only allowing him time to run his hand over her back and allow it to come to rest on her ass. 

	He had to swipe the key card to allow them access out of the elevator, and this allowed them entrance into a large suite – the lights were already dimmed, the wine Mikhail had spoken of was chilling beside the king-sized bed, and light music floated through the room. 

	He removed his jacket, hung it on the coat rack, then helped her to step out of her shoes. She followed him toward the bed, but he stopped short, and turned to kiss her. She felt her heart flutter, and was glad of the arm snaking around her back to keep her upright. 

	The kiss was broken off, and he rested his forehead against her. ‘I want you,’ he whispered. 

	‘I want you.’ 

	He spun her and pushed her up against the wall, his hands immediately burying themselves in her hair, tilting her head back to allow him better access to her neck. He made a disapproving noise after only a few seconds, pausing to lift her and pin her against the wall with his strong body. 

	She pulled on her dress, letting it ride up past her thighs so that she could move against him. She let her hands slide up his shirt, feeling the muscles behind it. Fighting against the want just to go limp and let him pleasure her, she reached up and pulled his tie loose, then began to work on his shirt buttons as he let his fingers skate over her back, finally coming to rest on her behind, each large hand helping to support her weight as he withdrew just a little to allow her to rid him of his shirt, one arm at a time. 

	Shirt gone, she pressed herself up against his chest, sliding her arms around him to grab on his shoulders, and grinding herself against him. There was pressure against her thighs, and she spread her legs to allow his knee access. His hands slipped away, letting his knee take her weight as he worked at removing her dress. 

	With a flourish, he pulled her dress over her head and tossed it behind them onto the bed. She only had a minute to take in her own near-nudity before he went to work on the newly-exposed skin. He tilted his head, lavishing on one breasts, then the other.

	She buried her hands in his hair, holding onto him to stop herself from sliding down to the floor. He steadied one hand against the wall and grinned. He lifted her and carried her to the bed, dropping her to the soft mattress. 

	She concentrated on a spot just behind him, and faded from the bed and past him. He spun to see her, and she simply pushed him down onto the bed, crawling on top of him and beginning to work his belt. 

	There were two soft sounds behind her as he kicked his shoes off. ‘Sock gap,’ he muttered as she pulled his belt free. She looked down to see his sock disappearing, then grinned and returned to her task. The pants were slightly tricker, but came away with a tug. She set herself on his lap, grinding herself against him, and shrieked delight as he pulled her down onto the bed and climbed atop her, capturing her mouth again and kissing her deeply. 

	Being beneath a man was an unusual experience – when using one of her fellow recruits, she demanded that they be beneath her, they were there for her to use, not the other way around. And, if they tried anything, being on top gave her the best position to draw and use a weapon. Being beneath anyone was…unthinkable, and there was only-

	Her train of thought was interrupted as he raked his teeth over her ear. 

	He was gorgeous, he was so much better than the unattractive recruits that she used and dropped. He was intelligent, deep, interested in her, ready to splash out on gifts, food, wine and decadence for the promise of a lay. He was perfect. He was a perfect man, and he was hard for her. 

	There was pressure against her neck as he worked at giving her another hicky. 

	He wasn’t the one who had given her purpose. He wasn’t the one who had saved her life countless times. He wasn’t the one who had made her strong. 

	She allowed herself a moan as his mouth moved lower, leaving a trail down her chest, making a pit stop to again lavish her breasts with pleasant sensations. 

	He was so close, they were so similar, he was-

	He wasn’t the one she was in love with. 

	A phone rang, and she was pulled from her thoughts. He sucked on her chin for a moment before pulling himself away. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I have to get this.’ 

	He crossed the room and dug a phone out of his pocket. He answered it in Russian, held up a finger to her, then walked from the room out onto the small balcony, sliding the door closed. 

	‘What the fuck is wrong with you?’ she asked herself. ‘Just fuck the man, just-’

	The door slid open, and she rolled over to grin at him. She patted the bed in front of her. ‘Nothing too serious I hope?’

	He joined her in the bed, lying on his side, staring at her. ‘No, not at all. Never know though, so I always answer it.’ 

	‘Where were we?’ she said as she moved forward to kiss his chest. 

	He put a hand under her chin, and caught her gaze. ‘You were going to tell me what’s wrong.’

	‘What? Nothing.’ She pulled her face away and shimmied down his body to remove his boxers. 

	‘You have the eyes of a cheating wife, and your vitals are all over the place.’ He pulled her back up to look at him. ‘Part of what makes me such a good lover is being able to read my partners, to know when to stimulate, when it’s too much, how much they can handle, when they need me to slow down. You…you wanted me to stop.’ 

	‘No, I didn’t,’ she argued. 

	‘You’re lying.’ He stood, and poured two glasses of wine. ‘Why don’t you tell me who you’re in love with.’ 

	‘I don’t do love,’ she argued, angrily drinking half of the wine without bothering to taste it. ‘I fuck, and I enjoy it, I thought that’s what you did too. Maybe I’m-’

	‘Magnolia,’ he said, topping up her glass, ‘please, tell me.’ 

	‘My life would be worthless.’ 

	‘Who?’

	She stood, rounded the bed knelt in front of him and pulled his boxers down. She raised her hands toward his erect penis, only for a full uniform to cover his body. She crouched to her level. ‘It’s Taylor, isn’t it?’

	She hung her head low, wishing she could disappear into the carpet, and nodded. He grabbed her hands and pulled her to her feet, grinned and kissed her again, though a very chaste kiss this time. ‘I am so happy for him.’ 

	She choked. ‘What?’

	‘He is my best friend, he is my oldest friend, and he has no-one else in his life. He has you, me, and a cupboard full of weaponry to clean during his off-hours. If you truly care for him, then I could not be happier.’ 

	‘But I-’

	‘Are in love with a bull-headed idiot who can’t see beyond his ability to punch someone? Yes, that’s a problem, but no problem is insurmountable.’

	‘You can’t tell him!’ she cried. ‘He would…He wouldn’t accept it. It’s weakness, it’s nothing but weakness, and he does not abide weakness in his ranks. I can feel how I feel, but I will not burden him with it.’

	‘Even if it would make his life better?’

	‘It wouldn’t.’ 

	‘You underestimate him, I think.’ 

	‘I am his aide, I will be his aide until I am no longer of use to him, and then he will do away with me. That is my life, that is why I will not be surrounded by fat grandchildren, I serve a higher purpose: him.’ 

	‘Listen to what you are saying, and ask yourself how he could ever see you as weak.’ 

	‘Please, don’t tell him.’ 

	‘Magnolia-’

	She quickly required her gun and pressed it to her temple. ‘I would rather be dead than of no use to him.’ 

	‘Fine,’ he agreed quickly, ‘I’ll do what’s best. You certainly are dedicated, and I cannot fault you for that.’ 

	She sat on the side of the bed. ‘Please, you did all this for me, the least you can do is-’ 

	‘Fine, on your stomach.’ 

	She readily complied, moving the middle of the bed, and letting herself go slack, ready to move at his touch. From the corner of her eye, she saw his clothes disappear again, and felt the bed shift as he moved to join her. She felt him straddle her, carefully not putting too much weight on her, and felt his hands slide up her body. 

	She took a deep breath, preparing herself for-

	A back rub. 

	His hands moved across her back and shoulders as they had done in Taylor’s gym, breaking little pockets of tension and making her relax. 

	‘This wasn’t what I-’

	‘You are in love with him, you care for him possibly more than I do, that knowledge, that comfort, is worth any price to me. It means I don’t have to worry about him so much more, it means he may finally starting to live his life again. That is something I’ve waited twenty years for, and something I am truly grateful for. For that, I will give your back the attention it deserves.’ 

	‘But you-’

	‘I am blessed in so many ways. I would have enjoying having sex with you, and I assume that it would have been fantastic, but I’m ok without it, tomorrow, I can go home and have five beautiful women in my bed with the snap of my fingers. Tonight, tonight was much more special than sex.’ 

	 

	 

	‘I still feel like I owe you.’ 

	‘If you can, what you were going to do with me tonight, do with him sometime in the future. And…if you want some ideas, I know things that are illegal in seven countries, difficult, but amazing once you get a rhythm going.’ 

	She allowed herself a smile. ‘So what happens now?’

	‘You lie there, and let me do my job. We might order a movie in, abuse room service a little, we should act as though…everything went according to plan, if you know what I mean, so that he doesn’t question anything, it may lead to questions you don’t want to answer.’ 

	 


37 – Threats

	Posted on March 29, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef stirred as the weight on her bed shifted – she couldn’t remember falling asleep, nor if Ryan had been there when she’d drifted off. She rolled over, trying to extricate herself from the sheet at the same time, as it had somehow become inexplicably caught around her again. She made a mental note to check to see if Agency sheets were by nature evil, or had a penchant for attempting strangulation in the dead of night. 

	She opened her eyes, and felt the sudden drop in her blood temperature as she recognised the shape of the man in her room. Not Ryan. Not Jones. Not Merlin paying a mysterious visit to talk about how chickens must be inherently magical. 

	Taylor. 

	She squeaked as he reached forward, grabbed her by the throat and dragged her from the small bed, keeping her suspended above the ground for a moment before swinging his arm – and her – around and slamming her into the ground.

	It was night. He shouldn’t be there. It was night, he was-

	The hand stayed wrapped around her throat as the room blurred and his gym came into focus. 

	This is not good. This is not good. This is not good.

	Calm down, you won’t be able to do anything if-

	I can’t do anything, full fucking stop! It’s Taylor! What the hell is he-

	Calm. Down.

	I’m too scared. Jesusfuck, he’s gonna-

	He dropped her to the floor, and terrified limbs failed to move even the slightest. She stared up at the behemoth, the monster, the volcano. It was volcano day, and she wasn’t safe inside a jail cell. She tried to ask a question, to speak, but no sounds came from her. She slowly looked away from him, turning her attention to the floor – at least the floor didn’t want to kill her. Probably. 

	One of his feet moved forward and crushed the fingers on her left hand, applying pressure until all four of them broke. It hurt, but she head herself make no sound – the fear was worse than the pain. 

	A gun was dropped in front of her. 

	She grabbed for the gun, scrambled to her feet and aimed it at him. It was stupid, but it least it gave her a measure of control. His lip curled in disgust, but she emptied the clip into his chest before he had a chance to grab it from her, then turned and ran – for the wall, slamming herself against the small alarm button, alerting the calvary.

	A hand grabbing a rough handful of her hair snapped her from her comforting daydream. He crouched to stare at her, and she shuddered, too scared to look away. 

	‘Kill yourself.’ 

	‘…what?’

	His hand moved like a striking snake, retrieving the gun from the floor, forcing it into her right hand, curling her fingers around the grip. 

	‘Kill yourself.’

	Ok, he is- ‘-fucking nuts.’ His hand let go of the gun and a huge hand slapped her across the face, and she could feel the red welt rising on her skin, and his somewhat looser grip on her hair, given the chunks that had just been torn away. ‘No,’ she whispered. 

	His hand forced her tiny fingers around the gun, and threaded a finger around the trigger. ‘You did it once,’ he said, his face so close to hers, it would have been no trouble for him to dislocate his jaw and eat her entire head in one gulp. ‘I watched you.’ He smiled, an expression far more terrifying than any one of his twelve angry faces. ‘Do it again.’ 

	‘No.’ 

	He let go of her hair, and she let herself slump, watching as he shook the bloody clumps of her hair away from his thick fingers. His free hand wrapped around her jaw, applying pressure until her mouth popped open. He wrenched her hand up, and shoved the gun into her open mouth. 

	She felt herself gag on the gun, but he shoved it in further. 

	No, no, no, no, no. 

	He yanked on the finger wrapped around the trigger, and she felt the shot tear out the back of her head, then nothing. She opened her eyes to find herself in the smoky in-between, nearly weeping in relief as her body swirled apart, checking itself and repairing the bullet wound. 

	‘Anywhere but there!’ she screamed into the fog. ‘Anywhere but Taylor’s gym!’ 

	The bell tolled, and she found herself back in the gym. He stood, and tossed the gun down to her again. ‘Kill yourself.’

	‘No.’ 

	‘You think it ends tomorrow? You think I will let you become an agent?’ He kicked her in the head, but not hard enough to kill her, just hard enough to make his point. ‘I will inflict every kind of hell on you, every day.’ He grabbed the front her training uniform jacket and pulled her up a little. ‘I will make all of your glitches come true.’ He dropped her, and she stayed in a heap on the floor – there was little point in moving, little point in fighting. 

	I’m not in control again. I’m…beginning to hate this. 

	Someone will notice, just try not to anger him any more. Let him rage.

	A knife embedded itself in the floor beside her. ‘Another option, if you want it.’ A dozen different pills landed on her and bounced to the floor. ‘All of them are instant.’

	‘I’m not-’

	‘You have no future here,’ he growled. ‘The kindest fate will be if you are locked in the basement with the other freaks, with the other mistakes. The other failures.’ 

	‘So why aren’t you down there?’

	Oh, you didn’t just do that, Spyder.

	I think I did. I didn’t mean to. I really-

	A terrified apology sat on her tongue as she stared up at the agent. The kind she’d screamed at her father whenever he’d gotten so angry she thought he was going to hit her. The stuttering begging to be forgiven, for everything to just go back to normal so she didn’t have to be scared anymore, for the last few seconds not to have happened, to be forgiven, not punished. 

	She watched as he slipped his hands into his pockets. 

	‘I’m sorry!’ she screamed. ‘I’m sorry!’

	Hands stayed in pockets, and his gaze went to the gun. 

	Buy a few seconds! Buy a few seconds!

	Trembling, ashamed of the tears falling from her eyes, the sweat on her brow, and the knowledge that she was so close to wetting her pants in fear. She choked on a breath, leaned forward and grabbed for the gun, scared hands fumbling with it as she lifted it. 

	She sat back heavily on her rear, gun held with both hands. 

	‘Do it!’ he screamed. 

	‘Last time was easier,’ she whispered, ‘I had a reason to. There wasn’t a choice.’ 

	‘You don’t have a choice now.’ 

	Spyder, lift the gun a little, tilt your head like you’re getting into position. 

	She did as instructed, pulling up the feeling of utter resignation she’d felt on the roof, surrounded by people who wanted her dead for reasons that weren’t her fault.

	Good, good, just relax. Now…ask him if he’ll be implicated, surely this can’t be legal. Don’t be too pushy though, don’t want him to see you buying time.

	She pressed the still-warm gun to her temple, the sick feeling of fear a black pit in her stomach, the knowledge that it was just one little trigger pull to escape all of the fear, the temptation to do it, just to get away from him. 

	‘Won’t you…’ she mumbled, ‘won’t this implicate you?’

	‘If you’re unstable enough to end your pathetic life, it’s no fault of mine.’ 

	Fuck yeah I’m unstable enough to do it. That doesn’t mean I will. I’m not going to. Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you.

	Spyder-

	No. He wants me broken, I’m broken, but I’m not…not going to fucking kill myself. For Ryan, yeah, but not for him.

	Hey, you-

	I’m not going to take this from him. Not tonight. Not suicide. I…I’m just not. Back me up on this?

	Yes ma’am. 

	She dropped the gun, then looked up at him. ‘I’m not going to kill myself, you want me dead, you do it yourself.’ 

	His hands came out of his pockets, solid-looking brass knuckles sat across each hand. One fist smashed into her face, and she felt her cheekbone shatter, and she fell back. His other fist slammed down into her gut, and she felt herself spit blood. 

	He knelt, yanked her into a sitting position and freed her of her jacket, leaving her only in her grey t-shirt. He grabbed one arm, and dragged her toward the centre of the gym, beneath his punching bag. The punching bag disappeared, replaced by a huge hook. 

	Dorian’s story of the Solstice ramming a meat hook through his heart came to her, and she struggled to pull away from the agent, knowing she’d fare far less well with her heart shattered than a man who literally could not die. 

	Cuffs appeared around her wrists, and her pulled on the chain, lifting her up, suspending her by the hook. 

	Better than expected, but still bad, still bad, still bad-

	What happened to Little Miss Badass?

	She remembered she’s a fucking coward and came to her senses!

	She suffered another few blows from the brass knuckles, then watched him slide them off, and drop them to the ground, bruises on his fingers. 

	Fuck, he was hitting me that hard?

	Well, generally, ribs don’t-

	A section of wall to her right disappeared, and all thoughts stopped. Dozens of gleaming weapons shone in the fluorescent light, each sharper than the last, each a better hacker-killer than the last. 

	And none of them looked required. 

	Are those-

	Yeah, I think so. You’re the idiot who dared him to kill us. 

	I wanted to be brave once in my life.

	Spyder, that was stupidity, not bravery. 

	He was going to do it anyway, least I got to say something. 

	That, er, bringing you any comfort?

	Not really. 

	A trolley appeared beside him, and he pulled several of the largest, sharpest, pointiest weapons from the wall and slapped each of them down, the metal ringing out like a death sentence. 

	I wish I was somewhere else. I wish I was somewhere else. I wish I was somewhere else.

	That doesn’t work, remember?

	Why the fuck doesn’t it? I should be fucking magic! I’m touching it, well, my innards are touching it! That counts! I wish I were somewhere else! I wish the goblins could come and take me away, right now! Heel click! Heel click! Heel click!

	He turned his back to her, and slipped something into his jacket, before hauling the trolley across to her. 

	‘Suicide,’ he said as he picked up the thinnest of the blades. ‘Would have been easier.’ He rammed it into her leg and she felt it slide through skin and flesh as though her leg was nothing more than butter. 

	She opened her mouth to scream, but a gag appeared there, trapping the sound. Black fabric covered her head in an eye blink, and he felt it cinch around her neck: an execution hood. She felt the tip of the knife slide down her chest, then come to rest over her other leg, before it was plunged in again to give her right leg a matching wound. 

	With surprising calm, she shook her head. 

	The hood disappeared, and after a moment, so did the gag. ‘You have spent a solid week hurting me,’ she said, her voice detached and alien to her ears. ‘If you are going to kill me, have the decency to be quick about it.’ 

	…this is you being an idiot again.

	Screw going through another torture session. Besides, the sooner he does it, the sooner I can get my last-minute rescue, right?

	…yeah, sure, Spyder, your last minute rescue. Just like when you were pulled out the way of that shard of mirror. Or alternate-universe you were rescued before becoming Astrin’s dinner. Or when that Solstice asshole shot you before anyone knew you were immortal. Sure. Last minute rescue. 

	…fuck.

	Couldn’t have said it better myself.

	Taylor lifted the largest knife from the tray and plunged it into her chest without ceremony. She shook on the chain, unable to hold back screams as he dragged it through her flesh, cutting a deep wound. He dropped the knife after a moment and raised his hands to her chest, firstly to tear open her shirt, then to tear out a chunk of her flesh, affording him unrestricted access to her heart. 

	The cuffs disappeared, and she fell to the floor. He roughly grabbed her shoulder and shifted them away. 

	Somewhere unfamiliar blurred into view. A small waiting room, or…what appeared to be a waiting room, though one of the doors leading out of the room had no door knob, and appeared to be more decoration than portal to another room. 

	He growled as he tried to make her stand, her injured legs unable to take the weight, and instead slammed her into the wall beside the fake-door, one strong arm across her middle pinning her there and keeping her upright. 

	‘Take us into that room.’ 

	‘What?’

	He lifted one of her hands and pressed it to her chest. ‘Take us into that room.’ 

	‘You should try knocking!’ she screamed, a nervous giggle ripping through her body.

	Yeah, yeah, up my idiot count by one. Not like I could help myself.

	He shifted his weight a little, and pulled a gun from his jacket. It wasn’t a sleek, new gun like she was used to seeing, this was an old-style revolver, with unreadable words carved into the worn metal. He pushed it up under her chin. ‘This can kill you,’ he said, ‘if you want a chance at existing five minutes from now, take us into that room.’ 

	Just pull the fucking trigger! Pull the trigger! Stop jerking me around! Pull the trigger! Pull the trigger, pull the trigger, pull the trigger. 

	Shh…shh…

	‘Ok,’ she whispered, and curled her fingers into the hole in her chest, letting them rest against the mirror, careful to keep her mind blank. ‘We need to go into that room,’ she said, feeling the uncomfortable coldness of her heart creeping into her fingertips. 

	The world flexed and bent, splitting into a rainbow at the edges, as they were transported into the room beyond the faux-door. 

	 


38 – Our Director Reynolds

	Posted on March 30, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef was dropped before she had a chance to take in the new room, she bounced on the carpet, biting back at the pain in her chest as she slowly sat up and leaned against the wall behind her. 

	The room was surprisingly similar to Ryan’s office, a huge window-wall, a desk, about the same size. There were a key differences though: Ryan’s office didn’t have dark, wood-paneled walls, his windows showed the correct time of day – unlike the sunlight streaming in through the windows in the dead of night. 

	Oh, and Ryan’s office didn’t contain a corpse. 

	‘Where are we?’ she asked as Taylor turned his back on her and walked toward the corpse. 

	‘The director’s office.’ 

	‘I thought Ryan-’ 

	Only turning his head back toward her, he lifted the gun and fired, the bullet slamming itself into her shoulder. 

	…what the fuck does the world have against that shoulder?

	‘Finish that sentence and the next one goes into your skull.’ 

	‘I. Don’t. Understand.’ 

	He pulled the corpse – no, not a corpse, a comatose man, upright, and began to brush the dust from his face, from his suit and from the desk. Almost as though he cared for him. Almost as though…he were being nice. 

	‘Director Reynolds,’ he grunted. ‘Is in charge of this Agency. Anything that you believe is wrong. Anyone else assigned to the position is an impostor.’

	‘What’s wrong with him?’ 

	‘He’s dreaming.’ 

	The words were said with surprising reverence. Taylor brushed the apparent-Director’s messy hair back from his face. ‘And it’s time for him to wake up.’ 

	She let her gaze drop to her chest, to the mirror. ‘You want me to wish him awake?’

	Taylor turned to her. ‘No. To take his place.’ 

	‘What?’

	‘He is paying a price, one that does not end, if you wish him awake, you will invalidate a decades-old accord and end the damn world.’ 

	She shuddered. ‘Ok, that would be bad.’ 

	He took a step toward her. ‘Take his place.’ 

	‘For…for how long?’

	‘Forever.’ 

	‘No.’ 

	‘You say that a lot.’ 

	‘Being asleep forever would be as bad as dying. I don’t want to-’ She stared at the floor. ‘I want to be an agent, I just want to be an agent, I can’t do that if I’m asleep forever. I-’

	He aimed the gun at her. ‘Take his place.’ 

	‘No.’ 

	‘Either way: you aren’t leaving this office.’ 

	A cookie landed in front of her, and she stared at it, wondering if she was once again hallucinating at an inconvenient time. Another joined it, and a third disintegrated into crumbs as it hit the wall beside her. 

	‘Huh?’

	She looked up at him, another cookie appearing in his hand, he stared at it for a minute, then looked down at her as if she was something to be scraped from his shoe. He crushed the cookie in his hand, letting the crumbs fall to the carpet. ‘Isn’t that what Ryan does?’ he asked, requiring another and throwing it at her. ‘Give you a treat and you do a trick?’ He pelted her with more cookies. ‘Like a dog? Like a bitch?!’

	Reynolds stirred and Taylor went still, but the Director simply turned his head and began to drool. 

	‘Scream more, nub,’ she said, quaking in fear, ‘you might just wake him up without my help.’ 

	He fired another shot – this one slamming into her gut. 

	You…need some medical attention. 

	No shit, ya think?

	Spyder. He’s threatening to kill you. Remember why he’s afraid of you?

	Oh, I’m not that stupid.

	He isn’t kidding around. You might need to pretend to be brave for a little while.

	That was easier before I had bullets in me.

	Hey, my life’s riding on this as well, shut up and do it.

	She raised a hand to her chest, and managed a smile as his face began to turn victorious. ‘I’m not the only one who can die.’ 

	His face fell faster than she did when he punched her. ‘Take his place!’ he roared. ‘That’s your duty!’

	‘I’m still being tested, I have no duty yet!’

	He raised the gun, pointing it squarely between her eyes. ‘Do it.’

	‘I have a godsdamn piece of mirror for a heart, and you think you get to order me around?!’ she screamed. ‘You can shoot me, I can do anything to you.’

	I can also wish myself the hell out of here?

	Yeah, you can, but what would it solve? 

	I’d be safe, and I’d be getting that awesome medical attention that I need.

	He’ll just come after you again. This needs to get solved now. 

	No, I want out of here.

	He turned the gun away from her and placed it on the corner of Reynold’s desk. ‘Then do something.’ 

	‘No.’ 

	He took a step toward her. ‘My preference is for the return of my director, but if all I get is your death, then tonight has not been a wasted exercise.’ 

	‘I can kill you,’ she said, her voice shaking. ‘And I want to. I really want to. I hate you so much. You’re a fucking monster. You’re some kind of sick fucking sadist. But I won’t…if I do, I don’t get the thing in the world I want the most.’ 

	‘Do it or die, Mimosa.’ 

	‘You’re willing to die to get rid of me?’

	‘You were bluffing.’

	‘I just made a wish,’ she lied, ‘if you kill me, you die.’ 

	‘Liar!’

	‘Then take the shot!’ 

	Two more bullets slammed into her gut, and she doubled over in pain, wrapping her good arm around her middle.

	Can I leave now?

	Yes, better to take our chances than-

	She twitched her hand and moved it toward her heart, but it was pulled away before she could make contact. 

	‘Reynolds went willingly,’ he said as he rolled her onto her back, holding her good arm away from her chest. ‘I’ll take the chance that you can be forced, and dirty myself by using the mirror.’ 

	She screamed as his fingers touched her heart. There were two loud sounds, and a blur and suddenly he was gone. 

	Am I still here? Am I all still here?

	I think so, Spyder.

	She tried to process everything, but gave up and lifted her hand to her heart. ‘Heal me, please,’ she whispered. Immediately the pain disappeared, and she could feel the bullets worming their way out of the wounds, popping out of her flesh as skin closed over and bruises disappeared. 

	Ryan came into her vision, lifting her from the floor. She clung to him, like a baby koala, arms and legs wrapped tightly around him, hiding her face in his shoulder. He took a few steps, then turned suddenly, his body growing tense. 

	‘Don’t even think about it, Magnolia.’ 

	She lifted her head a little to see the magpie-girl – dressed the nines – holding the gun. She looked away and shook her head. ‘I’m just going to return it to his armory.’ 

	‘Good,’ Ryan said curtly, turned again, and walked from the director’s office. 

	The world blurred and his office came into view. He sat on the couch, and she let herself slide off him and sink into the soft leather. 

	‘I’m sorry,’ he said. 

	‘Why, you tell him to do it?’

	‘Stef-’

	‘He really, really, really, really wanted me dead. Or asleep. But mostly dead, I think. What is his damage?’

	‘Carol,’ Ryan said after a long moment. ‘After she became an agent, she began to malfunction, she…lost her mind, and killed a lot of recruits, and Taylor. He sees you as nothing more than a personal threat to him, and somehow, a chance for Carol to end his life again.’ 

	‘I don’t think I can handle the infodumps I’m getting tonight,’ she said as she pressed her face against the couch. ‘Can I just call this all a glitch, and wait to wake up?’

	‘No, because agents have to be able to process the information presented to them.’

	There was something in his voice, something about the way he said it. She sat up and looked at him. ‘I passed?’

	‘You’re still here, and I really don’t think today’s tests will be needed. Congratulations, Stef.’ He smiled. ‘I mean, congratulations, Agent Mimosa.’ 

	She stared at him. ‘I do get to keep my first name, right?’

	‘Of course you do.’ 

	‘Ok…so explain everything to me.’ 

	‘You want some coffee?’

	*****

	Taylor stared down at the girl, held her one functional arm free of her body, and drove his hand toward her heart. It was such a betrayal of his code, to use mirror, but if the-

	There were two sounds, the first: the door came off its hinges, landing in front of Reynolds’ desk. The second: the sound of the wall cracking as he was slammed against it, little more than a blur of blond hair to identify his attacker before Reynolds’ office disappeared from his view. 

	‘What the fuck, Taylor?!’ Grigori roared at him. ‘What the fuck were you doing?’

	‘It was obvious,’ he stated as he crossed his gym floor, requiring clean the blood on the polished floor, replacing the hook with the punching bag, and dragging the trolley over to the weapons rack.

	‘No, no, no, no, no,’ Grigori muttered as he followed. ‘You don’t get to blow me off this time. You have to talk to me!’ The taller agent spun him. ‘Talk to me!’

	‘It was obvious,’ he stated again.

	‘Obvious that you’ve lost your mind!’ Grigori screamed. ‘What isn’t obvious is if you’re going to be in one piece in an hour. He could be getting permission to recycle you this very second!’

	‘It was worth it,’ he said as he replaced the knives. 

	‘What was?’ Grigori demanded. ‘Nearly killing a girl that doesn’t deserve your wrath? Seeing-’ 

	He spun, lashing out and hitting the other agent. ‘She deserves it!’ he screamed. ‘Everything! She deserves to die!’

	‘For what?’

	‘For killing me!’ 

	‘She’s done nothing to you, Taylor,’ Grigori whispered. ‘That wasn’t her.’

	‘They’re all the same! They’re all the same! All trying to- She threatened me!’

	‘Before or after you put four slugs in her?’

	He turned on his former friend, landing a solid punch on the Russian’s face. Grigori grabbed his arm, twisted it up behind his back, and slammed him into the wall. ‘You’re listening to me now,’ Grigori whispered into his ear. 

	He shifted himself free, immediately grabbing one the closest knife to his hand. 

	‘Oh, what? You’re going to attack me too?’

	He slashed at the other agent. ‘You betrayed me!’ He brought down the long knife again, and again, cutting Grigori’s shirt into ribbons, though the other agent managed to avoid being cut. Another annoyance. 

	Grigori danced around the strikes. ‘How did I betray you?’ 

	‘You stopped me!’ 

	‘And if I hadn’t?’ Grigori asked, ducking a blow meant for his heart. ‘What then?’

	‘I don’t care!’

	‘That much is plainly obvious, my friend!’ 

	Two quick shifts around the Russian gave him the edge, and he buried the knife into the traitor’s arm. He pushed Grigori against the wall, driving the knife through bone, and out the other side of his arm, the tip pushing into the wall. ‘Get out,’ he demanded, ‘never come back.’ 

	‘What would you do without me?’ Grigori asked with a grin. ‘I’m your best friend.’ 

	‘Not anymore!’ he screamed as he tore the knife out, and pushing it to the agent’s throat. ‘Not anymore, Grigori, not after what you just did.’ 

	‘I saved you.’ 

	‘I don’t care,’ he said, scraping the edge of the blade against the skin, drawing blood. ‘I don’t care! I was almost rid of her!’ 

	‘Killing an innocent won’t change what happened to you.’ 

	‘You know what I think when I see her!’ 

	‘You think: get that monster away from me, how can they let such a thing live, it’s counter to everything I believe in, I cannot believe permission was given so that this thing may live. Get it away. Get it away. Get it away.’ 

	‘Exactly.’ He dropped the knife, gave the man a shove for good measure, then began to cross the gym towards the bleachers. 

	‘You think,’ Grigori asked from behind him, ‘I thought any less the first time I saw you?’

	He turned, but Grigori was waiting, and the kick to the gut launched him across the room. ‘I’m not your friend, fine. You want me gone, fine. You’re a suicidal asshole who wants to take the entire world with you, fine. But I get to speak, first.’ 

	He made an attempt to straighten his jacket, then righted himself on the bleachers. ‘Talk.’ 

	‘When I am here, or when you are involved, you are always my first priority. Don’t look at me like it’s a weakness, being friends has saved our lives more times than either of us can count. I helped you torture that girl, I joined in, and yes, there was some fun. The thing is, Taylor, all of that was sanctioned, it was our job…our duty to try and prove her unsuitable.’ 

	‘Then what’s your problem?’

	‘When you go off-spec and try to commit murder.’ 

	‘It would have been a service.’ 

	‘To who? To you? When did you become so selfish?’

	‘It’s the right thing to do.’ 

	Grigori punched him. ‘No, it’s not. Can’t you see that?’

	‘It feels like the right thing to do.’ 

	‘Do you truly value your life that little? If you’d gone through with it, you’d be dead right now, as it is, I’m afraid to message Ryan and ask what he’s going to do. The only reason I won’t is because I know you: you won’t run, they say jump, you jump. They say step into the chamber and die, you step into the chamber and die.’ 

	‘Duty first.’

	‘And what of your duty to your friends? To those who care for you?’

	‘I already know what you think.’ 

	‘What about-’ 

	‘We need to talk,’ Ryan said as he strode across the gym. 

	He leaped from the bleachers, looking for the discarded weapon. Ryan simply pointed a finger and extended his stride. ‘Sit. You know what I can do to you with three words. You know what I can do to you with five words. You know what I can do to you with a signature, and…I. Have. A. Pen. Sit!’

	He remained standing, but fixed onto the knife on the far edge of the gym.

	‘Do I start with one word, Taylor? Do you want that ringing in your skull? You want that on your record? Sit!’

	Grigori stepped in front of Ryan. ‘Are you going to recycle him?’

	‘That depends on him.’

	Grigori grabbed Ryan’s shoulders, and stopped him dead in his tracks. ‘I asked you,’ the Russian hissed, ‘if you were going to recycle him.’

	‘You don’t have a say either way.’ Ryan pushed past the other agent, and stared down at him. ‘Are you done?’

	‘That depends on you, sir,’ he spat. 

	‘We used to be friends,’ Ryan said. ‘Not that it’s likely you remember that. We brought you back because we couldn’t stand to lose you, we’d already lost the director, without you, the Agency wouldn’t have been the same. We tried everything, but we failed to do what we set out to do.’ 

	‘I’m sick of hearing you say this.’ 

	‘You won’t accept any apology, and you jumped on any opportunity I had to be happy. I gave up, I let you win, I stopped trying. You and yours whisper so that my recruits don’t trust me, fine, I stay away from them, I don’t even try and get close to them, so I can’t number them among my friends. I…stayed away from anyone I saw the potential to love, just in case I fell for them, just so I didn’t have to watch you try and destroy that. Gods, I stayed away from Jones, in case it made you paranoid that we were scheming behind your back. I have not let myself be happy for twenty years, this is the only way I could begin to repay my debt to you. I could not make you happy, so I let you see me become as miserable as you.’ 

	‘She’s a threat.’

	‘Watch the security footage, or rewind your own damn memories, and look at the number of times she had the chance to kill you. If she had, it would have been self-defense, nothing more. You were trying to murder her, and she restrained herself from doing you any harm.’ He paused for a moment. ‘If, under threat of murder, she didn’t leave you to drown in your own blood, how can you see her as a risk?’

	‘Because she’s another one of your mistakes.’ 

	‘No, she’s one of my agents. You don’t have to be. Request a transfer, go somewhere else, or step into the chamber and go to a death two decades past-due. You can stay if you want, but realise that she does too. I have given you twenty years of penance, and my debt is paid.’ 

	He looked away, unwilling to look at Ryan.

	‘Well?’ Ryan demanded. ‘What’s it to be?’

	‘I’m staying.’ 

	‘You touch her again,’ Ryan said, his face clouded, ‘and I will kill you myself.’ 

	Ryan turned and shifted from sight. With only one other person left in the room, his eyes fell on Grigori. 

	‘You’re bleeding,’ he said. 

	‘Tends to happen when someone stabs you,’ Grigori said with a grin, taking a seat next to him. 

	‘I’m sorry.’ 

	Grigori ruffled his hair. ‘Don’t go getting soft on me, I won’t recognise you.’ 

	‘I hate him.’

	‘I know.’

	‘I hate her.’

	‘I know.’

	‘I hate-’ 

	‘I know.’

	‘I don’t hate you.’ 

	Grigori smiled. ‘Never thought you did.’ He dug his flask out of his pocket. ‘Drink?’

	‘Gods yes.’ 

	 


39 – The Last Step

	Posted on April 1, 2010 by Stormy 

	Ryan shifted back to his office, and sat heavily on his chair, watching Stef sleep for a moment. The stress was gone from her face, the tension from her body – the tests were over, and she was an agent. She’d put up with everything asked of her, and passed with as high-flying colours as the limit testing would allow. 

	It had to be done. There was no choice. 

	It had to be done, and now was the best time to do it.

	The sooner it was done…the sooner it was over. 

	He pushed himself away from the desk, bent low and rummaged in his bottom drawer. Amongst a few of Alexander’s drawings, a box containing his wedding ring, scraps of paper containing phone numbers he’d long committed to memory, there was a bottle. He poured himself a shot, and drank it down, savoring the burning feeling in his throat. Pain. There was a lot of pain to come. 

	He looked across at her dozing form, asleep under his jacket like she’d been after watching the phoenix’s visit. He slammed down another shot, despairing at how low the bottle was – not that there were many occasions where he needed alcohol that could affect him, but it was nice to have the option there. The unicorn wine in his vault didn’t count – that was a drink to be had at celebrations, to be enjoyed, not some bitter liquid to be used to drown one’s sorrows. 

	A quick trip to any market would solve the problem, but that presumed the time to stroll through the various temptations of a faerie market, to stop and browse through trinkets, to taste foods foreign and familiar, or to watch displays of impractical magic, far from the threat of Solstice. 

	He took a third shot, threw the bottle back into the drawer and walked towards her. He lifted her slightly, sliding himself in against the arm of the chair, requiring a cushion, placing it across his legs and letting her head rest on his lap. 

	He braced himself against the solid couch, wishing that there was any alternative to this. There was no argument to be made: it was an order, more than that, it was a condition of her survival. If he couldn’t do his duty, then it might cause the whole experiment – her whole life – to be reviewed. That was something he would not allow, no matter the cost. 

	Brushing a few strands of hair back from her face, he smiled down at her as she stirred and opened her eyes – blinking like a newborn. ‘Hey,’ she mumbled, raising a hand to wipe the corner of her mouth. 

	He let his hand rest against her temple, his fingers splaying over her forehead. ‘Just one more nightmare, Stef,’ he whispered as he dove into her mind. 

	The reaction was instantaneous. 

	She began to scream, bucking and spasming as his mind fought to make contact with hers. Arms flailed with uncoordinated attempts to bat his hand away. 

	He raised his other hand to her head, doubling the connection attempts, and slowly, the connection was made, and she snapped almost still, her bottom lip trembling, and her breathing irregular. 

	He forced himself to close his eyes, and with a single selection on his HUD, he crossed the connection he’d made, everything fading to blue-tinged silhouettes for a moment. His vision readjusted itself quickly enough – and he found himself in a circular room, covered on all sides by doors. 

	He stood up from the crouch he found himself in – appreciating and detesting the ability to walk around another’s mind. It made the non-linear task of stripping out memories easier, being able to see the connections in a three-dimensional space, but it also gave him a presence in the other mind, making him feel like the intruder he was. 

	He unpacked a zipped file – the exact date and time parameters of what he needed to delete, and see the program free, watching particles slip under the circle of doors, and through the walls to seek out anything related to the past week. 

	It was so much easier to accomplish this in an agent’s mind, which was organised to a point, structured, and came with time stamps. Purely human minds were harder, though generally only a very few memories were being sought, for destruction or viewing, and there were ways of moving through the disorganisation of the human mind. He wasn’t very good at it, a fact he carried with pride. Others saw their ability to efficiently violate another’s mind as a point of pride. Those kind of agents weren’t worth his time. 

	In an eye blink, there were two girls – no, two Stefs – on the floor in front of him, both with their backs to turned to him. One was on the floor, head hung low, the other knelt behind her, arms wrapped around her shoulders. 

	‘Something’s wrong,’ the one on the floor said.

	‘I know,’ the one kneeling said, ‘just relax, we’ll figure out what’s wrong.’

	‘It’s another glitch, isn’t it?’

	The kneeling one shook her head. ‘No, Spyder, it isn’t, I’m here. I’m not here in your glitches. Whatever this is, it’s real.’

	‘Unless I’m glitching about you.’

	The kneeling was rounded her twin and sat on the floor in front of her. ‘Do you really want to start that? 

	‘Then give me something better to do.’ 

	‘Stef.’ 

	The kneeling one snapped her head up to look at him, staring at him with a face only half in colour. The left side of her face was true to life, with as much colour as his little hacker girl tended to have, but the right side of her face was simply a muted monochrome. ‘How did you get in here? You aren’t one of us, and-’

	‘Magic,’ he said simply, ‘I used magic.’ 

	‘You could have just asked,’ the sitting one said, still not turning to look at him, ‘what was on my mind.’

	‘That would not have sufficed,’ he said as he took a step toward her. 

	‘I think I’m in a lot of pain,’ she mumbled, ‘but then again, I’m not so sure. What…what’s going on?’

	‘And why are you in here?’ the bolder of the two demanded, standing and walking towards him. 

	‘It isn’t easy to explain,’ he said as a glowing dot appeared under his foot – the first tracer had come back with a memory. 

	‘Try using your words.’

	He crouched to grab at the dot, staring at the line it drew in the wood towards one of the doors. ‘I can’t-’

	‘Why are you hurting me?’

	‘Answer her,’ the Stef in front of him demanded. ‘You owe us that much.’

	He pulled at the edges of the dot and made it larger, a fragment of a repeating memory playing within the two-dimensional surface. ‘I have to wipe your memories.’ 

	‘What?!’

	‘I have to, Stef, I’m sorry.’ He made a move toward the much weaker half, but the bolder half jumped in front of him, her bland garment morphing quickly into a uniform.

	‘You talk to me!’ She ordered. ‘You have anything to say, you tell it to me, you keep going, and you’re going to break her. I’ll tell her what she needs to hear, but don’t force any of this on her.’

	‘As you wish.’

	‘Explain it. Justify yourself to me!’

	‘If I don’t do this,’ he said, ‘I might lose you forever.’

	‘No, not good enough, tell me why.’

	He looked away for a moment, then turned his gaze back to her. ‘At the end of the day, we are all expendable, any life within the Agency can be taken away with one order. You, your situation is even more precarious, because, to them, you’re just an experiment. This is part of the procedure, part of what I had to agree to. This is my role to play.’ 

	‘Why erase our memories?’

	‘The reasoning for you being able to stand before me right now, to live, is flimsy enough. If it had been received by a less-sympathetic being, we probably wouldn’t have survived. I contravened my duty, protocol, and a dozen rules to bring you back to life. I was out of place. I was out of line. I get some leeway by a near-perfect record, but not enough not come under suspicion.’ He stared at the ground as more particles returned more memories. ‘They need to know that if you should…fail, that I won’t hesitate to execute you. That, although I lapsed, I am still perfectly capable of doing my duty. Doing this, causing you this pain, is a show of good faith on my behalf toward that end.’ 

	‘But…we’re going to lose an entire week.’

	‘You lost a month when you died,’ he said, forcing a smile on his face. ‘This year already looks very strange to you, after this though, everything will work towards normalising. Becoming the new normal.’ 

	‘Was everything you said this week-?’ the one on the floor began. 

	‘In a minute, Spyder, this is more important.’

	‘No, I can-’

	‘Why is it so important that we lose this week?’

	‘Because the limits tests aren’t about what you can become, they’re about what you are right now. How you handle…what you handled, to see if when you’re pushed past your limits, you snap and become a liability.’ 

	‘We understand that, why do you think we…Gods, this is the most resilient she’s been in her life, and we went to private school. We understand why-’

	‘None of that matters,’ he said, ‘if you can remember it, know what we’re capable of, what lengths we go to test our people…The thought is that you it might incline you towards betraying us.’ More particles swirled beneath his feet. ‘And you would have to sit across a conference table from a man who brutalised you for a week. How would you be able to handle working with a man who dropped a Buick on your head, threw you into a furnace and…tried to murder you.’ 

	‘He already did.’

	‘Right,’ the bolder one said. ‘Wait, did Jonesy tell you about that? After the contemplace, we woke up in your office, firstly to pseudo-groping by your resident wizard, then-’

	‘Yes. That. That isn’t getting wiped. Just this week. So far as you know, all you’ll remember is stepping into the crystal chamber, then whatever you see when you wake up. Nothing in-between.’ 

	‘Hey…’

	The bolder Stef retreated to the girl on the floor, and helped her to stand. This one wasn’t wearing her uniform was, instead, the rumpled clothes she’d been in the night he’d pulled her from a wardrobe. ‘So everything you said this week,’ she said, her other self standing behind her, hands protectively on her shoulders. ‘Was it…was it all just to make me shut up, and easy to handle? I get a hug, and I’m placated, it’s a lot easier than actually dealing with the shit I went through.’ 

	‘Every conversation I’ve had with you this week,’ he said, standing his ground. ‘I will have again. I couldn’t let things be unsaid, even if I knew you wouldn’t remember them.’ He looked away. ‘I have to take the chance you won’t react in the same way, or that something will scare you, and that we won’t have what we managed to build this week.’

	‘Gods, you’re an idiot.’

	‘What she said.’

	He managed a smile. ‘Will waffles again suffice?’

	‘Yeah, they’ll do.’

	‘Forgive me?’

	‘It still hurts.’

	‘I know.’ 

	The bolder twin sat the meek one down, moving close to her and pressing her head up against her twin’s. 

	‘You’re forgiven.’

	He steeled himself, and crushed the memory in his hand. With a thought, the others began to rise up out of the floor, and he destroyed each and every one in turn, whether they were a moment involving pain, or a happy moment. 

	Slowly, the particles began to disappear, growing sparse as he destroyed more and more memories. At long last, only one memory remained. 

	‘Stef, come here.’ 

	The two disparate halves had merged into one messy girl, one, half in hacker sleepwear and half in uniform. A vest hung open over an oversized top. A tie drooped loosely around her neck, covered in crumbs from snacks he hadn’t seen her consume, and uniform pants were crumpled beyond repair. Feet in dirty sneakers – despite the lack of dirt in the not-quite-real environment – dragged along the wooden floor as she approached. 

	‘I’m scared,’ she whispered. 

	‘I know.’ 

	He let her cling to her as he destroyed the last trace of memory. His arms fell as she disappeared, and he hastily exited back across the link and broke all connections. Her mind was her own again. He let his own mind adjust to being in the real world again for a moment, a self-diagnostic immediately starting on reflex, just in case of any “contamination” from the link, or from residual memories that had crossed over. Everything came up clear, he blinked, and he looked down at the girl unconscious in his lap. 

	Her face, and the pillow her head rested on were both soaked with blood. Parts of it were dry, ugly patches, making her look as though she’d- He stopped his thoughts, unwilling to imagine her in any more pain. Most of it was still wet through, glistening blood the clear sign of the pain he’d inflicted. 

	He started as a dry patch suddenly became wet, quickly scanning her to see if the damage was-

	Another damp splotch appeared in the centre of a dry patch, and he was easily able to label himself the culprit. More tears dripped off the edge of his chin and onto her face, and he lifted a hand to wipe them away, then retrieving the handkerchief from his pocket to dry his face. 

	‘Sorry,’ he whispered, before moving the handkerchief to her face, and attempting to clean the blood away. 

	Her face presentable, though a few stains remained, he stood, easily lifting her unconscious form. He shifted to the lab that had almost been a second home to her, and laid her gently on the table, content to leave he in the care of Jones and a dozing Merlin. 

	One shift later, he was back in his office. A thought retrieved the bottle from his bottom drawer – the levels of liquid being so low, he didn’t bother with a glass, it would only be a wasted requirement. A further thought replaced his couch with one that wasn’t covered in his recruit’s blood. 

	He emptied the bottle, placed it on the floor beside the couch, and laid down to sleep – dreams that wouldn’t come couldn’t shroud him in false happy thoughts, but a few hours of unconsciousness, a few hours of not having to consider his actions might suffice. 

	He closed his eyes and let himself sleep. 

	 


40 – A Few Drinks

	Posted on April 2, 2010 by Stormy 

	Takes place after MS#39.

	Taylor stared at the roof of his gym, particularly at the bottles he’d managed to embed there without them shattering – an act of careful control of force. So far, he was losing, as Grigori had managed to implant more bottles. 

	Most of the bottles he’d thrown had either smashed on impact, or hit somewhere near his target. Like the floor. 

	He considered his thoughts for a moment, only one conclusion coming to his clouded mind. 

	‘I’m drunk.’ 

	Grigori, one bleacher row above him turned to look down at him. ‘No you aren’t.’ 

	‘I’m drunk.’ 

	‘No, no, no,’ Grigori said, handing him another bottle. ‘You’re more fun when you’re drunk.’ 

	He lifted a hand and stared at it, counted the fingers thrice, then let it fall heavily on his chest, his other hand automatically opening the bottle. 

	‘How many?’ Grigori asked. 

	‘Still the correct amount.’ 

	‘See? Not drunk!’ 

	He sat up and leaned his head back against the other agent. ‘No, I’m drunk. I’m impaired.’ 

	‘It’s two in the morning,’ Grigori argued, ‘there isn’t exactly a lot you need to be doing right now. Me, me on the other hand, I could numerous things to do at this hour in the morning.’ 

	‘Like Magnolia.’ 

	Grigori stifled a giggle, the shaking sensation going right through his head and amplifying his headache. ‘He made a funny!’ Grigori announced to the empty gym. ‘Only a little funny,’ he said, dropping his head back down, ‘but you’re learning! I’ll teach you some better jokes later.’ 

	 

	He chugged down half the bottle before looking up. ‘I have training to do in a few hours.’ 

	‘Let Magnolia do it,’ Grigori said, ‘you let her when you’re busy, correct? Well, you’re busy.’ 

	He stared at the bottle. ‘This is just self-indulgent crap,’ he muttered, ‘doesn’t change anything.’ 

	‘Taylor,’ Grigori said, rolling back onto his back, ‘you’re alive, can’t you take some comfort in that? I mean, if you want to take comfort in something else, or in someone else, just say the word. Me? I’m just happy I didn’t have to watch you get vaporised.’ 

	He finished off the bottle and threw it at the ceiling. It missed, and landed on the far side of the gym, behind some dusty pieces of equipment. ‘I’m not here to make you happy.’ 

	‘I know. If you were, you’d be naked.’ 

	‘I’m not here to make you happy.’ 

	‘Doesn’t matter, you do anyway.’ 

	He reached for another bottle, and simply held the cool glass to his forehead. ‘I wouldn’t be here if I was strong. I was too weak to-’

	‘You held yourself back from making a terrible mistake, it wasn’t weakness.’

	‘I wanted her dead. I want her dead. I wanted to choke the life from her…and watch her not get back up. She-’ He tapped the bottle against the edge of the bleacher. ‘I want her dead. I want her dead. I want her dead.’

	‘Transfer,’ Grigori said, ‘come work for me.’ 

	‘No,’ he said, staring across at the open expanse of his darkened gym. ‘Can’t.’ 

	‘Why not? I’m a reasonable boss.’ 

	‘Stop it.’ He stood and stumbled off the bleachers, bottle in hand. His faithful punching bag waited for abuse, and he did not disappoint, slamming his free hand into it again and again. With a flick of his thumb, he opened the bottle, and hit the bag again, drops of the bitter faerie beer spilling over his blood-splattered uniform. 

	Grigori stood on the other side of the swinging bag, batting it aside as it came near his head. ‘Why not? You’ve never given me a reasonable answer, not like this is the first time I’ve made this offer.’ 

	He hit the bag again. ‘My duty is not as lax as yours.’ 

	 

	Grigori hit the bag, sending it hurtling back toward him. ‘I don’t get you.’ 

	‘You can do your duty,’ he said, stepping aside and letting the bag spin for a minute. ‘Wherever you are. You have an entire country. I can’t do that. My duty is to the city. I can’t leave here. If I’m not here, I’m not an agent. If I leave here, I’m useless, and may as well be dead.’ 

	‘You seemed to do fine when you were crawling through mud during the war.’ 

	‘Whatever.’ 

	‘Come on, you-’

	‘I’m staying here. Least until one of Ryan’s mistakes-’ 

	‘You’re one of those mistakes, and sometimes I’m glad he made you.’

	‘No you aren’t.’

	‘Then explain why I put up with your bullshit,’ Grigori said, taking a swig from the bottle in his hand. ‘Or are you too drunk?’

	He stared at his fingers for a moment. ‘Still the the correct amount.’ 

	‘Surely the city doesn’t-’

	‘It’s all I have left,’ he said, staring at the punching bag. ‘The only scrap I have from before I was a mistake. I leave, and I have nothing.’ 

	‘It might be good for you,’ Grigori said. ‘Sever the ties. Give up on what you have here, get the fresh start you need.’ 

	‘Can’t. Won’t.’

	‘Gods, fine, I guess I’ll just have to keep visiting you.’ 

	He dropped his empty bottle, his knees buckling to let his join it on the floor. The Russian caught him before he slammed into the polished wood, and with a grunt, he felt himself being thrown over a broad shoulder. ‘Put me down,’ he ordered. 

	‘Sure, soon as you can walk.’

	‘I can crawl,’ he muttered. 

	‘Stop being such a stubborn son of a bitch.’ There was the sound of a bottle being dropped, and they began to move in the direction of his office. ‘And rely on the people around you.’

	‘No.’

	‘You see that? That’s being stubborn, stop it.’ 

	They stopped moving, and he heard a door being kicked. A minute later, he was deposited onto his bed, which he didn’t remember requiring. He reeled from the new angle for a moment, nearly snarling at the impairing alcohol in his veins. 

	He felt a tug at his boot, and adjusted his head to see Grigori removing his shoes. 

	‘I can do it myself,’ he said with a grunt. 

	‘I know,’ Grigori said, tossing the boot over his shoulder, and moving onto the next. His other boot was tossed away without care. 

	‘How much did I drink?’

	‘You’re going to sleep it off,’ Grigori said as he pulled his belt away. ‘I’ll talk to that hot piece of ass you call a recruit and inform her she’ll be taking the morning training.’ 

	Magnolia. 

	His damn-

	With a tug, his pants came away, leaving him in navy underwear, which were soon plucked away as well. 

	‘I have a better constitution than you,’ Grigori said, now pulling at the buttons on his jacket. ‘I’ll be functional before you. I’ll come get you in the morning, until then, just…relax. No one is going to be asking anything of you…not at the moment. Trust me.’ 

	‘I don’t-’

	‘Trust me,’ Grigori ordered as his shirt was pulled away, leaving him completely naked. 

	‘Fine.’ 

	A required blanket was dropped over him. ‘Do you need a bedtime story?’ Grigori asked with a grin. ‘I’m good at the voices.’ 

	‘Tell me the story of you leaving me, so I can get some damn sleep.’ 

	‘As you wish,’ Grigori said, finding space on the bed to sit. ‘A long time, in a kingdom far, far away-’ 

	 

	He sat up a little and gave the Russian a shove. ‘Get out.’ 

	‘Goodnight,’ Grigori said, with a wink as he stood. 

	‘Goodnight,’ he growled. ‘And tell Magnolia-’

	‘I think I know what I need to tell her,’ Grigori said. ‘Sleep.’

	He watched Grigori leave, locking the door behind him, off to see Magnolia. Off to tell her to take over because of his weakness. Off too- He growled at the ceiling, and engaged his sleep program, letting unconsciousness take him away from thoughts of-

	 


46 – Again, the First Time

	Posted on April 3, 2010 by Stormy 

	10 minutes ago

	Stef opened her eyes and found herself staring up at a light. A small, round light stared down at her. 

	She didn’t bother blinking, instead letting it burn her retinas for a moment as she remembered how to breathe. It hurt to fill her lungs, as though she wasn’t used to it. She flexed her numb fingers, then after a few minutes, sat up to see where she was. The familiar cool of the standard-issue uniform shirt brushed against her skin, the long jacket flapped as she pushed herself off the slab-bed she was on. 

	The room was empty – that much was clear as she looked around. It wasn’t the basement room with the crystal chamber, and it wasn’t Jones’ usual lab, though all of the equipment and blinking machinery assured her that she was on the tech division’s floor. 

	[Report to Agent Ryan’s office,] came a voice from nowhere, ringing in her head, though not in her ears. 

	‘Sure,’ she said uncertainly. ‘Be right there.’

	She fought the urge to take off the long jacket and instead stuck her hands into the deep pockets, vainly hoping that it had come stocked with cookies. 

	Suit…not dead…no honour-slash-execution guard…REQUIRE: COOKIE! A chocolate-chip cookie appeared in her hand and she wolfed it down, barely remembering to chew. ‘I’m taking that,’ she said to the world in general as she wiped the crumbs from her mouth, ‘as a good sign.’

	She walked from the lab, down the hall, past the suspiciously empty games room and to the elevator, which arrived exactly eight seconds later. Punching the floor for Ryan’s office, she slumped against the wall and prayed that the cable wasn’t going to snap and send her plummeting to her death.

	The doors slid open and she walked out onto the field floor, past the silent dorm rooms, empty mess hall and abandoned gym. The door to Ryan’s office was open just a crack, afternoon sunlight spilling out onto the hallway floor, mixing with the sterile fluorescent lighting. 

	Dread filled her as she reached for the door. Terror of the unknown piled onto the dread.

	I’d kind of prefer that six-armed hippo beast…

	 

	And I’d prefer not to be stuck with you, open the damn door.

	She knocked on it – anything to delay actually having to go in for a few more seconds.

	‘Come,’ came Ryan’s voice.

	Anything, I’ll give anything not to open this door. I’m not ready, I don’t want to know…what if they-? 

	Shut up and open the damn door.

	A million questions circled her mind, but all fell away as he rose. The trepidation on his face melted into a smile. He extended a hand and she crossed the room to grab it, glad to hold onto anything but the insides of her pockets. 

	‘Welcome, Agent Mimosa.’

	Wait, what?

	‘Huh?’ she asked, the spinning slightly. 

	Strong hands guided her to the couch as the room continued to spin. He handed her a glass of water as she stared at the roof, begging the spin to stop. 

	‘What’s the last thing you remember?’

	She thought hard for a moment, her mind still dull and deadened. ‘The roof,’ she said, trying to sort the distorted images. ‘Emma. Those…scary narc guys. Big slab of crystal and-’ she broke off. ‘Oh yeah, that happened.’ 

	‘You were recycled-’ he started. 

	‘No, not that,’ she whispered, ‘after that.’ 

	This seemed to surprise him. ‘What do you mean after?’

	‘After,’ she said quietly, ‘I mean. I think it happened. I can’t-’ She sipped at the water. ‘I went to Dajulveed. Or its ghost, or whatever, I mean, can planets have ghosts?’

	‘Anything is possible, I suppose,’ he said. 

	‘It was beautiful, and confusing, and…I dunno,’ she gave him a little smile. ‘Magic.’ 

	‘What happened?’

	‘I saw Chaos.’ Memories of the being more mountain than man stirred, his impossible form imposing and towering within the mirrored wall. How small she had been in comparison. ‘I mean, Death said it was her father, so I’m guessing it was her father, unless Death has two daddies.’ She looked across at him, surprised by the dumbfounded look on his face. ‘I don’t think he even knew I was there, but he knew the mirror was. He made it…calm down, I think, then…then I took a walk with Death, which I kind of thought was-’ 

	‘Well you’re not,’ he said, sitting up and straightening his tie. ‘You’re here.’ 

	She brought her feet up onto the couch, crossed her legs and sat facing him. ‘Yeah, which begs the question, how? I mean, I kind of feel hungover and I’m still trying to remember everything, but unless I’m severely fscking mistaken, then…everything was kind of going to shit last thing I remember.’ 

	‘It all turned out ok.’

	‘But-’

	‘Everything is fine,’ he said again. ‘Trust me.’ 

	She pressed a hand against her chest, feeling the distinct lack of beat. ‘So they were ok with this?’

	‘But-’

	‘I’ll explain everything,’ he said as he stood and offered a hand down to her. ‘Come on, let’s take a drive.’ 

	 

	 


41 – Two From Six

	Posted on April 3, 2010 by Stormy 

	Grigori walked down the halls of the combat floor – so sparse in comparison to any of the floors in any of his Agencies. Cold, anonymous, afraid to show any hint of personality – just like Taylor himself. 

	The recruit dorms were mostly quiet, filled with sleeping recruits. One or two were awake, faint sounds of life spilling through the doors. Life, or the practice or creation of such, a worthwhile activity for this time of night. 

	He raised a hand and knocked on Magnolia’s door. No answer. 

	He knocked again, still no answer. He stared at the door, letting himself see through it – two warm thermal images showed in his HUD; one of Magnolia, lying on her bed, the other of a hot desk lamp. He knocked a third time, and when she didn’t stir, he simply shifted in. 

	As soon as he took a step, she sat up, gun pointed at him. She took a second to register him, then the gun disappeared. ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘I thought you were one of the assholes I’m in charge of.’ 

	‘You didn’t think it might be-?’

	‘No,’ she said, ‘he doesn’t knock.’ She brushed some hair back from her face, and picked up a large book, filled with notes and tiny squares – probably a scheduling diary. The dress he’d bought hung from a hanger outside of her thin wardrobe, and she’d gone back to one of her normal dresses, though this one with nearly imperceptible amounts of lace, and only a few frills. 

	‘Thank you for telling me he’s all right,’ she said, gesturing to her headset on the bed. ‘I thought-’ 

	‘Relax for the moment, but…wait until morning, tomorrow, next week, before you breathe a sigh of relief,’ he said as he joined her on the bed, relaxing up against the modest few pillows. ‘This could still be perused. I hope Ryan makes the right choice, but given what he has to do tonight, it might anger him into seeking revenge. There’s still a chance Taylor could be taken from us.’ 

	A heavy document – the details of the experiment – appeared in her lap, and she flipped through it. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘that.’ 

	‘I would assume,’ he said, ‘that you don’t understand.’ 

	‘I’ve seen it happen before,’ she said, ‘we’ve had a couple of recruits who couldn’t hack it, and the Parkers removed their memories. Some sort of induced amnesia. Pretty painless, though I don’t-’

	He propped himself up on an elbow and turned to face her. ‘This isn’t that, Magnolia.’

	She ran a pale finger down the page. ‘Honestly, I thought Jones would have done it, it would seem that it’s just the deletion of files-’

	‘I wish that it were that simple, but when we have to do something like this, the process is a lot harder. You ever watch Star Trek?’

	‘With Merlin a few times,’ she admitted with a blush. 

	‘Think a Vulcan mind meld, that hurts like level six punishment. Doing this…it’s tantamount to rape, because we have to find every trace of memory, sever every connection, and destroy the thoughts wholecloth. It is such a violation, and it hurts the agent as much as the person whose mind they are invading.’ 

	‘Oh.’ 

	‘Generally, it’s only done to traitors, as an informational retrieval system. We need to see something, we go into a mind and see it, no need for a polygraph, no need to operate around lies, we just get what we need.’ 

	‘How could I not know about this? I’m an aide, I’m-’

	‘It isn’t something we go around advertising,’ he said. ‘It’s one of those things we prefer to keep under wraps as much as possible.’

	‘I see,’ she said flatly. 

	‘Things aren’t going to be easy,’ he said, ‘he still wants her dead, he still can’t see beyond that. Well, not that he can see very much at the moment, considering how drunk I got him.’ 

	‘I’ve already got the morning training planned.’

	‘Is that all you’ve got planned?’

	She smiled. ‘Well, I’ll have this roster sorted out in about twenty minutes.’

	‘Nothing else?’

	‘No.’ 

	He wrapped an arm around her, slid it down her back, tracing fingers down her exposed leg, before bringing them up to rest on her lower back. ‘There’s something I want from you.’ 

	‘Grigori-’ 

	He lifted the schedule from her lap and tossed it off the side of the bed. ‘Just one little thing.’ 

	‘So long as we’re without pretense,’ she whispered. 

	‘I don’t think that will be a problem,’ he said as he slipped a hand up into her skirt. 

	‘Wait-’

	Fingers grasped his target, and he pulled back, yanking the gun from the thigh-holster. ‘What I want from you,’ he said, staring at the gun, ‘is to know exactly what you planned to do with this.’ 

	She pulled away from him, sliding off the bed to retrieve her workbook. ‘If you look at my security clearance, Agent Grigori, you will see I have the right to take control of four items from that cache. My knife is one, that gun is two. I could go get another two weapons, and I would still be within my right.’

	‘What were you planning on doing with this, Magnolia?’

	‘I should think that it was rather obvious.’ 

	‘You know what would-’

	She crouched and pulled an envelope from the back of her workbook. ‘I’ve written a letter, taking total blame, absolving him. They cannot punish him for my actions.’

	‘Ryan will put a bullet between your eyes.’ 

	‘Death is the cost of doing one’s duty,’ she said, holding out her hand for the gun. ‘And my duty is to him.’ 

	‘And if you don’t succeed?’

	‘That’s why I’m finishing up the duty rosters first. I’ve also got half a dozen recommendations to make, document the forty-two changes that need to be made to the latest version of the recruit guidelines and-’ 

	‘Can you even hear yourself, Magnolia?’

	‘There are two bullets left. I’m a damn good shot. I can do this.’ 

	‘And what does he do without you?’

	‘He gets another aide. You overestimate my importance here, I’m just a recruit.’ 

	‘And the way you feel about him? Can’t you-?’

	‘You might bring me flowers, Grigori, buy me a fancy dress and take me to dinner. Do you really think I could get that from him? I have my weakness, yes, I have my feelings, yes, but I also have my sanity. I have no delusions about what can come from them. The best way that I can show him that I-’

	‘Love him.’

	‘Is to make his life easier. I won’t be able to rid whatever gets in his way next, but by then, hopefully he has someone else willing to do what’s necessary.’ 

	He tucked the gun into his jacket. ‘Do not do anything now. She isn’t going anywhere, neither are you, neither is he, so do not make any mistakes now. Let me try and get through to him. You can always…do your duty in a few days. It will…give you a chance to get more of your paperwork done.’ 

	‘Fine.’ 

	‘You’re so stubborn,’ he said, ‘you really are perfect for him.’ He stood, gave her a kiss on the cheek, then left her to her paperwork. 

	 


42 – Control

	Posted on April 4, 2010 by Stormy 

	When the red digital letters on her bedside clock informed her that it was four AM, she rose, closed her workbook, and slipped into the bathroom. She stripped off her clothes and stepped into the shower, the water warm immediately. 

	She pulled her hair from the loose bun she’d tied, and the warm water soak her, drowning out all thoughts of revenge, of duty, and of love. The warm water was something to focus on, a shower would have to replace the little sleep she usually got – that, and perhaps some strong coffee. 

	She stumbled as the agent pushed her against the door. 

	‘What’s this?’ she demanded, glaring in his direction, ‘another cell?’ The door open of its own volition and he shoved her inside. She looked around at the somewhat luxurious room – luxurious, especially when compared to the sparse accommodations that she was used to, or more often than not, barely a cot and a blanket in a dusty warehouse. Comfort for the mooks had never been a high priority for the gang leaders she’d run with. 

	The alternative was obvious of course – you wanted a better bed, you joined someone in theirs. It was a good option, sometimes any bed was better than no bed, even one that you were a whore in. Her cut kept in her clothes, food and her weapons cared for – usually there wasn’t any left over for a bed in even the cheapest of hostels. 

	‘This your room?’ she asked as she righted herself. ‘Let me guess,’ she said, ‘you’re finally going to fuck me. Let me just-’

	He smacked her across the face. ‘It’s your room.’ 

	She took another look around the apartment – a double bed, a clean double bed with clean sheets and pillows without holes in them. Carpet rather than cold concrete. A kitchenette, containing a sink with presumably running water and a fridge. She tilted her head, and saw another room leading off, and the faint outline of a toilet: a bathroom, her own bathroom. 

	She turned back to him. ‘What’s the catch?’ she asked, trying to keep the emotion from her face. ‘What do I got to do to keep this place? Blow you every hour on the hour and twice on Sundays? If there’s a shower in that bathroom, fine.’

	‘It’s your room.’

	‘Yeah, you said that, proxy, what’s it cost?’

	‘Your loyalty,’ he said, slamming his door as he left the room. 

	She ran a sponge over her body, taking careful note of which bruises had healed and which hadn’t. Two recently-broken ribs still rang with phantom pain as she cleaned herself – pain which would disappear in a couple of days, leaving her good as new – until then, it would test her agility to keep blows away from them. 

	She dropped the sponge and let the warm water wash away all traces of the soap before stepping out. The warm water would run for forever and a day if needed – at least, that was the assumption that she had heard the other recruits make. True, it never ran out, and that was useful for those days she came back from a mission covered in blood, mud, and pieces of her enemies, but it wasn’t something to be taken for granted. Nothing in the Agency was. 

	That, and the building macros would turn it off after a certain amount of time unattended, they were good like that. Showers were turned off if left running, the same with the kitchenette taps, refrigerators would automatically close themselves if they were left open, dirty dishes would disappear when left alone, beds would make themselves. It was like having a maid service, one that you never had to thank. 

	She wrapped her hair up in a towel, her body in another, and went back to her bed. Training would be nothing special – warm-up exercises, thirty or so laps, then some group tactical scenarios in the training simulator – when instructing alone, it was far easier to allow her colleagues to beat the hell out of holo-form opponents than it was to keep an eye on each and every one of them, in case one of them got a little enthusiastic with their sparring partner. The training simulator also allowed better coverage for viewing later – which was very advantageous when filling out their evaluations and making recommendations. 

	With a requirement, a tablet computer appeared, and she ran through a list of available scenarios, making a short list, and queuing them up, so that it would only take one button press to activate them later. 

	She stood, dried her body, required herself into fresh clothes, and took a few minutes to brush her hair, adjusting the few feathers there, and making a mental note to pluck her back later, as many of them were growing too long. 

	At 4.47 AM according to her clock, she clicked off her bedside lamp and left the room. A quick walk down the hall to the main gym, turning to look at each of the other recruit dorms along the way – some of the doors were open, her colleagues in various states of dress or quickly trying to ingest some form of breakfast, other doors were closed, and she made a quick note of the numbers, assuming that as always, there would be some recruits that she would have to manually eject from their beds. 

	Only six other recruits were in the gym, two sitting on the bleachers with cups of coffee, two helping each other stretch, one standing near the vending machines smoking, the other doing push-ups. 

	With a jump, she perched on the balance beam, and waited for the others to make their way into the gym. 

	A hand dragged her from her bed, and she barely had time to register it as the hulk of an agent before the every-bright light of the hall hit her sore eyes. 

	‘Christ!’ she shouted, ‘you could have knocked!’

	‘I expect you to be up and ready for training this time of day, every day, without exception,’ he said, lifting her a little and letting her gain traction on the floor, enough to stand on her own. 

	‘Well, it isn’t like I know what time it is,’ she said, madly trying to get her eyes to adjust to the sudden light, and her mind to the sudden consciousness. 

	‘Five.’

	‘Five? Are you fucking kidding me? What time did you finally let me sleep, you fuck? Do you realise how little sleep I’ve gotten.’

	‘You don’t need it,’ he said as he grabbed her arm and dragged her down the hall. 

	‘I think I know what’s best for myself.’ 

	He spun on his heel, a gun pressed to her forehead before she had a chance to move. ‘Yesterday,’ he said, clicking the safety off, ‘you thought being in a gang was best. You thought fighting the Agency was best. You thought starving was best. You thought criminal activity was best. Do you really think I care for your opinion?’

	She stared at the man, unable to argue with him. ‘A girl needs her beauty sleep,’ she mumbled. 

	‘Another waste,’ he said as the gun disappeared and he turned away again.

	She let herself grin. ‘You calling me pretty, agent?’ she asked, tailing him through the large set of double-doors. 

	The gym was huge. Huge…and empty.

	He pointed a line on the floor. ‘Start running. I’ll tell you when to stop.’ 

	She looked around at the distinct lack of other recruits. ‘So what, I get to be your special pet project, extra training before everyone else?’

	He slapped her, and indicated to the line again. ‘Run.’ 

	She massaged her cheek. ‘What time does the normal training start?’

	‘Five.’

	She focused on a clock on the opposite wall. ‘It’s five now.’ 

	He swept her legs out from under her, grabbed the back of her head and forced her to stare at the line on the floor. ‘Run, or I’ll make you crawl.’ 

	She focused on a spot across the gym, and faded from his grip. ‘Where the fuck are the rest of your recruits? You giving them the day off?’

	‘Stop asking questions, or I’ll execute you.’

	‘You didn’t have the balls to do it yesterday, why should I believe you now?’

	He took a shot, but she easily ducked it. ‘Where the fuck are the rest of your recruits, proxy?’ 

	‘Dead.’ 

	She looked at him for a moment, then began to run the laps. 

	A buzzer went off, and she looked up a the clock – five AM exactly. She took a quick headcount of the present recruits and noticed four missing. She held out her palm and required her headset, then slipped it over her ear. She looked at the assembled recruits. ‘Start your warm-up routines,’ she ordered, then looked away. 

	She pressed the button on her headset. ‘Open comms to the following recruits,’ she said clearly, transmitting the command, ‘Hart, Peters, Hewitt and Macintosh.’ There were four clicks in her ear as the connections were made. ‘All of you are now late,’ she said, keeping her calm. ‘You have two minutes to get here, except for you, Hewitt, you’ve got thirty seconds or you’re on probation.’ 

	There were two “yes ma’ams” immediately, one a few seconds later, and a crashing noise as Hewitt, wearing only boxers stumbled into the gym.

	‘Not late!’ he cried, falling into line. ‘Sorry ma’am.’ 

	‘Ten extra laps, Hewitt,’ she said calmly, letting her headset fade away. ‘Rest of you, thirty, beginning now.’ 

	The bulk of the recruits in front of her began to run immediately, following the blue line on the gym floor. A few quickly pulled another few stretches, then followed their colleagues. One, however, stayed behind, Recruit Ronald Dawson. 

	‘Hearing problem?’ she asked curtly. ‘I said to run laps.’ 

	‘Where’s Taylor?’ Dawson asked. 

	‘Agent Taylor,’ she corrected as she approached the recruit, ‘is busy with far more important duties than training you bunch of pathetic meatsacks.’ 

	‘Listen, girl,’ Dawson said, ‘I appreciate that you are a hot piece of ass to look at, and I know you think you’re hot shit, but you are less than half my age, and I’m not going to take orders from you when you’re by yourself. Acting as his mouthpiece when he’s here is fine, but you don’t have the experience to-’

	She grinned at the recruit as she buried her boot heel into his shoulder. He collapsed to the ground, clutching at his shoulder. ‘You’ve only been here a month, correct, Dawson?’

	‘You crazy bitch!’ he screamed. 

	She stamped on his shoulder. ‘You’re ex-military,’ she said, recalling the man’s file, ‘would you have called your previous commander a crazy bitch?’ 

	‘No, because he wasn’t!’

	She put her boot on his throat. ‘Is your problem with women, then?’ 

	‘Good morning, ma’am,’ Macintosh said as he jogged past, requiring himself from pajamas and into a training uniform. 

	‘Macintosh. Stop.’ 

	The recruit spun. ‘Ma’am?’

	She smiled. ‘Explain the hierarchy of the combat division.’ 

	Macintosh snapped himself to attention. ‘First there’s you, Agent Taylor, then the gods.’ 

	‘Good. Laps.’

	‘Yes ma’am.’ 

	She looked down at Dawson. ‘I am Agent Taylor’s Aide. I am his proxy, and you will treat every one of my commands as if it came from him, unless countermanded by Agent Taylor himself. Consider your privileges gone for a week, and you have no recourse to question this. If you want to argue, or think I’m being unfair, you can quit.’ 

	‘I-’

	‘There are two words that you have to say to me,’ she said, applying a little more pressure to his throat. ‘Else I’ll file your dismissal paperwork this morning.’ 

	Dawson scowled for a moment, then looked up at her. ‘Yes. Ma’am.’ 

	She removed her foot from his throat and required her headset back. ‘Magnolia to the Parkers.’ 

	‘Christ Mags,’ came the reply, ‘what do you need this time of morning?’

	‘Treatment for Recruit Dawson, want me to make him walk?’

	‘Were you going to anyway?’

	‘I have better things to do.’

	‘Shifting him now.’ 

	The recruit disappeared from the floor, and she let herself smile before looking up at the jogging recruits. ‘Faster, or it’ll be forty!’ she yelled. 

	 


43 – Paperwork

	Posted on April 7, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia carefully balanced the files in her arms and knocked on Taylor’s office door, hoping that he would not insist on making her fade through the door – with this many files, there was every chance that a few of them would be lost in transit, leading to the very straining task of trying to find them again. 

	‘Come,’ came the order after a moment, the door lock clicking open. 

	She quickly entered the room before he had a chance to change his mind – as soon as the files were out of her hands, she would bend to his every whim, but the paperwork was more important, as a large portion of it was overdue, or approaching due, as he had been- She quickly adjusted her train of though – his priority had been the limit testing of Mimosa, so he had been less willing to waste time on paperwork than normal. 

	She stood, waiting for permission to approach his desk, which he gave with a slight nod. 

	‘Good morning sir,’ she said, placing the files on the corner of his desk. 

	‘Anything to report from training?’ 

	‘Nothing major, sir,’ she said, ‘Dawson has a bit of an attitude problem. I set about correcting it. I’m going to draft dismissal paperwork though – I’m not sure about his longevity in the position.’ 

	He lifted a file from the desk. ‘You sent him to the Parkers.’ 

	‘He impugned my authority. It wasn’t anything major, and he’s not scheduled for anything in the next eighteen hours, it won’t affect his performance.’ She stared at the form. ‘M-36, M-37 or M-38 with attachment b?’ 

	‘Thirty-seven,’ he said, giving her a wary look. ‘It’s unfamiliar.’ 

	A chair appeared and she quickly sat in it. ‘It’s the replacement for M-36,’ she said, ‘implemented three weeks ago, it’s a streamlined version of the process. Now instead of-’

	‘What do I do with it, Magnolia?’

	‘If I might sir?’ she said, extending her arm across the table. He stared at her for a moment, then handed the form to her, a rare gesture of civility, instead of simply dropping it onto her side of the desk, or throwing it at her. 

	She quickly required a pen. ‘In this section,’ she said, marking it with a small x, ‘you simply state what happened, whether it be a friendly fire accident, disciplinary incident or testosterone-filled brawl.’ She required a sheet of paper, and wrote three code sequences down, each disappearing and replacing themselves with a paragraph of text. ‘I’ve set up new macros for M-37, as the requirements are slightly different to its predecessor. Here are the new ones for your use if you like,’ she said, handing over the sheet of paper. 

	He gave it a quick look, then laid it down on the desk. 

	‘In the next section,’ she said, marking it with another x, ‘if necessary, state whether the action was warranted – this mostly applies to disciplinary actions, and the second part is if any action was taken on your part, so for instance, you would state which of my privileges were taken away, and the length of time. Dismissal requires attachment b, execution requires attachment d.’

	‘Anything else?’

	‘Your signature and the date at the bottom,’ she replied, ‘handing it back. Overall, it does take up a lot less of your time.’ 

	‘Anything else of note?’

	‘I’ll be making recommendations for advanced training within the fortnight. There’s a few more factors I need to take into account before I can finish off those reports.’ She began to sort the files she had brought with her, placing the highest-priority and overdue ones into a smaller pile. ‘Then-’

	‘What did Grigori tell you?’

	Her hand slipped from the file she was inspecting, and she focused her gaze on it, straightening the papers inside. 

	‘Everything I see.’ 

	‘Sir, he-’

	‘I-’

	‘He didn’t tell me much that I didn’t see myself, sir,’ she said, handing across the top file, ‘routine approval, but it’s overdue, countersign my initials in the middle and signature at the bottom.’ She paused. ‘Only that you hadn’t been recycled.’ 

	‘You saw-’

	She passed across the next file. ‘You were a little busy to notice me, sir,’ she said. ‘Same as the last, but no counter-signature necessary.’ 

	‘Why were you there?’

	‘We left the hotel at the same time,’ she said. 

	His hand slipped, messing up his signature. He scrawled across it, then wrote it again. ‘And what did you see, recruit?’ 

	She braced herself for a bullet, to taste her heart’s blood as it was torn from her chest, or to see her back as her head was twisted in place. ‘I saw you making a mistake sir.’ 

	He snapped his pen in half. 

	She sat still in her chair. ‘You could have ordered me to do it instead,’ she said. ‘Or gave any such indication, there are a dozen ways that it can be done without implicating you. I have no done it because I did not want to overstep my bounds, but now that she’s-’

	‘You’ll do nothing,’ he said. ‘They will trace it back to me, no matter what.’ 

	‘And if I simply slit her throat, and then my own?’

	‘I said no.’ 

	‘I-’

	‘Don’t make me repeat myself, Magnolia.’ 

	She stared at him for a moment, then looked away. ‘Yes sir.’ She shuffled the files, and handed across the next one. ‘This one-’

	He put a hand on the file and pressed it down to the desk. ‘I need to clear my head.’

	‘Of course, sir.’ 

	‘Spar,’ he said, pushing his chair back from his desk and heading for his gym.

	‘Yes sir.’ 

	 


44 – Slow Dancing

	Posted on April 11, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia felt the air whupf out of her lungs as she hit the floor for the third time, a foot on her stomach, and a fist inches from her face. 

	‘You’re slow today,’ Taylor chided, opening his fist, grabbing the front of her dress and hauling her to her feet. 

	‘Sorry sir,’ she said, requiring her hair back into a ponytail, and out of her face. 

	He threw a punch – a slow movement, a simple opener to gauge her reaction. She stepped around it, grabbed his arm and pulled it back, pulling him off-balance. He shifted behind her, her hands becoming empty, but she simply spun and shrieked in his face, the magic disorientating him long enough for her to land a high kick on his chest and knock him to the ground. 

	She felt her feathers twitch and flex – usually the reaction wasn’t so strong for such a simple use of magic. She ignored it, kicked it again, and snarled as he grabbed her foot and pulled her off-balance. She tried to grab him, but he shifted again, knocking her to the ground, and placing a foot on her back. 

	She strayed still, a measure of fealty, showing he’d beaten her for a fourth time. 

	‘Grigori had more of an effect on you than I thought,’ he said, grabbing the back of her dress and pulling her up. ‘You’re useless.’ 

	‘It wasn’t him, sir,’ she said, ‘I’ve been too busy to sleep. I’ve got six hours scheduled in for tonight, sir,’ she said, ‘and there’s nothing more strenuous than-’

	‘And if we’re attacked, what then, recruit?’

	‘I keep shots of adrenaline and other stimulants in my room, sir, you know that. If you want me to be at peak performance for-’

	‘No, I’m…also off-form today.’ 

	She looked at him for a moment. ‘Did you want to call it for now, sir?’

	He pulled off his jacket and wiped the sweat from his brow before tossing it over his shoulder. ‘Schedule.’ 

	‘Recruit-’

	‘No,’ he said, holding up a form, ‘paper form.’

	She immediately required it, attached to a clipboard for convenience, then handed it across. He flicked through the pages several times. ‘You aren’t on here.’ 

	‘I only list myself on the main schedule when I’m on-task with another recruit, otherwise, it seems a little pointless.’ 

	His expression was unreadable. ‘When is your next assignment?’

	‘Nothing for today. Just more recruit training, paperwork, my own exercises and running a few of the recruits who have the potential for advanced training through a few scenarios.’ 

	‘And which of that is to be done in the next six hours?’

	‘Some of my training, a great degree of the paperwork and-’

	‘Reschedule it.’

	She pulled the clipboard back, pen automatically appearing in her hand. ‘What did you need me to do instead, sir?’

	He put a hand on the schedule. ‘Get some sleep, Magnolia.’ 

	She nearly dropped her pen. ‘S-sir?’ 

	He turned away from her, peeled off his t-shirt and dropped to the floor and began to do push-ups. ‘You’re useless to me like this, Magnolia. Get some sleep.’ He looked at her from the corner of his eye. ‘And be back here at four. I plan to be on-form by then, and if you aren’t, I might just kill you.’ 

	She felt herself smile. ‘Yes sir.’ 

	There was three simple words to say. Words that others could say without thought. Words that could be said in a breath, while asleep, or as an automatic reaction. Three words that would, if spoken, end her life, even if she was allowed to remain breathing. 

	He paused in his push-ups. ‘You’re still here, recruit.’ 

	The words raced around her mouth, begging to be let out, trying to bribe their way past her lips, but she paid them no attention. There was something that could be said instead, something that would not arouse suspicion…or anything else. 

	‘I’m glad you weren’t recycled, sir.’ 

	He stared at the floor for a moment, then returned to his exercise. 

	 


47 – The Problem With Mice

	Posted on April 13, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘So, you’re sure I can’t sleep with you.’ 

	Stef stared across at the agent. ‘…yeah.’ 

	‘But-’

	‘Clarke…’ Ryan warned. 

	‘Fine, I’ll have to get to know you the boring way.’ He flipped a salute. ‘I’ll look forward to the fascinating reports.’ With that, he shifted away. 

	‘I…what the…who was he?’ she stammered, resting her head on the conference table. ‘And is he always like that?’

	‘No, unfortunately, most of the time, he’s worse. He came to see me about a week ago, caught me while I was sleeping and felt it pertinent to tell me that I’m “cute” whilst sleeping. Clarke is good at what he does.’

	‘And what he does is a lot of women?’ she joked, a blush crawling over her face. 

	‘Something like that. It’s his method for doing work. Don’t worry, he won’t bother you with that line of questioning again, it’s how he meets people. Next time, if he’s making you uncomfortable, turn the conversation to Surprise Fiction.’ 

	‘He a fan?’

	Ryan smiled. ‘He’s the producer. It was his idea, and it’s saved us on more than a couple of occasions.’ 

	‘So he does think with both of his brains?’

	‘Sometimes. Just…never have a conversation with him about poker.’

	‘Why?’

	‘Do you trust me?’

	‘Yeah.’

	‘Then don’t.’ 

	‘That bad?’

	‘I’m fairly certain I would to take you to Jones and get him to reset you in some capacity.’ 

	‘Ok, fine, fine, I won’t.’ 

	Ryan looked at the file in front of him. ‘This is difficult, organising times for you to meet everyone. Mr Applebaum should be easy though.’

	‘Who?’

	‘Generally you can find him in Lost and Found.’

	‘Oh him, I met him, when I pulled the macro trick.’ She grinned and slapped her hands to her chest. ‘You know, “this is lost property”-’

	The conference room disappeared, and the Lost and Found room came into view, a tiny pop-up on the bottom of her HUD informed her of the same information, and she waited for the lights to flicker on. 

	She wandered toward the glowing green EXIT sign and saw the old man – Applebaum – in the little office, lying back in his chair and snoring. 

	‘I should sign out, right?’

	He sat up like a shot and handed her a clipboard. ‘You can’t keep doing this, Missy, not unless you’re drunk, it’s too much work for me.’

	She stuck her hand out. ‘We’re ticking boxes to make sure I meet everyone. Stef Mimosa. Agent.’ 

	He waved a dismissive hand and took the clipboard back. ‘I know, says so right here,’ he said, tapping the side of his head. ‘Don’t you have somewhere to be?’

	‘Um, probably,’ she said. 

	Shift: conference room.

	The basic shift processed in two seconds, and she found herself standing behind her chair. ‘You can cross him off,’ she said, ‘introduction out of the way.’ 

	‘Indeed. We’ll probably go visit the outpost Agencies next week, just so you don’t get overloaded.’ 

	‘Field trip?’

	‘Only little ones, the outposts aren’t that far away.’ He flipped a page. ‘Though you’ll have to do a few practice interstate and international shifts.’ 

	‘Do I get frequent flier miles?’ 

	‘Stef.’ 

	‘Sheesh, joking. Don’t pull dad!face on me just for-’

	‘I think Jones made a widget to track the number and distance of shifts, if that will do. It’s a low priority though, and you’ll have to make sure it’s compatible with your version of the software.’ 

	‘Cool.’ She spun on the chair. ‘Who’s next?’

	‘You!’ a voice shouted. 

	She froze in her chair. 

	‘You!’ the voice shouted again. 

	Her chair was spun and she was pulled from it and lifted from the ground. She prepared herself to be shouted at, to have her neck snapped or for someone else to-

	She stared in a smiling face. ‘It’s really you?’ the blond agent asked as he held her aloft, hands under her shoulders, appraising her as one would a stinky toddler. He looked past her. ‘This is her?’

	‘Stef, this is Agent Grigori,’ she heard Ryan say. 

	He bounced her up and down. ‘It’s very nice to meet you,’ he said with a grin. 

	‘Grigori put her down.’ 

	The agent stared at her. ‘You’re the one Emma made all the fuss about? The one that generated all those reports and paperwork?’ He lifted her higher. ‘But you’re so tiny!’ he said with a laugh. ‘We have mice bigger than you in Russia, mice!’ 

	‘Grigori…’

	‘Fine, fine,’ the apparently-Russian agent said, dropping her back into her chair. ‘Good to meet you anyway,’ he said as he slid into a chair halfway up the table. 

	‘So I’m guessing,’ she said to the newcomer, ‘that you don’t exactly share Emma’s point of view on things?’

	‘It was not your fault, so you can hardly be blamed.’

	She took a small piece of paper out of her pocket and made a mark on the right side, then stuffed it back in her pocket and out of sight. 

	‘Notes?’ he asked. 

	‘I decided to keep a running tally of everyone who thinks I’m an abomination. You’re in the minority at the moment.’ 

	‘Another?’ he asked with a smile. ‘Wonderful.’ 

	‘Huh?’

	‘Well there are less than a hundred thousand agents, so that’s one, and it’s a minority you share. And-’

	‘Grigori,’ Ryan said, ‘not that we don’t appreciate the interruption, but we…don’t appreciate the interruption, you know what the first week of a newborn is like.’ 

	‘Of course, of course,’ he said, waving a hand, I’ll cut to the chase then. She’s got to do external training, just like a regular newborn, correct?’

	She looked across at Ryan, rapidly searching her memory for any mention of external training, but nothing came to mind. [This something I should remember?]

	[No, no. I haven’t brought it up yet.] He looked across to her. ‘To make sure you can interact with other agents and other recruits, rather than having you get used to only working with one set of people, the second week of any newborn’s life is spent at another Agency, under the direction of another agent.’ 

	‘Did you pick somewhere yet?’

	‘I was thinking of asking Williams, have her-’

	‘Tag along with a Madchester-stalker? Pah!’ Grigori turned to her and spun her chair. ‘Allow me to state my case,’ he said, his face nearly split with a grin. ‘Do you want to make boring reports about crazy people all day or help me fight frost giants?’

	‘I’m better at the boring stuff,’ she admitted, ‘I’m not so good at the fighting.’ 

	Grigori held out a huge hand. ‘Give me your ID.’ 

	She reached into her pocket and fumbled for her ID. ‘Here,’ she said as she handed it across. 

	Grigori flipped the leather holder open and pointed to something. ‘Just like I thought, it says field. That means you have to be at least a little good at fighting.’ He lifted her arms and shook them. ‘Are you telling me Jonesy didn’t program and kick-ass into you?’

	‘He gave me the impression that it was hard enough to get my feet to point in the same direction.’

	Grigori turned to Ryan. ‘You didn’t let her fight yet?’

	Ryan pointed to the folder in front of him. ‘This afternoon, we’ve got to do this in order otherwise things will spiral out of control, and this isn’t the easiest week to begin with. I mean, shifting was bad enough.’ 

	She hung her head in shame. ‘Wasn’t exactly my fault,’ she mumbled, ‘it was only my third go!’ 

	‘What…happened?’ Grigori asked. 

	She kept staring at her knees. ‘I went out the window. I was trying to go across the room, and I…went a little far.’ 

	The Russian laughed and clapped her on the back, nearly sending her flying from her seat. ‘It’s ok, everyone’s done that at least once.’ 

	‘Yeah, right,’ she said darkly. ‘That’s the kind of thing people say but don’t really mean it.’

	He stopped laughing. ‘Fine, I’ll say it with the caveat that it’s usually on purpose. Myself, I’ve done it on numerous occasions, because…well, if you hear a husband coming home and you don’t want to explain why you’re in bed with his wife, sometimes it is easier to go out the window and to worry about your clothes after you’re safe, than to risk fighting a man whose only crime is not being a living sex god like myself.’ 

	She peeked up at Ryan though the hair over her face. [Tell me that all agents aren’t...um...]

	[Obsessed with procreation?] he replied. [Clarke and Grigori are two notable exceptions. However-]

	[However what?]

	[If the door to the infirmary is shut, knock before entering.]

	[I don’t want to think about the implications of that.]

	[Probably worse than you’re imagining.]

	[I’m not imagining anything, I’m really trying to think about puppies!]

	[There is a story, I’ll tell it to you later.]

	[But they’re-]

	[Stef.]

	[Yessir.]

	Grigori clapped his hands together and laid them on the table. ‘So how about it?’

	Ryan stared at him for a long moment. ‘I’ll consider it. You might not be the only one to make an offer, Grigori, and she doesn’t have to start for nearly a week.’ 

	‘Fine, fine,’ Grigori said, patting her on the head and leaving the room. 

	She ran her fingers through her hair, and attempted to straighten it. ‘He was um, different.’ 

	‘He’s a good man, and he has a much harder job than I do.’ 

	‘I get the feeling there’s a “but” in there somewhere. Hell, he doesn’t want me to off myself, so he’s already in my good books.’ 

	‘Knowing who his best friend is…I’m not so sure I should let you do the training with him. Besides, safer is better, you’re still learning your way around your own body. And Madchester would be right up your alley.’ 

	‘Because I’m nutso crazy as well?’

	‘They serve a similar purpose to the Lost, where your Captain is from, it would be a safe course of study.’ 

	‘Sounds a lot less painful than fighting frost giants. Those are…a big problem?’

	He nodded. ‘They’re surprisingly numerous, Grigori treats dealing with them as almost more of a hobby than a job.’ 

	She lifted herself a little, trying to look at the piece of paper that was dictating her life for the day. ‘What’s next?’ 

	‘Meeting the other recruits.’ 

	‘Oh. Wonderful.’ She spun on her chair for a moment, rotating three times before he stood and stopped it. She craned her neck and looked at him. ‘Can’t we just skip that part?’

	‘Just start you working without letting them know who you are?’

	She smirked. ‘Sounds good. Can we do that?’

	‘No.’ 

	‘What the heck are we telling them anyway?’ 

	‘You’ll see. I’ll do all the talking, just smile and nod.’ 

	‘Are you sure we have to do this?’

	He spun her chair towards the door. ‘If you agree to meet with them, it means you’ll be able to order them around.’ He held a hand out to her. ‘Think of everything you’ve been through, is this really that bad?’ 

	‘It’s people, I’m no good with people, and these people didn’t like me that much.’ 

	‘You could always hope that they don’t remember you. It’s been weeks since you were a recruit, maybe you didn’t make that much of an impression.’ 

	She held up crossed fingers. ‘Here’s hoping,’ she said as she followed him out of the conference room. They took the elevator down one floor, and exited out onto the field floor. 

	‘They should all be waiting,’ he said, ‘I asked them to meet us in the mess hall.’ 

	She saw a shining beacon of hope. ‘Could you give me one minute?’ she asked, running ahead of him toward her one chance of an exit. 

	‘No,’ Ryan said as he grabbed the back of her vest and steered her away from the bathroom. ‘That only works once.’

	‘But I need-’

	‘You’re an agent, no you don’t.’ 

	‘But-’

	‘The last time I let you hide in the bathroom, you were in there for nearly twenty minutes. You’re an agent, no more hiding in the bathroom.’ 

	‘But-’

	‘Recruits really aren’t that scary.’ 

	She smirked. ‘You thought I was scary.’

	‘No, I thought you were an intrusion on this reality by some sort of chaos-inducing piece of dream, or a demon trick, I wasn’t scared of you.’ 

	She stopped walking and stared at him. ‘You really thought that?’

	He gave a nod. 

	‘That’s…kinda cool. Fine. Recruits, bring ‘em on.’ 

	‘No shifting away.’ 

	‘Dammit.’ 

	He pushed open the door to the mess hall, revealing the same group of recruits that she’d been a part of – minus Enid of course. A few of them sat at the table, eating lunch, two more sat on a couch, sharing a bag of chips, the tall one with the red hair stared at a crossword pinned to a message board and Curt lurked at the back of the room, leaning against a cupboard, a cup of coffee in one hand, a report in the other. 

	‘Sorry to keep you waiting, recruits,’ Ryan said, addressing the room. 

	Command: “slash-serious”. 

	She felt the physical macro take effect straight away, and all traces of emotion leave her face. 

	‘I’m going to teach you a trick,’ Jones said. 

	‘I think I’ve almost got the friends list working, what’s next?’

	‘It isn’t always easy being an agent, even for those of us born to it. Sometimes you’re expected to be an emotionless robot, no matter what you’re feeling, sometimes you have to work for the uniform, and keep going no matter what. Sometimes you have to be the brave face even if you’re crying.’ 

	‘You gave my emotions an off-switch?’

	‘Not quite,’ he said, ‘I’d never do something so cruel. This is the next-best thing though, it turns off all display of emotion. You’ll have a straight face even if you’re loling on the inside, a serious face no matter how disgusted you are, and a sensible narc face even if you’re upset.’ 

	A message window appeared in her HUD, with a purple link. 

	‘Click that,’ he said, ‘remember how to unpack the addons?’ 

	‘Yeah.’ 

	She watched a small progress bar load, then both the message window and the link disappear. ‘How do I do it?’

	‘It’s another command, and for ease, I macroed it as “slash-serious”. Activate it, and it’ll appear as a toggle, when you’re safe again, just toggle it to off, and your face will be back to showing your real emotions.’ 

	She hung her head. ‘I guess it’ll help me pretend I’m a real agent.’ 

	Jones smiled. ‘Everyone uses some version of this, whether it’s manually toggling each option, refusing to show emotion at all, or just running the macro. Sometimes life is easier if your heart isn’t worn on your sleeve. It’s an advantage of not being human.’ 

	‘…don’t suppose you’ve got a voice-mod so I can talk like a Dalek?’

	‘I’ve never found the need for a full voice-mod, come see me when you’ve got some free time and I’ll show you some neat tricks.’ 

	All of the recruits stared at her, not one hint of recognition in their faces – rather, all of the recruits except for Curt stared at her without recognition. He looked at her for the briefest of seconds, his hand clutching his coffee cup tighter before looking away. 

	‘This the newest member of Agency staff,’ Ryan continued, ‘Agent Mimosa.’ 

	One of the boys at the table – Brian, if her memory served – gave her a second look, then a light flared in his eyes. ‘Sir, wasn’t she-?’

	‘Yes,’ Ryan said, ‘hopefully some of you remember her as Recruit Mimosa, she was here approximately six weeks ago, just before the last Mirrorfall. We apologise for the deception, and for introducing her as a recruit to you all, but it was necessary for her task.’

	‘Which was?’ Brian asked. 

	‘We knew one of you was in collusion with a court, to the point where it was beginning to compromise us. Traditional methods could not be employed, as it would tip off the traitor, and they would simply seek refuge with the court – as Enid Prest has done with Madchester. Now that the issue has been dealt with, Agent Mimosa is joining us full-time as the secondary field agent.’ 

	Brian stepped forward and held out a hand. She stared at it for a moment, then shook it. ‘I guess I should thank you for not hitting me harder, ma’am,’ he said. ‘Sorry for how I acted, but I didn’t know who you were.’ 

	‘No apology needed,’ she said, doing her best to copy Ryan’s narcy voice, ‘I was playing a role, and you were doing your duty.’ 

	Red turned away from the crossword. ‘You had a first name,’ he said, his brow crinkling, ‘Susan, Sarah, something like that?’

	‘Stef,’ she said. 

	‘Infiltration agents are granted a first name, as well as a surname,’ Ryan supplied, ‘otherwise their cover would not work as well.’ 

	One by one, the other recruits came to greet her, shaking hands and reintroducing themselves – treating her better than when she’d been one of them, there were no derisive looks, no suggestions that she go hang out with Jones, no bets on when she was going to drop out or die. 

	Curt shook her hand, nodded and simply said “ma’am” before returning to his leaning cupboard, both the coffee and file abandoned. 

	‘That’s all for the moment,’ Ryan said, ‘you can return to your assignments or your rec time.’ He turned and walked out of the room, and she followed quickly. [See? That wasn’t so bad.]

	[I guess not,] she said. She turned back to the mess hall and saw Curt standing at the door, staring after them. [I hope not.]

	[Come on, you’ve got a little homework to do before we can get anything else done today.] 

	[Yessir,] she said, catching up to him. 

	 


48 – Mostly Harmless

	Posted on April 14, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef settled onto the couch, the file propped up on her knees, her coffee balanced precariously on the arm of the couch. Ryan looked over, and the coffee disappeared, reappearing on the floor in front of her. 

	‘Oi…’

	‘It’s that or a sippy cup,’ he said. 

	‘Fine.’

	There was a knock at the door, and she opened the file, trying to look sensible and important, trying to look like an agent. Trying, and she was sure, failing. 

	‘Come,’ Ryan called. 

	Very unsurprisingly, it was Curt who walked in. 

	‘What can I do for you, Recruit?’ Ryan asked, making a chair appear for him. 

	Curt walked over to the chair, but laid his hands on top of it, rather than sitting. ‘I’ve got a couple of questions, if I may sir.’

	[Should I leave?] she sent to Ryan. 

	[No, stay, do your homework.]

	[:P]

	‘Of course, please, sit.’ 

	Curt sat, and looked as uncomfortable as she imagined she had the first time she’d sat in that chair. Agitated, uncertain…afraid. ‘Was it me, sir?’

	‘Pardon?’

	‘Did you suspect me?’

	Ryan’s expression relented a little. ‘No, recruit, I didn’t suspect you.’ 

	‘So why was I her shadow?’

	Good question.

	‘Because that’s how it would have been if she’d been an ordinary recruit,’ Ryan answered smoothly. ‘A deviation from the norm would have just aroused suspicion.’ 

	‘You’re sure it wasn’t me?’

	‘No, Curt, it wasn’t.’ 

	‘Thank you sir.’ He exhaled a breath. ‘I thought that may have been the reason you rejected my aide application.’

	‘No, I just don’t need an aide.’ 

	‘As you say, sir.’ 

	Curt sat uncomfortably for a long moment, something apparently desperate to escape the tip of his tongue. 

	‘What is it, Recruit?’ Ryan asked. ‘If there’s something you need to ask of myself or Agent Mimosa-’

	Curt stood suddenly, shoving the chair back. ‘Gods forgive me,’ he whispered as he raised an arm and pointed it at her. 

	‘Recruit?’

	His finger came to an accusatory point. ‘Agent, my ass, sir.’ 

	She stared at the pointing finger for a moment, trying to figure out how to react. Luckily, an override came through, and she felt her face snap into shape. 

	[Don’t say anything,] Ryan ordered. 

	She looked across and saw that his face was just as emotionless, he wasn’t letting anything slip. 

	‘Say that again, Recruit,’ he said in his I’m-a-scary-narc voice. 

	Curt sat heavily in the chair. ‘Sir, you know exactly what I did for the Solstice, what they trained me to do, and that I’ve retained most of those skills. I can spot an agent a click away because I’ve had to. Picked agents out of a crowd just by watching for predictable pattens, ways you move, ways you speak, hand motions that you all seem to share. Unless I’ve slipped a lot further, in which case I’m kind of glad and I’m more recruit than Solstice shit than I used to be, or she isn’t a real agent.’ 

	‘I’ve said what I’ve said, recruit, you’ve got no reason to-’

	‘I’ve got every reason, sir. Sir, please don’t take this as insubordination, I’m just trying to understand what’s going on so I don’t act on false information, and at the same time, not to hide information away that I may or may not actually have the privilege to know.’ 

	‘She’s-’

	‘An infiltration agent who, when masquerading as a recruit, spent more time hiding with the techs and in the infirmary than actually tailing her target? Who did a pretty good job imitating a crazy scared little nerd who knew squat about the Agency or the world in general? Who didn’t even come into the field with us during the mirrorfall and was only sent in as a backup, or so I read?’

	[...I think he might have eaten some of Sherlock Holmes’ brain...]

	‘Recruit-’

	‘Sir, please, let me finish. You need to know what I know, or at least, what I suspect so you know what to clean from my brain if it comes to that.’

	‘Fine.’

	[You narc voice is kind of scary...]

	[I can teach you how to imitate it.]

	[Ok, fine, you’re back into the awesome category instead of the scary one.]

	‘Also, if you might, please explain why an infiltration agent was out cold on that couch?’ he said, jerking his thumb toward her. ‘Agents don’t sleep that heavy, especially not heavy enough to sleep through a conversation and a tech brat snuggling up to her.’

	‘Why were you in my office?’

	‘Merlin opened the door, sir, I just was trying to see what he wanted down here. It wasn’t an intentional intrusion.’

	‘Anything else?’

	‘The blood I found at the mansion, the one I never got the results back on. I took a second sample to an empath acquaintance of mine, she ID’d Mimosa through a photo lineup.’ 

	Ryan sat silent. 

	‘It was human blood. Found at the same location as the apparent Recruit Mimosa was first found. An agent would have no reason to bleed all over a tree, and if they did, it would have been ash days before I took the sample.’ 

	He turned to look at her, then turned back to Ryan. ‘I’m just telling you what I know and suspect so that you can take the appropriate action. If she is Agent Mimosa, then I’ll apologise now, submit a formal apology in writing and willingly give up my privileges for a month. If she is, was, Recruit Mimosa, then I offer the same services I would have given the newbie if she hadn’t “died”.’ He drummed his fingers for a moment. ‘This kind of thing happens, everyone knows it, well, a lot of people know it. Humans get made into something more, or get a bit of an advantage, or get recycled, I mean, something like that is how we got the twins, right?’

	Ryan still said nothing. 

	‘No one else knows. No one else cares. No one asked anything when she was reported dead, nor cared to look any further into it. No one other than Merlin knows she was here a couple of weeks ago. I’ve been around a newborn agent, and her speech patterns are too highly individualised if she’s as young as she would have to be if she was created to deal with Enid.’ 

	He slumped in his chair, looking very much like a man about to get dragged to the gallows. 

	[You aren’t exactly the best-kept secret, Stef,] Ryan said, [at the same time, we aren’t exactly announcing it to the world.] 

	[Are you asking me what to do? You’re asking me for a judgment call?] 

	[It is your life.]

	[I don’t know this guy. What do you think?]

	[If nothing else, it would be a comfort to me knowing there’s someone else you could rely on if I’m not around.]

	[Reliable is good. Ok, um, go ahead, I guess.]

	[He can know you’re a human-into-agent experiment. Your heart, however-]

	[Is still top secret, I know, I know, I don’t relish the idea of anyone tearing it out.]

	‘Curt,’ he said, ‘I believe you know Stef.’

	Curt exhaled a long breath. ‘I was right, sir?’

	‘On pretty much all accounts.’

	Your turn to say something. 

	He’s not even looking at me.

	He came in here to talk about you. Feel special. Or like a victim of stalking, one or the other.

	I still think he ate Sherlock Holmes.

	Spyder, if you don’t stop focusing on that, I’m going to have to stop you from going off to find the corpse of John Watson, and you’re hard to stop when you go on crazy quests.

	Oh shush…

	She lifted her coffee from the ground, still unsure of what to say. Logically, it should be something witty so he would be less inclined to return to calling her “newbie” but no words came. 

	‘As I said,’ he said, sitting straighter in his chair, ‘my services are available. Most of the others won’t notice one or two slips, but more consistent errors could be an issue.’ He turned to her. ‘Still need practice shooting?’

	She shook her head, still at a loss for words. 

	Curt turned back to Ryan. ‘So what do you want me to do, sir?’

	‘Just the same as you would if she were still your recruit partner.’ 

	‘Yes sir.’ He was silent for a moment. ‘Who else knows?’

	‘Merlin, obviously,’ Ryan said, ‘Magnolia as well.’ 

	‘That I expected,’ he said. ‘No other recruits?’

	‘No. And it’s to stay that way.’ 

	‘Of course sir. Just let me know when you need me.’ 

	‘I will.’ 

	He gave Ryan a nod, turned to her and smiled. ‘I’ll try and be of as much help as I can, ma’am.’ 

	[...did he just “ma’am” me?]

	[He did. You are his superior officer after all.]

	[I think I can get used to this.]

	‘Can I order you not to call me “newbie”?’

	‘Of course ma’am.’

	‘Then consider it an order.’

	‘Yes ma’am,’ he said and left the room. 

	She grinned at Ryan. ‘I just gave my first order!’ 

	‘Keep your guard up around him.’ 

	Her grin faded at his tone. ‘What?’

	He stood, and joined her on the couch. ‘He’s ex-Solstice, you know that much, but I presume you don’t know what he did for them.’ 

	‘I’m going to guess the story that he was just some red shirt was somewhat of a fallacy?’

	‘That is a lie we allow him for ease of interacting with the other recruits.’ 

	She drew her knees up to her chest. ‘What did he do?’

	‘He was one of their torturers, and he was quite good at his job. His conscience didn’t get the better of him until he was faced with a heavily pregnant woman, wife of an agent, carrying a child that the Solstice of course wanted dead.’ 

	‘But he’s a recruit, he-’

	‘He rescued the baby at the cost of the mother. He cut it out of her, Stef, and left her to die while he escaped with the child.’ 

	She couldn’t suppress a shudder. ‘In the recruitment tests, you were ok with me killing a guy for a lot less than that. Shouldn’t he be lined up in front of a firing squad, or in a cell somewhere?’

	‘He genuinely believed he was doing the right thing. That’s the thing about the Solstice, they’re very convincing. Not everyone can come face to face with a monster and just keep going, Stef. Look at your society, the popular opinion is that magic isn’t real, those who believe, even in inaccurate representations of it are ridiculed or marginalised. Think of the hob in your test, and tell me that honestly most people wouldn’t fear it, and run.’ 

	‘There’s a difference between running away and tying it to a chair and beating it to death.’ 

	‘Not to the Solstice. And if spun on with the angle of doing it to protect your family, it can easily drive people to doing things they never would have imagined.’ 

	‘Yet you trust him enough to let him help me out?’

	‘I don’t trust him, I just can’t. Deep-cover assignments for the Solstice have lasted longer than this, even if his record is exemplary. He is a very, very good recruit, but I can’t help worrying that if he had a chance to return to his former life that he would take it.’ 

	‘Take his advice but don’t turn my back on him?’

	‘Something to that nature.’ 

	She stared at her knees for a moment. ‘Tell me we get to do something fun next.’ 

	‘We get to do something fun next.’ 

	‘Are you lying?’

	He gave her a half-smile. ‘You didn’t ask me to be truthful.’ He required the schedule, flipped a few pages and nodded. ‘If I shift a few things around, you can get your office now, would that be fun enough?’

	‘Do I get to decorate?’

	‘Do you promise to be subtle?’

	‘Black walls and streaming porn, gotcha.’ 

	 


45 – Her Master’s Voice

	Posted on April 16, 2010 by Stormy 

	Magnolia stared at the ceiling – four hours of sleep had refreshed her, had centered her, and had given her several rather pleasant dreams. She pulled the sheet back and slipped out of bed, one requirement tidying her hair, and another putting her in clothes, rather than just a black slip. 

	She looked to the clock – Taylor wasn’t expecting her for nearly two hours, but it was best to keep out of his way until then, rather than to act outside of her expected parameters. 

	She left her room and headed for the elevator, berating several of her colleagues for clogging up the halls along the way – there were designated rooms for loitering, the halls always needed to be clear in case of emergency, and there was always the chance of an emergency. 

	That, and it was a fire hazard. 

	She punched the elevator button and waited the precise 7.78 seconds for it to arrive. The doors slid open, and she hit the button for the tech department, two floors above. Doors slid open a few seconds later, and she stepped into the middle of a war. 

	A war being fought with words, concerning…Batman and Wolverine, if she was translating the geek-speak properly, but a fierce battle all the same. The recruits stopped for a moment, going silent as if she were a stranger in a wild-west saloon, then continued their argument when she’d passed. 

	There really was no reason for them to gather near the elevator, but it was a popular meeting place for the techs all the same – just another thing she didn’t understand about them. The unwillingness to fight, that she could understand, some people weren’t made for it, or were physically unable to withstand the sort of hell her body went through on daily basis, but the way they lived their lives, as if their work was the smallest part of their lives at the Agency was foreign to her. 

	She knew where she was going – unless the experiment had been moved, and the file had never indicated anything like that. An entire lab – albeit one of the smaller ones – had been sequestered for the experiment, and there was no reason to move it this close to completion. 

	The room had, as most did, swipe card access, and a numeric keypad. She required her ID and swiped it through the slot – unsure if she’d be allowed access. She typed in her code, and the light flickered green, the heavy lock releasing. She depressed the handle and stepped into the lab, blinking as the darkness was quashed by automatic fluorescent lights. 

	In the middle of the room, on a slab, under a sheet, lay Mimosa. The thing they had the nerve to call an agent was unconscious, or asleep, or in a coma – some unaware state, still, without the barest of breaths in her body. 

	‘I’d like you to tell me what you’re doing in here, Magnolia.’ 

	She turned and saw Jones, who very slowly and deliberately walked around her, placing himself between her and the experiment. 

	‘The door let me in,’ she said, ‘if I wasn’t allowed in here, it wouldn’t have let me in.’ 

	‘I asked you a question, Recruit.’ 

	‘I honestly don’t know,’ she said, ‘I’m still trying to figure out why she’s worth all the trouble.’

	‘Some agents actually like their recruits,’ he said as he picked up a small scanner and ran it over Mimosa’s head. ‘And would prefer to help them out rather than to watch them bleed out on the floor for making the smallest of mistakes.’ 

	‘She’s a scrawny runt,’ she said, ‘who’s got no business wearing the uniform.’ 

	‘So I take it you approve of what your boss did last night?’ 

	‘Gods,’ she whispered, ‘was that only last night?’

	‘Yes,’ Jones said flatly, ‘it was.’ 

	‘I’m not here to kill her, if that’s what you’re thinking.’ 

	‘Actually, it’s precisely what I’m thinking. You’re very much your master’s lapdog.’ 

	‘If I had wanted to kill her, I could have before you got here, Jones. Magic bullet to the brain, would have taken me all of three seconds.’ 

	‘That isn’t the kind of thing you should freely admit.’ 

	‘I’ve done nothing, it isn’t actionable.’ 

	‘With everything that’s happened in the past twenty-four hours, you really shouldn’t be acting as caviler as you are. Things are…going to be different around here. Better. That, and I’ve spent over two hundred hours writing new code for her, I’m just as interested in keeping her away from harm as Ryan is. Two hundred hours, Magnolia, that’s a of a lot of work, and I’m not going to listen to you stand there and say you’d destroy all of that without a second thought if some asshole snapped his fingers. Get the hell out of my department.’

	‘I think I’ll go see Merlin.’

	‘Keep away from him, I’m not going to let you near him until you’ve gotten this out of your system. You know he’s a reader, can’t you imagine how much poison thoughts like this will hurt him. Until you accept what’s going on, no, you stay away.’ 

	‘I don’t have to accept it.’ 

	‘Then maybe you should fill out a transfer form. You’ve got seniority, she’s got rank, if it comes to a head, you’d be the one made to leave.’

	She stared at the corpse. ‘Where do I sign up for this, anyway?’

	Jones sat the desk, and the computer flared to life. ‘I can’t think of a single advantage to having you become an agent. And sure as seven hells Taylor wouldn’t ask for it.’ 

	‘At least I wouldn’t be carrying around a piece of magic that could end the world. What happens if she spazzes out and decides she wants to drop nukes?’

	Jones shrugged. ‘Head to the basement, you’ll be safe there. The company is less than ideal, but you’d be safe.’ 

	‘So it is true then, there are things in the basement.’ 

	‘Oh yes, the finest freaks and failed experiments in the country I’d wager.’ 

	‘Isn’t that where she should be?’

	‘I thought I told you to leave.’ 

	‘I-’

	Jones lifted a hand and snapped his fingers. 

	The bright lights of the infirmary blinded her as the world came back into focus. What was strange though was the angle at which she was viewing the infirmary from – flat on her back. 

	‘Voluntary organ donation!’ one of the Parkers said with a grin on his face as he appeared over here. ‘Mags, I didn’t know you cared.’ Oh. That Parker. The crazy one. 

	‘I didn’t-!’ she began to protest. 

	A gas mask appeared on her face. ‘Won’t take very long at all, you’ll be up and…prepping yourself to come back here in a couple of hours, I might do some random exploratory surgery while I’m in there. How do you feel about cultivating some fungus for me?’

	‘What the fuck?!’ she screamed as she tried to get up, but the restraints around her arms stopped her. 

	He held up a form. ‘It’s all here, a lung among other things, very, very generous Mags, though won’t that make your life a bit difficult?’

	‘I didn’t volunteer!’ 

	He paused, his hand halfway to his instrument tray. ‘What?’ 

	His twin appeared, and took the paperwork. ‘It’s not signed.’ 

	A pen appeared in Parker’s hand. ‘Be so kind to sign this so that I can get started.’ 

	She pulled at the restraints again. ‘I’m not signing anything, let me go!’ The restraints disappeared and she leaped off the table. ‘Not. Funny.’

	‘Hey, you appeared, it’s not malpractice if I’ve got a form.’

	She smoothed her dress. ‘I’m going to-’

	The calmer of the two Parkers looked at the form more closely. ‘Magnolia, can I ask you a question?’

	‘Yeah, sure.’ 

	‘Did you piss off Jonesy?’

	The taller Parker pushed away his instrument tray and sat up on the operating bed. ‘Damn, you did, didn’t you? Big mistake. Seriously, rule four of the Agency should be something like “Do Not Fuck With Agent Jones” – he’s one of the quiet ones, do you never see it coming when he decides to fuck your shit right up.’ 

	‘I didn’t do anything.’ 

	‘If you say so.’ The taller Parker rolled his eyes and flopped back on the bed. ‘Seems a shame to let this bed go to waste.’ 

	‘Can’t you save your dirty thoughts for after-hours?’

	‘Nope,’ the taller Parker said, sitting up and grabbing his twin, pulling him onto the bed. ‘Mags, lovely to see you, come back if you want to donate any of your organs, but if you’re staying, there’s a charge.’ 

	‘I have places to be,’ she said, looking away from the progressively-more-naked doctors, and making her way free and clear of the infirmary. 

	 


49 – Kung-Fu Fighting

	Posted on April 17, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Hit me.’

	‘I’m not going to hit you.’

	‘Stef.’

	Stef lifted her arms and shook them. ‘I have tiny, girly, hacker arms, I can’t hit anything.’ 

	Ryan stared at her. ‘Consider it an order.’ 

	‘I’m not a recruit anymore, you can’t give me orders!’ 

	His narc stare continued. ‘I’m still your superior officer.’ 

	‘I don’t want to hit you.’ 

	‘You can’t hurt me.’ 

	She threw a punch, and it hit him in the chest, but it barely crumpled his suit. 

	Well, at least you technically hit him.

	‘All right, good,’ he said. ‘Now I’m going to hit you.’ 

	‘Um, okies.’ 

	His fist flew through the air, aiming for her head. She braced herself for the punch, and- She stepped sideways, out of the path of the blow. ‘Good,’ he said. She shrugged. ‘Hit me again,’ he said. 

	She hit him again, this time managing to push his tie to the side, by an inch. 

	He punched her again, but she avoided this blow as well. ‘I guess some ballet stuck with me,’ she said. 

	Spyder, I’m not sure it’s you.

	What do you mean?

	 

	I don’t know. Let’s see what happens.

	‘Try kicking me this time,’ he said. 

	She kicked him, hard, in the shin, and he nodded. 

	He kicked, trying to sweep her feet out from under her. She prepared herself to land on the ground, to have the indignity of a sore butt, but instead watched herself jump to avoid his kick. 

	I think you’re right.

	‘Ryan, what-’

	He punched her again, and this time the blow landed solidly on her chest. Her hand snapped out, returning the hit, a lot harder than her previous hits had been – pushing him back, rather than just knocking his tie out of position. 

	Another two punches came, but she blocked each of them. A kick had her on the ground, but before she had time to consider her rear, she was on her feet again, circling him to avoid the next hit. 

	He disappeared from in front of her, and grabbed her from behind. 

	Her hands moved of their own accord, grabbing him and pulling him over her shoulder. He landed heavily on the ground, then stood and brushed himself off with a smile. ‘Good.’ 

	She collapsed to the ground, staring up at him. ‘What…what in twelve levels of fuck was that?’ He offered a hand to her, but she batted it away. ‘No seriously,’ she whispered, ‘what was that?’

	He crouched in front of her. ‘What do you think it was?’

	She stared at the floor for a moment, trying to get her breath back. ‘It’s defensive training, that’s blindingly obvious,’ she said. ‘But I didn’t do any of that. I wasn’t in control.’ She thought about it for another few seconds. ‘It was unconscious. And oh dear god it was creepy. Please don’t make me do that again, I like to be in control of my body.’

	‘Unfortunately,’ he said, ‘it’s how your combat training will have to remain for the moment. It’s all reflexive.’ 

	‘So basically, it’s not so much “I know kung-fu” as “my body knows kung-fu”.’ 

	‘But I wasn’t hitting you hard to begin with.’ 

	He held up his hand and something black and twisted appeared there – something that looked like a piece of licorice. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘bend this.’ 

	She took it, and easily bent it into a horseshoe. ‘And that proves what?’ she asked. 

	‘Stef, that was a piece of steel.’ 

	She looked at the piece of definitely-not-licorice in her hands. ‘Oh.’ 

	He held up his palm. ‘Here, hit me.’

	She curled her hand into a fist and hit him – his palm barely moved. ‘I don’t get it,’ she said. 

	He took the horseshoe. ‘I tripped your strength controls so that you were in charge for this, but not the punch.’ 

	‘Blah blah, I don’t know my own strength, blah?’

	‘I don’t want you to accidentally kill someone.’ 

	‘How about accidentally-on-purpose?’

	‘Not that either,’ he said as he stood, offering a hand to her again. ‘Give it a year, or two, or three, learn how to manage your strength, and we’ll take off your limiters. You’ll never be as strong as a full agent, but that’s just part of the parameters of your project, but you’ll be stronger than a lot of humans.’ 

	‘Not sure I’ll be good at that.’ 

	He gave her a pat on the head. ‘You’re immortal, you’ve got time to get used to it.’ 

	‘It’s still weird not to be in control,’ she said. ‘I mean, does that happen to you?’

	‘There are certain protocols, certain scenarios, where an agent, any agent will lose control of their body. That…survival instincts will take over and our rational mind has to take a backseat.’ 

	There was something in his tone, something that asked her not to ask anything further. 

	‘So what next?’ she asked. ‘More of this?’

	‘Another hour,’ he said. ‘Then you can have a break, if you promise to read through more of the files I’ve set aside for you.’ 

	‘That really isn’t a break.’ 

	‘Do you study, run two or three scenarios with Curt, and if you do that, I’ll let you go play with the techs tonight. Jones said there was a…’ 

	 

	‘Raid?’

	‘Yes, that. And that you were welcome to join.’ 

	‘He didn’t invite me.’ 

	‘This your first week, you aren’t supposed to have any free time.’ 

	‘Then I guess I should say thank you,’ she said with a grin. 

	‘Yes, and also, you should dodge this,’ he said as he threw another punch. 

	 


50 – Ask Questions Later

	Posted on April 17, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef watched as Curt stumbled and fell. ‘You shot me,’ he wheezed. 

	She stared at the gun in her hand. By all rights, it should be smoking, should be on a perfect angle, and have light glinting off its surface, which would look just right when captured in a black and white photo. There was no perfect smoke curl, it hung in her hand awkwardly, and the ubiquitous fluorescent lighting gave it no special treatment. 

	Three quick steps had her at Curt’s side, and she just stood and watched the red spread across his chest. 

	‘You shot me,’ he said again. 

	‘You were a bad guy,’ she stammered, ‘well, I thought-’ 

	‘Did you call for medical?’

	‘Are you gonna live that long?’

	‘Fuck, newbie,’ he said, putting a hand to his chest and staring at the red that coated his fingers. ‘I just bought this shirt.’ He grimaced, then his head fell back to the concrete floor. 

	She poked at him with her toe. 

	‘Don’t do that,’ he growled, ‘seriously.’ 

	‘Aren’t you being a little melodramatic?’ 

	He pushed himself to his feet, wiping the red paint from his hand onto his pants leg. ‘Not really. You just shot me.’ 

	She stared at the stain on his shirt. ‘Least I hit you in the chest.’ 

	‘And if this was a live-fire exercise, I’d be dead and people would be rifling through my stuff, you see why I insisted on dye rounds?’

	‘Yeah, I got it, sheesh.’ 

	‘Newbie, listen. You not being able to shoot is one thing, having crack shot aim and no impulse control is another, entirely more dangerous thing.’ 

	‘I thought-’

	‘You give me an order, I call you ma’am, you shoot me in the chest, and you’re back to being newbie. It’s fair.’

	‘Can we continue now?’

	He shook his head. ‘Nope. This is a mission for two. If one of us gets…taken out, it’s an automatic fail. We’ve got to move onto the next one.’ He turned and sat on the abandoned couch. ‘But I’m taking a water break first.’ 

	‘You’re being surprisingly cool about this,’ she said. 

	He looked at his chest. ‘I can always buy a new shirt.’ 

	‘You know what I mean.’ 

	He shrugged. ‘Stuff like this happens, ok, maybe not specifically this, but Agencies experiment, and it’s better to accept that and move on than try to rail against it. I mean, except for the fact that you can shoot now, you aren’t that much different to the newbie who almost accidentally shot herself in the face. I’m over the whole thing where I consider a person’s nature before their personality.’ 

	‘You mean you’re over being a Solstice.’ 

	He took a long drink of water. ‘First magic I ever saw was this magic-altered human, out of his fucking mind, he was attacking people left and right, and he came after me, my girlfriend and our newborn daughter. Three Solstice guys swept in and saved us. My first exposure was some guy trying to kill me and my family, yours was…well, a fed, who rightly wanted to arrest you.’

	‘Not quite.’ 

	He shrugged again. ‘What I saw terrified me, more so because I knew that there had to be others out there who would want to hurt me, or my family. I decided to fight the good fight.’

	‘By torturing people?’

	His expression didn’t flicker. ‘I did what I did, I’m trying to atone for it.’

	‘Were you one of the ones that killed children?’

	‘No, ma’am, I wasn’t. They sent me the same kind of people that attacked me that night. Big, strong, tough, ugly as hell, any and all of the people I…dealt with could have outmatched me and easily killed me if they’d broken free of their restraints. I only ever tortured monsters, and that let me go home everyday feeling justified, and like I’d done good.’ 

	‘The woman? And the baby?’

	‘No-one else was available that day, because everyone else working on her husband – a few of the guys had a vendetta with him, so they gave me the easy job of dealing with a pregnant woman. The rest is history, let it be history.’

	‘Would you go back if you could?’

	‘How can you even ask me that?’

	‘Because I have no impulse control.’

	‘The answer to the question you’re actually asking is yes, you’re safe. And if you feel you aren’t, you can always shoot me in the chest.’ 

	‘Suppose.’

	‘And let me put it this way: even if I was still secretly working for them, you’re still better off with me than any of the other recruits in this department, because at least I’m not a douche.’ 

	She couldn’t help smiling. 

	‘See?’ he said, ‘I’m not such a bad guy. Come on, let’s run another. You pick it this time.’ 

	 


51 – An Offer

	Posted on April 22, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef looked up as a door appeared in the wall beside them. Grigori stepped through and the door disappeared. 

	He put a hand on Curt’s shoulder. ‘How about you let me run the next one with her?’

	‘Yes sir,’ he said, snapping himself from his “yelling at newbie” posture to his “ass-kiss the agent” posture. ‘We were just finishing up here.’ 

	‘I know,’ Grigori said as he tapped his head. ‘I was watching.’ 

	Curt turned to her, his disapproving look reappearing. ‘Ma’am,’ he said. She made a face at him, and he exited back the way they had come. 

	‘So what do you want to run next?’ Grigori said, falling onto a freshly-required couch, the touchscreen scenario chooser in his hands. ‘I think you’re fine at thinking your way out, so another combat based one I think.’ 

	‘Jones is expecting me,’ she said as she turned to follow Curt. ‘I’m already late.’ 

	Grigori shifted ahead of her, leaning against the door frame. ‘I think getting a handle on things here is a little more important than adding more played hours to your Warcraft account.’ 

	She pointed in the direction that Curt had left. ‘I was training with him.’ 

	‘And now you’re training with me,’ he said, ‘change, it tends to happen in the Agency, you should get used to it.’ 

	‘I was only supposed to run three. Or four. I’ve done seven. I’m exhausted.’ 

	He grinned. ‘No you’re not. You only think you are.’ 

	‘Unless I can shoot magic from my fingers in the next one, I’m not interested.’ 

	‘Don’t you like me?’

	‘I don’t know you.’

	He shrugged. ‘I’m easy, I’m exactly what it says on the box.’ 

	‘Huh?’

	‘I am Grigori, I’m an angel, can’t you trust an angel?’

	‘You’re also apparently Taylor’s best friend. Forgive me if I’m a little uneasy around you.’ 

	‘You don’t like him, do you?’

	‘He’s big, he’s scary, I’m pretty sure he’s hated me since I set foot in here, and-’ She holstered her gun. ‘Look if you want to run one, can we at least make it something quick, I want to at least help mind the snack table or something, have a bit of fun tonight.’ 

	‘What were you going to say?’

	She tripped her slash-serious macro and stared up at the tall agent. ‘When I was first brought back here, he found me, and he snapped my neck. And then he shot me. Then he let his little bitch have some fun. He…tore my limbs from my sockets, watched me bleed to death, and kept hurting me, even while I was screaming. I have my reasons not to trust his friends.’ 

	‘He wasn’t always so much of an ass. Bad things happened to him.’ He poked her in the chest. ‘You’ve got a backup for your soul, your…your self, your memories, everything you are. We don’t. If we die, all that are left are scraps, we are our only copy.’ 

	‘He died?’

	‘He did. And his resurrection wasn’t as fortunate as yours.’ 

	‘And that gives him a free pass to be a violent psychopath?’ 

	‘It means I give him leeway.’ 

	‘Why did you make the offer to let me do external training with you?’

	‘It would be Christmas and his birthday all at once if they discontinued your project. Wrapped you up, put you in storage, or recycled you and used the piece of mirror for something else, or have it destroyed like it should have been in the first place.’ 

	‘And you want to give him a present? Throw me at the frost giants so I can get stomped or something?’

	He waved a dismissive hand. ‘You misunderstand how I feel. You, I do not have a problem with you. I wouldn’t purposely put you in danger. On my person right now I have no less than six items of contraband, and I’ve done more than a few things that I shouldn’t have. And yes, I even used mirror magic once, but keep that to yourself, it was during the war, and that’s far behind us.’ 

	‘Which war?’

	The room shimmered around them, the generated abandoned building turning into an apartment. ‘Sniping scenario,’ he said, gesturing to the gun set up in the window, ‘but it’s nicer than that dank building.’ He sat on the couch, swinging his legs up, making himself very much at home. ‘Can I presume you haven’t been given your history lessons yet?’

	‘I’ve got several piles of paper taller than me to read through. I think the history lessons have taken a backseat to the more pressing matters of being able to fill in a form.’ 

	‘Do me a favour,’ he said as he pulled a hip flask from his jacket, ‘turn off the android face, I dislike being around newborns because of their lack of personality, but on a human, it’s just disturbing. And…sit, this is going to take a few minutes.’ 

	She toggled off slash-serious, and took a seat on the carpeted floor, crossing her legs and requiring a coffee. 

	‘What do you know about the Solstice?’

	She shrugged. ‘They’re the bad guys.’

	He stared at her. ‘I do hope you know a little more than that, otherwise you’re no better than the people they recruit who unquestionably kill fae.’ 

	‘They hate anything non-human with a shoot-first kind of mentality. If it’s not like them, it’s dead, no exceptions.’ 

	‘What about where they came from?’

	‘I presume that’s where the history lesson is coming in,’ she said, sipping her coffee. 

	‘The short version is this: they grew out of KGB paranoia and hatred. That’s where the organisation skills come from – the original leaders, as well as many of the current leaders, are military. There is some access to black budgets, but mostly they’re independent from any one nation or military, though the contacts come in handy.’ 

	‘I think the war is still going.’ 

	‘This? Everyday? This isn’t war. This is…dealing with assholes and murderers, you’ll know it if we go to war. The whole damn world will. We barely keep things contained these days, what do you think will happen if they decide that silence stops being in their best interest? 

	‘Then what was the war?’

	‘Back when they first started, there weren’t nearly as many of us as there are now. All we had to worry about was…the kind of thing we were designed for: fae, demons, follies, end-of-the-world-magic-apocalypses, that kind of thing. Other than for recruiting and dating, humans weren’t a big part of our day-to-day lives. We would, like we do now, get the occasional crazy cult that we had to calm down, not the bad kind of cult, not usually. More like…a guy find outs he’s one-eighth crocodile, figures out how to grow a tail at will and hangs out a shingle looking for hot priestesses to come worship him.’

	‘That actually sounds amusing.’ 

	‘I’ll send you a few archived reports to add to your you-sized paperwork piles.’ He took a drink from the hip flask. ‘So it really was surprising when humans began to attack us. Not only attack us, but be able to capture us.’ 

	‘They had blackout bombs back then?’

	‘Don’t be so surprised. The delivery systems have gotten better, but there have always been children of Time around. But there are more than a few ways to make blackout zones, not all of them are done with time energy. Some are just done with heavy concentrations of fae magic. We can’t shift around within fae territory. And sometimes it wasn’t even that complicated, they would just affect the agent, paralyse them against being to do anything, and that is a lot simpler than it sounds. It requires a lot less magic than blacking out an entire area.’ 

	‘You fought back.’

	‘Not at first, no, we had no idea what we were up against. Our friends were being taken, but we knew nothing of the group behind it, where they were being taken, or if they would be released.’ 

	‘Did any of them make it out?’

	‘Of course, they were still novices, they would use too little of a dose of a paralytic and the agent would be able to get away, or the method they had protecting an area would fail, and we’d be able to get in. But they got better, they got more and more of us.’ 

	‘You shifted here, so it’s not like you’re region-locked, so why didn’t you just shift the hell out of there?’

	‘We told them to,’ Ryan said, ‘everyone told them to.’ She turned and saw him standing behind them in the small, faux-apartment. She smiled at him, and he sat beside her on the floor. ‘But they didn’t listen.’

	Grigori tipped his flask in Ryan’s direction. ‘Being stubborn is a flaw we share.’ 

	[I wanted to check on you,] Ryan said. [You’ve been in here twice as long as expected.]

	[Blame Curt,] she said, [I think he’s more an agent than I am.]

	‘I was just regaling her with some history she really ought to know,’ Grigori said. ‘Nothing bad, no reason to worry.’ 

	‘I would wager,’ Ryan said, ‘that you worry when your children are around people you don’t trust.’ 

	‘You trust me Ryan, you just don’t like me.’ 

	Ryan simply stared at the Russian. ‘I believe you were giving a history lesson?’

	‘We learned about them, we fought back, but they had the numbers – and this was when they began to splinter, to take their cause elsewhere in the world. We…won, so that’s all that matters. Agents one, Solstice zero – the score, and the number of each left in Russia.’ 

	‘You’re the-’

	‘Only Agent? Exactly.’ 

	‘How the fsck do you manage?’

	‘A combination of good friends, good recruits, nearly eighty children and nearly a hundred and eighty grandchildren.’ 

	She stared at the agent for a moment, then let herself roll back and hit the floor. 

	‘Stef?’

	‘Brain restarting,’ she said, gently batting Ryan’s hand away. ‘Just…gimme a minute.’ 

	‘I take it you’re impressed,’ Grigori said. 

	‘…scared would be more accurate,’ she said, staring at the ceiling. ‘Why no other agents? I mean-’

	‘I asked for it,’ Grigori said, all pretense of humor gone from his voice. ‘And they let it be that way…my reward for doing my part. I’m sure that when I’m gone, they’ll reorder the entire country, but at the moment, I have a system that works, without other agents.’ 

	‘I see.’ 

	‘Grigori, why do you want to take her?’

	‘I’m trying to remove a little of the tension from your Agency, Ryan,’ Grigori said, slipping the flask back into his jacket. ‘She comes with me, Taylor knows she won’t get any special treatment, that I won’t be easy on her, I’ll just treat her as anyone else under my command. You give her to one of your friends for a week, or let her take the Madchester job, it proves nothing.’ 

	‘Quite enough has been proven.’ 

	‘That so?’

	‘It will satisfy Taylor, it might let you get some work done.’

	[Is Taylor bothering you that much?] she asked Ryan. 

	[No. It’s nothing. Nothing out of the ordinary for him.]

	[This time you’ve got to be truthful.]

	[Grigori’s...right. It should shut Taylor up for a while. I just don’t like the idea of-]

	[Let me do this, let me make it easier for you. Come on, I can do this. Besides...I had Madame Cousteau for a ballet teacher, how much scarier can frost giants be?]

	[Stef...]

	[You’re one headspace IM away if I need help, right?]

	[Of course.]

	[Then send me away with the crazy Russian guy.]

	He smiled. [Fine, but you’re taking Curt with you.]

	[...come again? Sending me away with one guy you don’t trust is bad, but two is good?]

	[Since I doubt Grigori is a secret Solstice traitor, their goals would be incompatible. If Curt is a traitor, there’s no gain in the situation, as there’s no Solstice in Russia, so his priority would be keeping you alive. It’s playing the odds.]

	[...your brain is kind of scary, do you really sit around thinking about stuff like that all day?]

	[It is nothing more than taking the situation to it’s logical end. That, and if Curt is nothing more than he appears, it should endear him a little me, make him less afaid.]

	[Why?]

	[Under the rules of his probation, he isn’t allowed out of the city, much less the country. It’s a deserved reward for his service.]

	[Babysitting the newbie isn’t exactly a reward.]

	[I’ll speak with him.] He looked away. [Are you sure, I can deal with Taylor-]

	[You brought me back from the dead, least I can do is help you placate the psychopath.]

	[Stef.]

	[I’m sure.]

	She broke out of communication mode, and looked up at Grigori, who had required a magazine containing…if she read the cover correctly “1001 breasts” and a bottle of beer. 

	‘Don’t mind me,’ he said, ‘continue your conversation if you need to.’

	She stared at the magazine, wondering if the breasts were disembodied, or if the rest of the woman was included. She looked away from it, feeling her brain beginning to go fuzzy. 

	‘I’m coming,’ she said. 

	‘Really? You’re very calm about it.’ 

	‘Huh?’

	‘Nothing, nothing. So, you’re in?’

	‘On one condition,’ she said as Ryan stood and offered her a hand.

	‘Name it,’ Grigori said. 

	‘I want one of those fuzzy hats.’ 

	 


52 – Stef and the Art of Paperwork

	Posted on April 23, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef stepped of the elevator and onto the tech floor – the surprisingly quiet tech floor, there were no recruits milling about in front of the lift, nor half-in-half-out of their dorm rooms. 

	She headed for the games room – as it seemed to be the most likely place for a raid to take place, and she wasn’t disappointed – she pushed the doors open, and found twenty recruits sitting at desks with Jones, another half dozen or so sitting on couches, and four sitting around a table, eating solid food, discussing the game. 

	Jones grinned at her, and pointed to a spare computer. A couple of the techs turned to look at her as she sat, and the girl with the purple hair that had sat behind her during the mirrorfall operation tilted her head. ‘I thought you were supposed to be dead. Grats on the res?’ 

	‘Actually-’ 

	‘She’s an agent,’ Jones said. ‘Sorry for the white lie, we had to. More importantly, she’s a gnome rogue, so we won’t be suffering a lack of single-target DPS anymore.’

	The techs seemed to accept this without question, and she logged into her account, selecting her gnome from the character list. ‘So what are we doing?’ 

	‘Old world raids,’ Jones said, ‘classic fun for some, actual gear for others. It’s alt-night.’ 

	She accepted the group invite, and waited for the summon. 

	Four hours later, she looked across at Jones. ‘I’m tired,’ she said, ‘sorry, I’m out for the night.’ 

	‘But we’re going to-’ the purple-headed girl – Screen – started, then slumped. ‘Fine. Nighty-night ma’amy ma’am.’ 

	‘Night,’ Jones said as she left the room. 

	She started to walk to the elevator, then stopped and shifted to Ryan’s office. He looked up at her from pile of paperwork, and she grimaced, and held up a finger. One quick shift later, she was outside his door, then raised her hand and knocked. 

	‘Come in, Stef.’ 

	She pushed the door open. ‘Sorry, still getting the hang of that. And I’m tired, which is the point.’ 

	‘What point?’

	‘Weird question, where do I sleep? I mean, you said I will, and that I’ll probably need like six hours, but you didn’t actually say where. I went by my old room before, and it’s all blank, and waiting for a shiny new recruit, so I’m guessing not there. Do I like…go home for the night, then come back at breakfast time?’ 

	‘It’s really up to you,’ he said. ‘Some agents, like myself, just sleep on the couch in their office.’ 

	She sat on his couch, laid her head on the arm and stared across at him. 

	‘Other options?’ she asked. 

	‘Some don’t keep a piece of furniture around for it, instead just requiring a bed every night. Others maintain a room of their own – so I could get you another dorm room if you wish, accessible through a door in your office. Others, but a lot fewer, maintain an off-site home, go home in their off-hours, and return in the morning.’ 

	She yawned. ‘That what you did when you were married?’

	‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it was. I’d finish up my work for the day – which was a lot easier back then, as I wasn’t acting director,’ he gestured to the paperwork littering his desk, ‘less of this to do. I’d have dinner with my family, spend some time with Alexander until he was ready for bed, spend the rest of the evening with Eilise, sleep, then come back here in the morning.’ 

	She yawned again. ‘Ok, couch, I’ll go with that. Does it have to be a certain type, like, does it have to be a clone of this one?’

	He stood from his desk, walked over to her, and handed her the pillow to appeared in his hands. ‘If you’re tired now, sleep here tonight, work out more permanent arrangements tomorrow.’ 

	She took the pillow. ‘Sure that’s ok?’

	He gestured back at his desk. ‘I’m not going to be getting any sleep anytime soon. Sleep. Need a blanket?’

	She nodded, and a blanket appeared on top of her. 

	‘Night.’

	‘Night,’ she said, pulled the blanket up to her chin and closed her eyes. 

	She opened her eyes, and her HUD informed her that it was 8:27am. 

	‘I think that was a little more than six hours,’ she said as she sat up. 

	‘It will normalise,’ he said. ‘How do you feel?’

	She required the blanket to disappear, and swung her legs off the couch. Other than the uncomfortable feeling of having slept in her uniform, and having tangled hair hanging over her face she felt…normal. She stared at her crumpled uniform, and quickly required herself into a new one. Freshly pressed pants, new shirt, new vest, and new sneakers ready to be covered in dirt. 

	‘Like…awake,’ she said. She blinked a few times. ‘I’m just…awake. Dammit, what’s going to be my excuse for drinking coffee as soon as I get up now?’

	‘A bad habit,’ he said as he walked over. ‘That’s what the rest of us say.’ 

	‘Coffee’s a bad-’

	‘No, no,’ he said as he sat on the couch beside her. ‘Eating, drinking, breathing, they’re all bad habits, or addictions that we shouldn’t develop. The best of us never do.’ 

	‘You seem like a pretty good narc, but even you had waffles yesterday.’ 

	He shook his head. ‘I’m not one of the best of us,’ he said, his jacket disappearing as he leaned against the back of the couch. ‘I’d recycle myself if I had to be like them.’ 

	‘Sounds serious.’ 

	‘The best of us are to be envied, and to be pitied. They are agents who, by birth or by training, never fell into frailty. They don’t love. They don’t have friends. They never speak using their mouths, instead-’ [Every word they say is through communication mode.] ‘They don’t recruit, seeing it as unnecessary. They don’t eat, drink, or breathe. They don’t blink. They are as perfect as the day they were born, and stay that way. Because they don’t have distractions, they are better at their jobs than any of the rest of us could ever be, if efficiency could be a fault, they would be efficient to a fault.’

	‘So…basically they’re the scary robot agents that the Solstice think you all are.’ She paused. ‘That we are all are.’ 

	‘Yes.’ 

	‘So were they the guys that came and dragged me away?’

	‘No, those were Enforcers. They’re essentially just agents, but with less…utility, and more authority. They’re tougher because they have to be, but the difference is, Enforcers are still capable of compassion, hence why we’re both still alive. Had it been one of the best of us overseeing…all of that, you wouldn’t be itching for your morning coffee and I wouldn’t be drowning in paperwork.’ 

	She looked past him, at his desk. ‘How much of that is mine?’

	‘Yours is in your office.’ 

	‘All of what I have to do?’

	‘Everything that only you can deal with. There are some that I can do in your place.’ 

	She stood and walked over to his desk. ‘Which ones?’

	‘You have enough to deal with, it’s only your first week.’

	She stared at his desk, and saw a pile, each with an attached post-it note bearing her agent serial number. ‘Wouldn’t it have been easier to write my name?’

	‘I wrote your name on the ones I sent to your office,’ he said. ‘Which you also have to do.’ 

	She picked up the folders. ‘I plan on abusing the help of my camp buddy,’ she said with a grin. ‘Besides, you haven’t gotten any sleep yet. The worst I can do is screw them up, and you were planning on doing them anyway so let me try.’ 

	‘They’re all fairly simple.’ 

	‘So what’s the harm? What else is on the magic agenda for today?’

	He required the agenda. ‘More combat training, there are a few specific scenarios I want you to run, and then some more precise shifting, which will come in handy.’ 

	‘If I let Curt beat the hell out of me, will it let you get a leg-up on all of this?’

	‘It would, but-’

	‘The one piece of advice from…from James Mimosa that I decided to hold onto was this: Don’t be afraid of someone you can fire. And I can fire him, right?’

	‘You’d have to-’

	‘Just say yes.’ 

	‘Yes.’ 

	‘Good,’ she said, poking her tongue out. 

	Shift: Recruit O’Connor’s current location.

	A bright, clean, airy room met her eyes as the world blurred back into view. It was a familiar layout, albeit a little different to what she was used to. 

	‘This is,’ she said, ‘the boy’s bathroom isn’t it?’

	There was a groan from one of the stalls. ‘Ma’am…are we alone?’

	She looked left and right, the urinals weren’t in use, and the other stalls were open and unoccupied. ‘Seems so.’ 

	‘Newbie,’ Curt said, ‘you might not be human anymore, but certain rules still apply like…no girls in here.’ 

	She blushed. ‘Sorry, I just shifted to where you were.’ 

	‘Guess I should be thankful that you aren’t in here with me,’ he said. There was a flushing sound and he opened the stall door. ‘You wanted me?’

	She held up the pile of paperwork. ‘I need help with this.’ 

	‘Are we going to war?’

	‘I don’t think so.’

	‘Are we about to be invaded and this is the paperwork to release the ultimate superweapon from the tech department?’

	‘…I’m pretty sure it isn’t.’ 

	‘…so why are you still in the boy’s bathroom?’

	She shrugged. ‘I’m here now, it doesn’t smell, and there’s no one else in here, so who cares?’

	He dried his hands. ‘Reprimand me for this if you want, but I have to ask: is there something wrong with you?’

	She stared at him. ‘You gonna help me with this or not?’

	His face became a little more serious. ‘Wait, I was joking, is there-’

	She put the folders on the sink, and held up her left hand. ‘One the one hand, I could say that, yes, I have voices in my head.’ She held up her right hand. ‘One the other hand, I could be trying to save face about being the boy’s bathroom.’ 

	‘MPD, schizophrenia or something else?’ 

	She raised her right hand higher. ‘It was the bathroom thing, I’m still-’

	‘Forgotten already what I did for a living?’

	‘We aren’t having this conversation.’ 

	He took the top folder. ‘Then what conversation are we having?’ He flicked through it. ‘Oh, this is easy.’ He took the second one. ‘Yeah, I can teach you this.’ 

	‘I’ve got these, and another stack in my office.’ 

	‘I’ve just gotten done with training, mind if we grab some food while I teach you how to do your job?’

	‘Sure.’

	‘Not in the mess hall,’ he said, ‘you should stay as far away from the other recruits as possible until you’ve got a handle on this. Unless you want to walk around with your emotion-display turned off all the time, even then, your words might give you away.’

	‘I spent four hours with the techs last night, nothing bad happened.’ 

	‘Yeah, but that’s the tech department, you tell them what you really are, they wouldn’t blink. They’d just think it was awesome, look at the way the techs treat Jones compared to how our guys treat Ryan. They find out what you are, they won’t just shake your hand and go back to playing WoW.’ 

	‘So where do you want to go then?’

	‘I know it’s not even nine AM yet, but I’m really craving a burger. Hungry Jacks, the one in the mall, we can hide downstairs and do the paperwork, shouldn’t have people bothering us till lunch.’ 

	‘I guess that’s cool.’ 

	She fixed the location in her mind, and shifted. The world came back into view, the clean and almost empty restaurant bright, clean and ready to serve the hungry recruit…the hungry recruit that wasn’t there. 

	She spun slowly in a circle, much to the amusement of the counter staff, then quickly hopped out of the restaurant, and shifted back to the Agency. 

	‘Forget something, newbie?’ Curt asked, leaning against the sink and flicking through one of the folders. 

	‘Sheesh, give me a break. I’ve been able to teleport myself around for like a day, I’m not perfect yet.’ 

	‘Can you remember me this time?’

	‘I’ll…try,’ she said, grabbing a hold of his sleeve and shifting again. 

	This time, he came with her. He passed the folders to her. ‘You, tell me what you want, then go grab us a table, and try working on the top one.’ 

	‘Burger. Fries. Coffee.’ 

	‘Well, you’re easy pleased.’ 

	She shrugged and headed down the stairs into the empty bottom level. She selected a booth, set the folders down, and pulled the top file off, and flipped it open. The form identified itself as a S-127 – Confirmation of default weapon. 

	As she looked down at the form, an option came up on her HUD. [Prefill information Y/N?] She selected Y, and half of the form was neatly filled in with carefully typed letters. Her name, serial, rank, Agency location, all of the usual stuff at the top. 

	The second half of the form, however, stayed empty. The first field asked her for her chosen default weapon. She smirked, wondering what the form would make of it if she listed “girly gun”. 

	Require: gun.

	The gun appeared in her hand, and she laid it on the table the make and model appearing on her HUD. She copied down the information, then looked at the next field – a series of three check boxes: competency achievement attached, competency already on file, in training. She checked the third one – figuring that being able to aim didn’t quite count as being competent. 

	A blue jacket was dropped on the table, then a barely-balanced tray was placed down in front of her. 

	‘Please tell me,’ Curt said as he slid into the other side of the booth. ‘That I didn’t just see what I think I saw.’ 

	‘I’m halfway through this, is this good, Y/N?’

	‘Newbie, is your gun seriously lying right there on the table?’

	‘…maybe?’

	‘Do you know we’re in public? And that despite pretty much authority to do anything, we try to keep under the radar?’

	‘Yes and…yes.’ 

	‘Do you think flashing your piece is the best way to keep under the radar?’

	‘The answer is no, isn’t it?’

	‘Do I ask why you have your gun out?’

	‘I needed to know the specs so I could fill in the form.’ 

	‘You don’t even know the kind of gun you’re carrying?’

	‘I’ve kind of been calling it the girly gun, didn’t think there would be a quiz.’ 

	He sipped at his soft drink, and spun the form towards him. ‘That’s why you don’t get to check off the competent box. You will have to though, otherwise you’ll get in trouble. You’ve got to be able to, well, correctly ID the gun, shoot it, change the clip, clean it, take it apart and put it back together. I’m sure we’ll get to it at some point.’ He picked up some fries. ‘But please, dye rounds when you’re around me, I’m not a big fan of body armour, but you make me feel like I need it.’ 

	‘Compliment or complaint?’ 

	‘Statement.’ 

	She pulled her burger from the tray. ‘This is pretty easy.’

	‘Others can be a lot more complicated. Then we get into report writing, that can take a bit to get used to, you need to include certain details in certain ways, some things need photos, some things you have to wait on the CSI guys, or the techs, yanno. So, if you get chased for a report, make sure you chase the people you’re waiting on.’ 

	‘Should I be making a lame pun and putting on my sunglasses?’ 

	He stared at her, unwrapped his own burger, bit into it, and continued to stare. ‘…you never did get a tour of the Agency did you?’

	She pulled the coffee from the tray. ‘I kind of died before I got the full Agency experience.’ 

	‘Funny, some people say dying is the full Agency experience, but those some people are generally jaded assholes.’ He chewed on his burger for a moment. ‘So you did die.’ 

	She choked on her coffee. 

	‘You’re going to have to work on your gag reflex, newbie.’ 

	‘I-’ 

	‘I’m not asking for anything I’m not allowed to know, but that reaction just told me one thing.’ 

	‘Yeah. I died. Wasn’t pleasant.’ 

	‘Heard it’s a mindfuck trying to get back, and that most don’t make it.’ 

	‘True on both accounts.’ 

	‘What high school did you go to?’ he asked as he pushed her fries at her. 

	She opened her mouth to answer, then closed it. ‘I’m an agent, I didn’t go to high school.’ 

	He gave a golf clap. ‘Better. Now that that’s out of the way, real answer?’ 

	‘A boarding school that may as well have been hell itself. Hated it there.’

	‘Sheesh. Reform school or something, you that much of a terror when you aren’t…being like this?’

	‘Being like myself?’

	‘Some people are crazy as teenagers, just trying to figure you out.’ 

	‘Should probably start with a Rosetta stone and something that can break 4096-bit encryption.’ 

	He leaned back against the back of the booth. ‘I’m just trying to help, can’t help if I don’t know a thing about you. Three things about me, two truths, one lie: I have a two-year-old daughter, I speak three languages and I never had a dog growing up. Which is which?’ 

	‘Well, you said you had a kid, so that’s probably true, unless you’re tricking me and she’s older. The dog thing is probably true, and the language thing is a lie?’ 

	‘Reasoning?’ 

	‘Keeping three languages in your head is hard for most people, and I never had a dog either?’

	‘Not bad. Why couldn’t you have a dog?’

	‘Parents were paranoid about it breathing on something wrong. Having me around was bad enough, and I didn’t have a tendency to pee on the rugs.’ 

	‘Your family’s wealthy. Statement, not question.’ He looked down at the paperwork. ‘Sign that, and you’re pretty much finished with this one.’ 

	She slowly chewed on a bite of her burger. ‘What else did you deduce, Holmes?’

	‘It’s elementary, my dear newbie. This is what I’ve got so far: You went to boarding school, not cheap. Parents worried about a dog trashing the place. You’ve got dual citizenship, here and the merry old mother country, and sometimes, just sometimes, you sound like a bit of a brit.’ 

	‘Try as I might,’ she said, letting her mother’s accent slip into her voice, ‘sometimes it just sticks.’ 

	‘How rich?’

	‘Pretty much insanely. Can the conversation topic change now plz?’

	‘You’ve got to do your three things.’ 

	‘One: I actually met Ryan twenty years ago. Two: Before I came to the Agency…I once killed a man in self defense. Three: I conned the bank out of ten grand.’ 

	He let out a low whistle. ‘All of those are good.’ He slapped his hands together. ‘Ok, number one is true…love to hear the story if I can, but you didn’t twitch. Two…nearly had me going, but that’s your lie, and…you did actual criminal hacks? You hacked a bank?’

	‘Close your eyes.’ 

	‘Why?’

	‘Because I’m going to do something I hate, but it’ll be worth it.’ 

	He rolled his eyes, then closed them. 

	She concentrated, and required an outfit that nearly burned her skin. ‘Fine, open, get a good look.’ 

	He opened his eyes, and just stared at her. 

	She smiled a perfectly innocent smile. ‘What?’

	‘…you look like a girl.’ 

	She brushed some hair behind her ear, and adjusted her pink headband, then brushed some imaginary lint from her pink babydoll shirt, looked down at the sensibly-cut pink skirt, and clicked together the pink flats. His jaw dropped when she lifted the matching purse up onto the table. 

	‘All I had to do,’ she said, letting the accent slip back into her voice, ‘was run up a whole bunch of charges on my card, and proxy the transactions so they didn’t show as coming from my IP, get the packages delivered elsewhere, and then go cry to the bank manager about how some bad men were stealing the money my dear grandmother gave to me.’ 

	He continued to stare at her, then looked away, and had some of his soft drink. 

	One thought had her back in her uniform. ‘Only did it once though, didn’t want to push my luck, and I just needed to stretch my inheritance a little further, didn’t have the client base I do now.’ 

	‘…so other than sit in a dark room, eat ramen and troll 4chan, what exactly did you do, Miss Hacker?’

	‘…I’m not exactly proud.’ 

	‘Hey, come on, you know what I did for a living, this just makes it far.’ 

	She pulled a few of the fries out of the container, and ate them slowly. ‘Mostly,’ she said, ‘I took advantage of stupid, vengeful teenagers. For fifty bucks a pop, I would hack their ex-significant other’s MySpace, Facebook, Livejournal, whatever, and let my mad as hell customer go to town. The passwords of teenagers are the easiest thing in the world to crack. I did some other stuff, but mostly it was that. I mean, I tried all the big hacks, FBI, CIA, all of the TLAs, but mostly for shits and giggles. I like playing with code, I like being a code monkey…just couldn’t bring myself to be stuck to a chair for eight hours a day.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘I mean, I voluntarily sat in my chair for, yanno, twelve, fourteen hours a day, but that was for me. Job is different.’ 

	‘You mean, like the one you have now?’

	‘If you think about it, I haven’t even been at this gig for a week. It’s still all shiny and new.’ She lifted the next folder and flipped it open. ‘What’s this one?’ 

	He tilted his head and looked at the form. ‘Default clothing settings. It’s like how require: jacket is different for me than it is for you.’

	‘It’s a form to record my size?’

	‘It can get a little more complicated than that, depending on how clever and prepared you want to be.’ 

	He looked across at her. ‘Ok, so you don’t wear the jacket. I’m guessing that’s a pretty permanent choice?’

	‘So long as most of me is covered, I don’t feel the need to wear a jacket that weighs probably a good portion of what I do.’ 

	‘The vest has pockets though, empty yours for me.’ 

	‘Why? Have I been naughty?’ 

	‘Just do it.’ 

	‘I required this uniform like three seconds ago, there’s nothing in my pockets, aside from maybe lint.’ 

	‘Not a good time to show you this, then. Ok, for me, my jacket always comes with two spare clips of ammo for my default weapon, swiss army knife, and two thousand in cash. You can set your clothes to always carry certain items, or supplies of certain items, so that it makes your life easier.’ 

	‘So, my pockets could always be full of chocolate-coated coffee beans?’

	‘…it’s supposed to be for on-duty kind of stuff.’ 

	‘Is me functioning good for when I’m on duty?’ 

	‘…yes.’ 

	‘Caffeine is required for that!’ 

	He sighed. ‘Fine, check off the item of clothing, then list what item in what pocket.’ 

	‘Hey, stop being grumpy,’ she said, snagging the last of the fries, ‘you get to beat me up later.’ 

	 


53 – Exhibition

	Posted on May 1, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Are you sure he’s the one?’ 

	Stef looked across at Jones. ‘Yeah,’ she said with a nod. ‘I mean, there’s no one else.’ 

	‘I’m still not sure-’

	She spun on the swivel chair. ‘Come on, please? It’s just one more teeny favour in the huge favour Katamari that I owe you already, and this will makes things a lot easier for me.’ 

	‘There are several better possibilities…’ 

	She shook her head. ‘No, it’s got to be him. If I’ve got to go through this, then so does he. I mean, he’s like my only friend.’ 

	‘And I suppose you’re making this decision for him?’

	She grinned. ‘Yeah, of course, like he has a say in it anyway.’ 

	‘Well, if you’re-’

	‘I actually thought about this decision, and that’s rare for me, so yeah, I’m sure.’ 

	Jones typed in a few things. ‘It won’t be painful, there’s that at least.’ 

	She looked at the floor. ‘Was it painful for me?’

	Jones shrugged. ‘I don’t know, but for the most part, you didn’t even have the capacity to be conscious, so I would guess not.’ He tapped a few more keys. ‘All right and…done, thought you’ll have to fill in the paperwork yourself, but I hear you’re getting a handle on it?’

	‘Pretty much. Though I do find of feel like I’m back in school.’ 

	He handed across Frankie. ‘He’s now as narcy as you. An official Agency laptop.’ 

	She ran a hand across his lid. ‘So if I crack him open, is there blue magic in there instead of a processor?’ 

	‘Not quite,’ Jones said. ‘But he’s been upgraded to match the specs of a normal Agency laptop, which means…everything. Remember: Only use this power for good. And for fun. And for when we need you for raids. And for distracting yourself when there’s too much paperwork.’ 

	She smiled. ‘I think I can handle that.’ 

	There as a knock at Jones’ door, and he spun towards it. ‘Come on in!’ The door opened, and Curt walked in. ‘What can I do for you, recruit?’

	‘I was after her actually.’ 

	‘Well, we’re done here.’ 

	She opened Frankie, half-expecting him to be wearing a tiny suit, or for his colours to have changed the the default black, blue and white of the uniform, but there was nothing. His default dull grey and the remains of a few stickers. 

	‘Newbie?’

	This won’t do, you need some proof that you’re a good little narc. The uniform is really kind of comfy, but people would give me weird looks if you were-

	‘Newbie?’

	She looked across at Curt. ‘You see these things on the side of my head? I can hear you.’

	‘Morpheus and Neo are fighting in the gym.’ 

	She slammed Frankie closed and looked up. ‘Huh?’

	Curt grinned. ‘You could hear me, but now I’ve got your attention and you’re listening to me.’ 

	‘You just said-’ 

	‘Well, Taylor and Agent Grigori to be precise, come on, it’ll be fun.’ 

	‘Which is which?’

	His face screwed up in confusion. ‘Huh?’

	‘Which one is Morpheus and which one is Neo? I’m kind of-’

	He put a hand on her head. ‘Newbie. Stop thinking about it.’ 

	She slapped his hand away. ‘Don’t touch me.’ 

	‘Exhibition fight,’ he said, withdrawing a couple of steps, ‘you haven’t seen one before, should be fun.’ 

	‘So what, you want to be seen in public with me now?’

	‘With two agents pounding on each other? No one’s going to be taking notice whether or not you’re acting like one.’ He straightened his jacket. ‘That, and Grigori said to meet him there, and we’ll head off after that. Field trip time.’ 

	Jones looked him up and down. ‘You’re only taking the clothes on your back?’

	Curt shrugged. ‘I can require whatever I need.’ 

	‘Still, most recruits at least take a bag with them. You’ve adapted a lot quicker than most, especially for someone…with your work history,’ Jones said. 

	‘Does that mean I’ll earn the privilege to have my bed make itself soon? Or do I have to-’

	Stef stared at the tech as he started to laugh. ‘You’re joking of course?’ he asked Curt, still giggling. ‘Wait, Curt, are you serious?’ 

	She stared up at the recruit. ‘I thought everyone’s beds made themselves?’

	‘They do,’ Jones said. ‘But not his.’ 

	‘I’ve been here over a year,’ Curt said, ‘I just thought that-’

	‘We did it for you,’ Jones said, tapping his computer, Curt’s file appearing on the screen. ‘To help you get used to Agency life, I thought you’d gotten used to making your own bed, so I didn’t bother to change it.’ 

	‘I don’t understand.’ 

	Jones dragged his monitor forward. ‘When you came here, I changed a few of your settings. Turned off the self-cleaning macros in your room, so you could adjust to being here, without all of the practical magics making old hatreds flare.’ He smiled. ‘Would you like me to turn everything on for you?’

	Curt went red. ‘Um, sure, if you don’t mind sir.’ 

	Jones grinned. ‘I do mind, it’s so hard to,’ he clicked the mouse, ‘do that. Everything is on. Also, just to put your mind at rest, the security cameras do not contain lasers. Ok, a few of them do, but they’re just prototypes.’ He smiled. ‘Now go, or you’ll miss the fight.’ 

	There was pressure on her knee, and she looked down to see Merlin resting his head there. ‘Can I go Jonesy?’ 

	‘Of course.’ 

	‘Sccccuse me Squishy,’ Merlin said as he crawled out from beneath the desk, over her, then righted himself with exaggerated effort. ‘Oh, hi Mean.’ 

	Curt looked at her. ‘See, another reason you should be down here, you get “Squishy”, I get “Mean”.’ 

	‘It’s your name!’ Merlin said, adjusting his goggles. 

	‘Whatever you say, squirt. Coming or not, newbie?’ 

	‘Sure,’ she said. She looked down at Frankie, and shifted him to her office, then stood and followed him out the door, a small wizard attached to her arm. 

	Curt hit the button for the elevator, and leaned against the wall. ‘Where’s your popcorn bot, squirt?’ 

	‘Not hungry,’ Merlin said, leaning against her, pressing his head into her chest. 

	‘Oi, stoppit,’ she said, pushing him away. 

	‘It doesn’t make any noises anymore,’ he said. ‘Thought it might, since you’re awake for reals this time.’ 

	She felt Curt’s gaze on her, but she gave no reaction, and forced herself not to rely on the slash-serious command – even that would admit more than she cared to. 

	Merlin poked her chest. ‘I mean-’

	Shutupshutupshutupshutup…

	‘Okies,’ Merlin said, digging half of a muesli bar from his pocket and chewing on it. 

	She stared at the little wizard. Did you just read my mind?

	He nodded as they stepped into the elevator. 

	Um, could you stop it please, it’s already busy enough in here. 

	He held her hand for a moment, then dropped it. She looked at her hand, and at his answer written there in black ink: “Sorry Squishy, can’t”. As she read the words, they disappeared, and leaving her hand feeling a little itchy. She scratched it, then tucked her hands into her pants pockets. 

	The doors slid open, and Merlin ran off. 

	‘Huh, combat floor, I haven’t been here yet,’ she said as she followed Curt into the gym. They climbed to the back row of the bleachers, taking a seat far away from the rest of the recruits. 

	‘Still not sure why we’re here,’ she said as Curt sat beside her on the bleachers. 

	‘Grigori promised everyone a show, he’s got to give it before we leave. I think Taylor’s kind of into the whole exhibition-fighting thing, lets him show off how good he is, remind us all what our place is.’ 

	‘He’s done this kind of thing before?’

	‘Yeah, while you were…not here,’ he said. ‘We had a visiting agent, named Emma-’

	Command: slash-serious.

	‘I see you’ve met her,’ he said, watching as her face snapped into a robotic mask. 

	‘You could say that,’ she said, her voice flat and dead thanks to the macro. 

	‘They duked it out, titans clashing and all that. She…to steal a tech department phrase, pwned his bitch ass. Ma’am.’ 

	She toggled her emotions back on. ‘The whole ma’am thing is beginning to weird me out. I mean, it was fun at first…now it’s just getting weird.’ 

	‘I can’t call you newbie in front of people.’ 

	She looked around, the nearest recruits were three rows away. ‘Fine. But I don’t think anyone is listening to us.’ 

	He pointed to the front row. ‘See the blonde? That’s Ana, Grigori’s daughter. She’s been around, but haven’t spent much time with her. Seems nice enough, she might be our…well me, when we get to Moscow.’ 

	She watched as a couple of combat division guys sat near her. 

	‘I think this makes me a horrible person,’ she said as she rested her head on her palm. ‘But I kind of like that I can hear over vast distances now. Makes…spying on people a lot easier.’ 

	She stared at the conversation taking place in the third row, the rest of the noise of the pre-fight gym filtering away, leaving her with almost a crystal-clear feed of the Russian agent’s daughter, and the two combat recruits. 

	‘No, no,’ Ana said, ‘I’ve got a girlfriend back home.’ 

	‘You don’t look like a lesbo,’ the combat recruit on her left said. ‘Where’s your I-hate-men haircut?’

	‘Actually,’ the blonde said, ‘I’m bisexual, I just happen to be with a woman right now, and we’re quite happy, though I doubt you were going ask that.’ 

	‘Bi chicks only exist in porn,’ the recruit said. ‘Well that, and when you’re looking for a nicer word than slut.’ 

	‘Oh shit,’ she mumbled to Curt, ‘I think there’s going to be some pre-fight entertainment.’ 

	Without warning, Magnolia appeared behind the trio. ‘Peterson,’ the magpie said, ‘I was across the room, not sure I heard what you said.’ 

	The combat recruit turned. ‘Bi chicks don’t exist,’ he said again, ‘they’re just messing around because they haven’t found a good enough dick.’ 

	Curt put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Sit back,’ he said, ‘relax, enjoy the show, I’ve seen Mags handle stuff like this before.’ 

	She watched the magpie girl lift the other recruit, carry him across the room, despite his kicking protestations, and throw him out the window. Magnolia turned, dusted her hands, walked back across the room, kissed the Russian girl, and returned to her seat near Merlin. 

	The room was silent for a moment, before it erupted in a cheer. 

	‘Number one,’ she said, squeezing Curt’s arm, ‘that was the most awesome thing I’ve seen this week, and I don’t even like her. Second, and more important-’

	Curt squirmed. ‘Newbie, you’re going to give me bruises.’ 

	‘-I’m trying to remain calm, but did I just witness a murder?’

	He leaned closer to her. ‘You really don’t know anything, do you, newbie?’

	‘Not really, no.’ 

	‘Building security macro, you drop about twenty feet, then you get shifted to the infirmary. For the number of people Taylor has done that to, the civilian population would have begun to notice the bodies piling up on the footpath.’ 

	‘…so I can try that with you later?’ 

	‘Only if it’s an order ma’am,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Otherwise, you could just take my word on it.’ 

	‘Fine.’ She looked over the crowd at the white-haired magpie girl. ‘She do that a lot?’

	‘She’s learned a lot from her boss, she doesn’t take shit, and she’s an aide, so there’s a certain level of immunity she can act with.’ 

	‘So you want the job so you can toss people out of windows?’ 

	He looked at her for a moment, then looked away. ‘Listen, when he gives you the job, just let me help, ok?’

	‘Huh?’

	He pointed the gym doors, and the two muscle-bound agents walking into the gym. Well, Taylor was walking, Grigori was strutting, confident as a stallion out to stud. ‘Entertainment’s here.’ 

	‘Why would he-?’

	‘There are a lot of complicated things about Ryan,’ Curt said, ‘but also a lot of simple things. He likes you, he tolerates me. Giving you the aide job would give you some sort of fixed position in the Agency, rather than…what you’re doing now. And yes, one agent can be the Aide of another, doesn’t happen a lot, but there’s precedent, unlike a lot of things about you.’ 

	‘But I can’t-’

	‘Let’s just call it a hunch. I mean, I don’t care, good for him, but at least let me help out so he sees I’m still trying.’ 

	‘But-’

	‘How about we just shut up and watch these two beat the hell out of each other?’

	‘Remind me, why is this fun?’

	He shrugged. ‘I guess it’s the clash of titans appeal, an agent laying the smackdown on another is…pretty much like nothing else you can see. And it can get really complex, depending on how much thought goes into it.’ 

	‘Thought? One of those guys is Taylor. He wanted to eat me alive for thinking my way out of the “get over the thirty-fscking-foot-high wall” test.’ 

	‘Newbie?’

	‘Yeah?’

	‘Just shut up and watch, it’ll be fun.’ 

	‘Did you just give me an order?’

	‘Do you want to chance breaking Taylor’s concentration?’

	She slumped, required a drink, and watched as the two agents began to square off against each other. 

	Grigori, fully clothed, was without his shirt a moment later, Terminator-like muscles on display, much to the shrieking pleasure of the some of the female recruits in the audience. 

	‘Well, there’s also that sort of fun,’ Curt said, an open bottle of beer appearing in his hand, ‘but I take it you’re not into that?’

	She shook her head, and looked back to the floor below as the agents charged at each other. Fists flew. Kicks were kicked, some missing, some hitting their targets with brutal headlocks. A headlock or three was thrown into the mix, with neither agent missing a step, or stopping for a breath. 

	‘I’m sure that if I filmed this, I could sell it on the net,’ she said with a giggle. 

	[Shut up or I’ll tear out your heart.]

	She squirmed at Taylor’s voice in her head. She looked away from the two fighting hulks, closed the communication window, and quietly shifted away. The tech department blurred into view, and she ducked into the games room. 

	‘Stef, did you get lost?’ Jones said, popping his head up from behind the giant screen that dominated the back wall. 

	‘What, this isn’t the way to the library?’

	‘Sorry, no books here, just things that go be-be-be-beep.’ He dropped a long cord into a box. ‘Tell me they aren’t taking fight across the whole building again.’ 

	‘They do that?’

	‘Not in years, they’ve learned a little discipline. It get boring?’ 

	She flopped onto the couch. ‘No, I just kind of came to my senses when I realised I was voluntarily in the same room as Taylor. Remind me not to do that again.’ 

	‘Usually he’s focused on the fight.’ 

	‘Yeah, well, focused or not, he had time to- Gah. Nevermind. You got FF7 here? I haven’t played that in ages.’ 

	‘All released versions, all original discs too, not required.’ 

	‘What’s wrong with required?’

	‘Nothing, but I like to have as many originals in my collection as possible. There’s something…real and satisfying about finding a rare disc and adding it to your collection. That, and that makes it easy to buy me birthday presents.’

	‘You’ve probably got like a thousand games, how do I know what you’re missing?’

	He sat on the couch beside her. ‘Easy, there’s a spreadsheet on the tech department common drive. Now, what did Taylor-?’

	‘Nothing.’ 

	‘Stef.’ 

	‘Stick and stones, yadda, yadda. Look, we’ll be leaving as soon as Grigori’s done, I just needed somewhere safe to be for five minutes, and Ryan’s been in meetings all mornings, and something about this floor just makes me feel safe.’ 

	He waved a hand. ‘That’s just the Pax running through the air supply system.’ 

	‘Ha. Ha,’ she said dryly. She tapped out the beginning of the Fibonacci sequence on each knee. ‘Just threatened to tear my heart out. I mean, it’s nothing, but he’s kind of scary, and I’m kind of a big coward.’ 

	‘He’s still mad that I tricked him, and that you both lived, he’ll probably stay that way for the next decade or so. You’re free to hide here, with our delicious Pax-filled air as often as you’d like.’ 

	‘Can I do it for the next week or so? And just pretend I went to Russia?’

	‘You’re always just one shift away from home.’ 

	‘I can see why Merlin calls you his mum,’ she said, ‘you’re all sensible and kind, just like they are in books.’ 

	Jones smiled. ‘I do what I can.’ 

	‘Speaking of Merlin-’ she began, as the world blurred. 

	The world came back into focus, with everything crystal clear, including the bear roaring in her face. 
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	Stef stared. 

	It was a bear. A large bear. A very large bear. Roaring in her face as though she’d offended its mother. Roaring with a mouth full of hacker-nomming teeth. It reared up on its hind legs, towering over her, and she feel onto her rear, eyes still glued to the monster. 

	Am I supposed to curl up in a ball? Or not move? Can they smell-

	‘Misha, you silly thing,’ Grigori said, neatly stepping over her to smack the bear on the nose like a naughty pet. ‘Sorry, I didn’t think I’d left her out,’ he said as he lifted the bear, cradling her like a baby. 

	She continued to stare. 

	‘Bear,’ she said. 

	Grigori grinned. ‘Yes, she’s my pet. Now, get off the floor. I wouldn’t have let her eat you, she would have gotten a tummy ache.’ 

	‘That isn’t exactly comforting.’ 

	‘You want a hand newbie?’ Curt said as he stood beside her. 

	She took her eyes off Grigori and the bear whose tummy he was rubbing to look up at him. In the time it had taken for her to stare and fall onto her butt, he’d required himself into body armour and had a tranquiliser gun hanging at his side. He gave a self-conscious smile, and the armaments disappeared, becoming his uniform again. 

	‘Newbie?’

	‘No,’ she said, ‘I like the floor. Floor good.’ 

	Grigori put the bear down, and she gently reached out and poked the bear’s foot, just to confirm that it was real. Grigori turned to his daughter, ‘Ana, put her back in her enclosure.’ He then turned and scooped her up, throwing her over his shoulder with a lot less effort than the bear. ‘You’ve got to see the whole Agency, there’s not even a liquor cabinet in here.’ 

	‘This week,’ she said, staring at Curt as he trailed behind them. ‘Isn’t going to be big on dignity is it? Put me down!’ Grigori complied, dropping her to the floor. ‘That’s better, now, you want to meet my family first, or be shown to your rooms?’ 

	‘We didn’t travel heavy, sir,’ Curt said. ‘We don’t have any stuff to stow.’ 

	‘Just as well then,’ he said, ‘come meet everyone then.’ 

	He led them into a large common room, filled with about thirty people – a good half of them bearing a striking resemblance to Grigori. He introduced each in turn, sons, daughters, their in-laws or partners, children, recruits of no relation. Twenty-seven names in less than five minutes. She smiled, glad that her HUD, and the Agency profiles that flashed up as she looked at each would help her remember who was who. 

	Then, he introduced them, first in English, then a second time in Russian. Her HUD translated everything he was saying, the generalised translation playing to her ears, as Jones had suggested, and the literal, word-for-word streaming in the corner of her HUD. 

	What did I ever do without you?

	…when was the last time you needed to translate Russian?

	It does other languages too! 

	Yes. I know. I was there, Spyder.

	Grigori dismissed his family, and various recruits, then turned to them. ‘I don’t have much for you two do to right now, so Ana can show you to your rooms, then you can take a tour if you like, tomorrow, we’ll fight something big and strong. Ana?’ 

	The girl smiled. ‘We organised adjoining dorm rooms, they’re pretty much like your rooms at home. Steffie, I hope that’s ok, we didn’t have a spare office, and it seemed like more trouble than it was worth to generate you one for a week, we did put a desk in there though. Come on, this way.’ 

	‘…Steffie?’ she asked. 

	Ana grinned. ‘Sorry, but I helped Jonesy build you, so I feel like I know you. Or at least your elbow, I ran a few permutations of the joint coding, trying to make it more efficient.’

	She flexed her arms. ‘Well, they seem to work pretty well, thanks.’ 

	‘I took a few scans of my younger brother Erek, he’s twelve, and has about the same physique as you.’ 

	This made Curt laugh. 

	‘Come on,’ Ana said, ‘this way. We keep as much central as we can here, well, all of dad’s Agencies really. One central gym, everyone trains together, rather than separating out the field and the combat. Us techs have a floor to ourselves though, we need the space. Blood, code, blue, it all runs together when you’re half-agent, and considering that’s a good few of us, it helps if we know what we’re talking about, also allows a lot of us to double up as medics.’ 

	‘Half-agent physiology confuses me,’ Curt admitted, ‘I’ve never really had a chance to study it, and the only half-agent other than you that I’ve been in contact with was a baby, so not a lot to observe.’

	‘It’s…complicated,’ Ana said as they rounded a corner. ‘I could kick both of your asses right now, I can tell you that much, and it’s not even a question. I can drop some literature off on it if you want, or you could talk to Wanda, my mother, she’s the resident expert. Human, of course, came in as a medical recruit, and stayed on.’ 

	‘I might do, thanks,’ Curt said. 

	‘Just be careful she’s not…studying anatomy with my father, knock before entering the infirmary.’ 

	‘Our doctors are the Parkers, I’m kind of used to that.’ 

	Ana grinned. ‘Your doctors are fun.’ 

	‘No, they’re crazy,’ Curt said. 

	‘I’m with him,’ Stef said. 

	‘Are you?’ Ana said, ‘you make a very odd couple.’ She poked her tongue out and ran a few feet ahead. ‘Curt, this is you,’ she said, pushing the door open. ‘And Steffie, you’re here,’ she said, opening the next door. 

	‘Can I come see your tech department?’ she asked. 

	‘Sure,’ Ana said. ‘It’s downstairs.’ 

	‘Why downstairs?’ Curt asked. ‘Most safety regs say-’

	‘We like to experiment with explosions,’ she said, ‘containing them in the sub-levels is a lot easier than blowing out the glass, and alerting the civilian population. Besides, isn’t that where geeks are supposed to be? Hiding in their parents’ basement?’

	Curt stared for a moment. ‘I’m not sure this counts.’ 

	‘Lift is this way,’ Ana said to her, ‘and I can show you how to invert your colour scheme if you like, it makes a good party costume.’ 

	‘Wait,’ Curt said, ‘gym?’

	‘Back the way we came,’ Ana said, ‘but keep going until you see the door marked gym.’ 

	Curt closed the door to his room, and left. 

	‘I’m not sure he reads Russian,’ she said as she watched him turn the corner and disappear. 

	Ana flashed another grin. ‘With the amount of noise my brothers make in there, I’m sure he’ll figure out which room it is, even if he’s illiterate.’ 

	* * * * * 

	Four hours later. 

	There was a knock at her dorm room door. Stef looked up from the borrowed DS and the “squish the Solstice” game that one of the techs had lent her. ‘Come in.’ 

	Grigori walked into her room. ‘Settling in all right?’

	‘Are tech departments the same everywhere?’ 

	‘Except for the languages they speak, pretty much,’ he said, taking a seat at the borrowed desk. ‘Is it all right if I call you Stef? Fact or not, I’m having trouble processing you as an agent, I mean no offense, it’s just going to take me a little while to get used to.’ 

	‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘join the club. I’m still occasionally fighting the urge to fun because I think the feds are onto me.’ 

	He laughed. ‘Stef, I didn’t want to spring this on you on your first day here, but I do prefer honesty.’ 

	She stared at him. ‘Just tell me I don’t have to fight the bear.’ 

	‘Of course not, that would be cruel.’ 

	‘Or-’

	‘It’s really nothing at all, no, wait, that’s a lie, it’s something rather big.’ 

	‘Um, ok?’

	‘I had an ulterior motive for inviting you here for your external training.’ 

	She stared at the blonde agent. ‘Did Taylor want you to bring me here so you could kill me?’

	‘What?’

	‘Just answer the question.’ 

	‘No, of course not. I mean, he wouldn’t object if you died whilst in my care, of if I killed you, but I wouldn’t. I don’t kill innocents.’ 

	‘Then what?’

	‘I…want to make a wish.’ 
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	‘No.’ 

	‘You’re just going to-’ 

	Stef looked up at Grigori. ‘Yeah. Just no.’ 

	‘But I-’ 

	She let her head drop for a moment. There were crumbs on her crumpled t-shirt, there was a hole burnt into her pants from a small soldering accident in the tech department, and her hair was all over the place. The absolute pinnacle in a lack of authority. 

	‘No,’ she said again, a thought replacing her luxuriating geek outfit with her uniform. A second thought dealt with her hair. Better. Not much, but better. 

	‘Stef, I-’

	‘I think you’d better go back to “Agent Mimosa”, or if you don’t wish to call me by my rank, then “Mimosa” will do.’ 

	‘Please, just let me state my case.’ 

	She raised a hand and pointed to the door. ‘I’m sure you’ve been informed I require a longer sleep cycle than the typical agent, and with your permission, I’d let to get working on that now so that I’m in an optimal condition tomorrow.’ 

	He stared at her for a moment, his expression unreadable. ‘Goodnight, Agent Mimosa.’ 

	She collapsed as he shifted away, fixing her vision on the ceiling. 

	Ok, what the fscking fscking fuck?

	It really is your job to do this, but I think I need to invoke Admiral Ackbar at this juncture. 

	Trap?

	 

	 

	Trap, trick, test, one of those t-words that generally go very badly for you. 

	What’s the gain?I mean, he’s in on the secret, it’s not like I’m admitting to someone who doesn’t know about the hunk of shiny stuff that it’s there. He-

	I don’t know, and I’m not sure I want to know. 

	I’m stuck here for a week. 

	Gods, would you stop thinking about yourself for a moment, we’re stuck here for a week.

	What do you think he wants to wish for?

	I don’t care, and that isn’t the point. 

	But….

	Spyder, just be careful. And listen to me, no matter what.

	I always do, don’t I?

	Most of the time. But this is your life, you can’t afford to make mistakes. 

	She opened her friends list, and opened a communication window with Ryan, despite the little busy signal next to his icon. 

	[Hey.]

	His face appeared in her HUD. [Stef, I’m still busy, sorry. Is there something wrong?]

	No, it’s all speculation and paranoia. And possibly just an Agency-approved test. 

	[No, I just wanted to say hi,] she said. [Is the world ending or something, you’ve been busy all day.]

	Frustration entered his expression. [Clarke...may have sent us to war with the Court of Liars. We’re trying to diffuse the situation.]

	[Um. Ok. You should do that. Night.]

	[Goodnight.]

	There was a knock at her door, and she jumped. She took a breath to steady herself, slid her hand under her pillow, and required her gun, feeling the beginning-to-get familiar feeling of metal in her hand. ‘Who is it?’

	‘Just me,’ Curt called. A thought unlocked the door, and he pushed it open. ‘They’re showing a couple of Trek movies in the tech theatre, you in?’ 

	‘They didn’t invite me before…’ 

	‘Ana said she tried, but that you were…covered in molten metal at the time?’

	She slumped, and required away the gun. ‘Just my face.’ 

	‘And that you started a fire.’ 

	‘I haven’t soldered anything in ages!’ 

	‘If any of us actually paid for the clothes on our backs, I would invest in body armour stocks. So, coming or not, newbie?’ 

	She stared at him for a moment. ‘I’m trying to work out why you’re interested in this. You aren’t…’ 

	‘A massive social reject? No ma’am, I’m not. However, I do like Trek, so you can sit here if you want, I’m not missing the start.’ 

	There’s safety in numbers, Spyder.

	‘Fine, I’m coming,’ she said, getting up to follow him. ‘So long as it’s not the V’Ger one.’ 

	‘I think there’s going to be a vote,’ he said. ‘But I warn you,’ he said as they walked down the corridor. ‘You had better vote for Khan, else I’m going to stop doing your paperwork for you.’ 

	‘Are you threatening me, Recruit? Or blackmailing, or something?’

	‘Not quite, but seriously, there’s nothing better than being in a room with a whole bunch of people all shouting Khhaaaaaaaaaaaan at the same time. I don’t care what your other vote is for, so long as it’s not Nemesis.’ 

	‘What do I look like, a crazy person?’

	‘Well, actually…’ 

	‘Oh shut up…’ she said as she hit the button for the elevator. 

	‘You…looked kind of shell-shocked when I came into your room, you doing ok?’

	‘Yeah. Fine.’ 

	 

	‘When are you going to get used to the idea that lying to me is a bad thing?’

	She turned away from him, and waited for the doors to slide open. ‘Huh, more than eight seconds,’ she said. 

	‘Some Agencies do that,’ he said, ‘doesn’t surprise me, the way this one is run.’ 

	‘Compliment or complaint?’

	‘Compliment,’ he said. ‘It’s really relaxed here. I’m in an Agency, and I’m not worried about someone executing me, and that’s a rare feeling for me. You, however, kind of look like that.’ 

	The doors finally opened, and she stepped in, leaning against the back wall of the car. ‘It’s nothing. Drop it.’ 

	‘You do know that I’m here to assist you in any way, right, that if I don’t return you in pretty much the same shape as you left that my life is worthless, yeah?’ He put a hand on her shoulder, and she shook it off. ‘When are you going to get it through your thick fucking skull that I don’t like being touched.’ 

	He dropped his hands to his sides. ‘Sorry. But seriously, what’s wrong?’

	‘I said it’s nothing, Recruit.’

	He sighed and looked away. ‘Yes ma’am.’ 

	‘Good.’ 

	‘You aren’t a very good liar, ma’am.’ 

	‘Yeah, well, I’m getting better at it,’ she said. 

	The doors opened on the tech floor and she stepped off, rushing down the hallway. 

	‘Hey,’ Curt called. 

	She spun on her heel. ‘What?’

	‘Do you know where you’re going?’

	‘No.’ 

	‘Then how about following me?’ 

	 

	‘Fine.’

	‘See,’ he said as they got to the end of the hall. ‘It’s here.’ 

	The rest of the tech department had been familiar, everything close enough to Jones’ hallowed halls to make her feel at home. However, there was a slight difference in the way that the Russians watched their movies. Instead of crowded around a large television, sitting on beanbags, or other recruits, the tech department theatre was just that, a theatre. Plush red seats went on for rows and rows, with a cinema-sized screen. 

	‘Do we need to buy tickets?’ she asked as they went in. 

	‘Feels a bit like that, doesn’t it?’ 

	One of the techs handed them buckets of popcorn as they went past, and another offered cans of soft drink. The young man handing out the drinks then directed them to a short line, leading to a table with twelve labeled buttons. 

	‘We find this way is the easiest,’ the tech with a short green mohawk said, ‘especially for when this thing fills up. Two movies, so press two buttons.’ 

	She scanned the twelve choices: the ten Trek movies, the reboot film, and… ‘Galaxy Quest?’

	‘By popular demand,’ the tech explained. 

	‘I can dig that,’ she said, punching the button. 

	‘That’s one,’ the tech said. ‘And the other?’ 

	‘Khaaaaaaan,’ she said dutifully, hitting the other button. 

	‘Thanks,’ Curt said, punching in his choices. ‘Now I don’t have to kill you.’ 

	She headed for one of the back rows, pressed her feet up against the seat in front of her, and rested the bucket of popcorn on her knees. 

	‘So you going to tell me what’s bothering you now?’ 

	‘Look, I’m pretty sure Ryan said I had permission to fire you. Or fire on you. Or shoot you with a flamethrower or something. Why don’t you go sit with Ana or something?’ 

	‘Fine,’ he said, stealing a handful of popcorn from her bucket. 

	[Mimosa, can I see you please?]

	 

	She stared at the communication window in her HUD. 

	‘Curt?’

	He stopped walking away and turned back to her, chewing on his stolen handful of popcorn. 

	[Where?]

	[My office here.]

	[Fine,] she said, severing the link. 

	‘What, newbie?’

	She looked up at him. ‘I’m going to Grigori’s office. Require your headset. If you don’t hear from me in two minutes, come find me. If you can’t find me, call home and tell Ryan that-’ She paused for a moment, trying to figure a way to get a message across without giving him information he wasn’t allowed to know, and that would be more than little dangerous for her. ‘Tell him that Grigori got to the heart of the matter. Exactly that, got that?’ 

	‘Yes ma’am,’ he said, and for once, seemed to mean it. ‘Is there something I can help with? I’ve got a little bit more experience than you do with…everything.’ 

	‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m probably just being paranoid.’ 

	A headset appeared on his ear. ‘Two minutes,’ he said. 

	‘Starting now,’ she said as she shifted to Grigori’s office. 

	Grigori’s office was a lot different to Ryan’s – instead of the sleek, narcy design that Ryan had, Grigori’s was done in warm reds and browns, except for the high-backed leather chair behind his desk. The walls were covered in photos, drawings and cards, even the filing cabinet had childish creations taped to the side. 

	A glass-fronted cabinet at the back of the office housed a warehouse of treasures behind the smoky glass and lead lighting – weapons, coins, pieces of armour. A museum in miniature. 

	And sitting, with his legs up on the expensive, ornate desk, a glass of vodka in his hand, was the agent she wasn’t sure she could trust. 

	‘I just want to state my case,’ he said. ‘Please, sit.’ 

	She shook her head. ‘No, I’d rather stand. And…I’m defaulting to English around you,’ she said, ‘do you want me to switch to Russian? I said no.’ 

	 

	‘You don’t even know what I want it for, or what I can give you in return.’ 

	‘I am well aware that I am the newbie, that I don’t know how anything works, or even how I work, but I’m pretty sure the piece of mirror in my chest isn’t the only one on the planet. Why don’t you take whatever you’ve got to offer and go barter for someone else’s mirror?’ 

	‘Do you have any idea what a piece of mirror goes for on the black market? Or how hard it would be to get a piece from a court? Mirrors fall rarely, and generally the wishes are used up right away, the pieces that aren’t…those are hidden away for when they are really needed, and couldn’t be bought for the tokens I’m offering you.’ 

	She stared at him, ‘Oh. Huh. Ok. So not only do you want a piece of mirror, you want to…offer well below market price for it?’

	‘I thought once I stated my case, you would at least give me a chance. It won’t sway others that have mirror. And…according to the documentation, technically you both belong to the Agency.’ 

	Ok, strike one for paranoia. 

	‘You say something that like, and you still expect me to let you state your case?’ 

	‘What I state is simple fact, it isn’t a threat.’ 

	Seems like a threat to me. 

	She looked at the empty chair, then required her own and sat – just on the off-chance that the one he had offered was rigged, and really was the chair that would drag her down to hell. ‘May I ask you a question, Agent Grigori?’

	‘Of course.’ 

	‘This thing in my chest, what is it?’

	‘A piece of the Dajulveed mirror.’ 

	‘And that’s all?’

	‘It was the method by which Ryan brought you back to life.’ 

	‘And that’s all?’

	His expression softened a little. ‘It’s your heart.’ 

	‘And that’s all?’

	 

	‘I’m not sure what you want me to say.’ 

	She stood. ‘It’s my damn life,’ she said, trying to keep her calm, trying to retain composure. ‘It’s my life. It’s my heart, it’s my soul, it’s my memories, my consciousness, my self. It’s…me. Without it, I stop existing, full stop. I don’t get to go to Death and pass on, I don’t get to come back again, I just…end. All it takes it someone to crack my chest open and make a wish and I’m dead. I’m kind of…fragile.’ 

	‘It’s just a small wish.’ 

	‘And I’m just a small agent. It’s just a small heart. And it doesn’t matter, I’m not a genie, you don’t get three wishes.’ 

	‘It’s not for me.’ 

	‘If I give you a wish, then someone else will want one, then someone else, until I’m all used up and gone. Or…everyone will come to their senses and realise that it would be a lot better to keep it locked up in a vault somewhere than incubating the chest of a damned, stupid hacker. No. Final answer.’ 

	You’re not bad at this.

	I’m just pretending to be you. 

	‘I have friends that could fix you,’ he said, ‘make you complete. Fix the problems that the mirror didn’t, or improve you if you wish. I can get your faerie currency, I can take you to the finest restaurants in the world, I can get you unicorn wine, which would be the most exquisite taste to ever pass your lips, and one that is becoming rarer and rarer by the bottle. I can-’ 

	‘Not interested. No wishes. There’s no magic lamp for you to rub one out on.’ 

	‘So, what, you’re never going to make a wish?’

	‘I’ve made two wishes, they helped me fake my death and escape a situation where my only other alternative was to sit and await execution. I felt it was a worthwhile risk at the time. Other than that, no. I…like being around, I’m not going to chance wishing myself away on anything frivolous.’ 

	He slammed his glass down. ‘You don’t even know what I’m asking for.’ 

	‘And I don’t care.’ 

	‘Agents are allowed compassion, you realise.’ 

	‘Whatever your problem is, is your problem, take the tokens that were going to offer me, and barter for your resolution that way. I don’t know you, I don’t owe you anything, and I’m not going to risk my life for you. Because, yanno, that’s the thing, I don’t even know how many wishes I get, or what’s a little wish, and what’s a big wish. Thanks, no thanks, I’d prefer to be able to stand, think and breathe.’ 

	He lifted a hand and a section of the wall disappeared. Behind it were hundreds of medals, dog tags and other small objects. ‘Every other agent in Russia,’ he explained. ‘Something there from each of them. Each of them was found, even if only a scrap, or ash in the wind, we’ve found everyone else, everyone except for Dmitri.’ 

	‘I thought the war was over, like, ages ago.’ 

	‘He was one of the last to be taken, but we’ve never found him, or his body, he just disappeared.’ 

	She looked at the wall. ‘But it’s been…decades, right, what chance is there that he’s still alive?’

	‘None, of course,’ he said. ‘But I need to know what happened to him. I need to know for sure that he’s gone, so that we can have a service for him, so that his family has closure.’ 

	‘Aren’t people supposed to be declared dead after so many years? If we turn to ash, what makes you think you’re going to find anything?’

	And seriously, you want me to risk my life for proof of death?

	‘This is important to me, in a way you could never understand. Please, it’s such a small thing I ask of you, and you can have anything I can give in return.’ 

	‘NO!’ 

	‘Stef-’

	‘My name is Agent Mimosa. And I think it would be best for everybody if I did my external training somewhere else, Agent Grigori.’ 

	Good little narc. 

	He required a few forms, and signed them, then attached them to a clipboard, then stood and walked over to her. He handed her the forms, then lifted his hand, presumably to hand her a pen. 

	And then there was a knife in her chest. 

	FUCK!

	‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘but once you understand duty, you’ll forgive me.’ 

	 

	There was a knock at the door.

	He pulled the knife away, the tip gleaming with a tiny piece of mirror, a tiny piece of her heart, and she dropped to her knees. The pain finally hit, and she let go a string of obscenities as the hole in her chest began to close over. 

	There was another knock at the door, and she decided played the odds, shifting Curt to her current location. He looked from her, to Grigori and the knife, then back to her. He crouched beside her, looking at the blood strain on her chest. ‘Did you just get stabbed?’

	She looked across at him. ‘If I buy you the damn DVD, do you mind if we go home now?’

	‘Of course not, ma’am.’ 

	Curt wrapped his hands around her arm and helped her to stand as Grigori stared at them. 

	‘Fine, go, but I want to teach you a lesson in duty first,’ he said, sliding his fingers over the tip of the knife. 

	The world stretched, flexed and bent, splitting into a rainbow at the edges, Grigori’s office disappearing as they were wished away. 

	She stared at her HUD, and at the one warning message dominating her whole field of vision: BLACKOUT ZONE. It flashed over and over, making it hard to see anything else. She let it sink in for a moment, then closed the warning. 

	Grigori looked around. ‘An unexpectedly pleasant way to travel,’ he said before moving off further into the dark room. ‘See if you can find a light switch or something.’ 

	‘Blackout is bad,’ she said to no one in particular. ‘Blackout is very bad.’ She pressed the heel of her hand to her chest, feeling for the wound, for their one viable transport out of the blackout zone, but it was closed. ‘So we’ll also need something sharp,’ she said quietly. 

	She stumbled through the near-dark room, keeping her hands in front of her, skimming them across tables and cupboards until she found the wall. 

	‘Found one,’ Curt said, and light flooded the room. 

	A dead fairy in a jar stared back at her as her eyes adjusted to the light. 

	‘Dmitri!’ Grigori yelled, running to the far end of the room. 

	She looked a the fairy, then up at Curt. ‘This is fucked up.’ 

	 

	He looked around. ‘You have no idea where you are, do you?’ 

	‘A creepy room in a blackout zone. We’ll be able to get out of here in a minute, so-’

	He turned to her. ‘This is a Solstice facility.’ 

	‘Ok, so we need to get out of here now.’ 

	‘How did we shift into a blackout zone?’

	‘Blame Grigori.’ 

	He grabbed her arm, spinning her around to look at him. ‘Answer the question I asked.’ 

	There was something in his voice that made her shudder. 

	‘No.’ 

	He let her arm go. ‘Then I’ll just have to work it out myself.’ He picked up the jar with the dead fairy inside, swung it, and everything went dark. 

	 


56 – Traitor to the Cause

	Posted on May 3, 2010 by Stormy 

	Curt watched as Stef crumpled into a heap – she wasn’t unconscious, as he’d hoped, but she was still out of the game, she wasn’t going to be escaping any time soon. She moaned, fingers tensing against the floor. He stared at the broken pieces of glass on the floor around her, the formaldehyde that had slicked her with its foul odor, and the pathetic corpse of the dead fairy on the ground beside her. 

	The fairy corpse could come in handy. Dead, the horny little bastard would probably be of more use than it had been alive. 

	Problem one, the girl: sorted. Problem two, Grigori, still unresolved – and a much larger problem in every way. However, he was distracted at the far end of the room, and hadn’t even made move toward them at the sound of breaking glass, nor offered a shout of concern. As the rhetoric said: the proxies only cared for themselves. 

	He scanned along the wall, looking for what he knew to be there – an alarm button – standard issue for every room of a Solstice facility, so that assistance could be rendered against the unnaturals at the push of a button. 

	There it was: red as a fire truck, and under only a flimsy plastic cover. He lifted the cover and rested two fingers on it, and without hesitation, pushed it down. 

	Distracted or not, this would make Grigori pay attention, so he looked at the cabinets and cupboards surrounding him. He didn’t know the facility, but it was Solstice, he knew that down to his bones. The cupboards were familiar, bulk and perfectly serviceable, the smell of dead fae was unmistakable, and very few other places on the Earth would keep a dead fairy in a bottle out in the open, not even labeled. 

	All of the cabinet drawer labels however, were in Russian, and he couldn’t read it. He opened a few of the closest drawers, ignoring scalpels and needles – both were good, but neither were what he was looking for: tranquilisers strong enough to put down an agent. 

	‘There’s no exit down this end,’ Grigori called, ‘you two, are you armed?’

	He almost shot a sarcastic remark at the agent – for all their boasting about lightning reflexes, taking this long to check on the status of his team after an alarm started to sound was pathetic. And far too little far too late anyway – response time to an alarm was supposed to be a minute. Which meant-

	The door burst in, and three automatic rifles were aimed at him – to which, he obediently raised his hands. He lowered one of his raised hands slightly and pointed to the other end of the room. ‘Agent down there!’ The guns were shoved at him again, so he shouted the order again, this time in Russian. Rusty as his language skills were, they listened, two of them moving through the maze of cabinets, one keeping a lock on him. 

	‘You. English. Who?’ the gunman asked in severely stilted English. 

	‘Curt O’Connor, sir,’ he said, ‘long-term deep-cover assignment to-’

	There were three shots, then the sound of a man being thrown against the wall as the fight started.

	‘Who?’

	He rolled his eyes, shrugged off his jacket and lifted his shirt. 

	The gunman nearly dropped his weapon as he stared at his torso, and the tattoo there. 

	‘Curt O’Connor,’ he repeated, dropping his shirt. 

	‘How?’ 

	He hated that he’d let the mother-tongue of the Solstice get this rusty. Rusty language skills. Rusty Russian – now that sounded like a drink or a sex act. ‘Assignment,’ he said in Russian, ‘opportunity. Explain later. Help friends!’ he said with a point, as he heard Grigori shout in anger. 

	‘Armed?’

	‘No. Cuffs,’ he said, spying a pair on the man’s bet. 

	The gunman gave him a suspicious look, in return, he simply smiled and kicked the girl at his foot. The cuffs were tossed to him, and the man ran off to back up his friends and capture…or kill, Grigori. He wasn’t sure he cared which. 

	He grabbed a towel from one of he benches, crouched and swept the broken glass from the ground before he knelt in front of Stef. She was still lying on the floor in a small pool of her own blood and glass from the bottle. He slapped her visible cheek, and she stirred a little – not enough to move, not even enough to insult him. 

	‘Hey, wakey wakey,’ he said, slapping her again, before grabbing her and pulling her into a seated position against the cupboard. 

	‘What…fuck…’ she said, her eyes fluttering. ‘Ryan?’ 

	He slapped her again, a lot harder this time, and finally she opened her eyes. ‘No, not Ryan, you stupid little bitch.’ He dangled the cuffs in front of her, then snapped them around her wrists. 

	‘…Curt?’ her voice was shaky, tiny, timid – much like the rest of her. She swallowed, and blinked a few times, blood leaking from the corner of her mouth – the bottle had certainly done a good job, that, or she was just particularly fragile. He hoped for the latter, it would certainly make everything easier. 

	There was a shout of victory 

	‘Yeah,’ he said, grabbing a handful of her hair, ‘who’d you expect?’ Her head slumped in his hand, but he yanked her back up so that she was looking at him. 

	‘Solstice…’ she said slowly, the gears visibly spinning. ‘Tell me you’re joking,’ she said in a much quieter voice. ‘Please. That you’re-’

	He slammed her head back against the cupboard, and she swooned. 

	‘I don’t like to lie, that’s your job.’ 

	‘He said you’re Solstice,’ someone said behind him. ‘Identify.’ 

	He slammed her head against the cabinet again, and she fell back to the ground as he let her go. He stood, brushed himself off, and saluted the central man – who looked worse for the wear from the fight, but not down for the count, as Grigori obviously was. 

	‘Curt O’Connor.’ 

	‘Affiliation? Commander? Explanation as to how the hell you got here, and with two pieces of proxy trash?’ 

	‘Adelaide cell. Jake Parcel the last time I had contact. They were experimenting with a new teleportation magic, and it landed us here.’ 

	‘What were you doing with them in the first place?’ 

	‘I’m sixteen months into a two-year deep cover assignment.’

	‘And how do we know you aren’t with them?’

	Again, he lifted his shirt. The man handed off his gun, then pushed him back into better light, taking in the glory of the tattoo that ran across the side of his stomach and halfway up his chest, naming his accomplishments, and the name – or identification – of every person he had successfully interrogated. The Solstice commander ran a hand across the tattoo, visibly impressed, but he knocked the hand away. ‘I don’t swing that way, buddy.’

	‘I’m Captain Andrei Zheleznova, and I resent your implication that I am a homosexual.’

	‘A poor joke, Captain,’ he said, ‘I apologise.’ He tapped his tattoo. ‘And with this record, how you could doubt my loyalty?’

	‘You’ve broken protocol, we will have to debrief you. We will have to test you.’ 

	‘I expect no less,’ he said. ‘Though, may as I be so forward as to suggest the test?’ 

	‘We don’t have to follow your suggestions.’ 

	‘I’m aware of that Captain, and feel free to dismiss it.’ 

	‘Suggest.’ 

	‘May I have the pleasure of interrogating this one?’ he said, landing another solid kick onto Stef’s body. 

	‘I’m going to defenestrate your headless corpse, you Solstice piece of shit!’ she shouted, though barely raising her head from the floor. 

	The Solstice Captain moved forward, but he simply snatched the roll of duct tape from the man’s belt, and went to the floor in front of her again. He dragged her up again, and she spat blood onto his shirt. He slapped her again, smirking as he saw the impressions of his hand begin to rise as red welts. 

	‘You are so dead, you are-’ 

	He pressed a thumb into her neck. ‘I’d prefer to wait till you’re strapped down, but I can cut your tongue out now if you like.’ She shrank back, as she surely as if he’d slapped her again. He tore a long length of tape from the roll, then tossed it back over his head to the Captain. 

	He grinned, and she pulled back further, trying to escape through the solid wood of the cabinet. He reached down, grabbed the fairy corpse and pushed it towards her face. She slammed her mouth shut, hatred burning in her eyes as she looked him. 

	He laid the tape across his knee, and pinched her nose closed. She had to open her mouth sooner or later – sooner if he had anything to say about it. 

	‘Open!’ he screamed in her face. He pulled back his free hand and punched her in the gut. Her lips opened for a second, but she bit them back down. ‘Open,’ he ordered again, ‘or I’ll make you swallow worse.’ She twisted her face, and, he was sure, tried to kill him with her mind. 

	‘You’re going to die here,’ he said, ‘no question about it, and you’re going to suffer. The thing is, afterwards, I’ll probably go right back to Brisbane, back to your Agency, and cry at your funeral with your proxy, but the thing is, Stef, think of what I’m going to do to Ryan once I finally get my hands on him.’ 

	‘You fu-!’ she started to scream, and he shoved the dead fairy into her mouth as she opened her mouth to swear at him. Holding her small jaw shut on the corpse, he ran the duct tape around her head, sealing her mouth with half of a fairy corpse hanging out. At least she was done talking for a moment. 

	He stood, and watched as she hung her head and cried. 

	‘Yes,’ the Captain said, ‘I’d say watching you interrogate these two would be a good way to spend the afternoon. 

	‘Two?’ he echoed, ‘I thought you finished the big arsehole off.’ 

	‘He’s bleeding, but still in fine enough condition to make a few morale videos.’ 

	He smiled at this. 

	Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Stef move, and he spun around to look at her – she’d lifted her hands to grab at the tape. He hauled her to her feet, and bent his head to scream in her face. 

	‘Don’t touch that tape!’ 

	She scratched it a little more, trying to peel it free. He smirked, grabbed her hand, and broke her pinky finger without blinking. 

	‘Got the fucking idea?!’

	She shook, and went back to looking at the ground. 

	The Captain gave him a fatherly pat on the shoulder. ‘I might see if I can keep you here, I don’t have a class-one interrogator.’ 

	‘There’ll have to be some perks,’ he said, spitting on Stef as she slowly sank to the ground again, trying to make herself as small as possible. 

	‘I am sure we can arrange whatever you desire.’ 

	He looked down at himself. ‘What I desire is a change of clothes so I’m not wearing these proxy-conjured rags.’ 

	‘Of course, a change, then you can get started. Which would you like to work on first?’ 

	He looked to the end of the room, to where they had secured Grigori, then down to the girl at his feet. ‘I’ve only worked on a couple of agents,’ he said, ‘but I’m sure I could make it last for a few days, if you like that sort of thing, so I think I’ll do the recruit first.’ 

	 


57 – Plan A

	Posted on May 4, 2010 by Stormy 

	He called you a recruit!

	I don’ think he’s about to slap a salute and call me ma’am. 

	Spyder, think about it for a moment. 

	…wait, you mean-

	Yeah. There’s a good possibility. Just shut up and let me listen to everything he says. 

	Stef let two of the Solstice drag her across the floor without a fight. Fighting was useless, it would only result in another broken finger, or a gun pushed to her head and trigger pulled – forgo the torture to kill her. Torture or death. Torture or death. No. Torture AND death. 

	Why can’t it be cake or death? Or coffee or death? 

	And there was a dead fairy in her mouth. In her mouth. Well, half of it anyway. It tasted terrible, unimaginably horrible. More of the preservation liquid slid down her throat, well, she hoped it was the formaldehyde, and not blood from the corpse, or-

	She closed her eyes and threw up. It hit the fairy’s corpse and the duct tape and began to slide back down her throat. She retched again, struggling to get the tape free of her mouth. Some of the chunks of half-digested food found holes in the gag, and slid down her chin, dripping to the floor as she was dragged across the room. 

	Without much effort, she was thrown into a cell, and she hit the ground hard, but she didn’t move. Not moving was good. Less of a target. Hopefully less of a target. 

	‘Don’t go anywhere,’ she heard Curt say, as a hand ran along her back, making her shudder. ‘We’ve got a lot of fun to have, recruit.’ 

	Recruit. He’d called her recruit again. Thoughts sparked and questions flared but she stayed still as the cell was closed, and the sounds of the four men retreated. 

	She stayed unmoving on the floor until there was nothing but the sound of her own struggling breaths. With one slow, deliberate movement, she tore the tape away from her mouth. The puke in her mouth, and the fairy’s corpse fell to the ground, and then did the remaining contents of her stomach. The fairy, the bile coating her throat, the stress, the fear…it all left her stomach as empty as the day she’d woken up in Jones’ lab. She moved back from the pool of puke, snatching the fairy body, and moving it out of the half-digested food – corpse or not, it deserved a little bit of dignity. 

	The cell was empty, other than a solid concrete slab with a flat piece of foam on top – a bed of sorts. A heavily stained bed, covered in blood, and other dried fluids that she couldn’t identify, but it was better than the floor, and she moved to it. 

	She was the only prisoner in her cell, but there was more than one cell, and her neighbour raised his head to greet her. ‘He’s alive,’ Grigori said. Unlike her, he was chained the the wall. Thick lengths of chain circled his arms, his neck, his chest, and his legs. He wasn’t going anywhere in a hurry – especially not with the gunshots to his limbs. 

	Hatred. It was a good, pure feeling. It was a good focusing feeling. It was one easy to communicate through a look. She concentrated her hate, and looked up at Grigori. 

	‘He’s alive,’ the Russian said again. ‘Dmitri, Stef, he’s alive. He’s right there. He’s five feet away.’ 

	She tried to focus the hatred into a fireball. Just a little one. Enough to singe his eyebrows, and burn off his hair. It didn’t work. 

	‘Aren’t you even going to ask,’ she said, hating the taste of her mouth, ‘if I’m ok?’ 

	‘I can see you, sitting right there, you look fine.’ 

	She raised her cuffed hands to her still-bleeding head, and spat again. ‘Uh huh. Grigori, exactly how hard did they hit you on the head? 

	‘How old are you?’

	‘Twenty-two.’ 

	‘I’ve lost children younger than you, and I’ve spent far longer than that thinking that this man was dead. We have a forty, sorry, four percent chance of making it out of here, but I found him.’ 

	‘It’s your fault we’re here!’ She spat again. ‘Don’t you realise that if you’d…thought about this any other way, that we’d all be home right now?’

	‘Including the traitor.’ 

	‘I know what he is.’ 

	I so hope that you’re right.

	Right now, it’s our best hope for anything. Even if that anything is a nice, swift death.

	She rubbed her bloody fingers together. ‘You didn’t even hear him try to crack my skull open, if you hadn’t been so distracted, we might have gotten out of here.’ 

	‘Sorry.’ 

	‘I’m going to get out of here,’ she said with a bravado that she didn’t feel. ‘And I am going to leave you behind.’ 

	‘Stef.’

	‘You violated me-’

	‘I thought proxy bitches liked it rough.’ She spun around to see Curt, followed by who was probably the boss Solstice, if she’d followed the conversation, unlocking her cell. He laughed, a slow, mocking laugh. ‘You took the tape off,’ he said, stepping into her cell, slamming it behind him. ‘I thought I told you not to do that.’ 

	She stared at him, unable to say anything. 

	‘And you made such a mess,’ he said, ‘you’re going to pay for that. But that isn’t the worst mistake you’ve made. Care to guess what that is?’

	She stared at him.

	He took two steps, then stepped up onto the bed, towering over her. ‘I said guess!’ he screamed. 

	‘Calling you a son of a bitch, you son of a bitch?’

	This earned her a boot to the head, and she fell backward. He pulled a baton from his belt and swung it twice. One swing making a rib make a rather unusual cracking noise, the other smashing against her hip. He grinned down at her, then dropped suddenly, straddling her. ‘Your other mistake,’ he said, jamming the baton under her chin. ‘Was getting onto the bed.’ His spare hand worked at the buttons on her vest, pulling it open as much as the cuffs was allowed, then starting on her shirt. ‘There is one reason, and one reason only we have beds in the cells,’ he said, letting go of the baton. ‘And that’s for our comfort while we fuck you.’ 

	‘No,’ she whispered. 

	He laughed, and flicked a knife open, splitting the seams of her bra, leaving her exposed. The knife was hidden away again, and he started to touch her. 

	‘NO!’ 

	Fuck this. Stop this. Nothappeningnothappeningnothappeningnothappenignotnotnotnot-

	Spyder, get a grip, I need you to stay with me. 

	She felt herself begin to cry as he grabbed her left breast, his fingers digging in deep enough to bruise. 

	‘Get off me!’

	‘Oh, really now, Stef,’ he said, slapping her again. ‘Is this really any worse than fucking a proxy?’ He shifted his weight a little, one hand pressed between her breasts as the other worked on her belt. ‘Won’t it be good to fuck a human for once?’

	‘No.’ 

	He pressed down on her chest harder – the place where a breastbone should have been, the area over her heart. 

	‘Or should we just get down to business, get to the heart of the matter?’ 

	The heart of the matter. The message she’d given him. 

	He knows, doesn’t he?

	He’s smarter than he looks.

	What do I do?

	Trust him. 

	‘Yes,’ she said, rolling her head to the side. 

	He sat up, and turned to the Solstice. ‘Let’s move right to the main entertainment. Help me drag this little bitch out.’ 

	‘You couldn’t get it up, Aussie?’ 

	‘My dick shrivels,’ Curt said as he dragged her to her feet. ‘At the idea of fucking her. For the amount of times she’s fucked her proxy, she probably still has ash up her cunt. You want her, take her, but I’ve got better ways to torture her than to give her a good ride.’ 

	The Solstice moved forward, staring down at her like a piece of meat, then shook his head. ‘No,’ he said, ‘she looks too much like a boy, and I have a beautiful wife at home, I rarely take the arse of an unnatural, I usually leave that to the others.’ 

	Androgyny FTW? 

	All right, that’s your job. I’ll keep an eye on your sanity, you keep an eye on your sense of humour. 

	‘Move!’ Curt screamed in her ear, and she allowed herself to be marched from the cell, away from Grigori, away from Dmitri, and towards torture. 

	58 – Reconsidering Plan A

	Posted on May 6, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef bit back another scream as the brass knuckle pounded into her bare flesh again. Curt stepped back, wound his arm like he was pitching a baseball, and hit her for what felt like the seventieth time. Realistically, it was probably only the twentieth, or thirtieth. 

	A lot of those blows had been spent visiting her broken rib, a rib that was probably nothing but powder by now. 

	Great…now the giants will want me for their bread…

	Though, out of all the things he could do, it was far from the worse. It hurt a lot worse than testing out her knowing-kung-fu-ness with Ryan, but at least she had a point of reference for what was going on. 

	He stepped back again, but this time, slipped the brass knuckles and laid them to rest on the tray. The tray filled with gleaming, sharp instruments of causing massive amounts of pain. Some of them were obviously surgical implements, some were cooking utensils, others she couldn’t identify. 

	Worse than the pain, worse than the bruises, worse than the powdered rib was the fact that her nose itched. She twitched her nose, but it gave no relief, and there was no point struggling against the restraints. Again. For a tenth time. 

	The restraints held her in the dentist’s chair from hell – a body-length chair, with all of the cushioning and any remains of softness or comfort removed, and restraints at every sensible point, or joint. Her feet, her legs, thick straps around her wrists, and one around her neck. There had been straps to go around her chest and waist, but Curt had waived them, instead crowing about leaving her exposed to the world. 

	It had also made punching her a lot easier, giving him a lot more targets, rather than having to chance his blows being softened by the leather. 

	He picked up a short knife, much like the one Grigori had used to punch through her chest, and start this mess – given that they would have stripped Grigori of everything on him, probably was the same knife, and a plastic cup. 

	‘I’m only doing this to follow protocol,’ he said, speaking to her for the first time in over ten minutes. ‘Any idea what we’re going to do now, recruit?’

	‘You’re gonna take a piss?’

	His sick smirk twisted his face again. ‘Oh, so now you’re interested in my dick.’ He took a step forward and backhanded her, which hurt, but it fixed the itching in her nose. He then grabbed her chin, holding her head still, took the knife and drew a deep groove down her face, letting the blood spill into the cup. 

	‘We have to make sure you aren’t a proxy,’ he said, ‘ineffective as they are, they have tricked lesser men on occasion.’ He took the cup of blood, walked a few feet, and poured it over a white sheet hanging over a table. ‘Though with the number of times you’ve been in bed with yours, half your blood might be ash anyway.’ He tossed the cup over his shoulder. ‘We’ll know for sure in two hours anyway.’ 

	She stared at the bloodstained sheet. Her countdown. Her death sentence. 

	Agent blood might take two hours to flake away as ash, but it showed all the signs well before that. Slowly turning black, becoming thicker, then slowly losing substance, becoming ash, then nothing at all. 

	He could call her recruit all he wanted, he could keep up the act, but her blood would betray her, if not them both. 

	And there was no way to tell him. 

	This. Is. Insane. We now have less than two hours, and that’s if he isn’t fucking with me just to give me false hope. 

	Two hours is better than two minutes.

	And your bright idea for getting us out of here is?

	We’re a genius, aren’t we? The answer is simple: we think our way out of this. 

	You’ve got no idea, do you?

	To be fair, you don’t either. 

	But you’re supposed to be the competent half!

	Yes, Spyder, because insulting me is a really good idea right now. Let me think. You’re going to have to be strong. You can’t be…you.

	But that’s why I have you!

	We are tied to a chair, getting the shit beat out of us. I can hold you together, but I need you to be strong anyway, this is going to get a whole hell of a lot worse before it’s over. If you want a chance to get out of here, you might have to grow up, just a little. Not much, just a little. Brave face, ok?

	How brave?

	As brave as you were when you were adventuring with the Captain. Just remember back to when you were an invincible little pirate. Can you do that for me? Who’s my brave little pirate?

	Me?

	I don’t believe you!

	ME!

	Better. We might just make it out of here. 

	Curt dropped the knife on the tray, and held up another few sharp objects in turn, weighing their merits, or maybe just picking out his favourite. He picked up a pair of pliers and smiled. 

	‘Now,’ he said, ‘I’ve got some questions for you.’ 

	 


59 – Simple Simon Says

	Posted on May 6, 2010 by Stormy 

	45 Minutes Later 

	Curt swung the torch around again, the high-powered beam burning into her eyes. For her part, Stef fought blinking this time, and he was glad – it meant that at least he didn’t have to slap her again, and her face already looked like it had been hit by a truck. The slaps, her cuts, the amateur dental surgery – if they made it out, it could all be repaired, but if they didn’t…

	The face. The face was the easiest thing to hurt for show though – wounds tended to bleed profusely, and with a little bit of showmanship, could be made out to be even worse than they were. 

	Her exposed torso also looked good enough – cuts, burns, bruises, a Pollock painting of pain. 

	At least she’d stopped crying. 

	He pressed down on her two broken fingers, and stared at her. ‘Is that your final answer?’

	‘Yes!’ she screamed, her voice straining with pain. ‘For the last time, yes!’ 

	He swung around to look at Ivan – they were watching him in shifts, or observing the show in shifts, or both, he wasn’t sure, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to draw attention by asking. Do the act. Torture the girl. Act like…himself, two years ago. 

	He wanted to throw up. 

	Some snow blew in through the broken, open roof, and he unconsciously pulled his jacket tighter, before looking at her half-naked body, and feeling yet another layer of guilt added to his already-massive guilt onion. She was freezing, and he was wrapped up in enough layers to allow him to ignore the cold. 

	He turned and grinned at Ivan. ‘I think I believe her, guess she does know her own name’ he said. He turned back to Stef. ‘Ok, question three, you filthy little whore, what’s your serial number?’ 

	She turned away from him, so he punched her in the ribs. 

	‘I asked you,’ he said, picking up a scalpel, ‘what your serial number is.’ 

	‘I don’t know!’ 

	 

	His heart skipped a beat. 

	He pressed the scalpel into her forearm. ‘I don’t think I heard you.’ 

	‘I don’t know my recruit serial number!’ 

	He cut into her arm again, silently cursing himself. Of course she didn’t know her serial number, she’d been at the Agency two days as a recruit. Not enough time to memorise it – if she’d ever known it in the first place. That, and if she said her agent serial number, at the very least, she was dead. Whether or not they killed him depended on a few things. Even if they believed his cry of innocence, there was still the opportunity to be executed for stupidity. For being tricked by the proxies. For buying their lies, and falling prey to their spells. 

	She stared at him, but only for a moment. She knew he was acting. He hoped she knew they were in this together. 

	She seemed to understand. She wasn’t fighting, not even as much as she should be. She was, for the most part, just taking it. He couldn’t even talk to her. Any code words might be noticed, any familiar sentences might be recognised, any simple phrase, any small comfort, even one distorted through references, might lead to both of their deaths. 

	It had been risk enough to ask her the truth of her biggest secret. 

	‘Tell me!’ he shouted, cutting into her arm again. 

	‘I really don’t know!’

	Time to cut her slack. Time to give her an out. ‘Come on,’ he said, grinning his oh-so-false grin down at her. ‘It’s just seven numbers, recruit, can’t a worthless bitch like you even remember seven numbers?’

	Seven numbers. Any seven numbers would do. He silently willed her on, hoping to make it at least through this question without having to move to something drastic. 

	‘Five!’ she started. 

	He cut another groove into her arm – they were shallow, just enough to make a point, and when finished, another way to humiliate her. 

	‘Five!’ she shouted again. 

	He slapped her, trying to take some of the power out of his blow. ‘You stuttering there, recruit?’ 

	‘Five,’ she said again, blood leaking from the corner of her mouth. 

	 

	He cut her again. ‘You’re stuck on repeat!’ 

	‘Zero!’ 

	‘Oh good, there we go, want to get around to answering my question sometime this decade?’ 

	‘Six!’ 

	He moved the scalpel again, and again, finishing off his task on her forearm. ‘Got two more numbers for me? You really don’t want to make me start this all over again, do you?’ 

	‘Nine, zero!’ 

	He smiled again, this time a genuine smile. Whether by sheer luck, or by making some obscure geek reference that he didn’t get, he had made her job extremely easy. More moments filled with words, rather than blows. He laughed, dropped the scalpel in the tray, then leaped onto her, the chair she was restrained in nearly crashing to the ground, but thankfully, it stayed vertical. 

	He crushed himself against her, trying to transfer a little warmth into her shivering form. ‘I can see why they gave you that number,’ he said, grabbing a handful of hair and turning her face to look at him. ‘Five-five-five-OH-sixty-nine-OH!’ he said, thumping his body against hers. ‘Did he really have his cock shoved down your throat so much that he needed to label you a whore in your serial number?’ 

	She tried to look away, but he held her head steady. One hand slid up her chest, feeling the same spot as before, to feel if what he thought was true, to once again ask her for her biggest secret, and to trust him with it. 

	There was no breastbone, but a soft patch of skin, and beneath, he could feel cold radiating up to his fingers. Not the snow, not the ambient freezing environment, a different kind of cold, a deeper kind of cold. Like the kind there would be if a newbie had a piece of mirror in her chest. 

	He slipped back into his patronising voice. ‘Do you actually love him?’ he asked, shaking her head so that it didn’t look as though he was going easy on her. ‘Or is it just sex?’ He pressed down on her chest again. ‘I mean, I’m going to kill you, would you at least like me to mail your heart back to him?’ 

	She nodded as best as she could, then looked away from him. ‘I don’t want to die,’ she whispered, blood-covered lips parting painfully. She was talking, but she was talking to him, to the real him, not to the version of himself that had been making her scream, not to the Curt that was slowly bringing her closer to death. 

	‘Oh, but that’s too bad,’ he said. ‘Because so far as I’m concerned, you are worse than they are.’ 

	 

	‘You should get off me,’ she whispered. 

	‘It’s cute that you think you can give me orders,’ he said, yanking his hand, and pulling out a clump of her hair. 

	She closed her eyes, and suddenly he felt warm. He pulled himself off her, and saw the wetness on her pants – she’d wet herself. He fought his pity, fought the need to console her, or to just take his chances, cut into her chest, and try and get them out of the mess they were in. 

	Instead, he played his role, and kicked her in the head. 

	‘You fucking little piece of trash!’ he shouted. ‘You pissed on me! You pissed on me!’ He moved forward, and undid the collar around her neck, pulling her head forward to look at her forearm. ‘Read that!’ 

	‘C-c-c-,’ she stuttered, quaking in fear. 

	He slammed her forehead against her forearm. ‘Read it!’ 

	‘…cunt,’ she whispered. 

	‘I can’t hear you!’ 

	‘Cunt.’ 

	‘That’s what you are, a dirty, filthy, little cunt. And…I know that pissing on a proxy probably makes him want you, but the human race does things differently!’ 

	He worked on the restraints around her wrists. 

	‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Ivan asked. 

	‘You’ll see, besides, you’re armed,’ he said, ‘if she runs, shoot her in the back.’ 

	‘Protocol-’ 

	‘Fuck protocol,’ he said, swelling with false bravado. ‘I’m the best, and I know what I’m doing.’ He freed both of her hands, then moved down to her legs, freeing them and her feet. Stef, for her part, thankfully, didn’t move an inch, nor try to escape, or even breathe deeply. She was trusting him, and he hoped he deserved the trust.

	Trust he might have, but he wasn’t going to get forgiveness, not that he deserved it. 

	He pulled her from the chair, and let her drop to the ground. She didn’t even make an attempt to support her own weight, just let out a short cry of pain as she hit the ground, then went silent and still. 

	He wanted to hit her so hard that she lost consciousness, but doing that would only extend the process – as the superiors would rarely want to continue interrogating an unnatural whilst they were unconscious. No point in inflicting pain if they couldn’t feel it. That, and if they decided to pump adrenaline into her heart, and pulled out a syringe covered in mirror, there’d be no end to the possibilities of the ways that it could go wrong. 

	He grabbed a shoulder and flipped her onto her back. The ground was freezing, and her entire skin rippled with goosebumps. She just stared at him with the same tortured, scared eyes that had been staring into him for nearly an hour. A very long hour. 

	One hour, out of the two before her blood entirely turned to ash. It would already be showing signs, if they cared to look closely at it, which they hadn’t, which they weren’t. He was treating her like nothing more than a girl recruited for nothing more than the sexual gratification of an angel. And she was taking it like a recruit, a scared recruit with no resistance to pain. Unless there was an extremely paranoid member of the bunch, they had absolutely no reason to believe she was anything other than human. 

	‘I’m going to tell you something,’ he said, wrapping a hand around her throat. ‘You are far worse than they are. Proxies can’t help what they are, those born unnatural can’t help what they are, they are just victims of their abhorrent births. They need to be put down like the animals they are, but still, they don’t have a choice.’ He lowered himself onto her, straddling her tiny frame again. ‘You, on the other hand, you chose to be what you are. You chose to turn your back on your own people, to side with those that have no right to live.’ 

	‘Fuck you,’ she whispered. 

	‘Really, thanks, but no thanks, especially not since you covered us both in piss!’ He took his hand off her throat. ‘You need to be punished for that.’ 

	‘You’re-’

	He slapped her again, and she shook. ‘Stop. Talking.’ 

	He pulled a small knife from a sheath on his belt. ‘You are going to lie there, and take this, and be glad it’s the only thing I do to you.’ He lowered the knife to her cheek, and began to slide it up towards her eye. ‘You’re in control, Stef,’ he said. ‘I’m going to cut your eye out, which would be so much easier for me to do if you were in bondage, but since you aren’t, you need to listen.’ 

	‘No. Please-’ 

	He ignored her. ‘If you lie still, and take your punishment, you’ll be all right. If you struggle, if you scream, if you thrash about while I’m doing this, well, there’s really nothing to stop me from stabbing you in the brain, and you don’t want that, do you?’

	 

	She closed her eyes. 

	He laughed. ‘You think that will stop me? Open you fucking eyes.’ 

	She did, and they were full of tears. He silently begged forgiveness, and slid the knife into the white of her eye. 

	He expected her to scream. He wanted her to scream. He wanted her to sit up, filled with some sort of mirror-fueled superhero rage, and destroy the entire facility. She simply bit her lip till it bled, and stayed still. He levered the eye from the socket, as gently as he could, and let it rest on the top of her cheek, the optic nerve still attached. 

	‘As I thought,’ he heard himself say, detached and still playing the part, ‘eyes are the window to the soul, and you’re empty behind there. No soul. No right to live.’ 

	He cut the nerve, and she screamed. 

	He gently lifted the eye, stood, turned and tossed it to Ivan. ‘Here, trophy for you!’ 

	He crouched, and pulled away her belt, then pulled her stained, ripped, and wet pants over burnt feet and broken toes and away from her. He knelt beside her head and lightly slapped her bleeding head. 

	‘I have to go change my clothes, thanks to your waterworks,’ he said. ‘But in the meantime, I want you to feel as disgusted as I do.’ He slipped the the pants over her head, and tied the legs around her neck, sealing her in with the smell of her own urine. 

	He stood, and kicked her for good measure. ‘I’m going to leave you on the ground,’ he said. ‘Just so you can contemplate the fact that very soon, you will be beneath it. If you move one inch, one fucking inch, I will kill you when I get back. Do you understand?’

	There was a vague nod. 

	‘Tell me you understand!’ 

	‘I understand.’ 

	‘Call me sir!’ 

	‘…I understand, sir.’ 

	‘Good.’ 

	He kicked her again, then turned to Ivan. ‘Where do I change my clothes?’

	 

	Ivan jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘This way.’ 

	He stared at the bloodstained sheet as they walked past – they were running out of time, soon enough it would be obvious that it wasn’t human blood there, even if they weren’t paying close attention. 

	He rubbed at his wrist, and fought an urge to look back at the girl, to see if she was writhing in pain. Not that it mattered, whether or not she moved, he was going to kill her when he got back. 

	 


60 – Truth or Dare

	Posted on May 7, 2010 by Stormy 

	Curt walked into the adjoining room, a combination of an observation room though mirrored glass and a break room – two men sat playing cards, and Captain Zheleznova sat at a table by himself, casually typing away on a laptop. 

	‘I need a new pair of pants,’ he said. 

	The Captain looked up at him. ‘Those were the last new pair we had for the moment, but there should be some clean pairs in the laundry?’

	‘Where’s that?’

	‘Four doors down, on the right.’ 

	‘Back in a minute, let me know if she moves,’ he said, moving out the back door, careful not to move too fast, not to appear as though he was running, or being suspicious. He had to look one one of them, act like one of them, otherwise everything would fall apart. Otherwise everything would go to hell, and so would he. 

	He found the laundry without any trouble, a hot, muggy room, industrial-sized washers and dryers going, doing their very best to wipe away the stains of Solstice sweat and fae blood. Washing away the the sins. 

	He sorted through a basket of pants, consciously undoing half an hour of someone’s folding duty, and taking a small solace in the amusement. He slipped off his own pants, and tossed them in the nearest foul-smelling pile to be done with the next load. If there was a next load. Hopefully there wasn’t going to be a next load. 

	The clock was running out. The point of no return had been pressing the alarm button, and now it all came down to this. He pressed his fingers into his left forearm, feeling the small bulb there, his small, ever-present back-up plan. A back-up plan that proved, despite his words, despite his actions, that he was a traitor to the Agency. 

	‘Apples backwards,’ he whispered, and he felt the bulb disintegrate and blue flood into his arm, and begin to rush around his veins. It didn’t hurt like last time – but this time he wasn’t being held down for two agents, having it forced into his system for the singular purpose of torturing him. This time it was to save a life, well, three lives. 

	The blue felt alien in his veins, and he hoped that after all this time, that it would still work. He hoped it would, otherwise he had paid a lot of money for nothing, and it meant that he was going to commit a murder rather than a masterful piece of deception. 

	He had ten minutes to get it done, she would have less. And if he was wrong-

	The laundry door opened, and Andrei Zheleznova joined him in the muggy room. ‘I hope you can give me a good explanation.’ 

	He flashed a smile. ‘Can I assume, Captain, that by now you’ve checked with Adelaide, and found that I’ve been declared a traitor, that I saved the life of a proxy child whilst escaping, and that no deep-cover mission as I’ve described exists?’

	The Captain kept his expression steady. ‘Pretty much.’ 

	‘And how well would a deep-cover mission like this work if the paper trail was a mile-wide? You may take whatever action you deem necessary, but I did think that I was well and truly proving where my loyalties lie.’ 

	‘Your efforts today have been…impressive. You certainly have a lot of skill, though I do-’ 

	‘Question why the most extreme thing that I have done with the prisoner is the removal of one eye, rather than, for example, removing a hand, or electrocuting her until she flat lines?’ He smiled. ‘You will see me pull out the flashier moves when I work on the agent, she’s a recruit, and she’s a girl, I prefer to humiliate them, make them think about their choices, rather than simply bring them to a swift death.’ 

	‘You have to understand my position here. I cannot allow you to walk around if there is any question of where your loyalties lie.’ 

	‘And with enough of their magic, everything I’ve done to her could be repaired, yes sir, I see your dilemma. However, so far as I am aware, they aren’t able to cure death. If you’ll allow me, I’ll just go back in there and kill her, can I be so bold as to assume that will prove my place?’ 

	‘You will…just execute her?’

	‘Yes sir. It would be a pleasure.’ 

	He wanted to hold his breath, he wanted to slow the beating of his heart, everything, everything depending on being able to execute her in the next nine minutes. If he wasn’t given an order, then he would have to communicate to her to fake an escape attempt – which would be difficult, given her inability to carry her own weight. 

	‘I think that would do it, yes,’ Andrei said. 

	‘Yes sir,’ he said, snapping a salute. 

	‘And you’re willing to do this now?’

	‘Right now sir, with your leave,’ he said. 

	‘Get to it then.’ 

	He nodded, and walked from the laundry, still careful to moderate his speed, to appear as one of them. 

	He didn’t allow the weight of what he was going to do settle, it was their one way out, even if it was dangerous, based on facts he had only confirmed through fleeting glances, code words and deduction, and if he was wrong, he was a murderer. 

	If it went wrong, if his two-minute plan didn’t come out exactly as he’d extrapolated, then…there was still a slight chance that he could rescue himself and Grigori. And Dmitri. Not that he was sure that Grigori deserved saving – he made a mental note to ask Stef exactly what had happened, if it matched up to his theory, if they survived. And if they survived, and it was as he thought, it was going to be her choice what happened to the other agent. 

	He steeled himself, walked back through the break room, and into the torture room. He stopped briefly to pick up a knife from the tray, a nice clean one, one that he hadn’t already used to cut into her. 

	She was shivering, badly – but hypothermia was the least of her worries. She, for her part, had barely moved – more than the inch he had threatened her over, but that was really a moot point. He tore the pair of wet pants from her head, and waited for her eyes to adjust before beginning to speak. 

	‘I’m going to give you the chance to repent before you die,’ he said, lifting the knife, so that she had all the warning she could. ‘To cleanse your soul before you die.’ 

	‘B-b-b-b-’ she stuttered, her body shaking too much to speak. He grabbed one of her shoulders and pulled her up. ‘Bu-bu-but I didn’t move an inch…’ she said. 

	He pressed the knife to her cheek. ‘That doesn’t matter now. Your time is up. You’ve got one last chance to repent, be glad that I’m giving you that.’ 

	‘No.’ 

	‘You really are a troublesome bitch. Let me ask you one question: do you think today is a good day to die?’ 

	 


61 – For the Glory of the Empire

	Posted on May 7, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Do you think,’ Curt asked again, ‘that today is a good day to die?’

	Stef stared up at him, hoping that he was saying what she thought he was saying. ‘I-’

	‘REPENT!’ he screamed at her again. 

	The knife dug into her cheek. 

	‘Do you think,’ he asked for a third time, ‘today is a good day to die?’

	Her cheek scraping against the edges of the blade, she nodded. 

	‘Are you ready to die?’

	Good gods, Spyder, I hope-

	Yeah, I hope you’re right too. I forgive you if you weren’t. 

	She nodded again. 

	The knife plunged into her chest. She felt it slide in between two ribs and bury itself into her lung. Under his grip, she squirmed, spitting blood onto his face – which only earned her another slap. 

	You weren’t right! You weren’t right! I hate you!

	He brought his face close to hers. ‘Told you,’ he whispered. There was breath against her ear, then more words…or probably words, each one of which slammed into her head, hurting her as much as the knife was. 

	She slumped, her eyes closing, her breath caught in her throat without the energy to finish exhaling. Paralysed, and numb – though she could still feel the blood leaking down her side. 

	‘I need a fucking drink,’ Curt said, his weight disappearing from her. ‘Then I’ll get to work on the agent.’ 

	‘What about the body?’

	‘I’ll wait till rigor sets in, then I’ll cut it up and courier it back to her Agency.’

	‘Fine.’ 

	There was the sound of a door slamming, and then she was alone. 

	Is this…death?

	Still kinda feels like life, Spyder.

	I can’t move, I can’t see, and I’m not breathing. 

	You’re still bleeding. 

	What the hell did he do?

	I think he used magic on you.

	He could have done it earlier, yanno, before he cut my fucking eye out.

	Her right big toe twitched. 

	See? Not dead.

	Her eye opened a little, and her HUD reappeared, a countdown taking up most of her vision. 

	Well, not yet anyway.

	She stared at the countdown, 4:57, 4:56, 4:55, blue digital numbers ticking away the seconds she had left to live. 

	This is…kind of familiar.

	Her big toe twitched again, then went still. 

	Think I can get a cute recruit to pack me in ice?

	You’re lying on a frozen floor, there’s snow coming in through the roof, I think you’re as packed in ice as you’re going to get. 

	She tried to move her hand, but it stayed immobile, useless. 

	4:41, 4:40, 4:39. 

	Ok, I’m paralysed, and I need to cut into my chest and wish myself well before the countdown runs out. 

	Spyder, you’re dying of blood loss, you have to cut into it before it hits zero. You’re losing blood, and you need to be conscious enough to do this. 

	I feel fine so far. Well, considering.

	Try to move.

	She managed to open her eye a little more, but nothing else moved. 

	4:27, 4:26, 4:25…

	What if they come back? To…not having those thoughts, but to do anything, like move me somewhere?

	Well, then we’re all dead. They’ll slit out throat, they’ll execute Curt for tricking them, and Grigori’s doomed.

	…and if they don’t come back?

	We’ll have that talk after you get better. I’m not going to stress you out whilst you’re bleeding to death.

	Two of the toes on her left foot twitched, then retained feeling – one retained the feeling of being broken with a hammer, but it was feeling all the same. 

	3:59, 3:58, 3:57…

	I’ve got part of a foot, can I perform surgery with part of a foot?

	Maybe if you’d kept up with ballet, but even then, I don’t think Madame Cousteau would have taught us to wield knives with out feet. Would have messed up the shoes, don’t you think?

	Probably.

	Come on Spyder, we’ve got nearly four minutes, we’ve been through worse. 

	What you mean is, I died alone once, stop being a pussy and take it like a man?

	I think it’s better than the alternatives. This is at least a chance.

	3:20, 3:19, 3:18…

	She could feel her right knee, more precisely, she could feel the deep cut there, and the open wounds from the burns, but it was feeling. 

	Three minutes, and I can be home, and in my warm bed, right?

	No.

	What?

	I’m not going to tell you until we’ve cheated death again. 

	I don’t want to cheat her…she’s a nice lady…

	Hey, don’t you go getting woozy on me.

	I’m not…promise…

	2:45, 2:44, 2:43…

	Is it what you expected?

	What?

	First week of being an agent.

	Dunno, dunno if I expected anything. I…

	Damn you, stay awake!

	I…

	Spyder!

	I’m not going to sleep, I’m not going to sleep, I’m just…

	Pain exploded in her gut. 

	OUCH!

	There you are.

	1:57, 1:56, 1:55…

	Those numbers keep getting smaller. 

	She tried to move her hands again, and this time, there was faint feeling in her fingers. 

	Work with it, Spyder, work with it!

	She concentrated on moving her right index finger, and slowly felt it respond. She tapped it, but none of the other fingers moved yet. 

	1:28, 1:27, 1:26…

	Her right hand flexed, and froze, before relinquishing control to her. Her arm still dead, she turned her hand and grasped for her pants leg, pulling her dead arm along with it. 

	Huh, maybe watching Evil Dead was a valuable use of your time. 

	By the time she had pulled her hand up to her chest, feeling was beginning to return to her arm. 

	Shop smart, shop Stef-mart!

	1:03, 1:02, 1:01…

	She let her hand slide a little, and reached for the knife handle. 

	No time to be clean or pretty about this.

	0:57, 0:56, 0:55…

	She yanked the knife out, and felt her breath exhale as a scream. 

	She gripped the wet handle and pushed it through the place where her breastbone should have been, scrapped it against her heart, and pulled it back out. She pressed her fingers against the tiny pieces of mirror on the end of the knife. 

	Heal me, please.

	 


62 – Warmth

	Posted on May 7, 2010 by Stormy 

	0:07

	The countdown timer stayed on seven-seconds-to-live for a moment, then disappeared. 

	The rip in her chest sealed, and she felt her lungs inflate, and clear themselves of liquid…of blood. The frostbite disappeared, replaced by warm, pale pink skin. Her broken digits flexed, and straightened themselves with little fuss. 

	She felt herself blinking, and the odd feeling of a new eye appearing in her empty socket. Her vision flicked through several light spectrums, then settled, and then gave her the pleasure of depth perception again. 

	The various cuts, scrapes and bruises sealed, shrank, and disappeared under newly-grown skin. 

	After another minute, she felt her body stop fixing itself, and the feeling of being complete again swept over her. 

	Command: self-diagnostic. 

	More red flags than at a party at the height of communism flashed at her. Subsystems that had been destroyed, parts of her body that weren’t being recognised – those that she had just fixed with magic, various subroutines that weren’t working, along with the list of functions that were already offline thanks to being in a blackout zone. 

	One in particular, however, stuck out: Targeting Offline.

	‘Oh…fucking hell,’ she said, slamming a fist on the floor. 

	So, basically, I’m back to being a useless newbie. 

	…something like that.

	So, time to portal everyone out? WTS Portal to Agency, 2 cookies. 

	Spyder.

	No, shut up, not listening.

	Spyder.

	Fucking shut up, I’m not listening to you.

	You need some clothes. 

	She wrapped her hand around the knife and cut into her chest again, clearing a space to get two fingers in to reach her heart. 

	‘Warm clothes, please.’ 

	Her tattered clothes disappeared, replaced by long socks, warm underwear, an undershirt, a long-sleeved shirt, and what appeared to be Ryan’s jacket. She crawled back and rested against the wall, cuddling into the jacket, and enjoying the first hints of warmth in hours. 

	Spyder.

	I know, I know.

	You ready to listen now?

	…please, I just want to go home.

	You know you can’t do that. There aren’t even supposed to be Solstice in Russia, they have to be destroyed. 

	So I can just-

	No. You can’t.

	It would be so much easier to wish them dead.

	You’re supposed to be our whimsical half, think about your thoughts for a moment. There’s always the rule against wishing people dead. It’s a taboo. 

	Yeah, but fairy tales-

	Remember what Dorian said?

	No, not really.

	The laws create the taboos, so what if there’s some big thing about wishing people dead, and if you try it-

	A life for a life kind of thing? I wish them dead and I wind up dead myself?

	I’ve put a lot of work into you, it’d be a shame for you to accidentally bring about your own death. Again. I kind of enjoy living, if you don’t mind, Spyder.

	So what am I supposed to do instead?

	Kick butt, save the day, all that stuff you’re really not qualified to do.

	Yeah, with the lack of qualification, I’m supposed to do that how exactly?

	Well, you should reach into your chest and genie yourself a couple of guns and some ammo. That way, if they do come to check on your corpse, you can at least stop them.

	One for me, one for the Boy Wonder?

	Sounds good.

	She touched her heart again. ‘I need a couple of guns, please, and some spare ammo.’ 

	Two girly guns appeared on the floor in front of her, a spare clip for each lying beside each. She pocketed the second gun, and the clips. 

	I am so not ready for this.

	I think that should be tattooed on your forehead. You don’t have a choice. 

	I can just get everyone out of here, and they can send the calvary later. Or…hey, I can just wish for Taylor to come here, he’s crazy enough to take on Solstice in a blackout zone! Or, like, how about an entire fscking army?

	You don’t think I considered that? Give me some credit, Spyder. You call in the calvary, what do you think the first thing they’re going to do is?

	Shoot the Boy Wonder?

	And the second thing?

	Shoot Grigori?

	Still want to bring down the holy hell of angels?

	I’m not sure they’re better off with me as Plan A.

	At least you’ve…got the element of surprise. You don’t have a choice. Just keep listening to me, and by the end of the day, you’ll be safe in bed and nomming on cookies. 

	Promise?

	I’ll try if you try.

	She tapped on her chest, then touched her heart again. ‘Tell me what to do.’ 

	Spyder-

	Something hard appeared in her hand, and she pulled it away from her chest. A mirror, ornate – well, more old-fashioned than ornate, and as innocent-looking as something she could have found on her grandmother’s dresser. 

	The reflection in the mirror, however, wasn’t her own, it wasn’t a reflection at all, it was the view of an office, Ryan’s office. He sat at his desk, sans his jacket, a pile of paperwork visible over his shoulder. 

	‘Huh,’ she said, ‘voyeur-cam.’ 

	He spun on his chair, his expression one of pure shock.

	‘You, you can hear me?’

	‘And see you,’ he said as he stepped closer. ‘Gods, Stef, are you ok?’

	‘Please don’t ask me that question right now.’

	‘Stef.’ 

	She closed her eyes and swallowed. ‘Mirror is better than a band-aid. I had a few cuts and scrapes, they’re gone now.’

	‘You’re still in a blackout zone, you’re all still in a blackout zone.’ 

	‘There are Solstice here.’ 

	‘But-’

	‘I know, I know, I know, ok, I’ve already figured out exactly how bad that is. And yes, I’m going to send an impolite letter to Grigori’s intel department, but after I get home, ok?’

	‘And the others?’

	‘I haven’t seen Grigori since we got captured, they put us in separate rooms. They were more interested in getting to know their other prisoner first. With knives.’ 

	‘Stef-’

	‘Agent Dmitri is here somewhere too. Don’t know his condition.’ 

	‘How do you know?’

	‘Too long to explain.’ 

	‘And…’ He stared at her for a moment. ‘Curt?’

	‘Just got done saving my life, so unless I really misunderstand how bad guys work, he’s still on our team.’ 

	He was quiet for a moment. ‘What are you waiting for? Get everyone home.’ 

	‘I can’t.’

	‘Stef.’

	‘Because running away is exactly what you’d do?’

	He stared at her. 

	‘Like I thought,’ she said. 

	‘Stef…’ He looked away for a moment. ‘Agent Mimosa, I’m ordering you to evac everyone now, we’ll deal with everything else later.’ 

	‘No sir.’ 

	‘I’m ordering you!’

	‘And you really have no idea how much I’d like to just listen. But…I can’t. We run, and by the time you can try and get any intel, they might have bugged out, and they’ll disappear until whenever. We take them out now, I mean, that’s got to be better, right?’

	There was a strange look on his face. 

	‘Great,’ she muttered. 

	‘What?’

	‘Well, that’s your “I’m going to yell at you now” face, isn’t it?’

	‘No, it’s my “I’m extremely proud of you” face.’ He reached toward the mirror, and she was only moderately surprised when his hand easily passed through, and touched her face. ‘Promise me you’ll be careful.’ 

	‘I will.’ 

	‘Above all, your priority is to get yourself out safely.’ He pulled his hand out of the mirror, and back through to his side of the world. ‘Gods, it’s cold there.’ 

	‘Sorry for borrowing your jacket.’ 

	He smiled and required himself into another. ‘Keep it.’ 

	‘Wish me luck.’ 

	‘You have it.’ 

	‘Bye,’ she whispered, and the mirror…blinked, showing her a reflection of herself, rather than into a window across the world. 

	She stood, took the safety off her gun, and walked from the room. 

	 


63 – A Good Day to Li(v)e

	Posted on May 8, 2010 by Stormy 

	The room beyond the torture chamber was empty – Stef looked around, judging by the state of the room, it had been recently occupied, probably watching the show. She kept her gun at her side, it had been occupied, so there was a chance it would be occupied again. 

	A laptop caught her eye – it had been left open, a simple screensaver showing the time bounced around. She ran a finger across the trackpad, and it went to the desktop without even asking for a password. 

	‘Jesus, so much for security.’

	She pulled the mirror from her pocket, and rested it against an empty coffee cup. ‘Jonesy?’

	The mirror rippled and Jones’ face appeared, a pair of headphones over his ears, and a slightly blank expression on his face, the kind she wore when she was coding with her eyes closed. 

	‘Hey, Jonesy.’ 

	He snapped down to look at her, looking as though he was having a minor heart attack. ‘Stef?!’

	‘Hey, where am I right now?’

	‘You’re…in a messenger window. What-?’

	‘No, me questions now, you questions later,’ she hissed. ‘I’m on a Solstice laptop, anything you want me to do while I’ve got it?’

	‘Other than bring the hard drive home? Open some ports for me and I’ll grab what I can before they trace the hack.’ 

	‘Ok, I can do that,’ she said, bending the laptop to her will, and for the first time since shooting the mirror, feeling like the hacker she was, instead of the narc she was pretending to be. ‘Tell me they don’t have everything on one massive bad guy server?’

	‘Unfortunately no, but I should be able to grab some files of value.’ He nodded. ‘All right, I’m in.’ 

	‘Ok, run a trace to this location.’ 

	‘Not hard,’ he said. ‘Why?’ 

	‘Shut up and do not laugh at me, but can you task a satellite over the area? Hopefully there’s going to be a moderate amount of hell going on in here in a few minutes, and I suspect some are going to run – cause I have no idea how many are here, so if you can get a read on the runners, and fsck, I dunno, call Ana and her siblings to deal with it?’ 

	Jones smiled. ‘Sure thing, Agent Mimosa.’ 

	She grinned. ‘Ok. You do your thing, I’ll do…something I’m really not qualified to do.’ 

	‘Good luck.’ 

	She touched the mirror again, broke the connection, and put it back in her pocket. She lifted her gun again, and walked out of the break room, and into a Solstice. 

	He, however, was reading a paper, and merely mumbled an apology, and kept going. She turned and watched him for a moment as he slowed, and turned to look back at her. His somewhat sleepy expression wrinkled. 

	‘You new?’ he asked. 

	She held up her gun. ‘Agent Mimosa. On your knees.’ 

	He laughed and folded the paper. ‘Oh, you are new. Captain Zheleznova’s not a big joker, so you’d-’

	She shot him in the knee. 

	‘Agent Mimosa,’ she said again. ‘Now tell me, how many people are here.’ 

	‘You aren’t an agent, you’re too little!’ His hand slowly began to move toward his hip, and presumably, a weapon. 

	She aimed at his head. ‘I have had a very, very bad day, and I will shoot you, so just answer my question and I’ll let you live long enough to get captured and put in a cell.’ 

	His hand twitched, and she pulled the trigger again, rendering him no threat to anyone. 

	She moved down the hall, and other than the sounds of some washing machines, there were no sounds of movement, no sign of other Solstice. She looked down at the floor, seeing drops of blood every couple of feet from where they’d dragged her through an hour ago. 

	You know, I’m supposed to get breadcrumbs. 

	So, now you’re Gretel? 

	Yeah yeah, more like Grendel, I know, but geez…can’t I have one stupid magic cliché come true? 

	Well, wish yourself into a short skirt-

	I’m already wearing a long jacket.

	-and for a tiara, and you can be Sailor Stef. Protector of cookies everywhere. Or something.

	Um. Yeah. I’m the magical girl who has to self-mutilate to make anything work. 

	She found the door to the stairs, and opened it quietly, hoping that the stairwell wouldn’t echo, hoping that the stairwell was empty. 

	It was, and she made it down two flights without incident. 

	Stupid as this might be to say…thanks for being here. I couldn’t do this alone. 

	So now you don’t hate me. 

	I thought I was gonna die!

	Apology accepted, Spyder. 

	Her hand froze on the door, and she dug the mirror out of her pocket. ‘Show me outside this door.’ 

	You don’t want to overuse that thing, you don’t even know how it works. 

	It’s magic, it works by…quantum? 

	You don’t even know how many uses it has, or if it’s draining you to perform. 

	I need it. I won’t use it after this, and it’s a magic mirror! I mean, it’s an actual magic mirror!

	I find it fascinating that you can be excited about that when, well, considering, you should have some sort of mirror-phobia. We were killed by one, Spyder, remember?

	‘Mirror mirror in my hand, show me the fairest in the land!’ 

	You are such a child.

	‘Hello?’ The voice came from the mirror, and she stared at it. A woman in a blindfold stared back at her, through her, past her. ‘Who are you?’ the woman asked. 

	‘Um, who are you?’

	‘I’m Justice,’ the woman said. 

	The “fairest” in the land.

	‘I’m…sorry,’ she said, ‘wrong number,’ she said, quickly touching the mirror and breaking the connection. 

	Um. Huh. That was weird. 

	‘Show me through the door.’ 

	The hall beyond was empty, and all of the doors – except the one leading through to the cells. That was good, less chance of an ambush, less chance of being noticed, more chance of succeeding. She opened the door and crept down the hall, keeping low, below the windows on the doors, just in case the rooms were occupied. 

	She tilted the mirror as she approached the door, seeing a man’s back reflected not far into the room. She tucked the mirror back into her pocket, stood, and stepped into the room. 

	One shot felled the man just in the room, and she took a second to take in the rest of the room. Three more Solstice, all in shock, Curt, Grigori. Dmitri. Curt stabbed the Solstice closest to him, and the other two reached for their weapons. He slashed at the next one, but the man jumped back, his gun clattering to the ground. 

	The boss Solstice took aim at her, and she fired twice. By some miracle, both shots hit, and he fell, the neat hole in his forehead signaling that he wasn’t going to get back up. 

	‘Curt, duck!’ she yelled, but he ignored her, stabbing at the man again. The man threw himself to the floor, reaching for his weapon. She fired six shots, the first two hitting his arm, the next three going into his side, and one hit his head. The first Solstice that Curt had stabbed raised his arm, a gun in it. She pulled the trigger twice more, and he went still. 

	Curt turned to her, tears in his eyes. ‘Thank gods,’ he said. ‘How-’

	‘Me orders now, you questions later,’ she said, moving forward toward the cell. ‘How bad is Grigori?’

	‘You could ask me,’ the Russian said. 

	She kept her gaze on Curt. 

	‘He’s not badly injured,’ Curt said. ‘None of it is life-threatening.’ 

	‘Ok, get him out of those chains.’ 

	‘Stef-’ Grigori said. 

	‘You say one more word to me that isn’t an answer a question I ask, Agent Grigori, and I will wish your mouth away, understand?’

	‘I understand,’ Grigori said, grunting in pain as Curt freed one of his arms. 

	With only minor difficulty, she tucked her gun into her waistband, took the keys out of the cell, and unlocked the cell next to Grigori’s, the cell containing Dmitri. The agent looked haggard, was missing an arm, most of one of his legs, and was nearly still on the concrete block – only the small rises and falls of his chest indicated any sign of life, remnants of a very old uniform his only defense against the cold. 

	‘He’s comatose,’ she said. ‘Looks that way anyway.’ 

	Grigori ran into the cell, kneeling beside his friend. She took a few steps back, and closed the cell door, locking them both inside. Grigori spun to look at her. ‘You-’

	‘I think I already gave you an order about talking,’ she said. 

	‘Let me out of here, now.’ 

	‘You are going to stay in there, and if you’re lucky, I won’t leave you behind. We aren’t leaving here without us having a talk, a good conversation, but until then, we have bigger problems to worry about. You stay in here, you keep your mouth shut, and we’ll come back for you.’ She dug into one of the deep pockets, and handed Curt the gun she’d wished for him, and then the spare magazine. ‘Don’t know how many there are,’ she said, ‘but we can steal more guns if we run out of ammo.’ 

	‘Recruit,’ Grigori said, staring at Curt. ‘I order you to let me out of here.’ 

	Curt stood up straight. ‘Respectfully, sir, she’s my superior officer, I take my orders from her.’ 

	‘And I’m hers!’ the Russian raged. ‘Let us out!’ 

	‘Be quiet,’ she said. ‘We aren’t staying here to guard you, so you cannot afford to draw attention to yourself.’ 

	‘We could die.’ 

	‘This is a situation you created.’ She smiled. ‘You brought this on yourself.’ 

	‘Please.’ 

	‘Curt, with me,’ she said as she turned and walked back towards the door. Grigori called out one more time, then all she could hear was muttering in Russian – likely talking to Dmitri. She shut the door to the lab as Curt walked out. 

	‘Now, we-’ she began, but found her mouth crushed against his chest as he hugged her. 

	‘Sorry,’ he said as he let her go. ‘Orders, ma’am?’

	‘Is there an evacuation alarm?’ 

	‘Of course.’ 

	‘We need to sound that. If Jonesy did like I asked, then there’s eyes on this place to track the escapees and Ana’s team to catch them.’ 

	‘Ana’s a tech. Ma’am.’ 

	‘Whoever the fuck. You know what I mean.’

	‘Yes ma’am. What else, ma’am?’

	‘Can we kill the blackout zone, so we can come in and strip this place down?’ 

	‘I don’t even know what kind it is, you tell me, and then I can answer.’ 

	‘I don’t know what kind it is.’

	He pointed to her head. ‘It should say right there. Does it say T or M?’

	She opened the blackout warning back up and stared at it. ‘Type M.’ 

	He smiled. ‘Ok, that’s magic, rather than time. Without people here to maintain it, it will fall in less than a week.’ He pointed down the hall. ‘There’s a security room down there, we can trip the evacuation alarm from there.’ 

	‘How many are here?’ 

	‘Two dozen or less, it’s a nascent operation.’ 

	The security room was unlocked. ‘Seriously,’ she asked as he took the chair. ‘How are the Solstice a credible threat when you can’t even look after yourselves? This door isn’t locked, there’s no key code to get into the stairwell, and the boss guy didn’t even have a password on his computer.’ 

	‘Overconfidence,’ he said. ‘It’s a fault.’ A few clicks, and a few keystrokes later, yellow lights began to flash, an a constant, whining alarm sounded, interrupted with a computerised voice informing the occupants to leave. 

	She sat on the desk, resting her gun on her knee as he watched the security monitors, and the fleeing Solstice. 

	‘The mirrorfall,’ she said. ‘I did die, that part wasn’t a lie. I don’t know what it said on the report-’ 

	‘-shot in the chest by a Solstice,’ he said, not taking his eyes off the monitors. 

	‘Well, that’s a lie,’ she said. ‘Well, it’s happened before,’ she said, smiling at the half-memory, ‘but not then.’ 

	He looked up at her for a moment, then looked back to monitors. 

	‘I’m a fscking geek,’ she said, ‘before I got into this life, the worst fight I’d been in was at school, and even if girls fight dirty, it’s not guns and death and all that. I had Ryan leave me alone on a roof, I just needed a minute to collect my thoughts.’ 

	‘No one can blame you for that.’ 

	‘I saw the mirror falling, and I had a brilliant idea, figured it was the one way to make sure that…you know, the good guys won or whatever.’ She gave a shrug. ‘I…shot it.’ 

	He gave a short laugh. ‘All right, I can follow your line of logic, but that was really, really stupid.’ 

	‘I shot it, it stabbed me,’ she said, lifting her shirt to show him the mirror. ‘And I died. Ryan made a wish, and…I’m here.’ She lowered her shirt. ‘So that’s me. How much did you know, Sherlock?’

	‘I’d formed a theory similar to that. Disappearance after a mirrorfall, a cover story that barely works, it made me think. On top of that, there’s your absolute lack of a heartbeat. But I didn’t know anything for sure until Grigori’s office. Your message for Ryan, the fact that you’d been stabbed in the chest, and then being in a blackout zone. I-’ 

	‘What?’

	He tapped a monitor. ‘There’s six guys,’ he said, ‘that aren’t moving out. Looks like they might want to investigate.’ 

	‘Where are they?’

	‘Floor above us, living quarters.’ 

	‘We need to clear them out.’ 

	He reached for her gun. ‘Let me do it.’

	She clutched her gun. ‘No. I’m going.’ 

	‘You’re in no condition to-’

	She jumped off the desk and spun. ‘I’m in perfect condition. What’s my option, anyway? Go wait with Grigori? No fscking thanks.’ 

	‘You know you can’t leave him here.’ 

	She opened the door to the security room. ‘We kill bad guys, then we talk.’ 

	‘But you-’

	‘My guns, my rules.’ 

	‘Yes ma’am.’ 

	‘Ok, stop with the ma’am thing, I rescind the order.’ 

	He grinned. ‘Yes ma’am.’ 

	The made it to the stairwell, and up to the next floor. There were voices beyond the door, but faint. 

	‘The armory is on this floor,’ he said, ‘they’re probably heading to the other end to gear up. Follow my lead.’ He turned the door handle and quietly opened it, however, as soon as he stepped through, bullets flew. He rolled across the hall and into the room across, dodging the hail of bullets. ‘Stay down,’ he ordered. He lifted his gun and fired back, staying in half cover of the open door. 

	She opened the door all the way, but stayed in cover, not drawing attention to herself. 

	‘You didn’t make us any grenades did you?’ he called over flying bullets. ‘We could really use some grenades right now.’

	A grenade landed on the floor between them. 

	Without thinking, she jumped from her cover, reached for it and tossed it back down toward the Solstice, it exploded in mid-air, the force knocking her back against the end of the hall. The world spun, and bullets whizzed over her head. 

	Curt grabbed her collar, and dragged her into the room. 

	‘Body armour,’ he said. ‘I’m definitely investing in body armour,’ he said as he stood and shot back at the Solstice. 

	She stared at the roof for a minute, ignoring the ringing in her ears, and trying to align the world again. 

	See? See? I am SO NOT cut out for this!

	Well, of course you aren’t going to win against a grenade. Other than that, you’re doing ok.

	Look, if cut off my own hand and promise to feed it to Tick-Tock, can I please stop being the brave little pirate and go home? 

	Sure, so long as you’re willing to let Grigori off the hook. If we go home, you won’t be in control anymore. 

	‘Fuck,’ Curt said, thumping his hand against the door. 

	‘You hit?’

	‘Close, it’s only a flesh wound.’ 

	She sat up, and crawled over to the door, taking a couple of shots as she spied the Solstice. 

	‘This is a really, really crap position,’ he said. ‘I got two of them, but that leaves four. And who the fuck knows what they have in their armory.’ 

	She risked a look. ‘I only see three of them.’ 

	‘Ok, maybe I miscounted, or maybe-’

	She lifted her gun and shot again. 

	‘Two.’ 

	‘Newbie?’

	She leaned a little further out from the door, exposing herself to get a better look. She shot again, and another of the Solstice fell. 

	‘One.’ 

	‘No. Way.’ 

	She fired again, and the last Solstice fell. 

	‘Um. None.’ 

	He put a hand on her head. ‘Stay here.’ He stepped out from cover, and crept up the hall, checking each body as he came to it, he returned after a minute, leaning against the door, and sliding down to sit opposite her. ‘Six bodies,’ he said. ‘And that’s impossible.’ 

	‘No, not really.’ 

	‘You just-’ He smiled. ‘Remind me to thank Jones for your targeting upgrade.’ 

	‘My targeting is offline,’ she said. ‘One of my eyes isn’t, um, agenty at the moment, and it needs both to calibrate.’ 

	‘Then how did you-?’

	She looked down at her gun, and after fumbling with it for a moment, ejected the clip, then spun it toward him, showing him the same full magazine that she saw. ‘I admit I’m no expert, but…I’m pretty sure that when you press the trigger, it costs you a bullet.’ 

	He ejected his own clip, and had another full magazine stare back at him. ‘I think you wished for magic guns.’ 

	‘At least they got the job done,’ she said, tucking into her pocket. ‘That was all of them, right?’ 

	‘Yeah, the rest of them were already out the exits. When you hear an alarm sound in a facility like this, you don’t even stop to grab your stuff, you just run. Run or the suits will kill you, and you go to hell if an agent kills you, that’s what we’re taught.’ 

	‘And do you believe that?’

	He handed his gun to her. ‘I guess it’s time to find out.’ 
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	Stef stared at the gun, then pushed it back toward Curt. ‘I thought I was supposed to be the crazy one.’ 

	He lifted the gun, then dropped it in her lap. ‘Do it. You deserve to do it more than the others.’ 

	‘Others?’ she echoed. 

	‘If you refuse, well-’ He stopped for a moment. ‘Well, I won’t actually have to make the offer to Ryan, I’m a traitor, I tortured you, you really think my life isn’t forfeit as soon as we go back? And, hell, I’m sure Grigori wouldn’t mind taking a shot at me.’ 

	‘I’m not going to shoot you.’ 

	He took his gun back. ‘You can order me to kill myself, if you’d prefer to watch than to get your hands dirty.’ 

	Her looked hardened. ‘Are you suicidal?’

	‘No. I just-’

	‘Have you ever contemplated it?’

	‘No.’

	She snatched his gun away. ‘Then don’t you dare take it so fucking lightly.’ She tucked his gun in her pocket. ‘You don’t deserve an execution, you probably deserve a medal, but I’m not sure we give those out, do we?’

	‘On occasion. It’s not the norm though.’ 

	She looked into the room. ‘Where the heck are we anyway?’

	He looked up. ‘Mess hall.’ 

	‘Awesome,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘I’m hungry.’ She walked across the room, and found a stocked fridge in the corner. ‘Hungry?’ she asked as she looked back at him. 

	He was still sitting against the door, a confused look on his face. ‘You’re…hungry?’

	She pulled a large container out, opened the lid and sniffed it. ‘Smells like beef, looks like stew, this’ll do.’ She put it on the small table, spooned it into two bowls sitting on the sink, then put one in the microwave, setting the timer for a minute. 

	‘Stef?’

	‘Yeah?’ 

	‘You’re making stew.’ 

	‘Correction,’ she said as she watched the bowl spin. ‘I’m microwaving stew.’

	‘Did healing yourself somehow also make you lose your memories?’

	She stared at he countdown. ‘If you’re going to eat, come over here, I’m not carrying it over there.’ 

	‘I almost killed you!’ he screamed. 

	The microwave dinged, and she put the bowl on the table, put the second one in, and set the timer again. ‘But you didn’t,’ she said. ‘And that’s what counts.’ 

	He put a hand on her shoulder, and she shook it off. ‘Stop touching me,’ she said. ‘I don’t like being touched. It just…freaks me out, ok? I don’t handle it very well. There’s a couple of exemptions, but you aren’t in one of those categories, okies?’

	‘Turn around and look at me.’ 

	She did as instructed. 

	‘I tortured you,’ he said, tears welling up in his eyes. ‘I humiliated you. I left you to die. And you’re…making me stew?’ 

	The microwave dinged, and she nodded. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘I was there.’ She retrieved the bowl, and a couple of spoons from the drawer, then sat at table. ‘Come on, it’ll get cold.’ 

	‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ he asked quietly. ‘You’re-’

	‘Insane,’ she supplied. ‘Are you gonna sit, I’ve got eighty-three questions for you.’ 

	He sat, and she pushed a spoon toward him. He ignored the spoon, and the stew. ‘All right, in order,’ he began. ‘Yes I’m sorry. Yes, I’m really sorry. Yes-’ 

	‘Explain exactly what the hell you did,’ she said. ‘I mean, if you knew about my heart, I’m wondering why we didn’t manage to avoid this whole thing.’ 

	‘I needed to confirm with you what I thought was real was the truth, and I couldn’t ask you. I couldn’t say anything.’ 

	‘Why?’

	‘Because if they checked the tapes, they would have heard us, and the game would have been up. I needed to…be a Solstice from the get-go. We needed a one in three chance of getting out of here, and if we’d all been captured, we wouldn’t have even had that. I couldn’t fight beside you, then suddenly switch, Solstice trust doesn’t extend that far. Common sense doesn’t stretch that far. And…how was I supposed to know you didn’t have a breastbone? The situation is a lot different when you have to find something to punch through bone than just skin. And Dmitri was another unknown, getting him could have added another layer of difficulty. I panicked and made a decision. It seemed like the only choice at the time.’ He put a hand to his arm, and his fingers came away bloody. ‘I need a towel, hang on.’ 

	She slowly put her hand up her shirt, touched her heart, and wished his arm healed. 

	He looked to his arm, to her, then tore open the sleeve of his shirt. ‘You?’ 

	‘Do you see another mirror-powered hacker in here?’ 

	‘Thanks, but-’ 

	‘I don’t forgive you,’ she said. ‘Cause, I understand your reasoning, and I don’t begrudge you for it. You’ve got it if you want it, but don’t think there’s anything to forgive you for.’ 

	‘I’m still going to be executed when we get back. I’m still a traitor, and I’m willing to pay the price for that.’ 

	‘Something to do with how you paralysed me?’

	‘You-’

	‘You aren’t the only one who can work things out, Sherlock.’ 

	He held up his arm and pointed to his wrist. ‘I had a device implanted here. Pure blue, treated with a little bit of time energy so that it didn’t degrade, surrounded by a code-word release capsule.’

	‘I think I’m following you.’ 

	‘I spent an obscene amount of money learning the paralysing phrase. It’s floating around on the black market – at one time or another, an agent has revealed it, and it’s been out to use ever since. Only problem is that you can’t use it without being an agent. Or without blue, at least.’

	‘So very people would actually be able to make use of it.’ 

	‘Yeah.’ 

	‘Why do you have it in your arm?’

	‘I’m not like you around agents. I- One question, if I can have a turn for a minute?’ 

	She chewed on a lump of beef and nodded. 

	‘Ryan, is he your father? I mean, you said you met him a long time ago, and-’

	‘He’s not,’ she said, ‘But he’s pretty much adopted me.’

	‘Hm, ok. You’re fine to be around him, he…terrifies me. Here, take my man card, but he does. They…all do. At any time, they have the fight to turn around and shoot me in the head, and so much as I’ll do my duty, I didn’t want to die. I’m prepared to take whatever’s coming to me now, but before this, I figured I’d use it to escape if they ever turned on me.’ He lifted his spoon, and had a few mouthfuls of the stew. ‘So what happens now?’ 

	‘We finish up here, we go home and life goes on.’ 

	‘Stef, didn’t you hear anything I just said?’

	‘The thing in your arm, it’s gone now, right?’

	He nodded. ‘It was single-use.’ 

	‘So where’s the evidence?’ 

	He stared at her. ‘You can’t just-’ 

	‘The official report of today is going to look nothing like what happened, so what’s one more detail.’ 

	‘I don’t understand.’ 

	‘I’m not going to explain twice, I’ll tell you when we go back down to free Grigori. Follow me lead on that, all right?’ 

	‘Of course ma’am.’ 

	‘Seriously stop that, go back to “newbie”, I’m used to that.’ She stared at him for a moment. ‘I’m gonna ask you something, and it’s going to sound weird, and you don’t have to-’

	‘Newbie.’ 

	She stared at her stew. ‘You think we could be friends?’ 

	‘Huh?’ 

	‘Forget it.’ 

	‘No, I mean, sure,’ he said. ‘I’m just wondering why you’re being weird and formal about it.’ 

	‘Because I don’t know how it works. I don’t have a lot of friends. I don’t have…any friends. I mean, I think today lets me skip the pre-approval process, right?’ 

	He held out a hand. ‘Friends.’ 

	She shook his hand, then smiled. ‘Cool.’ 

	‘What were your other seventy-something questions?’ 

	She shrugged. ‘I think I covered everything. You?’

	‘Nothing that can’t wait till later, assuming I don’t get executed. Can I ask about the scars though? You get all of that from the mirror?’ 

	‘Car accident,’ she said with a shrug. 

	‘Shit.’ 

	She gave another shrug. ‘It was ages ago. And no, they don’t hurt when there’s evil around.’ 

	‘Oh, haha.’ 

	She smiled. ‘Ok, let’s go let Grigori out. You think it’s a sin to extort an angel?’
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	‘It’s about time.’

	Stef stared at the Russian. ‘Really? That’s the first thing you say? I’ve got the keys, remember?’

	‘Your petty threats don’t mean anything.’ 

	‘Dude,’ she said, ‘aren’t you supposed to be like the…happy version of Taylor?’

	Grigori pointed at the comatose agent. ‘He needs medical attention.’ 

	‘Yeah, I can guess so,’ she said, ‘but he’s not in any worse of a condition than he was when we go here. Which is what we need to talk about.’ She turned to Curt, handed him the keys and his gun. ‘Let him out, but if he makes a wrong move-’ 

	‘You’re ordering a recruit to draw down on me?’ he demanded as he stepped out of the cell. ‘You should go ask Queen Madhe for sanctuary, you-’

	‘You attacked me,’ she said as Curt came back to stand beside her. ‘You listened to me tell you exactly why I’m against making wishes, and you still went after me. I do have rights, you know, it might be surprising, but I do. I might not have any human rights, and I don’t have all the rights of an agent, or even a recruit, but there are certain entitlements I have, and one is not to be attacked by a fellow agent for their own gain.’ 

	‘It was for the greater good.’ 

	‘It was for yourself, you selfish bastard. Be man enough to admit that.’ 

	Grigori took a step forward and Curt raised his gun. 

	‘Recruit, you’re on thin ice already.’ 

	‘I accept responsibility for my actions,’ Curt said, the gun steady in his hand. ‘I might not have the handbook memorised,’ he said, ‘but I’m pretty sure I’m doing my duty to protect my superior officer, whereas your actions are…contrary to your duty.’ 

	‘He is my duty!’ Grigori insisted. ‘He’s my friend. How can you not understand that?’

	‘You’ve seen your countdown timer before, I assume?’ 

	‘Most agents have.’ 

	‘I saw mine today,’ she said, curling her toes in her shoes to keep herself steady. ‘I almost died. I had seven seconds left. I nearly died today, because of what you did.’ 

	‘I’m sorry.’ 

	‘Now that I can believe.’ She looked away for a moment. ‘But I’m going to let you get away with it so easily. We just went through a whole lot of crap because of you, and we deserve compensation. I’d say “demand”, but deserve is the truth. You were offering me bribes before you fucking stabbed me, so I want the loot.’ 

	Grigori stared at her for a few minutes, as if trying to understand what she was saying. ‘All right. Fair is fair. What did you want?’ 

	‘Hell, I can’t even remember everything. There was money, right?’

	‘Fairy gold, yes.’ 

	‘Doesn’t that disappear by morning?’

	He shook his head. ‘No. Not that kind. This kind, standard currency for fairyland.’

	‘How much?’

	‘A…bag,’ he said. ‘It’s quite a lot.’ 

	She jerked a thumb at Curt. ‘Give him one, give me two.’ 

	Both of them stared at her. ‘I said, it’s quite a lot. I wasn’t exaggerating. And why does he-?’

	‘He’s the only reason we’re alive right now,’ she said. ‘Ok, fine, you’d still be alive, but you’d probably be in pieces.’ 

	Grigori looked away. ‘Fine, three bags total, are you satisfied?’ 

	‘Not by a long shot,’ she said. ‘Remember, you got us into this, and we’re going to cover your ass by not letting out the truth to everyone. Make up some other lie, you know magic better than I do, some sort of teleportation magic, anything other than you using my mirror. Your reputation is safe, you come home with your friend, you get to be a hero, instead of getting punished.’ 

	‘Why would you protect my reputation? 

	‘You didn’t think I was an abomination. Can I assume that was grounded in some sort of reality, other than the simple wish to exploit what I am?’

	‘Yes.’ 

	‘That’s why. I mean, I think I might be able to like you, once I get over this a bit. The only other agent I’ve met that doesn’t work for my Agency is Emma, and she was trying to convince me to kill myself, I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt. I’m getting paid for it, but I still think I’m being very generous.’ 

	‘I have a warehouse,’ he said. ‘We go home, we got to the infirmary, and I’ll let you go shopping, take whatever you think you deserve. Now may we please go home?’ 

	‘One thing. Ryan’s going to hear the truth.’ 

	‘You cannot control what he does with that information. Your promises could all be worthless.’ 

	‘We’re making effort, you should appreciate it.’ 

	‘Fine,’ Grigori said. 

	She put her hand to her heart, and wished them away. 

	The infirmary came into view, and then promptly disappeared as a hand covered her eyes. 

	‘What the-?’

	‘Newbie, don’t ask unless you want to see a very explicit answer to the question “what’s up doc?”.’ 

	Puppiespuppiespuppies!

	The hand was removed, and the infirmary, and the two fully-clothed doctors stared back at her. The taller of the Parkers immediately went to Grigori, and helped him to the nearest bed, while his twins shifted Dmitri up onto another and began to examine him. 

	Ryan appeared in front of her, lifted her, and hugged her tightly. She clung to him, enjoying the real feeling of safety, instead of just the proxy of using his jacket. 

	‘Are you hurt?’ he asked. ‘Either of you?’

	‘Not anymore,’ Curt answered. 

	‘All right,’ Ryan said. ‘My office then,’ he said, and she felt the familiar blur of a real shift. 

	She peeked over his shoulder and saw his office, not that it had changed much in the day since she’d seen it, and all of his windows were intact, with no visible residue from her call. He put her down on the couch, then crouched in front of her, kissed her on the head, and handed her a coffee. 

	‘I’ll need to speak with you separately,’ he said. ‘If-’

	‘There’s no point,’ she said. She sipped the coffee and squeed. ‘You put the right amount of sugar in!’ She took a gulp, then looked up at her angel. ‘No point in debriefing us separately, he knows everything.’ 

	[What does he know Stef?]

	‘Everything,’ she said. ‘And it’s ok.’ 

	‘All right,’ Ryan said, looking over at Curt. ‘Please have a seat.’ 

	He turned from them, grabbed the chair from behind his desk, and sat in front of them. He sighed. ‘I want answers to a lot of specific questions, but…please, start from the beginning, whatever that is.’ 

	‘The death of Chaos,’ she said with a smirk, ‘if I’ve been listening to you.’ 

	‘Stef.’

	She sighed. ‘Grigori wanted to make a wish.’ 

	‘That’s why he wanted you for external training?’

	She nodded. ‘Next, whether or not it will appease Taylor, can I please have the boring job? Hell, I’ve been gone a day, can I still go do the safe job?’

	He nodded. ‘We’ll discuss that once we’ve got this sorted out. What did-’

	‘Wait,’ she said. ‘Sorry. Brain’s a little…scrambled. Didn’t you say something us going to WAR when I was talking to you before?’

	He managed a smile. ‘We managed to deal with that. A few bribes, and Clarke will be gone for a month, exploring some of the intricacies of the Court of Liars.’ 

	‘Good. I don’t like the idea of war.’ 

	‘Did you let him have a wish?’

	‘No,’ she said, ‘it’s my damn heart. I told him no. He…didn’t like that answer, so he took it for himself. Stabbed me, used the little bit of wish on the tip.’ 

	‘What did he want precisely?’

	‘Proof of Dmitri’s death for his dead agent wall,’ she said before sipping more of the coffee. ‘So he took us along for the ride.’ 

	Ryan looked to Curt. ‘He did all of this in front of you?’

	‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m crap at telling stories.’ 

	‘I can if you like,’ Curt said, ‘you just fill in what I don’t know.’

	‘Okies.’ 

	She snuggled back against the corner of the couch, coffee resting on her knee, and listened to Curt recount, in detail, everything that had happened. Ryan interrupted with a few questions, and showed off a few very interesting expressions and twitches, especially as Curt was recounting the torture, without skipping out on any of the detail. Curt even explained about the bulb that had been in his arm, and when he was finished, simply fell silent. 

	‘Stef?’

	‘What he said,’ she said, ‘I don’t think I’ve got anything to add.’ 

	‘Curt?’

	‘Yes sir?’

	‘Do you mind staying with her for a few minutes? I need to go speak with Grigori.’ 

	‘Of course not, sir.’ 

	‘Ryan?’

	He stood and put a hand to her face. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes, I promise.’ 

	‘Ryan?’

	‘Yes?’

	‘If you’re going to talk with your fists, can you hit him really hard, at least a couple of times?’

	‘Stef.’ 

	‘Fine…’ 

	‘Just a couple,’ he said, then shifted away. 

	She looked over at Curt. ‘Well, you aren’t dead.’ 

	‘Yet.’ 

	‘I think you’re safe. And you’ve got a bit of spending money.’ 

	‘Newbie?’ 

	‘What?’ she asked. ‘Did he trick me? Is a bag of fairy gold, like, enough for a block of chocolate or something?’

	‘A bag of fairy gold, using the standard measurement, is…roughly a hundred thousand dollars.’ 

	She stared at him. ‘Wat.’ 

	‘It’s approximate of course, but you just gave me a hundred grand. If you’re having second thoughts, you can have my bag too.’ 

	‘You saved my life,’ she said, ‘so yeah, you can keep it.’ 

	‘Newbie?’

	‘Yeah?’

	‘Are you going to do something about that hole in your chest?’ 

	 


66 – Some Things End

	Posted on May 9, 2010 by Stormy 

	Ryan stared at Grigori. 

	Ryan punched Grigori. 

	Ryan punched Grigori again. 

	He shook out his hand – punching the Russian was quite a lot like punching a brick wall. ‘You were there, Grigori,’ he said, ‘when I told Taylor what I would do to him if he hurt Stef. I would have assumed you would understand the greater implication was if anyone hurt her.’ 

	‘So what,’ Grigori asked, ‘you’re going to kill me? While your tech watches?’ 

	Jones looked from filling hypodermic needles with blue, and other liquids. ‘Just pretend I’m not here.’ 

	‘I needed to know!’ Grigori said. ‘He was the last!’

	‘Your need does not give your behaviour a blank check.’ 

	‘She’s fine. Look at her, I’m the one in here.’ 

	He wrapped one hand around Grigori’s throat, pressed his hand against his forehead and force-transferred a section of Curt’s testimony. The section referring to the torture. 

	Grigori pushed him away, shaking his head. ‘You’ve got the one that hurt her. I just-’ 

	‘I don’t blame Curt,’ he said. ‘I blame you. I blame myself for thinking she was safe with you.’

	‘I’m sorry,’ Grigori said, ‘I am truly sorry. But…if you hadn’t seen Jones in decades, and thought he was dead, but didn’t know for sure, wouldn’t you do anything to get your…closure. I just needed closure, Ryan, I needed to finally let that war end. And he’s alive, I never even let myself hope that he was alive. We got him back because of your girl.’ 

	‘No, you got him because you stabbed her in the chest.’

	‘I’m paying for it. And I will never do it again, presuming of course, you let me live.’ 

	‘You realise you won’t be able to think yourself better than me now, that you cannot judge me, and that you’ve done the exact same thing you’ve always lambasted me for: a stupid decision for the sake of a life.’ 

	‘You bring people back from the dead-’

	‘And you thought Dmitri was dead,’ he said. 

	‘What do yo want?’

	‘I want you to tell me you understand. That, yes, I had to kill the woman I love, and Taylor is…different, but that you understand why I at least had to try.’ 

	Grigori stared at him for a long moment. ‘I understand, Ryan.’ 

	‘So…I can fix him up now?’ Jones asked. 

	He turned and nodded. ‘Go ahead.’ 

	‘Ok. But just so you know,’ Jones said, ‘you probably could away with a murder in here, if you wanted.’ 

	He smiled at the tech. ‘Not today.’ 

	He shifted back to his office, found Curt in his chair, and Stef asleep under a blanket. 

	‘She kind of just nodded off,’ Curt said, ‘just like that,’ he said with a snap of his fingers. 

	He nodded, and shifted to Curt’s quarters, the recruit appearing next to him. 

	‘Sir,’ Curt said, ‘I’d like a minute to update my will, if I can have that.’ 

	He stepped back, and leaned against the wall. ‘I’m not going to execute you, Curt.’ 

	‘I’m a traitor, sir.’ 

	‘Did you think we didn’t know about the bulb in your wrist?’ 

	‘Then why did you let it stay? Why did you…let me stay?’

	‘The same reason Taylor initially didn’t care what Magnolia wore, a little bit of rebellion was expected. We recruit very few ex-Solstice, and even less adjust as well you have. For someone with your record, we would have been watching you closely if you didn’t have something of the sort, something that showed you were mindful of your tenuous presence here.’ 

	‘Even though it’s contraband? Even though-’ 

	‘We didn’t know that you knew the paralytic phrase. That in itself buys you a pass on this, as we didn’t know it was public knowledge. Now that we know that, we’ll change it.’

	‘You can do that?’

	‘The phrases are essentially audio-based hacks of the agent software, we can alter which phrases affect us. It will take a couple of weeks to pass through paperwork, and be implemented, but your black market buy might have saved lives – than than it today, I mean.’ 

	‘I deserve to die for what I did today.’

	‘Did you have any other reasonable course of action?’

	‘No.’ 

	‘Did you believe that his plan would work.’ 

	‘I felt it was our best choice, sir.’ 

	‘Then accept that. I’ve done worse,’ he admitted. ‘You all survived, and that’s the main thing.’ 

	The boy stared at the floor. ‘If you say so, sir.’ 

	‘Curt?’

	‘Yes sir?’

	‘You’ve got tomorrow off, that goes without saying, the rest of the week if you like. But after that…don’t bother looking in the common room for your schedule.’ 

	‘You’re transferring me, sir?’ 

	‘I want you to be my Aide, Curt.’ 

	This made the boy look up. ‘What?’

	‘If you’ll have the job, that is.’ 

	‘Of course I will!’ the boy nearly shouted. He laughed, embarrassed. ‘Why now, sir? I mean, I thought you would have wanted Stef to have the job.’ 

	‘You deserve it,’ he said. ‘I’ve been too harsh on you, I’ve looked for reasons to mistrust you, to cast aspersions on your work, and to not treat you as you are: one of the best recruits I’ve ever had.’ 

	‘Thank you sir, I really mean that.’ 

	‘Monday then,’ he said. 

	‘No,’ Curt said, ‘tomorrow afternoon, if that’s all right. I can get the new rosters done before they have to go out.’ 

	He smiled. ‘As you wish, Aide O’Connor.’ 

	He nodded to the boy and shifted back to his office. He walked over to the couch and knelt, tucking Stef in, scanning her again, just to make sure she wasn’t hurt. She was…incomplete, from a programming point of view – something Jones could fix easily, but there was no rush. 

	She opened her eyes to look at him, and grabbed the hand he had resting on her head. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, pulling on his arm, wrapping her thin arms around it. ‘Tired.’ 

	‘It’s understandable,’ he said, ‘go to sleep.’ 

	She kept a grip on his arm. ‘I’m afraid of having bad dreams,’ she said, her voice timid and shaky, ‘can I sleep with you?’ 

	‘Of course,’ he said, ‘whatever you need.’ He lifted the sheet, stared at the couch, and with a thought, required it to be twice the width, then joined her on the couch. Immediately, she was clinging to him, just like she’d done during the limit tests. 

	She curled up against him, resting her head against his chest, her tiny form shivering. ‘If it’s ok,’ she whispered, ‘I’m gonna cry now. I’ve been needing to, I just…I just had to pretend to be an agent first. I think I did ok. Did I do ok?’

	‘You did more than ok,’ he said, ‘I’m so proud of you. And cry, I’m here, I’ve got you. Sleep, I’ll keep you safe.’ 

	‘I love you,’ she whispered. 

	‘I love you too,’ he said. ‘Now, sleep, unless you want me to read you a story first.’ He felt her nod against his chest. He required a copy of The Wind in the Willows, and like the last time he’d tried to read it to her, she was asleep before he’d finished the first chapter. 

	 


67 – Reconnecting

	Posted on May 9, 2010 by Stormy 

	One week later. 

	Stef kicked a clump of grass. ‘I can’t believe we’re waiting for a bus.’ 

	Ryan smiled down at her. ‘What did you expect?’ 

	‘We’re in fairyland,’ she said, ‘I didn’t really expect buses. Secret sideways stair, sure, I can dig that. But…buses?’

	‘The fairies don’t rely on teleportation magics as much as some of the fae,’ he said, checking his watch. ‘Mostly they rely on the wings on their back, but they can be broken, or sore, or lost entirely, so there needs to be a decent public transport back-up. That, and they need to account for visitors like us who have no wings.’ 

	‘You would totally make wings work,’ she said. ‘And then we wouldn’t have to wait for a bus that’s twenty minutes late.’ 

	‘It’s one minute late,’ he said as he sat on the bench. ‘You’re just impatient.’ 

	She shrugged. ‘I was five once, I looked for fairies in the garden. Never found any though.’ 

	‘Are you disappointed?’ 

	She shook her head. ‘How can I be disappointed that they don’t match up to what a five-year-old girl expects to see when I’m still sort of giddy that they exist in the first place. I mean, fairies!’ She looked around at the rolling vista, it looked like any countryside, except for the odd flowers, unusual colours of grass, and the fact that there were things flying high in the sky that definitely weren’t birds. ‘It just the buses I didn’t expect.’ 

	He stood, and pointed down the road. ‘It’s coming.’ 

	The bus was red, round, and sort of lumpy, as if the blueprints had been drawn up from a child’s crayon drawing. It stopped as Ryan flagged it down and they climbed aboard. He paid the fare, and asked the driver to call out their stop. She took a window seat, staring down at the bench, and the strange tree that the staircase had led down, then looked around the bus. It was only about a third-full, and she tried not to stare at the fae, taking in their details, their clothes, their costumes, any bits of shimmering magic that surrounded them in quick glances. 

	‘This is so cool,’ she whispered. 

	‘Now you’re glad we didn’t walk?’

	She nodded, and grinned to herself as she saw the fairy across from her play with his iPod before slumping back down, resting the tips of his wings over his face to hide him from the sun. 

	The fields stopped after a little while, and began to to segue into houses, with a shop or two scattered around. The driver called out, beckoning Ryan, and they climbed off the bus, they stepped off the bus, and before it had even pulled away, an old woman ran over and hugged Ryan. 

	‘So I guess this is the right stop,’ she said. 

	Ryan returned the woman’s embrace. ‘Hello Patty.’ 

	She smiled, then gave him a light slap. ‘Do you really have to wear your uniform everywhere, Ryan? You’re having the day off, aren’t you?’ 

	‘The afternoon, anyway, my Aide is looking after things.’ 

	The old woman gave her a look. ‘And you’ve got her doing it too, you’ve got to be Just Stef, right?’ She gave a nod, and the old woman hugged her. ‘He’s told me nothing about you,’ the woman said with a smile. ‘So it’s a good thing Mike’s closing down the store.’ She started to walk away. ‘Come on, he’s keeping it open long enough for us to pick out afternoon tea, and to serve any last minute customers. He advertised three days ago he was going to close down for today, but you just know people are going to be banging on the door after we’ve gone home.’ The woman stopped and stared at Ryan. ‘He woks too hard, just like you.’ 

	They followed her into the store, a small bell ringing as they opened the door. She grabbed Ryan’s hand, and tugged on it. ‘I can’t die, right?’ she asked quietly. ‘Like, I can, but I don’t get to go anywhere, yeah?’

	‘Why are you asking me?’

	She sniffed again. ‘So why am I in heaven?’ she said, her mouth watering as she looked around the cake store. Displays were everywhere, showing off creations that she knew she might just kill for, boxes of cookies that she knew she would spend some of her hard-earned gold on, and a clear-fronted case that would look wonderful in the corner of her office. 

	A small man, someone actually shorter than her – a gnome – rounded the corner, slapped Ryan on the back, and shook his hand. ‘Too long since I’ve seen you!’ he shouted. ‘But thank you for my wife! She’s come in handy over the years!’ 

	‘Magic Mike,’ Ryan said with a smile. ‘It’s good to see you too.’ 

	The gnome turned to her, looked her up and down, took a step forward, and poked her in the stomach. ‘You! You’re too tiny! You need cake!’ He took her by the hand and pulled her to the glass case. ‘Pick six!’

	‘Do the cookies count?’ she asked. 

	‘No, of course not, just the cakes!’ 

	She knelt in front of the glass cake, and closed her mouth, just in case she began to drool. 

	‘Stef?’

	‘Hm?’

	‘Stef?’

	She looked up at Ryan. ‘What?’

	‘Stef, you’ve been staring for ten minutes. Have you picked anything yet?’ 

	She shook her head. ‘They all look good.’ 

	‘Then let me choose for you!’ Magic Mike said. ‘You go have a tour with Patty!’ 

	‘Okies…’ she said, still staring at the cakes. 

	‘It’s ok love,’ Patty said. ‘He made them, he knows what you’ll like. Come on, there’s a lot to see.’ 

	They followed her out the back door of the store, and to the farm beyond. Acres of land stretched out, just like the land behind the bus stop. To their left was a small house, to the right as a much larger barn. ‘House, or barn first?’ Patty asked. 

	She looked up at Ryan, and he shrugged. ‘You pick.’ 

	The familiar smell of horses was too much. ‘Barn,’ she said, and Patty grinned. ‘Excellent choice,’ she said. ‘Horses are my passion,’ she said. ‘Couldn’t have one growing up, we moved around too much, and we always lived right near a city, but I had posters, and I took rides whenever I could, pretending for just a little while that the horse I was riding was mine.’ They closed in on the barn. ‘When I became a recruit, I spent all my downtime riding, and it’s so much easier when you can just require all the money you need, and all the best gear you could ever want.’ 

	Patty pushed open the barn door. ‘Mike loves horses too, so we bought our first before we were even married. We’ve got twelve at he moment,’ she said. ‘Well, twelve that are ours, and we’re boarding one here for a friend. Do you know the Serai?’

	She shook her head. 

	‘Amazing warriors,’ Patty said. ‘You should ask your dad to take you to the library sometime, learn a bit of history, it’ll be worth your time. They had some of the finest horses this side of…they were amazing. I’ve got one that’s descended from their warhorses’ pure stock, he’s my new pride and joy. We call him Roger.’ She walked past two empty stalls, then tapped on a nameplate, and patted a handsome red. ‘This is him. Superb temperament, and a thrill to ride.’ 

	She stared at the tall horse. ‘He’s beautiful.’ 

	‘I’m going to do dressage with him, we’ll add a few more ribbons to the wall.’ 

	The old woman dragged her to the next stall. ‘Featherweight,’ she said, introducing the dappled grey, ‘a present from a friend, not much one for the shows, but he’s good to ride when you just want a nice quiet ride in the evening.’ 

	Horse after horse was introduced, until they came to the last time. ‘This is just the one we’re boarding, we haven’t got a nameplate for him yet.’ She shook her head. ‘Silly thing,’ she said, pulling the top half of the stable door open. ‘The hook is broken, I’m going to get Mike to fix it once we’re done tonight.’ 

	She stared at the horse inside, it was just a bay, not very tall, a small star on its face. Not a very impressive-looking horse at all, certainly not in comparison to the Serai warhorse, or the prize-winning palomino. Just an aging bay. 

	‘Buttercup.’ The horse she hadn’t seen in twelve years raised his head, then moved it forward, whuffled against her cheek, and chewed on her hair. She grabbed the horse’s head, and stared at him. ‘But you’re glue!’ She spun around to look at Patty. ‘I will give you an obscene amount of money for this horse. Please. He’s mine.’ 

	Patty stared at her. ‘We’re only boarding him, I can’t sell him to you.’ 

	She stood on tiptoes and hugged wrapped her hands around the horse’s neck, hurriedly wiping tears away. ‘Get me the details, please, I’ll call them. I thought…gods, I knew I was never going to see him again.’ 

	‘I’ll get you his papers and the phone,’ Patty said. 

	She turned to look at Ryan. ‘This is him. This is Buttercup! The one James sold when I threw up on him. See? He’s a won-’ 

	Ryan was smiling at her. 

	‘You-’ she choked. ‘You? You did this?’

	He nodded. 

	She ran and jumped at the agent, hugging him as soon as her arms made contact. ‘I don’t believe it! I mean, oh my god! You…You are the best! How the hell did you find him? How did you know?’ She let him go and spun in circles until she began to tilt. 

	Ryan steadied her. ‘He wasn’t hard to find, and boarding him here will give me an excuse to see some old friends more often.’ 

	She looked up at him. ‘Why? Why did you do something so wonderful?’ 

	He smiled down at her. ‘I was informed by multiple reliable sources that buying a pony is an intrinsic part of raising a daughter. I just thought it would be best to go with one you already knew.’ 

	‘Can I go for a ride? Just a quick one?’

	‘Why do you think we’re here?’

	‘…for cake?’

	‘The cake was a lie, well, an obfuscation. This is the reason we came today, he only arrived last night.’ 

	‘The cake is also delicious,’ Patty said, returning with a hardhat. ‘If you follow the white fence, you’ll be able to do a circuit by the time we’ve got the cakes ready.’ 

	‘Ok!’ She pulled open the door, and climbed onto the already-saddled horse. ‘I’ll be quick. I promise.’ 

	Ryan put a hand on her knee, and handed her the reins. ‘Take your time, the cake will keep.’ 

	She gently kicked the horse, and walked out of the barn, urging him faster as soon as his hooves hit grass. 

	 


Bonus #1 – What Becomes of Magic Guns

	Posted on May 19, 2010 by Stormy 

	Stef opened her eyes and saw a cup of coffee. She accepted the glorious, life-giving liquid, downed half the cup, then sat up. 

	‘I thought it was time you woke up,’ Ryan said as he sat on the couch beside her. ‘It’s nearly eleven o’clock, and there’s a few things we should discuss before Curt starts his first shift as Aide.’ 

	‘Okies,’ she mumbled. She raised a hand and poked him in the arm. ‘Require: breakfast.’ He took the coffee, and handed her a tray with a plate containing a large stack of pancakes, and a bottle of chocolate syrup. ‘That doesn’t look like cereal,’ she said, upending the bottle over the stack. 

	‘There’s nothing wrong with a treat once in a while.’ 

	‘James only ever used to let me have pancakes to shut me up, not because he thought I deserved them,’ she said, covering a finger in sauce, and gently sucking on the chocolate, letting the sugar help wake her – it was still strange to be immediately awake, to have no lasting remnants of sleep, or strings of dreams, pulling her back to unconsciousness. ‘I didn’t have bad dreams,’ she said. ‘Thanks.’ 

	‘Are you sure that you’re all right with Curt knowing about your heart?’ 

	‘I think he’s won my trust, and you know how much I don’t like humans.’

	‘I just wanted to make sure, the more people that know, the riskier it is.’ 

	‘He isn’t the one who stabbed me,’ she said, cutting a lopsided triangle of pancake. ‘Did you punch Grigori?’

	‘A couple of times,’ he said. ‘Did you really blackmail him?’

	She grinned. ‘Hey, look at this way, you won’t have to give me pocket money for a while.’

	‘Quite a while. Two bags, should last you a long time, I’d hope. I would suggest getting a fairy bank account and placing a portion there.’ 

	‘And get a fairy Visa card? Is that better or worse than a Bat-credit-card?’ 

	He stared at her. ‘A what?’

	‘Never mind.’ 

	‘The fairies have a lot more infrastructure than a lot of the other fae – standardised currency for one, they of course, mostly accept the same kinds of things that all fae barter with, but the move onto a currency is a significant step forward.’ 

	‘The important thing is: can I buy baked goods?’

	‘Actually yes, if you want, I’d like to take you to meet a couple of friends of mine on Sunday, and they do own a bakery.’ 

	‘Cool.’ She chewed on another bite of pancakes. ‘What else?’

	‘You can’t keep the guns.’ 

	She slumped. ‘Why?’

	‘While you were sleeping, I tried them out. I had Jones run me up a simulation with one hundred and fifty targets. I closed my eyes, fired one hundred and fifty bullets, and hit every target, dead centre.’ 

	‘Sure that wasn’t just in-built agenty awesomeness?’

	‘That, ah, isn’t active when my eyes are closed.’ 

	‘C’mon,’ she whined, ‘I need all the help I can get. What’s wrong with keeping my magic guns?’ 

	‘What if someone else gets their hands on them?’ 

	‘Yeah I suppose,’ she said. ‘Fine. Do you have to destroy them?’ 

	‘No, they’ll just go into storage.’ 

	‘But I kicked ass…’ 

	‘You will have to learn to do that without cheating.’ 

	She pulled on her jacket and dug the mirror out of the pocket. ‘This should probably go into storage as well,’ she said. ‘Since it’s another bit of mirror magic, well, magic mirror.’ 

	‘This is how you spoke to me?’ 

	‘Yes.’ 

	‘How does it work?’

	‘You touch it, and you see what you want to see.’ 

	‘And you can see anything? Anywhere?’

	‘I don’t know, I was only using it for simple stuff.’ 

	‘May I?’ 

	She handed it across, and he touched it. After a moment, he shook, and looked up at her. ‘And how do you break the connection?’

	‘Just touch it again. It’s mirror, I’m pretty sure it knows what you’re thinking.’ She stared at him, and at how shaken he appeared. ‘Did you…sneak a peek at your son?’

	‘No,’ he said, taking a deep breath, ‘Carol.’ 

	She went silent for a moment. ‘But I thought-’ 

	‘Carol died, this you know. I brought her back, this I told you. I lost her again…I didn’t tell you why. She was made into an agent, but…something went wrong. She did a lot of damage, and it was up to me to deal with her.’ His voice was flat, dead, robotic to the point of slash-serious, but he wasn’t relying on a macro to keep the brave face. ‘I couldn’t kill her,’ he said, brushing imaginary dirt from his pants leg. ‘I couldn’t. You can’t put a gun in a man’s hand, point him at the woman he loves, and expect him to pull the trigger.’ 

	‘…what happened?’ she asked, after a moment of silence. 

	‘I did something worse. I banished her.’ 

	‘I don’t understand.’ 

	‘There are places, oubliettes, prisons, where one can banish another. They are trapped there forever, unless their captor decides to release them. That’s where she is. That’s where she’s been for twenty years.’ 

	‘It’s better than killing her, right?’

	‘Some would say it’s worse. You have to understand that this has to stay a secret. She’s dead according to all records, and it has to stay that way.’ 

	She looked down at herself for a moment. ‘Wish her better? I owe you my life, please, take as much mirror as you need, get her back.’ 

	‘No.’ 

	‘Just…no? Just like that? Surely I don’t need all of this.’ 

	‘We don’t know how much you do need, I don’t know how much it would take to…fix Carol. I don’t know if I could. If it was something that went wrong when she came back from death, then it might even be beyond the mirror’s power to correct, just the same as you cannot wish someone back to life.’ 

	‘Except for me.’ 

	‘Except for you.’ 

	‘Please,’ she said, ‘I owe you so much.’ 

	‘No,’ he said. ‘I had a chance to do so. I’m sure that in some worlds, I did make that decision. In this world, I am happy with the decision I made. I accept the loss, and at least as she is, she is safe. I’m too afraid of the consequences of failing.’ He looked down a the mirror. ‘To be able to see her though…Stef, may I have this?’ 

	‘Of course,’ she said. 

	He touched the mirror again, and held it up, showing her a blonde woman asleep in a large bed. 

	‘She’s really pretty,’ she said. 

	‘Yes,’ he said, ‘she is.’ He leaned down and kissed her on the head. ‘Thank you, you have no idea what it means to be able to see her.’ He touched the mirror again, then stood, and placed it in one of his desk drawers. ‘Now you’d best go see Jones.’ 

	‘Is it going to be easy to get my parts re-agented?’

	‘Yes, it’s a simple enough procedure,’ he said. ‘Then you’ll have to run some diagnostics, but you’ll be fine for this evening.’ 

	‘What’s this evening?’

	‘Grigori wants to get this, er, “incident” as he’s calling it, behind him. He wants you and Curt to go claim your payment tonight so that he can focus on Dmitri.’ 

	‘Is he still in a coma, or whatever was wrong with him?’

	‘At the moment, yes. It’s going to be a very slow process, but they should be able to get him to wake up.’ 

	‘Won’t they recycle him, or something? Or will they get him back up to full, active, duty-ready speed?’

	‘It will depend. It’s possible they will downgrade him to staff, rather than active duty, that’s sometimes allowed, his condition isn’t his fault, and he’d be a valuable resource, even if it isn’t in the field.’ 

	‘Like a tutor or something?’

	‘Perhaps.’ 

	‘Ryan?’

	‘Yes?’

	‘Are you suuure I can’t keep the guns?’

	‘Stef.’

	‘Fine.’ 

	‘Stef?’

	‘Yeah?’

	‘Be a good girl, finish your pancakes.’ 

	 


Bonus #2 – Shop Smart

	Posted on May 23, 2010 by Stormy 

	Shift: Location of Aide O’Connor. 

	Again, the bright, white lighting of the boy’s bathroom assaulted Stef’s eyes. 

	‘Ah, crap.’ 

	There was a sigh from one of the stalls. ‘You really need to stop doing that, newbie.’ 

	‘It’s easier than walking around the whole Agency calling out your name. You know what this place is like, I could get lost, or locked in Lost and Found.’

	‘Applebaum would let you out. Eventually.’ Curt said. There was the sound of a flush, and he walked out of the stall. ‘I assume it’s time to go, and that you aren’t just trying to memorise the look of this place?’

	She tapped her head. ‘Agent, so…photographic memory by default, not to mention I can pull up the schematics, the surveillance equipment in the walls, the-’

	‘Shall we?’ 

	She grabbed hold of his sleeve and shifted them to Grigori’s office. She stared at the Russian, and took two steps back, just in case. 

	Grigori simply smiled. ‘Dmitri’s doing well, we should be able to wake him up in a couple of weeks.’

	‘That’s nice,’ she said flatly. 

	‘Stef-’

	‘Agent Mimosa.’ 

	She went to close her mouth, but realised she hadn’t spoken, she looked up to Curt, who gave her a small smile. 

	‘Agent Mimosa,’ Grigori parroted obediently. ‘Ok, fine, if you aren’t in the mood for pleasantries, I’ll just take you to the warehouse.’ 

	She took one step forward. ‘I think I’ll be able to forgive you, just…not yet. Really not yet.’ 

	 

	‘That’s…fair,’ the Russian said, then shifted them from his office. 

	The warehouse was huge, beyond even what she’d imagined, seeming to stretch on for hundreds of meters. 

	‘When you’re as old as I am,’ he said, ‘you tend to accumulate a few things.’ 

	‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘cause this is a “few”.’ 

	There were two trolleys waiting for them, one contained one bag, the other, two. ‘Your gold,’ he said. ‘As promised. Take whatever else you feel you deserve, and I presume you can shift yourself home? I have places to be, and people to be doing.’ 

	She blushed, but nodded. ‘Yeah, I can handle the shift.’ 

	Grigori nodded, then disappeared. 

	She grabbed her trolley, then looked up at the tall shelves. ‘This is going to take hours.’ 

	He opened his bag, slipped a few coins into his pockets, then shrugged. ‘This is like a hundred thousand dollars, you’ve got two, you could call it evens.’ 

	She shook her head. ‘No, he was offering me everything before he stabbed me, so I’m gonna take him for all this trolley fits.’ 

	Curt shrugged, and began to push his trolley. ‘Newbie, you don’t even know what most of this stuff is.’ 

	‘Well, that’s why I’ve got you, Aide O’Connor.’ 

	He flashed a grin. ‘Gods, that feels good.’ 

	‘You glad I didn’t kill you now?’ 

	‘Yeah. I’m really, really, really surprised that Ryan didn’t though. I thought he was going to snap my neck halfway through my recount, then just look at you to get the rest of the story.’

	‘You’re not dead, get over it. How much extra work is your new job anyway?’ 

	He stopped to look at what appeared to be a glass bottle filled with small jellyfish. He placed it in his trolley. ‘Mealfish,’ he explained, ‘taste like your favourite meal, and so long as you’re careful, you can keep a sustained population with this many.’ 

	‘Isn’t that what requiring is for?’

	 

	‘Think of them as emergency rations, or a really, really easy picnic.’ 

	She shrugged, took a couple of running steps, and jumped up, letting the trolley carry her further down the aisle. 

	‘Newbie,’ Curt called, ‘get back here.’ 

	She let her feet drag, and spun to look at him. ‘What?’

	‘Booze!’ 

	She pushed her trolley back to him. ‘I don’t drink.’ 

	He placed two bottles in her trolley. ‘You said Ryan adopted you, right? Take these, give them to him for father’s day, he’ll love you forever.’ 

	‘What is it?’

	‘Unicorn wine.’ 

	‘Ok, Grigori was practically foodgasming when he was talking about it, what the hell makes it so special?’

	‘It’s quite possibly the best wine ever created. It’s mixed with unicorn blood-’

	‘Oh, that’s gross.’ 

	‘So it’s more than slightly magical, and well…tastes so good that a couple of Solstice guys I knew risked execution to share a bottle. It’s also a limited quantity, seeing as you can’t make it anymore.’

	‘Too expensive?’

	‘No more unicorns. They got hunted to extinction for wine, for steaks, for their horns, whatnot. Saddest part of all, they were a sentient race.’

	‘That is…holy shit? Suddenly the joke about Tauren steaks isn’t so funny anymore.’ 

	‘Huh?’

	‘WoW thing, there’s um, cow people.’ 

	Curt simply shook his head, and put a few varied bottles of alcohol into his trolley. ‘Just tell me that I don’t have to play to understand you? It was bad enough having to sit through the Harry Potter movies with Lisa, and at least I got to make out with her during the credits, you, no such bonus, and a lot more hard work.’ 

	‘Jonesy can set you with an account…’

	‘Trek is as geek as I get,’ he said, pushing his trolley down the aisle.

	‘But WoW is fuuuuun…’ 

	‘Just remember to translate for me, and we’ll be cool, ok?’ They reached a T-junction. ‘Left or right?’ he asked. 

	‘Left is always right,’ she said as she pushed her trolley along. ‘Like the new job?’

	‘I’ve only been at it for a few hours,’ he said, ‘barely had time to do next week’s duty roster. I’m almost, almost mind you, tempted to go ask Mags for help. She can do a month’s worth in like two hours, she’s crazy like that. Of course, she’s also had a lot more practice, so maybe I’ll get better at it.’ 

	‘I could order her to help you.’

	‘And I’m pretty sure she’d slit your throat. Ma’am.’ 

	‘Is being a raging asshole a requirement of working in the combat division?’

	‘No,’ he said, ‘but it seems to help.’ 

	‘So are you going to start going around in the cute little dresses too?’

	‘Not even if you ordered me, ma’am.’ 

	‘Oooh, hey look, you were tempting fate,’ she said as she pushed her trolley to a rack of clothes. ‘Sure we could find one to fit you.’ 

	He shook his head, and looked at the other side of the aisle, at clothes far more appropriate for him, she grinned, and shrugged, turning back to the girly clothes. All so unsuitable for her but-

	[Hey Jonesy?]

	[Are you getting back in time for the raid?] Jones asked as he appeared in her HUD. [Or should I give your seat to-]

	[I’ll be there,] she said, [I’ll be there. Just shopping at Grigori-Mart right now.]

	[Finding anything you like?]

	[Nothing for me yet. Question. Andrea, size twelve?]

	 

	[No, fourteen,] he said. [Why?]

	She streamed what she was seeing. ‘Because I think some of these tops are really pretty, I mean, I know nothing about clothes, so they could look like crap, but I think they’re nice. Anything take your fancy?] She ran her hand along the rack, pulling out some of the prettier-looking tops. [Ooh, this material feels weird. Nice. Tingly. Or is my hand broken?]

	[It’s probably...Tabitha silk,] Jones said. [Grigori does have a habit of spoiling his dates.]

	[You want?]

	[...yes please.]

	She pulled four of the tops off the rack and placed them in the trolley. [Okies, I’ll call you if I see any other cool stuff.]

	[...and I might give you a few preferential loot rolls tonight,] he said. 

	[No, bad GM, just make sure we’ve got plenty of cookies.]

	Jones smiled. [Deal.]

	‘Oi, newbie?’

	She turned, and saw Curt in a long leather duster, a hat, wielding a long stick. ‘What do you think?’ 

	‘You look like a bit of a twit,’ she said. ‘None of that looks good on you.’ 

	‘I’m keeping the hat.’ 

	‘May birds nest in it,’ she said as he tossed it in his trolley. 

	‘Let’s see if we can find the weapons,’ he said. 

	‘Lead on Indiana.’ 

	‘This is so not an Indiana Jones hat,’ he said. ‘This is a cool hat.’ 

	‘When did hats become cool again?’

	He shrugged. ‘What do you want newbie? I’m really only following you around, you want a magic sword? Some armour? Neverending basketball tickets?’

	 

	‘Spear?’ she said. ‘Magic helmet?’ She slumped over her trolley. ‘I don’t really know, I don’t really care. I just wanted…to take back a bit of control, if you know what I mean. Ever since Dorian showed up at my door, I haven’t really had much control. I mean, ok, I had a choice whether or not to be a recruit, but it wasn’t really a choice. I mean, leave, be safe and go back to hacking into Facebook accounts, or stay, find out about magic, and spend time with the man who constitutes my earliest memory? Not really a choice. The mirror thing, I thought I was doing the right thing, so not a decision I can change. After that…the choice to live or die, again, not a choice. I’ve been bobbing along, I’ve been reacting, I finally start to get the hang of all this, and that arsehole stabs me in the fucking chest! So yeah, I’m being a petty bitch, but I need this.’ 

	He smiled. ‘I think the spear and magic helmet section might be down this way.’ 

	 


Bonus #3 – Court Opinion #1

	Posted on May 25, 2010 by Stormy 

	‘Ok, so you’re sure it’s safe,’ Stef asked as she spun on her chair. 

	‘As sure I can be,’ Ryan said as he put a hand on her hair to stop her spinning. ‘This shouldn’t be anything like Russia.’ 

	‘You didn’t think Russia was going to be anything like Russia.’ 

	He sighed. ‘You have to do your external training somewhere. You’ve been given dispensation to bring it down to four days, but you still need to do four days at an Agency that isn’t here.’ 

	‘You sure I can’t just glue a “Paris” label to the lobby, and have it count?’ 

	‘Stef.’ 

	She rolled her eyes. ‘I know, I know. But, you’re sure this is the best option?’

	‘Most of Williams’ recruits have the same kind of field rating as our tech recruits. Being a Madchester spotter isn’t very demanding, it’s mostly observation and analysis, sometimes a little interaction if one side needs something from the other, but those occasions are very rare.’ 

	‘You were going to send me there, weren’t you?’ 

	‘Madchester, at its heart, is a benevolent court, it’s a sanctuary with very little interest in war or stirring the pot. Queen Madhe may hold sway over a lot of fae and have a lot of power herself, but she will never turn away one of her own in need. If you are-’ 

	‘Loopy?’

	‘You are pretty much guaranteed sanctuary. It’s somewhere where those who need to be, can just be, without comment or query, where one is allowed to converse with the walls, or sleep with a sword to protect them from things that others can’t see.’ 

	‘And Enid’s there.’ 

	‘Yes. She is,’ he said flatly. 

	‘I’m really sorry, I will aim for the head next time, but you’re lucky I managed to shoot her at all, I wasn’t exactly a great shot.’ 

	‘There’s no next time, if you see her, walk away, if she’s in Madchester territory, you can’t touch her, because she has sanctuary with them.’ 

	‘And if she’s not?’ 

	‘It’s unlikely that you’ll see her,’ he said. ‘Just please don’t spark a war, we just avoided one.’ 

	‘But she’s just one-’

	‘Stef.’

	‘Fine, I won’t shoot nobody.’ 

	‘Are you trying to hide behind a double-negative?’

	She shook her head. ‘Nope. Promise. Cross my heart and h- No. Not gonna say that. Cross my heart and swear to cookies.’ 

	He smiled. ‘Well, a promise like that I can believe. It’s almost time to go, do you have everything you need?’ 

	She stood, patted down her vest, and her pants pockets. ‘I know I left my ability to require around here somewhere…’ 

	He reached down and lifted her laptop. ‘Aren’t you even going to take your computer?’

	‘Oh. Right. Sorry.’ She required a bag, slipped Frankie inside, and zipped it up. ‘I didn’t bother taking him to Russia because I was under the impression I’d be doing a lot more punching than typing.’ She took a moment, thought, then nodded. ‘Ok, I think I’ve got everything now.’ 

	He nodded, and handed her a business card. ‘Here’s where you need to go.’ 

	‘You’re not going to shift me? I’m not getting picked up?’ 

	‘Look at the card.’ 

	She did, and at the number string there. It blurred for a moment, then a schematic of the Hyde Agency appeared in her HUD, with the lobby highlighted, and a dialogue box asking her if she wanted to shift to the given location. 

	‘Ok,’ she said, spinning the schematic, showing off a dozen different angles, ‘that’s kind of cool.’ 

	‘Good luck.’ 

	She nodded, then took the option in her HUD, and felt herself shift. 

	The Hyde lobby was very different to the Brisbane lobby – smaller for a start, with the desk off to the right, and the elevators off to the left, instead of a central desk and elevators to the right. 

	There was also no secretary. 

	She approached the desk, double-checked her location, then rang the bell. 

	Nothing but the filtered traffic noises answered her. 

	‘Waitwaitwait,’ someone called. A small woman ran past her, screeched to a halt, and jumped into the receptionist’s chair. ‘Welcome to A & J Law Services, how can I help you today?’

	She stared at the woman, at her blue hair, eyebrow piercing and the one-inch gauges in her ears, and smiled, then shook her head. ‘Ok, maybe wrong building, sorry.’ 

	‘We provide a comprehensive range of services, you can discuss- Wait…you’re the Aussie, aren’t you?’ 

	‘Eh?’

	The woman smiled. ‘AJ, hiya, nice to meet you, sorry about that.’ 

	‘…am I in the right place?’

	‘If you’re looking for the Hyde Agency, then ya.’ 

	‘You’re not-’

	‘One of you, no, plain old…well, I’m two parts fae, ten parts human, no powers to speak of, so pretty much plain old human.’ She pointed to her hair. ‘Unless this counts as my mutant power.’ She picked up the cordless phone and punched a few buttons. ‘Your guest is here, ok, ya, I’ll keep her entertained.’ 

	‘Law services?’ she asked as AJ put down the phone. 

	‘Well, what’s your cover story?’

	‘I don’t know,’ she said truthfully, ‘I don’t hang out in the lobby that much.’ 

	‘Well,’ AJ said as she required and sipped an espresso, ‘we don’t have any face plating or anything, and you get the occasional person come in, either because they have the wrong address, or because they’re curious about what we do, so with me as the secretary and proclaiming that we’re five-hundred-quid-an-hour lawyers, we chase away nineteen out of twenty people.’ 

	‘And the twentieth?’ 

	‘Rock stars,’ she said. ‘Or creative types in general, or old creepy guys who propose paying the hourly rate for not law services,’ she said with a grimace. ‘I love being able to require a gun.’ 

	‘What happens when you do get someone who wants a lawyer?’

	‘We’ve partnered with a couple of firms, and we send them their way.’ 

	‘Must work out pretty well for them.’ 

	‘And for us,’ AJ said, ‘there aren’t many experts in faerie law, but there are a few that have studied up on Court laws, and we occasionally need a consult, and it’s good to be able to get an external opinion on certain situations.’ 

	She nodded, then went stiff as she was attacked from behind. Arms wrapped around her, and she saw half a dozen pop-ups as emergency routines were unlocked. Without thinking, or controlling herself, she knocked the arms away, spun, and lifted her attacker by the throat. 

	Her attacker, that looked very much like a recruit. Very much like, and having the same pop-up as the recruit she was supposed to spend the next four days with. This much recognised, the pop-ups disappeared, and the strength fled her arm, and she dropped the recruit, who fell to her butt and let out a high-pitched whine. 

	‘I…’ she started. ‘I…um…sorry. I…sorry.’ 

	The recruit stared at her, but didn’t reply. She offered a hand to the girl, who grabbed it, and pulled her to the ground, and laughed as she hit the cold tiles. 

	‘Ok,’ Milla said, ‘now we’re even.’ 

	She sat up and stared at the recruit. ‘I’m sure I could reprimand you, or punish you, or something, for that.’ 

	‘Gods,’ AJ said from behind the desk, ‘don’t be such a narc.’ 

	Hacker pride flared. ‘I’m not a narc!’ she shouted. She clamped her mouth shut, then looked down at her suit. ‘Oh yeah, guess I am.’ 

	Milla placed a briefcase in front of her and popped the locks. ‘Hungry?’ she asked as she pulled out a sandwich. 

	She unzipped her laptop case and pulled out a small emergency bag of cookies. ‘Trade you?’

	Milla grinned and took the cookies. ‘This is going to be fun.’ 

	‘Milla,’ a voice boomed. ‘No picnics in the lobby.’ 

	An agent rounded them, then lifted Milla from the floor. ‘Look at you,’ he scolded gently, adjusting her suit, ‘you were supposed to be nice and clean for your guest.’ He brushed breadcrumbs from the girl’s suit, then tapped her on the nose. ‘I do suppose you’ll have to do.’ 

	She slowly climbed to her feet.

	‘And you must be Agent Mimosa,’ Agent Williams said. ‘Glad you found your way here all right.’ 

	‘But her file said-’ Milla started. 

	‘She wants to know,’ Williams said, ‘if she can call you by your first name. She is used to being informal with agents,’ he said. ‘But if it’s not all right, then-’

	‘Stef’s fine,’ she said. ‘I’m still getting used to the “Agent” part myself.’ 

	‘So we noticed,’ AJ muttered. ‘I’m going back to the study hall,’ she said as she stood, then walked away, giving a casual wave over her shoulder. 

	Milla grabbed her hand. ‘Want a tour?’ 

	‘Sure.’ 

	‘I’ll let you two girls get to it, come see me if you need anything.’ 

	‘Ok, Billy,’ Milla said. 

	‘Oh, Agent Mimosa?’

	‘Hm?’

	‘Would you prefer an office or a dorm room for the next few days? I know it’s usually an office, but you’re mostly going to be in the field, so…’ 

	‘Do you have any dorm rooms free?’

	‘Four or five,’ he said with a shrug. 

	‘Then I’ll take one of them, thanks, I mean, for giving me the choice.’ 

	‘Here, give me your bag. Milla, I’ll put her in twenty-five, show her where it is at the end of the tour, ok?’ 

	‘Ok Billy.’ 

	Williams accepted her laptop bag, gave them a nod, then shifted away. 

	‘I suggest,’ Milla said, ‘we start with the cafe down the street. No, wait, we can do that later. Important question: Which Court are you?’

	‘Is this like the tree question?’ 

	Milla shook her head. ‘No, it’s like how some people don’t know how to treat people if they don’t know your star sign? I like to know which Court somebody belongs to, so I know how to treat them.’ 

	‘I’m…Agency,’ she said. ‘I don’t-’ 

	‘Ok, so not everyone belongs to one really, but some people are aligned with them, or covered by them, or in their favour, or like that.’ 

	‘Lost, I think,’ she said. ‘I had one of their imaginary friends when I was a kid, and I’ve got an offer to go there if I need to.’ 

	Milla beamed. ‘Good. Lost is good. Ok, not the show, but the Court. Who was your friend?’

	‘Um, Captain Hook?’

	Milla nodded in approval. ‘Better than a blue kitty named Toffee Oliver.’ 

	‘Yours?’ 

	‘Nope, Recruit Milo…something, I forget his name. Except he didn’t just have her as a kid, she kind of stayed with him all the time, even when he grew up, except she wasn’t just a kitty then, she would come here in people-form, and bring him a cut lunch and stuff. They left to go have babies, or kittens, or something. He pops by now and then, but not for ages. I think he might be training to be an imaginary friend himself.’ She shrugged, popped her briefcase open again, and unwrapped a sandwich. ‘He was pretty cool, even if his name was Milo. Milo’s a weird name.’ 

	‘Did he taste like chocolate?’ 

	‘That’s racist!’ 

	She stared at the recruit. ‘Huh?’

	‘Racist,’ Milla said in a quieter voice. ‘I mean-’

	‘Milo’s this chocolate drink stuff, you put it in milk, yanno?’

	‘Oooooh…’ Milla said, then bit into her sandwich again. ‘Sorry I thought you were being a horrible person that I couldn’t be friends with and would have to pretend to like for the rest of the week.’ 

	‘It’s not mandatory to like me,’ she said, ‘most people don’t, so don’t feel weird if you end up hating me.’ 

	Milla gave a lopsided smile. ‘I’ve got plenty of other reasons to feel weird.’ 

	‘So what,’ she asked as Milla led her over to the elevator, ‘do you do if someone doesn’t have a Court? How do you know how to treat them then?’ 

	‘That makes it harder,’ the recruit said as she swung her briefcase, ‘if they don’t have a Court, I try and find out which Sin or which Virtue they belong to.’ 

	‘Which what now?’ 

	Milla screwed up her face in confusion as she stepped into the lift. ‘Don’t you have to pass a test or something to become an agent?’ 

	‘I didn’t. I’m still learning, gimme a break.’ 

	‘Seven Sins, seven Virtues,’ Milla said. ‘Everyone belongs to at least one of them, but I don’t believe the crap that you get to belong to one of each, some people have nothing bad about them, and some people have nothing good about them, not that I’m saying which is which.’ 

	‘How do you know who you belong to?’ 

	‘It’s generally a guess,’ the recruit said. ‘Unless you’re lucky enough to get visited by them. I mean, you get immortal, like, really immortal guys wondering around, and they’re that way because Fortitude smiled upon them, and got Life and Death’s permission to let them keep living.’ 

	‘Like Dorian Gray?’ 

	‘You don’t know who the Sins and Virtues are, but you’ve had time to read Dorian Gray’s file?’

	‘Dorian’s…the reason I’m in this whole mess in the first place.’ 

	‘So the Agency is a mess now?’

	‘No, I just mean-’

	Milla poked her tongue at her. ‘I’m just messing with you. What’s he like?’

	‘Subtle and quick to anger?’ she said. ‘Nothing like the book. Complicated.’ 

	‘Cool.’ 

	The lift stopped and let them off. ‘Here we are.’ 

	‘Where?’ 

	‘Everywhere,’ Milla said. ‘Well, not everywhere, but most-where. You’ve got a segregated Agency, right?’

	‘A what?’

	‘You’ve got separate field, tech and combat divisions.’ 

	‘Yeah.’ 

	‘Here, not so much,’ Milla said. ‘Most of us do the field stuff and the tech stuff – our field work isn’t like normal field work, not so much running, jumping and shooting, just watching and observing, taking notes, that kind of stuff. Some people just stay here and do tech stuff though, if they don’t want to go out into the field. We’re…kind of a specialised Agency.’ 

	‘What happens if something, like, end-of-the-worldy happens?’ 

	‘We call for help, it isn’t our job to handle that kind of stuff. As for the everyday stuff that you deal with, well, this close to Madchester, all of the fae pretty much keep themselves in line. Around these parts, the fae pretty much police themselves.’ 

	Milla led her into a large room, with a dozen recruits sitting at desks, and three poring over maps at a large table in the centre of the room. 

	‘Hey guys,’ Milla said, and the other recruits looked up, ‘we’ve got a visitor.’ The recruit jerked a thumb at her. ‘Agent Mimosa, she’ll be around here for the next few days, I’m taking her on a tour now, but Kristy, could you give her the round table discussion when we get back?’

	A blond recruit nodded. ‘Sure thing.’ 

	Milla grabbed her hand. ‘Come on, there’s other stuff to see.’ 

	 


Bonus #3 – Court Opinion #2
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	‘I can see why they sent you here,’ Milla said as she walked along the edge of the railing, teetering unsteadily dozens of meters above the grounds. Stef stared at the girl, at the absolute lack of fear she had, despite having fallen twice in the last half hour, with little more complaint than about her spilled drink. 

	‘Why?’ she asked the recruit. 

	‘Well, we’re the weirdo Agency, so they send us all of the weirdos.’ 

	‘I’m-’ 

	Where are you going with that sentence, Spyder?

	‘Oh yeah you are,’ Milla said, doing a clumsy, amateur pirouette, ‘so just admit it.’ 

	‘I am.’ 

	‘S’ok,’ Milla said, ‘you’re far from the weirdest that has come through. I mean, we’ve had some of those statics come through-’

	‘Some of those what?’

	‘Billy generally calls them “the best of us” with the “us” part being agents, not the everybody kind of “us”, agents who are agents but forgot to be people.’ 

	‘Oh yeah, them,’ she sipped her shake, ‘not sure I’d want to meet one of them.’ 

	‘Because they wouldn’t approve of you?’

	‘I didn’t mean to lose it in the lobby, but I’m still getting used to this whole secret identity thing. I’m not exactly Batman.’

	Milla shrugged. ‘AJ thinks all agents are crazy anyway, and I already knew.’ 

	‘You knew?’

	‘Billy told me. He never keeps anything from me. Unless it’s for my own good, and I don’t think you’re the dangerous kind of thing that needs to be kept from me. Are you dangerous?’ 

	She shrugged. ‘Probably not.’

	‘You’re lucky your Ryan’s a Billy and not a static. If he was a static, you’d still be a corpse. And probably gross.’

	‘You’re close with Billy aren’t you? How long have you been his recruit?’ 

	Milla shrugged. ‘Only a couple of years, he wouldn’t let me be official until I was eighteen, he wanted to make sure I was old enough to make the right decision.’ 

	‘So what, you were rocking it up in the lobby before you were eighteen asking for application forms?’ 

	Milla slurped on her drink, then jumped down from the railing. ‘I know your secret origin story, want to know mine?’ 

	‘Okies, sure.’ 

	‘A demon attacked my street, and sent all the grown-ups insane. They picked up their cricket bats, and their rakes, and they all started to kill each other. It didn’t affect the kids so much, except cause they had to watch, and that was probably kind of worse. It sort of affected my sister, cause she was fifteen, and I think she might have been the one who killed our mum, dunno though, I was asleep for the most of it, I had the flu.’ 

	Holy fuck…

	‘Someone,’ she continued, ‘threw a…one of those bombs made with a liquor bottle?’

	‘Molotov cocktail?’

	‘Yeah, one of them, through my window, and that made me wake up, so I grabbed my teddies and ran out of the house, just like we’d practiced. It wasn’t my job to get the phone and call for help, I just had to stand outside, and make sure that I wasn’t on fire.’ 

	‘But-’

	‘But there was a body where I was supposed to sit, and I kinda realised something was wrong. And there wasn’t a lot of fire in the house, so I ran back in to get the phone, cause nobody else had come out yet.’ 

	‘How old were you?’ 

	‘Eight,’ Milla said, then paused for a moment to take a long drink. ‘Got the phone, but then I saw Cindy. She was shaking on the floor, and all covered in red. She saw me, and tried to hit me, but then just started screaming. I pulled her out, I think I might have pulled out some hair, dunno, she didn’t seem to notice. Some cops showed up, but the grown-ups killed them too, they didn’t see us, or we weren’t important, or something. Cindy got up, knocked me down, and…well, ran off, but I didn’t see it, cause I hit my head really hard.’ She pointed to a scar on the side of her head. ‘And then Billy was there. He just picked me up and then I was safe. I woke up in the infirmary with Doc Holiday, and I’ve been here ever since. The Agency’s my home, and Billy’s my family.’ 

	‘You parents?’ 

	‘Both dead. Cindy killed our mum, and Billy killed my dad, not that he was my dad anymore, he was just some crazy person that needed to get put down.’

	‘He killed your dad?’

	‘If he hadn’t, we wouldn’t be talking now. My dad was going to bash my head in with a cricket bat. And…it’s ok, he took over the job, well, as much as he could anyway. Agents make good parents. Cindy’s ok though. Mostly.’ 

	‘Well-’

	‘She’s in Madchester,’ Milla said, ‘and it’s visiting day tomorrow. Not that it’s ever a whole day, for some people it is, but not with us, she doesn’t like to be taken away from her duties.’ 

	‘What does she do?’ 

	Milla smiled. ‘She’s the queen of bees.’ 

	‘That’s an official Madchester job?’ 

	‘Not by a long shot, Agent,’ Milla said, ‘she’s not staff, she’s a resident, if you know what I mean. The crazy, it didn’t go away, they tried with a few of the kids, and the few adults that survived, but nothing they did could make them less crazy. They aren’t even…ok, let me put it this way: Madchester exists so you don’t have to live in a rubber room, you’re allowed to walk free, or lie around, or hide from the things that aren’t there, just so long as you aren’t a danger to anyone else – and even then, they’ve got ways of calming down people who want to hurt others. The people from my street, they’re in rubber rooms in Madchester. They aren’t even people, they aren’t functional, and if they’re awake, they’re still trying to kill people. They’re locked away, and everyone does the best to make sure that they remember that they tried to help.’ 

	She stared at the recruit, not wanting to push, not wanting to pry into something that was none of her business. 

	‘Cindy…’ Milla continued, after fetching yet another sandwich from her briefcase, ‘Billy would take me every week on visiting day, just so I could see her. She’s the only family, human family, I mean, that I have left, so I just wanted to see her. I was eight, I just kept thinking that if I kept visiting, if I kept talking to her, telling her I loved her that…the world would be all Disney, and that she’d be ok.’ 

	‘The world’s suspiciously free of happy endings,’ she said. 

	‘I wrote a letter to the Queen,’ Milla said, pulling a piece of lettuce from the sandwich and tossing it over the side of the roof. ‘And in return, she sent an invitation for me, had a Courtier pick me up, escort me through, afforded me all the pomp and respect as she would an adult, and she treated me no differently to any other visitor, except that she served me milk instead of wine.’ 

	‘Was her name always Madhe, or is that just because of what she does?’ 

	‘She was born a goddess, so you couldn’t say her real name anyway, not even with an agent voice box,’ Milla said. ‘And it’s not the first name she’s had, but it’s close enough to her favourite name, and the name that most people know her for, kind of like how you’re an “agent” but people still think of “agents” as “angels”.’ 

	‘What was her old name then?’ 

	Milla bit into her sandwich. ‘Mab.’ 

	She dropped her shake. 

	‘What?’ the recruit asked, ‘surprised?’

	‘Yeah, just when I think the world can’t do that anymore, here we go, another wham episode. Mab? Really?’

	Milla nodded. ‘Really really.’ 

	‘Fscking hell, I’m impressed. I mean-’ 

	‘You want to hear the rest of the story, I’m almost done, and then I can show you the schedule for tomorrow.’ 

	‘Sure, sorry, go ahead.’ 

	‘I told her what I’d told her in my letter, that I wanted my sister better, that I wanted her better, whatever it took. I was a kid, I didn’t have much to give, but I wanted to give whatever it took to make her better.’ 

	‘What did you give her?’

	‘Humans…we’re really easy to manipulate, and I’m not just talking about one person cheating another, I mean, every bit of us, our minds, our bodies, our souls, all of it can be strip-mined if you’ve got the right tools, or the right powers. That’s why people like you can exist, because…we’re just so easy to use. You can shatter your life, you can sell your memories, or have them stolen, you can give up your ability to walk, we’re so easily compartmentalised.’ Milla smiled. ‘I gave up a little of my sanity, a little bit of myself, so Cindy could stop screaming to herself at night.’ 

	‘How does that make her the queen of bees?’

	‘They were my favourite animal when I was a kid, I loved how they were so organised, and how they all had to follow the orders of a girl. I used to pretend I was a queen bee sometimes, and that all of my toys were my minions. Somehow…that got taken as well, it gave the little bit of sanity I gave her a kind of structure, a…mold to base her stray thoughts around, something like that, it’s all madness, I don’t understand it.’ 

	‘Do you regret it?’

	‘She’s my sister, Agent,’ Milla said, ‘there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her. I also lost a lot of memories of our parents, but that’s ok, whether they were payment, or they went to Cindy, either way, I don’t care. Those that are lost, are lost, you have to focus on those that remain, and that’s what I did.’ 

	‘Doesn’t it hurt to see her?’

	‘Compared to the wreck she was before I helped her? Billy would take me every week, and I would see her, try to talk to her, and she wouldn’t even hear me, and I’d come back here and cry for three days. Now…she can hear me, she can sleep at night, and she’s…happy. It’s the best I can do for her, so I look forward to seeing her every week, not that I can stay long, a queen has a lot to do.’ 

	‘And it’s tomorrow?’

	Milla nodded. ‘I always go see her about lunchtime, so I talk to her for a bit, then go grab her meal from the restaurant, bring it back, then say goodbye and let her eat.’ 

	‘And they don’t mind? You visiting I mean, even though you’re a recruit?’ 

	‘Of course not, so long as you enter humble, and don’t stir up trouble, everyone’s welcome during visiting hours. I mean, certain members of other Courts maybe not, but there’s no problem for Agency people.’ 
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